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INTRODUCTION

Two Roads Diverged

EDWARD THOMAS COULD NOT decide what to do. An emerging poet, Thomas, thirty-seven years old in the summer of 1915, was balancing his time between literary London and the home he loved in the beautiful Hampshire countryside of southern England. Married, with children, he had not yet been conscripted into the war that was already taking so many of his country’s young men.

Thomas was torn. Should he enlist, join the war, and serve his country at the front? Or should he leave it all far behind and go to America?

Thomas had a real offer of refuge in America. His friend and soulmate, a fellow poet named Robert Frost, had gone back to his beloved farmlands of New Hampshire. Come join me, Frost had offered.

Frost and Thomas had become friends when Frost had moved to England in 1912, hoping that there he might make an impression with his work. Over many visits together, the two men had encouraged each other’s writing, each other’s dreams. They often took long walks through the woods, relishing the outdoors. “Thomas and I had become so inseparable,” Frost recalled, “that we came to be looked on as some sort of literary Siamese twins.”

Earlier in 1915, Frost and his wife, Elinor, had returned to America. With them, Edward Thomas sent his eldest child, his fifteen-year-old son. Thomas had an open invitation to come along too.

So, now, Thomas faced his choice: Should he join up and go to war or seek peace with his American friend? Thomas had often talked to Frost about his dilemma. “These last few days,” Thomas wrote in June 1915, “I have been looking at 2 alternatives, trying to enlist or coming out to America.”1

Frost replied by sending his friend a draft poem. He called it “The Road Not Taken.”


Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth;




Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,




And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.

Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

I doubted if I should ever come back.




I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.



Thomas took the message of the poem very personally. He was hurt by it. He felt Frost was accusing him of dithering and that the accusation was unfair. “It’s all very well for you poets in a yellow wood to say you choose, but you don’t.”

Frost wrote back, assuring his friend that he was only teasing: “Methinks you strikest too hard in so small a matter.… the sigh was a mock sigh, hypocritical for the fun of the thing.”

Thomas was unconvinced. “You have got me again over the Path not taken & no mistake.”

A week later, he wrote to Frost to say that now his mind was made up. “Last week I had screwed myself up to the point of believing I should come out to America & lecture if anyone wanted me to. But I have altered my mind. I am going to enlist on Wednesday if the doctor will pass me.”

The doctor did pass him. After training, Thomas reported for duty to become an officer in the Royal Artillery. The date was August 25, 1916.2

When Thomas took on his commission, the Great War had been under way for two years. The summer of 1916 had been the most monstrous yet. Already that season’s gigantic concussions had passed into the common vocabulary; one needed only to say “Verdun” or “the Somme.” No one in Europe had ever lived through such a war. It had passed well beyond any known experience.

Earlier, in 1916, Thomas wrote a poem that closed with the words


Now all roads lead to France

And heavy is the tread

Of the living; but the dead

Returning lightly dance.3



If they danced lightly in memory, the collective tread of the lost millions was heavy enough in the consciousness of the living. By August 1916, with no end to it in sight, all the leaders of the warring powers, at least in private, confronted the scale and cost of the slaughter, the unremitting hardship weighing on their societies.

Like Edward Thomas, the leaders also faced a fateful choice. They too looked out at two divergent roads. Down one path was ever more war. The other, perhaps, led to peace.

As they looked down the war path, no good military options were left. Money, food, munitions, and people were running short.

Yet the road to peace seemed daunting too. How to get there? How to take the first steps?

Exhausted nations, drummed onward by patriotic duty, sought meaning from their appalling sacrifices. Bureaucrats wrote papers speculating about annexing this or that strip of land. But to some of the leaders, on both sides, such aims seemed banal, almost trivial, in relation to the scale of what was being sacrificed. Was anything, beyond defense of home and country, worth all this? Yet, if they had doubts, how could they acknowledge them? What could they say? How could they be the first to go before their suffering people and offer to end the war without a heroic conclusion?

For Edward Thomas, the other path—away from war—led toward America. Those wartime leaders who confronted their own secret doubts also looked to America. The US president, Woodrow Wilson, held the key that could release them from their awful dilemma.

A week before Edward Thomas reported for duty, on August 18, 1916, the chancellor of Imperial Germany made the first big move. He sent a momentous and secret cable to his able ambassador in Washington. Britain had cut direct telegraph connections from Germany to America. So the chancellor’s message had flashed over the wires first to neutral Stockholm. From there it was relayed to neutral Buenos Aires. From there his coded message was dispatched again, on to the German embassy in Washington. There the chancellor’s words were laboriously decoded.

“We are happy to accept a mediation by the President to start peace negotiations among the belligerents who want to bring this about,” the German chancellor instructed. “Please strongly encourage the President’s activities in this regard.”

To avoid giving any impression that his country was weak or desperate, the chancellor’s plea was utterly secret. The German mediation request was unconditional. The chancellor sought President Woodrow Wilson’s help to arrange both a peace conference among the belligerents to end the war and another, more general peace conference, with participation by the United States and other neutrals, to set postwar plans to secure the peace. The other path now beckoned.4
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THE IMPERIAL CHANCELLOR who made that plea, the sixty-one-year-old Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, had been in his job for seven years. He was a tall, firmly built, angular man, graying with a short mustache and beard.

He was not an elected politician. He was an imperial official, appointed by and serving at the pleasure of the kaiser. Bethmann was the supreme civilian leader and foreign minister both for the German Empire as a whole and for its largest member state, Prussia.

He had never attempted to become the kaiser’s friend. His style was to be the quintessential dispassionate public servant. Deliberate, plain-spoken, and truthful, he offered appraisals and advice in a professional, careful, didactic style. Others in the court occasionally resented and mocked him; yet they respected him.5

Before the war started, Bethmann had been melancholy, his mood darkened by his wife’s death in May 1914. As the conflict wore on and his son died at the front later in 1914, he became still more somber. By early 1915, Bethmann wondered aloud, to friends, about what share of the blame he should carry for the hurried and negligent diplomacy that had led to war in July 1914. “If one talks about guilt for this war—we also have our share of the responsibility, that we have to confess honestly,” he confided. “And if I say this thought depresses me that would be too little—the thought does not leave me. I live in it.”

Bethmann put some of the blame on xenophobic popular movements, including in his own country. “There we have our part of the guilt, the pan-Germans (Alldeutsche) have their guilt. In our domestic and foreign policy, we have lived in lies.”6

By 1916, Bethmann was in plain opposition to the right-wing factions. They were doing all they could to bring him down. To some he seemed worn down, “tense, tired, and nervous,” a colleague observed in the spring of 1916. “His hair has become white; his face is lined with deep furrows.”7

But in August 1916 Bethmann had won the kaiser’s approval to step out, for the first time, on the road to a general peace. The path, the German peace strategy, looked to Woodrow Wilson, the only leader of a great power not yet embroiled in the war, to bring the warring sides to the table.

And Wilson was eager to do it. And in Paris, and in London, other leaders too were eyeing the peace road. Bethmann’s timing was better than he knew.
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ON AUGUST 17, 1916, the day before Bethmann sent his request to Wilson, King George V granted an audience at Buckingham Palace to Francis Bertie. Bertie, the second son of an earl, had spent fifty-three of his seventy-two years in diplomatic service until he was awarded a title of his own, Baron Bertie of Thame. The king had something he needed to tell Bertie. Since 1905, seemingly forever, Bertie had been Britain’s envoy in Paris. The king had some startling information to pass on about France.

The king had just returned from a then secret visit to the British troops in the field. A key stop was at Val Vion, a handsome four-story brick mansion, about a mile east of the village of Beauquesne in northern France, that was the forward headquarters of the British commanding general in France, Douglas Haig. Val Vion was about twelve miles west of the networks of interlocking trench lines.

The gigantic Battle of the Somme had been raging for the past seven weeks. It would continue for months to come. The battle had already snuffed out more lives than any other that had ever been fought in the long history of the British Isles. From Val Vion, the king could hear the rumble of the guns.

France’s president, Raymond Poincaré, came up to Val Vion for a private talk with the king. The king came out to greet him, wearing a beribboned khaki military uniform appropriate to the occasion.

The two men, the king and the president of France, were already well acquainted. Poincaré had been president since 1913. President Poincaré stepped forward in a more somber kind of uniform, a livery of mourning. Poincaré wore black from head to toe, without a bit of adornment or decoration. Poincaré knew the toll the war was taking. Seeing the king, on August 12, he had been “preoccupied by the numerous letters in his post-bag calling for a peace settlement.”8

To the French public, Poincaré was a symbol of the united war effort. He was a conservative nationalist. He was competent and worked hard. He had very much been part of and supported France’s moves toward war in 1914. He personified France’s “sacred union” to wage that war. A few months before he saw the king, in May, he had given a firm speech reiterating France’s determination to fight on to impose a proper peace.

That was the public man. But in private, with the distant thunder of the guns in the background, Poincaré had a sober message. He confided to the king that he was in favor of “bringing the war to a conclusion as soon as possible.”

How could this be done? Poincaré had his eye on the American path to peace. He expected the American president, Woodrow Wilson, to offer mediation by October. “When an offer of American mediation comes,” the French president explained, “the Allies should be ready to state their terms for peace.”

Poincaré believed that, understandably, the French public was “too optimistic.” The people did not know the full situation. He also felt “great anxiety in regard to the state of affairs in Russia.” That ally had just suffered yet another season of horrific losses. The political turmoil there was more and more obvious to all observers.9

Receiving this report from the king about what Poincaré had said, Bertie was greatly disturbed. The aged diplomat viewed any talk of peace with haughty disdain. Just six days before this royal audience, Bertie had in fact tried to persuade the foreign secretary, Edward Grey, to dismiss any peace move from Wilson.

Grey had not agreed. He had long been eyeing the peace path from America, much more than Bertie knew. To his blustery ambassador, Grey did not explain all this. Grey did predict, correctly, that Germany would ask Wilson to mediate. Britain, he told his ambassador, could not “make a blank refusal” of such a move by Wilson. Britain would have to consult with allies and dig into the terms. Britain’s leaders did not dare to “put America against us.”

Arguing with Grey, Bertie had played the French card. He “had not seen any signs of the French being ready to listen to peace proposals,” he assured Grey, “they not being afraid of America as we are.” How discomfiting it was now to Bertie. Having just made that argument to Grey, confidently describing French opinion, he might now have to report that, from no less a source than the king himself, it turned out that the famously patriotic president of France was very much “ready to listen to peace proposals.”10

Grey would indeed soon learn about what Poincaré had said. To that he could add his own awareness of just how much the entire British and Allied war effort and food supplies depended on America. Grey also knew, as Bertie did not, the greatest secret of them all: that Britain’s ability to pay for these supplies, to sustain its whole war effort, was running out.

On August 30, the British prime minister, Herbert Henry Asquith, began getting ready in earnest. He secretly asked the members of his cabinet’s War Committee to submit their views on the terms for a negotiated peace.

The War Committee well knew that Woodrow Wilson was anxious to mediate an end to the war. Wilson had hoped that the British would ask him to do it. In the first half of 1916, the British government had in fact been sorely tempted. Yet, after round upon round of secret debates, the British had put off the American peace option. They and their allies decided they would first try out their long-planned gigantic summer offensives.

Those bloodily foundered. So, as hopes of a military breakthrough faded once again, as the shocking casualty lists touched families in every part of the land, the British debates began again. So, in August, for the first time, all the stars finally came into alignment for a real chance to end the war. On both sides, those who knew the most were pessimistic about the future and willing to consider ways to bring the war to an end. The one great power still on the sidelines was ready and willing to help them do it.
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FOR MORE than five months, from August 1916 until the end of January 1917, leaders secretly struggled to end the Great War. They did so far out of public sight, one reason their battle is still little understood today.

Other supposedly pivotal moments in the war have long been the subject of intense scrutiny. For generations, the spotlights have been trained on how the war started. Scholars have minutely studied every move and countermove in the “July crisis” of 1914.

The great battles, however inconclusive, have been scoured for their significance. There is even a book dedicated to the war’s last week, when its conclusion was inevitable.

In many ways, these choices not to end the war are more interesting than the choices that started it. In July 1914, the choices were rushed; options were murky and consequences hard to imagine. Between August 1916 and January 1917, the leaders worked for months on the peace road. By that time the stakes were tragically visible. But there are no books on why the war did not end in late 1916 and early 1917.

Few know that the German government secretly sought peace and pleaded for Wilson to mediate a peace conference. This was no informal feeler. It was a direct move made at the top, coordinated with allies and key political figures in Germany.

Few know that Wilson entirely recognized the significance of this move and sought to act on it as quickly and emphatically as he could. He placed it at the top of his agenda as soon as he was reelected. Wilson also knew he had practically absolute leverage—mainly financial—over the Allied ability to continue the war. Given the political climate in the warring countries, it was the Americans who could give the peacemakers in all the warring capitals the face-saving way out.

Few know that the divided British coalition government was intensely, secretly debating its own growing pessimism about the war and its imminent bankruptcy in the dollars to sustain it. These debates were quickened by a still deeper layer of secret knowledge. British intelligence had learned of the secret German peace move.

Few know any of these things because, to outsiders then and to most historians now, it seemed that nothing happened.
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DURING THOSE five months of speculation, arguments, and choices behind closed doors, the future of the war, and the world, hung in the balance as never before.

The 1916–1917 phase of peacemaking was a unique opportunity. After 1916–1917, there would be other discussions about peace. But the alignment of possibilities slipped away. In March 1917, the Russian Revolution began. The Russian war effort slowly collapsed. That collapse eased some major problems for Germany and its allies. It gave them hope to carry on.

After 1916–1917, the British and French also had fresh reason to hope. They had America on their side. That sustained them, quite literally. In their darkest days, later in 1917 and in 1918, the rising American support always spurred them on. So, what in August 1916 were two years of agonizing war had by November 1918 turned into more than four. Those further years of widening war changed the whole course of world history.

The winter of 1916–1917 was pivotal for the history of the United States. Six months before America entered the war, few Americans (or British leaders) predicted it would. Even in January 1917, urged to look to the readiness of the armed forces, Woodrow Wilson, who had just been reelected with the slogan “He kept us out of war,” turned sharply on his adviser. “There will be no war,” the president said. “This country does not intend to become involved in this war.”11

Until April 1917 the United States in its 141-year history had never sent a single soldier or sailor to fight on the continent of Europe. During the next year and a half, the United States, then a country of about one hundred million people, would send two million of them across the Atlantic Ocean to war. Neither Europe nor the United States would ever be the same.

There is a public story of why and how America’s historic neutrality came to an end. It is a story catalyzed by a debate over German submarine warfare. That story is well understood.

But behind that public story is the secret story. The Germans resumed their full U-boat war, the public road to wider war, because some German leaders concluded that the alternative road, the secret road, the peace road, had, after months of trying, reached a dead end.

The Americans faced the end of neutrality because they too had run out of options: President Wilson’s alternative, his peace diplomacy, had also failed, although—then and later—he never really understood quite what had gone wrong. This book is the secret understory of why and how America’s historic neutrality came to an end and America embarked on a new course in world history.
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THE STORY is, however, about much more than what happened to the United States. The consequences of these failures and Britain’s own fateful choices in these months rippled far outward. The French historian Georges-Henri Soutou calls this period of late 1916 and early 1917, and the flurry of efforts to bring the war to an end, the tournant, the great turning. He is right.

“The transition from 1916 to 1917 marked a decisive turning point in the war,” writes a German historian, Jörn Leonhard. “For the historian,” Bentley Gilbert observes, “the autumn and winter of 1916 provide clearly a division in the course of the First World War. More to the point, many contemporary thinkers as well as the great suffering mass of Europe, saw events in the same way.”12

A number of leaders realized that, by the latter half of 1916, their societies were on the edge of a precipice. All the major warring powers had pushed their countries to the outer limits of what a modern nation-state could do to turn governments into absolute machines of war. As the war continued and widened, from 1917 on, the once-mighty Liberal Party in Britain disintegrated as a political force. Germany, the United States, and France all explored how to further transform and militarize their entire societies. In that story too, “1916 was a pivotal year.” These experiences became the models for the total-war states still to come.13

Had the war stopped in 1916, it would have given way to a scarred, bitter peace. There would have been more turmoil, just as years of turmoil followed the end of the Napoleonic Wars. But the outlook would have been better. As in a patient ravaged by illness, the immune system more and more compromised, every further year of terrible warfare lowered the world’s odds for a healthy recovery.

To pick just one example: without a continuation of the war, it is hard to work out any plausible scenario in which the Bolsheviks would have seized power in Russia. As the war continued, profoundly damaged most of all, beyond the countless individual human tragedies, were the future prospects for core regions of the world—Europe and the Middle East.

As horrific as the war had been until the end of 1916, the conflicts of 1917–1918 pushed Europe and the Middle East over the edge. The historian Robert Gerwarth has recently chronicled that descent. “Notably in its final stages, from 1917 onwards, the Great War changed in nature.… It was in this period that a particularly deadly but ultimately conventional conflict between states—the First World War—gave way to an interconnected series of conflicts whose logic and purpose was much more dangerous.”14

By the end of 1918, when the armistice stopped the shooting in western Europe, other wars were already well under way, including the revolution and civil war in Russia that began in 1917–1918, the violent decomposition of the Austro-Hungarian domains, and the wars that tore apart the former domains of the Ottoman Empire. The regions slid irreversibly into years of violent torment that continued on into 1923.

These further wars in central and eastern Europe, Asia, and the Middle East inflicted some of the worst traumas of the whole era. The scars and burdens—psychic, financial, physical, and political—crushed ideals, dimmed hopes, and infected European society with every conceivable social and political virus.
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IN 1919–1920 the Reichstag of the new German republic conducted a remarkable investigation of two aspects of Germany’s diplomacy related to the war. Part of the work was on the outbreak of war in 1914. But there was also a second report, one that inquired into why the German peace moves of 1916–1917 had failed.15

Lacking any evidence about the British, French, or American behavior, the early German investigators tended to point fingers of blame among themselves. Soon, those arguments about those peace moves were put aside, swamped by the overwhelming attention given instead to the great and public debates about 1914 war guilt and the unending waves of documentary releases and arguments about the “July crisis” of 1914.

After the war, knowledgeable British and American sources had no great interest in revisiting the question of whether they could have ended the war in 1916–1917. Wilson’s emissary, Edward House, for example, wrote a memoir with the Yale historian Charles Seymour, edited with the help of the former British intelligence agent William Wiseman, that was immensely influential but carefully omitted and edited key material.

Wilson’s great biographer Arthur Link began pulling together some of the key German and American material and kept revising his interpretation of it. At first, he thought the Germans were never serious. Then he thought they had not given Wilson enough time. In his last work, Link began also blaming members of Wilson’s own team for the American failure. But Link never had any clearer idea than Wilson did of just what had gone wrong. Nor did Link have the evidence now available about the crucial British debates and the way they interacted with the other stories. Another Wilson biographer, John Milton Cooper Jr., came closer, noticing several key clues over the years, but never squarely turned his full attention to the peace story.

The historical work has continued to be limited by national interpretations. To this day, British historians of the period mistakenly assume that any peace was impossible because the Germans would not compromise. Mirroring that, the German historians tend to mistakenly assume that peace was impossible because the British would not compromise. Both sides thus inadvertently echo arguments made back in 1916 by the hard-liners in London and Berlin.16 And neither group tends to look hard enough at what the Americans could have done, given the situation and the strong cards the Americans held in their hand.

Also, since there was no British peace diplomacy during this particular period, some historians on both sides of the Atlantic assumed, as many people did at the time, that British leaders were generally optimistic about the war. That assumption is mistaken. Or they assumed that British leaders were not interested in a negotiated peace. That assumption is, at best, misleading. An intense crisis about whether or how to continue the war was what really precipitated the fall of the Asquith government in December 1916, and that did not quiet the issue.

As I wrote in the study of the 9/11 attacks by the 9/11 Commission, “The path of what happened is so brightly lit that it places everything else more deeply into shadow.”17 Much of what happened in this history, the secret debates and hidden crises, was already in shadow to begin with. This history should see the light, because, beyond the tragedy, it is also a story of inspiring possibilities.
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THIS BOOK originated in the late 2000s, while I was working on another project with Ernest May, who had written one of the foundational accounts of the end of American neutrality. We concluded that the peace debates of 1916–1917 deserved another very hard look. May passed away in 2009. I kept chipping away and started publicly presenting early versions of the argument.

I was fascinated by the momentous puzzle of why the secret German peace move of 1916 had failed. Reconstructing the story required historical detective work in German, British, and American sources. I analyzed the proposals and arguments with a professional’s eye, as a former policymaker and diplomat.

After I presented on this topic at Harvard in 2017, a British scholar there connected me with Daniel Larsen at Cambridge. Sharing our work, we realized we had independently noticed some of the same questions, and Larsen, focusing on the British story, had arrived at some analogous conclusions.18 I also invited Holger Afflerbach to review an early paper and found that he had just published a book, focused on the German story, in which he too had independently noticed “a historic opportunity to bring the First World War to an end… and spare Europe and the world the enormous costs of the last two years of war.”19 Showing how all the stories intertwine finally brings that “historic opportunity,” that road not taken, into view.
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TWO ROADS diverged. Both were uncertain. One led toward peace, the other toward a wider war. The secret battles to end the war were not a blur of explosions and gunfire, the battles that kill thousands. They were the quieter, more secret kind that determine the fates of millions. This is the story of how a small number of leaders, mainly in London, Washington, and Berlin, faced their two roads.

Analytically, one can distill some of the miscues into cold isolates: the unfortunate timing of the American presidential election season, the division and paralysis of Britain’s governing coalition, the ambitions of David Lloyd George, the dissembling of Edward House, the resurgent faction of German militarists. But, as in the greatest tragedies, what stands out are human beings, flawed as they are, striving courageously to avert catastrophe. They wrestled with a challenge that, in its way, was as great as any of the mud-spattered heroics in Flanders or Galicia, at Verdun or Belleau Wood.

The story of the lost peace would be easy if it were merely a story of governments with irreconcilable goals. But, as this book shows, the chancellor of Germany and the president of the United States had a vision that could mesh with the vision that held sway in much, if not most, of the British cabinet, at times including both of the relevant prime ministers. The possibilities for peace were tantalizingly within reach.

Some leaders rose to the occasion. Others did not. Some demonstrated the greatest civic courage; others, its absence. It was one of those times that reveal a person’s deepest strengths and weaknesses, in ability and in character.

“Peace is on the floor waiting to be picked up!” the German ambassador to the United States pleaded in November 1916. He was right. But with the war in full bloody bloom, peace depended on enough people choosing the less obvious outcome: they had to step onto the road less traveled by.

19







CHAPTER 1

Wilson Makes a New Peace Move

Woodrow Wilson, Pragmatist

For two years, from the moment the war began, the American president had been hoping and waiting for one of the warring powers to ask him to mediate an end to it. Each year, Woodrow Wilson had dispatched his personal eyes and ears, Edward House, the private adviser who had become practically a member of his family, to talk to the leading people in London, Paris, and Berlin, take soundings, and see what was possible.

In 1914, House had gone out while Europe was still at peace. He could see that Europe was divided into two large alliances. On one side were the French and Russians, hoping for British backing. On the other side were the Germans and Austro-Hungarians, warily fearing they would be encircled and crushed, especially as Russian power—financed mainly by France—was growing and modernizing. House sensed the disturbing way German military arrogance mixed with German anxiety, surrounded by possible enemies.

House was an upper-class Texan who assumed white Anglo-Saxon superiority. He never thought or cared much about Russia, or Asia. Therefore, back then, in the spring of 1914, he sought to reconcile Germany and Britain, perhaps by easing their naval competition. House’s other big idea (which Wilson did not know about) was that Britain, Germany, the United States, and France might get together and jointly figure out how to manage the “waste places of the earth.”1

Everyone seemed to like House and regard him as well-meaning. But no one in London and no one actually running the German government took these ideas very seriously.2 Most recent crises had come out of the Balkans, worrying Austria-Hungary and engaging Russian interests. House knew little about the Balkans.

When another Balkan crisis erupted during the summer of 1914, House did, though, know enough to advise Wilson that “Germany is exceedingly nervous and at high tension and she knows that her best chance of success is to strike quickly and hard, therefore her very alarm may cause her to precipitate action as a means of safety.”3

In early 1915, with Europe at war, Wilson sent House back to Europe to float the idea of an American mediation to negotiate peace. The mediation would be based on German agreement to withdraw from Belgium, pay an indemnity for damage done, and join this with some large effort at general disarmament.

At that point, none of the warring powers were interested. With all of their initial military plans having been tested, both sides were determined to try out a revised set of military plans in 1915, for another full year of fighting. The Entente Allies, whom Americans often just referred to as the “Allies,” added Japan and Italy to the core alliance of Britain, France, and Russia (and Serbia, where the war had started). The Central Powers, Germany and Austria-Hungary, added the Ottoman Empire to their alliance and, late in 1915, added Bulgaria as well.

Using their superior navy, the British tightened their blockade of the enemy powers. In response, the Germans declared a war zone in waters near Britain and Europe. Their small but growing submarine force would try to create a blockade of its own, sinking vessels without warning.

In May 1915, shocking the whole world, a U-boat torpedoed the great luxury liner Lusitania just off the coast of Ireland. The 1,198 who went down with the ship included 128 Americans. The year between May 1915 and May 1916 was probably the peak of anti-German feeling in the United States. Yet then, and later, Wilson, like most Americans, still did not want to join the war.
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WHEN THE WAR began during the summer of 1914, Americans understood its origins no better than the average student does today. Another Balkan war, the third in three years, had set off a European war. To Americans then, like almost all people now, the reasons why this turned into a general European war and the ultimate responsibility for that seemed obscure.4

Americans did understand, though, that Germany had attacked and overrun neutral Belgium in order to get at France. The Germans looked and often acted like ruthless invaders. It was the Germans whose troops were occupying Belgium and part of France. The simultaneous Russian invasion of Germany and Austria-Hungary was practically invisible in the American press. And, in any case, by 1915 the Russian invaders had been thrown back.

Among the warring powers the details of the “July crisis” of 1914 were also obscure, but the war began to take on a much larger meaning after the fact, after their peoples were fully engaged. Somehow, they were at war. Now that they were, the highest principles were said to be at stake.

For the Allies, it soon was a war for “civilization.” For the Germans and Austro-Hungarians, it was a war to preserve culture, their moral community and way of life, against Slav conquest or the domination of amoral Anglo-Saxon materialism.5 Translating such exalted goals into any sort of meaningful war aims was a less lofty exercise, to which bureaucrats or military officers might dedicate their imaginations.

Many Americans reading the news, reading how each side was justifying its cause, were just glad to be well clear of the war. To the extent Americans rooted for one side or the other, opinion leaders tended to favor the Allied side. For historical and cultural reasons, Americans in that era sympathized more with France than with Britain. Tens of thousands of young Americans volunteered to help the Allies, as soldiers or pilots, in hospitals or driving ambulances.6
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BY 1915, American public opinion about the war clustered into three broad groups.

First, there were the Americans who disdained any foreign entanglements. This included a significant number of pacifists, who were concentrated in the Democratic and Socialist Parties. America had a small but significant Socialist Party back then, a little smaller than the Labour Party in Britain and much smaller than the large Social Democratic Party in Germany.

Pacifist or not, the citizens in this camp agreed that America could safely stay out of the war. They insisted on a pure adherence to neutrality. Those who wanted to sell goods to either side or to travel across the Atlantic might just have to do so at their own risk.

William Jennings Bryan, who had contested the White House for the Democrats in three presidential elections, represented this view. He resigned his position as secretary of state in May 1915 because Wilson did not sufficiently share his ideals.

A second faction wanted American intervention on the side of the Allies. This group thought America, as a great nation and great power, had a duty to stand up and fight for justice and civilization. They thought Germany dominated by brutal, antidemocratic “Prussian militarism.” Russia’s membership on the Allied side was downplayed as an unfortunate necessity.

The most vigorous spokesman of this faction was former Republican president Theodore Roosevelt. He regarded neutrality as craven, a cowardly refuge for those who did not care who was right or who was wrong.

Wilson lined up with the third faction, the “moderates.” The “moderates” wanted America to stay engaged in the world, support international law, protect American “neutral rights” to trade and travel, and stand up for American “honor.” But they preferred to stay out of the war. They thought America was not immediately endangered by it.7 This faction was predominant in both major parties, Democratic and Republican.

To a principled activist like Roosevelt or a principled pacifist like Bryan, Wilson seemed to have no strong principles. To them, his high-minded rhetoric was the gloss used by a temporizing opportunist.

This was not how Wilson saw himself. His formative years in the post–Civil War South had, for him, dispelled heroic or romantic ideals of war. Also he, like most of his fellow progressives, “believed that America’s unique mission was to purify herself in order to provide an example of democracy triumphant over social and economic injustice and a model of peaceful behavior.” As Wilson put it, “If we have had aggressive purposes and covetous ambitions, they were the fruit of our thoughtless youth as a nation and we have put them aside. We shall, I confidently believe, never again take another foot of territory by conquest.”8

Wilson derided hyphenated Americans who might feel divided loyalties. He was for “Americans for Big America,” who “look forward to the days in which America shall strive to stir the world without irritating it or drawing it on to new antagonisms, when the nations with which we deal shall at last come to see upon what deep foundations of humanity and justice our passion for peace rests.”9

Therefore, in thinking about the Great War, Wilson regarded himself as a dispassionate realist. After the sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915, Wilson said there was such a thing as being “too proud to fight.” The other sides both derided him for this phrase, either because it did not project pure neutrality or because it sounded weak and Quakerish to some American ears. Both sides misunderstood the essential attitude behind Wilson’s choice of words. “Too proud to fight” was not an expression of pacifism. It was an expression of condescension.

Wilson was not interested in exploring what happened in 1914 in order to judge who was guilty or innocent. He sized up the European war as a colossal tragedy for which all the major European powers shared some measure of responsibility. In his analysis, their whole system of imperialist rivalry, opposing military alliances, and arms races had shown itself to be catastrophically dangerous.

To Wilson, the great and obvious lesson of the war was the need to develop some new basis for managing world politics. He had no well-formed idea of what this world order should look like. He did know that it should be different from the system that had caused the war. It would presumably rest on some shared hopes for peaceful cooperation, a check to destabilizing arms races, the development of international law, and no more wars of conquest. He also knew that the United States was becoming immensely powerful economically and might somehow play a vital role in shaping whatever new system might emerge after the war.

Wilson thought it was important to take a cold-blooded view of American national interests. The war was, he thought, a great danger to those interests, since, as it continued, it would damage the future prospects and prosperity of the whole world. But Wilson saw no great case for American intervention to help the Allies win the war. America, he said, should save its strength “for the anxious and difficult days of restoration and healing which must follow.” What Wilson saw was a great case for American intervention in the cause of peace, to help end the war as soon as possible.

Wilson’s stance on German submarine warfare revealed the way he calculated American interests. He did not demand that Germany stop all submarine attacks. Instead, he carefully and quite personally crafted a compromise position—that Germany had to cease unrestricted submarine warfare or face ruptured relations and war with the United States.

Wilson’s proposed restrictions evolved into a final ultimatum delivered to Germany in April 1916. Germany could attack warships without warning. But German submarines should not attack passenger or cargo vessels without warning, since these were presumed to be unarmed. In such attacks, the submarines should obey the traditional rules of “cruiser warfare,” approaching on the surface to at least give warning.10

With this position, Wilson did not protect American cargo, carried in British vessels, from being sunk. He did not protect American passengers from having to take to the lifeboats. He was just trying to persuade Germany to use its new naval weapon in conformity with traditional rules and customs of international law. Such rules might avoid future humanitarian catastrophes like the Lusitania tragedy. They might reveal whether Germany was willing to be a rule-abiding nation at all—which would then show whether any durable peace could be made with that government. Politically, by taking this position, he could satisfy those who wanted America to draw at least some sort of line to regulate German sinking of unarmed ships.

To present-day readers, the attention of Wilson and many others around the world to international law and possible arbitration of disputes may seem a bit quaint. Yet, on this topic in 1916, Wilson was no outlier. All three of the American factions treated international law as having cardinal importance. The pacifists were even more ardent in their hope of using arbitration to end all war. The interventionists, like former president Theodore Roosevelt, were even more zealous in their desire to enforce international law and justice on “outlaw” states. One of Roosevelt’s chief allies, former secretary of war Elihu Root, was also the first president of the American Society of International Law.11

This was an age when, for all its violence, the warring parties all took questions of international law quite seriously. Regard for international law, at least ostensibly, marked a nation as civilized. For a hundred years, all the great powers had participated in elaborate conferences to settle their differences. They had accepted various forms of third-party arbitration even on some serious disputes.

Thus, in the America of 1915–1916, Wilson’s position was more practical and less rigid in its approach to international law than the positions of either of the other factions. Even as it infuriated the men of principle on both wings of opposition, Wilson’s moderate stance won broad acceptance among politicians and opinion leaders in both parties.

In late 1915 and early 1916, there was another national debate, this time about military preparedness. It too split into about the same three camps.

Again, Wilson took the centrist position. When his secretary of war, Lindley Garrison, wanted a larger buildup of the army, Wilson forced him to resign. The middle ground was that some meaningful modernization and extra preparedness were needed, especially to build up the navy. But the measures the Wilson administration enacted during 1916 were not intended to get America ready for any imminent entry into the war. The land forces were conceived more for home defense and modest long-term professionalization. The planned naval buildup was more impressive. But it too was presented as defensive, intended to equal the size of the British navy and protect American neutrality. Even that naval plan would not reach fruition until the early 1920s. And these measures represented the outer limit of what a bitterly divided Congress was prepared to support.12
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WOODROW WILSON is caricatured as a stiff-necked idealist with fanciful notions of making the world safe for democracy. People who style themselves as “realists” regard themselves as attentive to power and practicalities. They contrast themselves, in this imaginary paradigm, with wooly-headed, would-be secular messiahs like Wilson.

There was nothing unusual about Wilson’s appeal to ideals in this age of reform. “All the major figures in public life during the first two decades of the twentieth century proclaimed themselves idealists. Roosevelt and Bryan did so proudly.”

What distinguished Wilson in 1916 was his seeming openness to compromise and aversion to confrontation. That was why a biographer of both Roosevelt and Wilson, John Milton Cooper Jr., observed that “nothing infuriated Roosevelt more than to hear Wilson called an idealist.”

In Wilson’s world of progressive reformers, he “came off as one of the most careful, hard-headed, and sophisticated idealists of his time.”13 Wilson’s attitude toward the Great War showed his instinct for balance and compromise.

To develop concrete ideas and plans of action on the great legislative issues of the day, Wilson usually was offered a rich mix of ideas already being prepared by others, with their advocates in Congress and the press. One key issue on Wilson’s desk in 1916 was a landmark bill to establish an eight-hour workday. Arguments and evidence flowed into his in-box. Wilson applied fine judgment as he sorted through the evidence and arguments. His strength was his ability to react, analyze the information, size up the politics, correspond with the players, and judge well how best to secure the bill’s passage. If the flow of information was strong, Wilson could steer with the current.

In the foreign policy realm, however, there was no gush of information or predictable course. If Wilson wanted to make a major policy proposal, he or someone else had to develop an analysis of it, perhaps from scratch. Wilson was unconscious of what he lacked. He did not know enough about the necessary staff work to know that he did not have it.

Wilson knew he had a different and more personal responsibility in foreign affairs. He knew that went with the job of being president. He had become skilled in handling, often drafting, the relatively narrow exchanges of notes and threats in nearly a year of submarine and blockade diplomacy with Germany and Britain. He had learned a lot from early mistakes in handling problems with Mexico, and by 1916 he was able to steer a careful course to limit America’s involvement in that country’s civil war.

But in the world war, Wilson’s skills and process as a potential mediator and peacemaker were untested. There was a great precedent: in 1905, Theodore Roosevelt had mediated the peace negotiations that ended the last war among great powers, between Russia and Japan, and he had been awarded one of the new Nobel Peace Prizes for this achievement. Wilson knew little about the details of exactly how Roosevelt and his team had done this. Wilson and House had no comparable experience with serious diplomatic choreography.14

Wilson did recognize the scale of the test he faced. On October 3, 1916, he gave a long interview to a journalist he admired, Ida Tarbell. In his mind was his plan to take up the secret German initiative requesting his mediation to end the war, but to Tarbell, who knew nothing of this, Wilson only spoke generally about the challenge he would face in trying to end the war.

All along he had tried, he said, to keep emotion from swaying his judgment. He told her, “I have tried to look at this war ten years ahead, to be a historian at the same time I was an actor.”

“There were people,” Wilson explained, who felt they could settle the war “on what they knew, but usually they came to me with general statements. It bores me to have men waste my time in general terms.”

“What I want to know,” Wilson explained, “is how it is to be done. I am never interested until that point is reached.… I am not interested until a practical method is proposed—that is, I suppose that in government I am a pragmatist: my first thought is, will it work?”15

Woodrow Wilson and Edward House

In person, the president was a charming, highly intelligent, perceptive, and well-read man. He liked to have time alone to think and reflect. He liked an orderly routine. He spent most of his time with an extremely small inner circle.
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Wilson

Until her death in August 1914 from Bright’s disease, Wilson’s first wife, Ellen, had been his vital partner in everything. Wilson had been terribly lonely and depressed when she died, but during the second half of 1915, he fell in love with and ardently courted Edith Galt, who became his second wife and another close confidante (though Edith does not seem to have matched Ellen’s qualities of judgment). He often shared papers with Edith, who—as with Ellen—became his constant sounding board.

Wilson had no speechwriter or policy team: he usually drafted his own speeches or notes on what to say. He relied on an Irish Catholic secretary, Joe Tumulty, to schedule and handle routine business, including some press management. He looked to a young man who was the White House doctor, Cary Grayson, as a kind of family member and daily golf companion.

Wilson’s only really close male friend was Edward House. Accompanied sometimes by his wife and always by his secretary, House visited Washington and the White House from time to time. Or, if he was in New York, Wilson might stay at House’s pleasant but not lavish apartment there.

In his academic career, before becoming president of Princeton, Wilson had been a professional scholar of government. He had written with great sweep about the general qualities of political institutions, for instance, contrasting the American and British systems.

In his brief and successful tenure as governor of New Jersey, then again in his first term as president, Wilson was at his best leading and managing the passage of reform legislation. He did not craft policy programs in the way people might think of this today. Instead, his talent lay in the careful choice of people and positions. He would express these positions, above all in speeches, which the many newspapers and magazines then so widely read would cover and often publish in full.

Wilson was an articulate public speaker but not fiery. He was eloquent, in the manner of an earnest, candid, and very knowledgeable teacher, which is exactly what he had been. In 1914 the radical journalist John Reed interviewed Wilson. “The window curtains swayed in a warm breeze; things were unhurried, yet the feeling in that room was of powerful organization.” Reed had “never met a man who gave such an impression of quietness inside.… Wilson’s power emanates from it.”16
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TO HANDLE his diplomacy during his first term in office, Wilson’s foreign policy process was simple. In 1916 there was a quite competent new secretary of war, former Cleveland mayor Newton Baker. The secretary of the navy, a former newspaper editor, Josephus Daniels, had a vigorous assistant secretary, a New Yorker from a good family, Franklin Roosevelt. But these cabinet officers were hardly involved in or informed about the diplomacy surrounding war and peace. The military departments had developed no serious plans for what to do if America entered the Great War, and nor had the Treasury, being run by the president’s son-in-law, William McAdoo. Wilson had no call for such war plans and didn’t want to see them elaborated.

There were important voices in the Congress, of course. The chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee was a Democrat, Bill Stone of Missouri, a pacifist close to Bryan. The voices in Congress offered next to no input on strategy. Like most outsiders, they were content to offer broad and breezy opinions about America’s general “position.”

So, when it came to the war, Wilson rarely solicited advice about what to do from anyone. His policy process consisted of his writing desk and his in-box, filled day to day by the State Department, which would relay messages or letters from his ambassadors or notes from a foreign government.

William Jennings Bryan’s replacement as secretary of state, Robert Lansing, had been Bryan’s deputy. Lansing was an experienced international lawyer, a veteran of property arbitrations and boundary disputes, and had no meaningful experience of what we might now call geopolitics.

Wilson attended faithfully to meetings and correspondence with Lansing, whom he regarded as a handsome, intelligent clerk. Lansing would forward important foreign reports and might offer a draft reply. Lansing’s workday during the war was very much nine to five. He occasionally made tactical suggestions, rarely offering any broad policy advice. Those ideas he vented only in memos left in his diary.

Wilson studied the reports that came in to him from foreign governments or his ambassadors, sometimes reading them aloud to his wife or to Edward House, if his friend was in town. When House was away, as was usually the case, Wilson and House relied on frequent letters back and forth.

House got along with Lansing, who understood the way things worked. House had also arranged the appointment of Lansing’s deputy, his counselor, Frank Polk. Polk was more broad-gauged than Lansing, better at sizing up people and situations. He had been corporation counsel of New York City, as well as a private lawyer. Polk had gotten to know House through exchanges about which New York politicos to put in which jobs. But Polk had no particular international experience.
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CONSEQUENTLY, WOODROW WILSON’S foreign policy advice came almost exclusively from one man. Although Edward House was a presidential adviser on many subjects, domestic and foreign, his role was strange and unique in American history.17 He was not, and never had been, a government official on a public payroll. He did not regularly go to work in or near the White House. He was a private citizen with an exceptional network of personal contacts and correspondents.

Born in 1858, House was the youngest child of one of the wealthiest men in Texas, where his father was an extremely successful merchant, banker, and plantation owner. Educated at Cornell and setting up his home in Austin, Edward House formed a network of other affluent up-and-comers who, with him, created a political network to advise and help direct money to their preferred Democrats.

These were “New South” men. They preferred local businesses and banks, run by up-and-comers like them. They campaigned against the power of the railroads and trusts based in distant northern states like New York and New Jersey. House and his friends had a run of supporting successful candidates for governor and other offices. One of the first of those, “Big Jim” Hogg, made House an honorary Texas “colonel.” Although the tag “Colonel House” stuck, he never saw any actual military service.

By 1902 House had secured his portion of the family inheritance, which was more than enough to support a genteel lifestyle. He retreated from Texas to a life in the Northeast, splitting his time between New York City, New England in the summer (usually by the seashore), and annual grand tours in Europe. He continued to dabble knowledgeably in Democratic Party politics and remained a friend of the perennial candidate, William Jennings Bryan.

House met Wilson just as the latter was organizing his first presidential run in 1911. Wilson’s best friend from Princeton days had turned against him in a battle over the future of the university. House happened to step into the void. In House, Wilson found a man who hobnobbed with the East Coast elite and was of his own cultivated social class.

House’s political ideals were also those of a reform Democrat, what in England were the ideals of the “radical” faction within the Liberal Party. These ideals mixed a desire to tame the power of big business, interest in social insurance, devotion to small, local government, and a preference for peaceful cooperation in world affairs. Wilson and House were instinctively very sympathetic to the Liberal leaders in England like Prime Minister H. H. (Herbert Henry) Asquith and his charismatic Treasury secretary, David Lloyd George.

In addition to his gentility and reform ideals, House was a savvy political operator. That did not mean he was expert in policy and administration. House had never actually run an agency or program, or in fact anything beyond his family business interests. He had stayed out of the hurly-burly of daily administration of any large public operation. But he was an expert in the people side. This was an era when wielding patronage, picking and deploying the right man to represent your faction or fill a job, was a principal part of party politics.

House had no public style. He was the quintessential inside man, slender in build, “a small man with strange cat-like eyes, a broad forehead and a thin face.” He spoke in a low, modulated voice, “almost as one might speak to another in a cathedral.”18 His style was that of the sympathetic listener, low-key and discreet.

For someone like Wilson, House had the added charm of not seeking any particular job for himself. He just wanted to be the president’s good counselor. So, although he became a clearinghouse helping pick who got what jobs in the Wilson administration, for himself he wanted nothing. He kept a regular distance, never living in Washington, DC, and continuing his habit of summering in New England and touring Europe.

In Europe, before the war, he spent his time, as he wrote a friend, with “races, polo, pigeon shooting, fencing, concerts, grand opera, etc.” Yet, beneath the veneer of the diffident, polite, and knowledgeable man of the world bubbled odd, utopian ambitions. He would entertain friends and family with elaborate fantasies about how, if he were the kaiser, he might fight a European war.19
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House

As he was getting to know Wilson, in 1911 and 1912, House articulated his fantasies in a novel. Privately published the month before Wilson’s election in November 1912, the book listed no author. It was advertised only as being written by “a distinguished public man.” House’s anonymous novel imagined the rise in America of an all-powerful reformer, in Philip Dru: Administrator, a Story of Tomorrow, 1920–1935.

Dru is an army officer, a “young knight” who becomes America’s dictator. With this mighty power, Dru takes on the bosses. America descends into civil war. Dru leads the righteous forces to victory in a gigantic battle. He cleanses the country with sweeping reforms. Then, having restored free elections to his now much happier land, Dru sails off into the Pacific with a beautiful, admiring wife.

The slightly futuristic novel that dramatizes political ideas was a popular genre of the prewar generation. H. G. Wells was an exponent, in a more futuristic setting, as was William Le Queux, whose novels were popular with Asquith. But House’s book is not in their league. The writing is wooden, didactic, and awkward, and the whole thing is somewhat embarrassing to read.

House distributed copies to his friends, including Wilson, who reacted politely, unlike the reviewer in the New York Times, a young Walter Lippmann, who did not know the author. Lippmann, then twenty-three, was already making a mark as a leading thinker of the Progressive movement, embarking on the career that would make him America’s leading political journalist.

“Now, if the author is really a man of affairs,” Lippmann wrote, “this is an extraordinarily interesting book. It shows how utterly juvenile a great man can be. If he is really an ‘insider,’ then we who are on the outside have very little to learn. If he is really an example of the far-seeing public man,” Lippmann went on, “then, in all sincerity, I say, God help this sunny land. The imagination is that of a romantic boy of 14 who dreams of what he would do if he had supreme power and nobody objected. But if Philip Dru is a projection of an anonymous great man, the only adequate comment is that of the girl whom Dru marries: ‘How you do enthuse one, Philip.’”20
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IT’S NOT immediately obvious what the studious and solitary Wilson saw in House’s odd mix of savvy and dilettantish dabbling. One key is that House was, in some ways, the opposite of Wilson—a good listener and an observer, attuned to what he was hearing in society, and happy to put the hours in socially to get to the interesting people, none of which appealed to Wilson. House was a reasonable judge of people and their abilities, colored of course by whether they agreed with him.

When he stayed in Washington, he would sit with Wilson and his family in the parlor in the evening as they read poetry or essays to each other.

Lippmann later came to know both Wilson and House about as well as any journalist in America. (He apparently never made the connection between House and the anonymous author of the Philip Dru book he had blistered years earlier.) After House’s death, Lippmann explained,


The things which Colonel House did best, meeting men face to face and listening to them patiently and persuading them gradually, Woodrow Wilson could hardly bear to do at all. The President was an intellectual, accustomed to acquiring knowledge by reading and to imparting it by lecturing and by writing books. Wilson was annoyed, quickly bored, and soon exhausted by the incoherence, the verbosity, and the fumbling of most talk, especially the talk of practical men of affairs.… Colonel House, on the contrary, was as nearly proof against boredom as anyone imaginable. Lacking all intellectual pride, having no such intellectual cultivation as Woodrow Wilson, he educated himself in the problems of the day by inducing men of affairs to confide in him.21



Wilson did not rely on House to develop specific positions on policy. Wilson launched landmark domestic programs in his first term, and House’s influence on them was marginal. A perennial foreign policy issue throughout Wilson’s time in office was how to deal with the enormous civil war in Mexico that had begun in 1910 and continued through all his time in office. Again, even though he was a Texan, House had marginal influence on the substance of that subject.

But when it came to Europe, House could draw on his supposed familiarity from all





Wilson and House Plan a New Peace Mission
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The War Situation
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House Goes to London and Berlin
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Praise for

THE ROAD LESS TRAVELED

“Enthralling.… A masterpiece.… A page-turning narrative based on meticulous archival scholarship, yet a pleasure to read, the characters deftly drawn, the locations vividly realized.… This is an instant classic of diplomatic history.”

—Niall Ferguson, Times Literary Supplement

“This fine and lucid scholarship has the additional benefit of the eye of an experienced practitioner.”

—Lawrence Freedman, Foreign Affairs

“A totally convincing analytical narrative.… An intellectual pleasure to read.… Zelikow’s arguments are carefully laid out, nuanced, and lucid. Even those who are pretty familiar with the events of World War I will be struck time and again with the new information.… His command of the material is exemplary. In short, this is one of the very few books I have read of which I have so few criticisms.”

—Kathleen Burk, H-Diplo

“A masterpiece.… The definitive history.… [Zelikow’s] clear judgments and waffle-free language, as well as the novelty and importance of the subject, are what make this book such a fascinating read.… Lessons for the statesman leap from these pages.… In this splendid book, Zelikow retrieves from oblivion ‘the most consequential diplomatic failure in the history of the United States.’ We are all in his debt.”

—Harry Kopp, Foreign Service Journal

“[A] well-researched, well-written book.… Focusing on the personalities and policies of the leaders of each of the Great Powers, Zelikow tells a gripping tale of the road not taken.”

—Andrew Roberts, Telegraph (UK)

“[The Road Less Traveled] offers an engaging and detailed account of the secret peace negotiations among the warring nations.… Zelikow, chronicling the futility of these efforts with the keen eye of a former diplomat… does not shy away from attributing blame where he identifies missed or bungled opportunities in the past. But [the book] also speaks to the present.”

—Robert Gerwarth, Foreign Policy

“Despite the immense literature about World War I, there is, Zelikow attests, no history until now about this tragic impasse, making this supremely well-written work essential.”

—Booklist

“Zelikow shines fresh light on a major historical crossroads.… Outstanding revisionist history demonstrating what could have been a far more peaceful twentieth century.”

—Kirkus (starred review)

“In The Road Less Traveled, Zelikow brilliantly tells the diplomatic story of what he calls ‘the lost peace’ of August 1916–January 1917.”

—New York Journal of Books

“Deeply researched and scathingly critical of the war’s foremost political figures, this history offers an intriguing look at what might have been.”

—Publisher’s Weekly

“Zelikow has written an important book.… The professor plays the part of a detective, constructing a well-written and well-argued account of a tragically missed opportunity.”

—National Interest

“The history of the almost-peace of 1916–1917 is complex, multilayered, and poorly understood. Drawing on a wealth of source material from the archives and documentary repositories of the warring powers, Zelikow has skillfully unearthed the dispiriting tale of overmatched officials, missed cues, foregone initiatives, personal biases, political gamesmanship, and the powerful momentum of war. In The Road Not Taken, Zelikow has given us a riveting, sometimes maddening, and ultimately heartbreaking account of the Great War’s greatest might-have-been.”

—Journal of Military History

“Marvelous. What a well-wrought and haunting book this is. Zelikow lucidly recounts and dissects how the worst consequences of the war of 1914–1918 almost came to be averted. He shows how leaders in both belligerent camps and the neutral United States strove mightily to end that conflict in 1916 and early 1917. This is a must-read book for understanding World War I and its consequences.”

—John M. Cooper Jr., emeritus professor, University of Wisconsin-Madison

“I read this book with unflagging interest, as my admiration for the carefulness of Zelikow’s research and the nuance of his argument grew virtually by the page. This is a gripping, granular analysis of one of modern history’s most fascinating and consequential might-have-beens, a must read for all practitioners and students of statecraft.”

—David M. Kennedy, Stanford University, Pulitzer and Bancroft Prize–winning author of Freedom from Fear and Over Here

“The failure of Germany, Britain, and France halfway through World War I to reach a compromise peace mediated by Woodrow Wilson proved as disastrous for subsequent world history as the outbreak of the war itself. Zelikow’s enthralling narrative, with all the tautness of a mystery and based on thorough multinational research, unravels the earnest hopes, miscalculated tactics, and narrow political ambitions that all played a tragic role. Today’s policy makers should ponder the lessons.”

—Charles Maier, Leverett Saltonstall Professor of History, Harvard University




OEBPS/images/Art_Pviii.jpg
FINLAND
NORWAY
BATTLE LINES IN EUROPE, AUTUMN 1916 y
Helsinki o * Petrograd
Oslos . (St. Petersburg)
eStockholm Olellan -
Allied Powers Volg
Central Powers
«Glasgow SWEDEN
o '
Neutral powers North & fioz, Moscow
— Battle fronts IRELAND Sea DENMARK &
Dubline *Copenhagen JEastern Front]
Vilnius
.
0 250 500 Miles AL NETHERLANDS Gdansk ® %
b — — — =
Hambur 4 =
0 250 500 Kilometers Amsterdam y E ORI
London . 576@ Brest
e < «Berlin RUSSIA
Warsaw T
) .
English Channel ~ Dunkirke - } Brugsels GERMANY "
BELG. %,
LeHavres Llfx. - Kieve
ATLANTIC Paris * g olegn: « Stnisau Oreg,.
OCEAN Krakow
AUSTRIA-HUNGARY 2
Munich > Ron
.
Vienna b
FRANCE
Geneva ; SWITZ. e Odessa
o Milane _ Zagreb
. oTrieste ROMANIA Sevastopol »
«Porto & (joined Allies, Aug. 1916)
" . *Bologna —— Belgrade Bucharest®
lice
<_7\’V | ANDORRA” MONACO o an\lbe Black Sea
s Madrid ITALY SERBIA D
A . | Sophia
Lisbon * O Barcelona Corsica MONTERESHG BULGARIA
SPAIN e Skopje
. Istanbul
Seville S Trandg : Ankara
. . Sardinia ALBANIA s
Ba\eoﬂ Salonil
B OTTOMAN EMPIRE
. eGibraltar ) GREECE
Tangier o Mediterranean Sea
. Athens
Algiers Sicily b Antalya
* Casablanca Tunise "
PEPEED ALGERIA TUNISIA
) (French) (French)






OEBPS/images/Art_P25.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P34.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P30.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P42.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P40.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781541750944.jpg
“AN ENGAGING AND DETAILED ACCOUNT OF THE SECRET PEACE
NEGOTIATIONS AMONG THE WARRING NATIONS.” —FOREIGN POLICY

THE ROAD
LESS
TRAVELED

THE SECRET TURNING POINT OF
THE GREAT WAR, 1916-1917






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
PHILIP ZELIKOW

THE ROAD
LESS
TRAVELED

THE SECRET BATTLE TO END THE
GREAT WAR, 1916-1917

;: — |\
PUBLICAFFAIRS
New York





