1917- April 6 - 2017 100th Anniversary of U.S.
Involvement in World War |

April 6th, 2017 marks the 100th
anniversary of the United States
Congress declaring war on Germany
and Austria-Hungary, an act that
joined the armed forces of the U.S.
with those of Great Britain, France,
Russia, and Italy to defeat the
Central Powers: Germany, Austria-
Hungary, the Ottoman Empire, and
Bulgaria.

When war broke out in 1914, the
United States had a policy of
neutrality. Many people in the U.S.
saw the war as a dispute between
“old world” powers that had nothing
to do with them. Also, public opinion
on the war was often split as there
were many immigrants who had ties
to both sides.

When the Germans sank the
Lusitania in 1915, a passenger
ocean liner with 159 Americans on
board the public opinion in the
United States toward the war began
to change. This act killed 1,198
innocent passengers. When the
United States finally entered the war
two years later, the cry “Remember
the Lusitania” was used on military
recruitment posters and to unite the
people against the Germans.

In January of 1917, the British
intercepted and decoded a secret
telegram sent from German Foreign
Secretary Arthur Zimmerman to the

German ambassador in Mexico. He
proposed that Mexico ally with
Germany against the United States.
He promised them the territories

of Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona.

The Zimmerman Telegram was
the final straw. On April 2, 1917
President Woodrow Wilson asked
Congress to declare war on
Germany. In his speech he said that
the U.S. would go to war to “fight for
the ultimate peace of the world.”

On the evening prior to the speech,
President Wilson had a quiet
conversation with Frank Cobb of the
New York World newspaper.
President Wilson is reported to have
told Mr. Cobb, “Once led into war,
our people will forget that there ever
was such a thing as tolerance;
ruthless brutality will enter into the
very fiber of our national life,
infecting Congress, the courts, the
policeman, the man in the street.”

True to President Wilson'’s
prediction, American society became
less and less tolerant of citizens who
disagreed with their government’s
actions. Also at risk were several
million Americans of German
ancestry. At this time, German
Americans were the largest ethnic
group in Wisconsin, accounting for
more than 45 percent of the state’s
foreign born population.
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Information about ancestors who
registered for the draft or served in
the U.S. military is available on The
Wisconsin Veterans Museum
website. World War | draft
registration records can be search
for free at familysearch.org or at
ancestry.com with an Ancestry
membership.
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