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			WORLD WAR I, 1918: THE OUTCOME

			KEY INFORMATION

			
					When: 28July 1914 – 11November 1918.

					Where: Europe, Asia, Africa and Oceania.

					Countries involved:	The Central Powers: Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, the Ottoman Empire.

	The Allies and associated countries: the British Empire, France, Tsarist Russia, Italy, Serbia, the USA, Japan, China, Belgium, Romania, Portugal, Luxembourg, Greece, Albania, Montenegro and most of the South American countries.




					Outcome: 	Allied victory.

	Collapse of the German, Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman and Russian Empires. 

	Establishment of new states.




					Victims: More than 9million dead.

			

			INTRODUCTION

			At the end of 1917, when the First World War had already been dragging on for almost four years, Germany could finally believe that victory was not far away. The French and British had been left weakened by their failures in the Second Battle of the Aisne and in Flanders Fields. The Italian army had been soundly beaten and lost some 300000 men at the Battle of Caporetto in October. Finally, Russia, which had been forcing the Reich to fight a war on two fronts since 1914, had just succumbed to the Bolshevik Revolution. 

			However, Germany needed to act quickly. The national economies of its allies had been worn down by the war and the enemy blockade, and were on the verge of falling apart. Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria were on the verge of famine, while industrial and agricultural production was collapsing. In the Ottoman Empire, meanwhile, the difficulties were so severe that the central government was gradually losing all authority over its provinces. And that was not the worst of it: since joining the Allies in April 1917, the United States had been constantly sending troops, military equipment and capital to Europe, which risked definitively tipping the war in favour of the Allies. For Erich Ludendorff (1865-1937) and Paul von Hindenburg (1847-1934), the Chiefs of the General Staff since 1916, it was now double or nothing: the war needed to be ended as soon as possible, because over time defeat would be inevitable. The Great War was entering its final stages.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			THE FINAL ROUND

			On 11November 1917, in Mons in occupied Belgium, Erich Ludendorff announced to the main leaders of the Westheer (the German army fighting on the Western Front) his intention to launch the decisive offensive in France in the spring. The task did not promise to be an easy one. In this part of Europe, the front, which stretched from the English Channel to Switzerland, formed a vast line of mud, trenches, barbed wire and concrete. This was practically impenetrable, as the Allies had learnt to their cost. Between 1915 and 1917, all their attempts had only enabled them to advance a few miles. However, Ludendorff was optimistic about his chances. The strategic context was in his favour, his army was strong, and his enemies were divided and greatly weakened. Furthermore, the Reich did not really have any other choice. Since the start of the conflict, the Western Front had been the main front, and consequently was the only way for Germany to secure a quick victory. However, exactly one year later, the country, completely broken, would sign the Armistice to put an end to the war. Ludendorff was largely responsible for this disaster.

			THE FORMIDABLE YET FRAGILE KAISERHEER

			On the eve of its gamble in the West, the OHL (Oberst Heeresleitung, Supreme Army Command) was relying heavily on the ability of the Kaiserheer, the imperial German army, to push through the enemy lines. The German army, which, according to the historian Jean-Claude Laparra, was already a formidable ‘winning machine’ at the start of the war, had continued to develop and improve, to the point that it had probably never been as fearsome as it was in the first few months of 1918. Nonetheless, it suffered from some major defects, which would jeopardise its performance in the campaign.

			In terms of sheer size, the Westheer was a monster. At the start of April 1918, it lined up four million men against the Allies, twice as many troops as it had had in 1914 when the Schlieffen Plan was launched, for the same stakes. In order to reach such a number, Ludendorff and von Hindenburg had pulled soldiers away from all the other fronts where Germany was active. With Russia’s withdrawal, confirmed with the signing of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk on 3March 1918, 38 divisions were recalled from the Eastern Front. Others would follow, even though the Reich had to maintain substantial forces there, both to guard its Russian conquests and to contain the terrible civil war that was tearing apart the old tsarist empire. Smaller contingents had also been brought back from Macedonia and Italy.

			Gathered in the West, this enormous human mass gave the Germans numerical superiority over their adversaries for the first time since the start of the war. However, this advantage was smaller than is often claimed. In reality, the difference between the two sides was relative: in March, there were 191 German divisions on the Western Front compared with 178 Allied divisions. The historian David Zabecki also points out that the divisions deployed by the Germans were generally smaller than those of their opponents. In these conditions, the only way for the OHL to obtain clear numerical superiority lay in its capacity to concentrate its resources locally and surprise the Allies in their weakest positions. We must nonetheless add that, in spite of its imposing size, the German army was desperately short of men. Indeed, at this stage in the war Germany had largely used up its human reserves. The four million men in the Westheer were the last living forces, and could not be replaced if things went badly.

			The Allies were suffering from the same problem, with two slight differences: until this point, the Western Front had always proved deadlier for the attacker, whereas this time they were in the defensive position; and furthermore, they could now count on the American reservoir of men, even though these were only arriving bit by bit. 

			As a whole, the German units on the Western Front were seasoned and correctly equipped. However, they were not all equal; far from it. In March 1918, two thirds of the 191 divisions of the Westheer were second-rate units, known as trench divisions (Stellungsdivisionen), which had less equipment, manpower and aerial support than the remaining third, made up of attack divisions (Angriffsdivisionen). The latter brought together the elite of the German army, and formed the spearhead with which Ludendorff planned to launch his offensive. This spearhead was well sharpened: during the winter of 1917 to 1918, the Angriffsdivisionen had been trained in the brutal assault tactics devised by the German artillery colonel Georg Bruchmüller (1863-1948), which combined the intense and massive use of the artillery, aviation and small, heavily armed attack squads known as Stosstruppen. In September 1917, these tactics had allowed the German army to effortlessly tear apart the Russian front and take Riga. The only problem was that the small number of Angriffsdivisionen restricted Germany’s operational possibilities to shorter attacks over a smaller area.

			Two final flaws further weakened the German army. The first was to do with its morale, which was certainly strong at the start of 1918, but which rested on delicate foundations. The optimism and good spirits of the German soldiers were essentially tied to the hope that their recent victories in Italy and Russia, along with the offensive planned by Ludendorff in France, would lead to peace. In other words, if Ludendorff’s attack failed, things could turn very bad. Moreover, levels of morale were far from uniform. Behind the lines and back in Germany, the situation was much more unstable. As such, there had been massive demonstrations against the Kaiser in German cities in January 1918, before they were brutally repressed. The many desertions, which occurred when troops were being transferred from the East to fight in the West, also proved significant.

			Finally, the German army was suffering from a severe lack of motorised vehicles. In 1918, it only had 23000 lorries, about a fifth of the Allied total. This situation was exacerbated by very limited stocks of petrol and oil and a major shortage of horses. Worst of all, the Germans had hardly any tanks. With around 20 A7Vs and some one hundred tanks captured from the enemy, it could not compete with the Allies, who had thousands at their disposition. Consequently, the Allies were superior to the Heer in terms of speed, logistics, manoeuvrability and strike force. These would be some of the keys to the Allied victory. 

			THE ALLIED CRISIS OF CONFIDENCE

			At the same time, the mood in the Allied camp was decidedly gloomy. Viewed from London, Paris or Rome, the situation was a constant cause for alarm. In strategic terms, the permanent loss of their ally Russia was a major catastrophe. Not only were the Central Powers now free to mass in the West, but the peace and the Bolshevik Revolution had also wiped out all the investment (evaluated at some 13billion francs for France) and military aid granted to Russia by the Allies. Additionally, by ceding some 500000 square miles of resource- and industry-rich Russian territory to the Reich and its partners, the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk threatened to destroy the blockade facing them. Finally, there were fears that Germany would use the breakdown of Russia in the civil war to push further east, towards Asia and British India.

			The other great source of anxiety was the Americans, who were taking a painfully long time to enter the fray. Although they had been at war with Germany since April 1917, by January 1918 only 150000 men had landed in France, and none of them were on the front line. President Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924) categorically refused to engage the American Expeditionary Force (AEF), except as an independent army. Wilson was evidently thinking of American interests before Allied interests. Incorporating American units into the British and French armies – as the Allies had repeatedly requested – would fatally reduce his room for manoeuvre during peace negotiations, without taking into account the fact that it could be viewed negatively by the American people. The Allies therefore had to keep waiting until the AEF was capable of acting by itself.

			In any case, the Americans were not yet ready to fight. By March, only one of the seven divisions established in Europe was operational. The problem was that the ‘Sammies’ had arrived in Europe underequipped and with little or no training in modern warfare. It fell to France and Great Britain to make up for these shortcomings, adding to the already huge burden of mobilising their fleets to transport and supply the Americans across the Atlantic. 

			As such, in the first few months of 1918, the Allies could in practice only count on their own forces to hold back the German tidal wave on the Western Front. Nonetheless, the situation for them was better than it may have seemed. Although the British and French were lower in numbers to the Germans (albeit only slightly), they were far better equipped with almost all war materials. Beyond their crushing superiority in terms of vehicles and tanks, in March 1918 the Allies had 18500 cannons compared with the Heer’s 14000, and 3870 planes compared with 2890. That was just the beginning: thanks to extraordinary industrial mobilisation, thousands more would come out of the factories and further increase the Allies’ advantage.

			In terms of quality, then, they did not compare unfavourably to the Germans. Their armies were just as experienced as those of the Reich, they were familiar with the German assault troops, the Stosstruppen and Angriffsdivisionen, and they had come up with new combat methods in response to those developed by the Germans. These included defence in depth, which involved spreading troops across increasingly strong defensive positions in order to gain time to gather reinforcements. Morale, their greatest weakness, had significantly improved since the start of the year, especially among the French and the Italians, where military men and politicians had been working to restore the nation’s fighting spirit, which had been jeopardised by the disasters of 1917. Of course, the situation was still not perfect. In 1918, the Allied countries would once again be shaken by large-scale strikes and demonstrations. Be that as it may, their armies and those at home would hold on until the final victory. Above all, the Allies lacked two things: a unified command capable of directing and coordinating the efforts of the coalition, and confidence in their resources, which were certainly in a position to stop Germany.

			THE CENTRAL POWERS’ LAST ROLL OF THE DICE

			At 4:40am in 21March 1918, hellish fire suddenly rained down on the British positions between Arras and Saint-Quentin. In five hours, 6473 pieces of artillery and 3535 trench mortars launched 1.16million shells, including some chemical weapons, at the Tommies. This was the start of Operation Michael, the great German offensive in the West. But what was Ludendorff trying to do on this part of the front? Separate the French and British armies? Drive the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) back to the sea?

			In reality, Ludendorff had not defined clear strategic objectives. His choice to strike the British in Picardy was above all because he thought that their army was weaker than that of the French, and because the terrain made it easier to break the enemy front. The events that followed reflected the deficiencies of the German high command. In two weeks, the Germans broke through and advanced almost 40miles, taking Noyon, Bapaume and Montdidier. However, when their attack stopped on 4April, worn down by logistical problems and the resistance of the Allies, it had not accomplished anything decisive. Even worse, in some respects it had even proved to be counterproductive. Following the initial successes of the operation, the USA decided to accelerate the sending of its troops to Europe and agreed to let the Allies incorporate some American units into their ranks. In addition, the crisis caused by the German attack drove the Allies to appoint Ferdinand Foch (1851-1929) as Supreme Allied Commander, tasked with coordinating their efforts against Ludendorff.
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					British troops retreat during Operation Michael, 1918.

			

			Nonetheless, the German general was not discouraged by the failure of Operation Michael. On 9April, a second operation against the British, known as Operation Georgette, was launched further north, between Béthune and Armentières. Once again, the German bombing and assault tactics worked wonders. The British front was annihilated in no time, and the Heer made a great advance in the initial days, which sowed panic among the general staff of the BEF. However, the Allies were very quick to regroup and force the Germans to slow down and then stop, until the front permanently stabilised on 29April. Ludendorff had repeated the same mistakes. In 20 days of fighting, his offensive allowed the Germans to gain around 12 more miles, but failed to do the essential: no strategic gains had been accomplished, and the BEF was still standing. 

			A frustrated Ludendorff now turned his efforts to the south, against the French. In reality, his main aim was still to destroy the British, who he sensed were close to collapse. However, Operation Michael and Operation Georgette had drawn a number of French divisions to the BEF sector, which made a new offensive impossible. To get rid of these French divisions, Ludendorff launched Operation Blücher-Yorck, a diversionary attack in the French sector of the Chemin des Dames, which he knew was relatively weakly defended. This was a wise decision. However, the German high command once again handled the situation badly. Shortly after the launch of the operation, Ludendorff let himself get completely carried away by the dazzling success of his troops, to the point that he forgot that this was supposed to be a secondary operation. The units planned for the strike against the British were recalled

			
			
					British and French soldiers marching back through France, May 1918.

			

			
			
			THE ALLIED COUNTER-OFFENSIVE

			
			
			
			
			
					8th August 1918, painting by Will Longstaff depicting German prisoners of war being taken to Amiens.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Photograph taken just after the signing of the Armistice, showing Allied leaders outside Ferdinand Foch’s railway carriage.
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