
Unrestricted Submarine Warfare 

President Wilson wanted to keep out of the war, yet some 

Americans wanted to take sides. Early in the war, the English 

navy set up a blockade around the Central Powers. This cut off 

American trade with Germany and Austria-Hungary.  

The Germans decided to use submarines called U-boats to break 

the blockade. The plan was to eventually starve England by 

cutting off their supplies. The U-boats would sink unarmed 

merchant ships without warning and without seeing to the safety 

of the crew and passengers to do this. 

 

From 1914 to 1917 more than 250 Americans lost their lives on 

Allied ships that were sunk. The British ship, Lusitania, was 

sunk in 1915. The Lusitania could cross the Atlantic Ocean in 

less than 5 days. It was the fastest passenger ship of its time. 

The Lusitania left New York on May 1, 1915 with 1200 people 

including 128 Americans. Later it was discovered that guns and 

ammunition for the English army were on board. 

http://www.mce.k12tn.net/ww1/lusitania.htm 
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The Sussex Pledge 
Other ships were sunk as well. President Wilson 

sent notes to Germany … 
"...I have deemed it my duty, therefore, to say to the Imperial German 
Government, that if it is still its purpose to prosecute relentless and 

indiscriminate warfare against vessels of commerce by the use of submarines, 
notwithstanding the now demonstrated impossibility of conducting that 

warfare in accordance with what the Government of the United States must 
consider the sacred and indisputable rules of international law and the 

universally recognized dictates of humanity, the Government of the United 
States is at last forced to the conclusion that there is but one course it can 

pursue; and that unless the Imperial German Government should now 
immediately declare and effect an abandonment of its present methods of 
warfare against passenger and freight carrying vessels this Government can 

have no choice but to sever diplomatic relations with the Government of the 
German Empire altogether.” 

Germany promised to alter their naval and 
submarine policy of unrestricted submarine 

warfare and stop the indiscriminate sinking of 
non-military ships. Instead, merchant ships 
would be searched and sunk only if they 

contained contraband and then only after safe 
passage had been provided for the crew and 

passengers. 
In 1917, Germany violated the pledge testing 

Wilson’s patience. 
 

 
http://europeanhistory.about.com/od/worldwar1/p/prsussexpledge.htm 
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The end of German-American 

Relations 

 

 

 

Once Germany violated the Sussex 

Pledge, the United States was thrown 

closer to entering the war as the world 

watched.  Wilson’s hopes of staying 

neutral dimmed.  America broke 

diplomatic ties with Germany and 

Wilson asked Congress for permission 

to arm American merchant ships.  The 

United States was pushed further to 

the Allies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Zimmerman Note 
 

Great Britain intercepts a telegram from Germany 
to Mexico. In January of 1917, British cryptographers 

deciphered a telegram from German Foreign Minister 
Arthur Zimmermann to the German Minister to Mexico, 
offering United States territory to Mexico in return for 

joining the German cause. This message helped draw the 
United States into the war and thus changed the course 

of history.  The telegram states the following: 
 

“… we propose an alliance on the following basis with Mexico: 
That we shall make war together and together make peace. 
We shall give general financial support, and it is understood 
that Mexico is to reconquer the lost territory in New Mexico, 

Texas, and Arizona. The details are left to you for 
settlement....” 

 
http://www.teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=687 
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Wilson Goes to Congress 
“The present German submarine warfare against 
commerce is a warfare against mankind. It is a war 
against all nations. American ships have been sunk, 
American lives taken in ways which it has stirred us 
very deeply to learn of; but the ships and people of 
other neutral and friendly nations have been sunk 
and overwhelmed in the waters in the same way. 
There has been no discrimination. The challenge is to 
all mankind. 
 
With a profound sense of the solemn … I advise that 
the Congress declare the recent course of the 
Imperial German government to be in fact nothing less 
than war against the government and people of the 
United States; that it formally accept the status of 
belligerent which has thus been thrust upon it; and 
that it take immediate steps, not only to put the 
country in a more thorough state of defense but also 
to exert all its power and employ all its resources to 
bring the government of the German Empire to terms 
and end the war. 
 
The world must be made safe for democracy.” 
 

http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/4943/ 
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