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 In American history, the time from 1900 until about 1917 is known as the 

Progressive Era. The United States was making progress – in many ways.  

 On the world scene, the United States was the new kid on the block, so to speak. 

It was only with the end of the Spanish American War in 1898 that America had acquired 

a world empire – though it was tiny when compared to the empires of England or France. 

So, the United States was eager to show the rest of the 

world that she was tough and not to be messed with.                               

 To accomplish that goal President “Teddy” 

Roosevelt  (TR) set about building a new navy. In just 

eight years (1901-1909) the United States had built 25 

battleships. (In 1898 she’d had only 5.) To impress 

the world with this modern fleet, in 1907 TR sent 16 

battleships on a trip around the world. The ships were 
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called the “Great White Fleet” and meant to show both friend and foe that the United 

States was truly a power to be reckoned with. 

 Another international move that astonished the world was the Panama Canal. In 

1902, France (who had started a canal twenty years before) agreed to sell the U.S. her 

interest in the canal project for $40 million. Problem was, Colombia actually owned the 

Canal Zone, since Panama belonged to Colombia at the time. Luckily for the U.S., 

Panama decided to revolt and, quite conveniently, asked the United States Navy for help. 

The Navy was happy to oblige, in exchange for exclusive rights to build a canal.  

  Meanwhile, what’s happening in Europe? Nationalism (the feeling that your 

country is better than any other country and you’ll kill to prove it.) is on the rise.  

European nations are engaged in a mad scramble 

to see who can build the largest world empire. 

France, England, Germany, Italy, and others have 

already divided Africa among themselves. 

England claimed India as a colony, as well as 

colonial ports in China and the Far East. France 

claimed Indochina (modern Cambodia, Laos, 

Thailand, and Vietnam) and several island groups 

in the Pacific.  

 This mad scramble was bound to cause tensions between rival European nations. 

Tensions were highest between Austria-Hungary and Russia, who both claimed interests 

in the Balkans, and between Germany and France, who were traditional rivals. 

Consequently, European countries engaged in ever more confusing secret treaties and 
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alliances. There was the Three Emperors Alliance, the Three Emperors League, the 

Triple Alliance, The Anglo-French Entente, the …That’s right. It IS confusing! 

 Let’s keep things simple. By 1914 Austria-Hungary controlled Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. Most of the people who lived there were Serbs, who looked to Russia as 

their protector and disliked the Austrians. Austria-Hungary had an alliance with 

Germany. Russia had an alliance with France. Europe was a powder keg, just waiting for 

someone to strike a match. On June 28, 1914, that match was struck in the Bosnian 

capital of Sarajevo. The bloodiest war in European history was about to begin. 
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 So, what was happening in the Keystone State just before the “war to end all 

wars?”  Let’s start with a look at a brand new invention, the automobile industry. In 1900 

car builders used a chain, like a bicycle chain, to move the car forward or backward. It 

worked, but it was slow, clumsy, and dangerous. Manufacturers were looking for 

something better and, in 1901, they discovered the modern drive shaft – the thing that 

makes NASCAR possible. Pennsylvania’s role? The shaft was developed by the Autocar 

Company of Ardmore, PA!  

 At the other end of the state, in Allegheny County, another useful invention was 

also being used for the first time. Today, all of us take the “gas station” for granted  - 
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they’re everywhere! But in 1913 there was only one in the 

entire United States. It was located at the corner of Baum 

Boulevard and St. Clair Street in Pittsburgh. It was open 24 

hours a day and owned by Gulf Oil Company.  

 The next year, 1914, Gulf began handing out the 

country’s first road maps. Available free to Gulf Oil 

customers in Pittsburgh, they showed the roads and routes 

in Allegheny County.  

 Pennsylvania was on the cutting edge of technology in other areas as well. In 

1905 Pittsburgh opened the first theater dedicated to showing motion pictures – you 

know, MOVIES! Called the “Nickelodeon,” it was located on Smithfield Street and 

seated 96 people. Why the odd name? You guessed it ---- it cost a nickel to see a movie! 

(tried that lately!?) 

 In 1901 a factory in Lansdowne, PA, invented a 

product called “artificial silk.” Much less expensive and 

more durable than the real thing, rayon (as it’s called 

today) when into commercial production in 1910 at 

Marcus Hook, PA. 

 Pennsylvania could also boast of her native son, 

Robert E. Peary. In 1909 this Cresson, PA, native 

reached the true North Pole. Peary was the first white 

man ever to do so. Rumor has it that he did not have lunch with the fat guy in the red suit.  
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 Last, but by no means least, let’s look at sports. The Pittsburgh Pirates met the 

Boston Pilgrims in the first World Series in 1903. (Pittsburgh lost) A few years later, in 

1908, Little League baseball got its start in Williamsport, PA. 

 Like the rest of the world, Pennsylvania was on the move at the turn of the 

century. Caught up in a whirlwind of inventions and innovations, Pennsylvanians had 

little clue that events across the Atlantic were about to become very, very personal.   
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It is strange how the little things in history some times have disastrous effects. In 

this case, the little thing was the driver of a car turning right onto the wrong street. When 

he stopped to correct his mistake, Gavrilo Princip, a Serbian national, raised a small 

pistol and fired twice. Princip was only one of seven Serbians who had planned the 

murder. The other six had already failed or had a change of heart.  

 You never heard of Princip, did you? Neither did most of the people in Europe 

before June 28, 1914. One of Princip’s bullets had hit the Archduke Francis Ferdinand, 
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heir to the Austrian throne, in the throat: the other hit Sophie, the Archduke’s wife, in the 

stomach. Both were dead in minutes. The fuse to ignite World War I was lit, and burning 

fast!  

 Though Princip and his fellow conspirators acted alone, Austria blamed Serbia for 

the assassination of Ferdinand and Sophie. Austria made demands that Serbia considered 

unreasonable. With very little warning, Austria declared war on Serbia and attacked. 

Austria also declared war on Russia, as did her ally, Germany. Though the system of 

alliances is complicated, in the end Germany and 

Austria-Hungary had declared war on Russia, 

France, and England. Italy originally had an 

alliance with Germany, but violated it for a more 

favorable agreement with England. Since all of 

these countries held colonial empires around the 

globe, the war was truly a world war.  

 But, the war is in Europe, right? So how 

does the United States get involved? Glad you 

asked, but be patient – it’s a fascinating, if somewhat complicated, story. 

 During the First World War submarines were used successfully in battle for the 

first time. Germany used submarines to sink British and French ships. In 1915 the 

Germans warned Americans traveling to England that Lusitania, a British passenger ship, 

would be sunk because she was carrying war material (ammunition). One hundred 

twenty-eight Americans chose to ignore the warning. 
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 Lusitania was torpedoed on May 7, 1915, off the coast of Ireland. It sank in just 

15 minutes. Over 1000 men, women, and children drowned – including 128 Americans. 

In the United States there was a cry of outrage, but President Wilson was not ready to 

fight yet. 

 The final straw came nearly two years later. 

Several other ships carrying Americans had been sunk. 

Americans were pushing for war with the Germans. 

Then, early in 1917, President Wilson released the 

Zimmerman note to the press. In this letter the German 

foreign minister (Arthur Zimmerman) promised to help 

Mexico recapture Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico if 

the Mexican government would join Germany in the 

war. Many Americans saw this note as a declaration of war from Germany.  

On April 2, 1917, Woodrow Wilson asked Congress to declare war on Germany. 

Though American troops had fought on foreign soil in earlier wars, this would be the first 

time United States soldiers would fight in Europe. By 1917 both England and France 

were completely bankrupt, their money spent on instruments of destruction. An entire 

generation of young men from France, England, and Germany lay dead in the trenches 

and fields of France. (A generation? Try to imagine that tomorrow when you come to 

school there are no guys. From grade seven to seniors, they are ALL dead. That’s a 

generation!) It would prove to be a war like no other they had ever fought. 
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When Congress declared war on Germany on April 2, 1917, Pennsylvania was 

better prepared than most other states. During 1916 and early 1917 several companies of 

the Pennsylvania National Guard (PNG) had been stationed along the U.S./Mexican 

border, helping to deal with problems there. These companies had been trained and 

drilled with the newest weapons, including the machine gun. Most had been on active 

duty as late as March, 1917. 

 In addition to its time on active duty, the Pennsylvania National Guard could 

provide more soldiers than any other state except New York. By the end of the war, more 
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than 324,000 Keystone State natives would serve in the various military branches. That’s 

8% of the entire United States military!   

 Pennsylvanians also played a role in military 

leadership. As the United States Navy entered the war, it 

had a tough job – rid the Atlantic of German submarines 

(U-boats). The man leading the navy in its seek and 

destroy mission was a native of Huntingdon County, 

Admiral William S. Sims. Another Keystone native, 

General Tasker Bliss, from Lewisburg, PA, was chosen 

as Army Chief of Staff. He was later appointed to the 

Supreme Allied War council. 

 Getting all of the Keystone units together and ready to go “over there” was not a 

simple task. Many of the companies were spread across the state, guarding factories, 

mines, and shipyards against expected German 

sabotage. These had to be recalled and/or replaced 

to free the men for war.  

 Even after all the companies were 

together, lack of supplies was a problem. Most of 

the soldiers arrived in camp in their summer 

uniforms. Problem was, summer was ending. 

There were not enough winter uniforms or 

blankets to go around. Everyone did, however, 

have a new 1903 Springfield (you call it 30-06), but 2/3 of the men had no bayonets. The 
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newly formed machine gun squads also had a problem – no guns. Most were practicing 

with wooden mock-ups and wouldn’t see the real thing until they got to France. 

 In October 1917, the U.S. Secretary of 

War officially designated the PNG as the 28th 

Infantry Division. The division called itself the 

Keystone Division and adopted a red keystone as 

their shoulder patch.  

 By April of 1918 the 28th was ready to 

ship out. As part of the American Expeditionary 

Force under the overall command of General 

“Black Jack” Pershing, their training included 

every thing from digging trenches to throwing grenades to marching. The men were 

anxious to get to France. Finally, in April of 1918, the division boarded ships for 

England, then to France. 

 They arrived in France just in time for the 

last major German attack along the Marne River. 

Coming under heavy fire from several German 

units, four forward companies of the 28th were cut 

off. Of over 500 men in L and M companies, only 

150 were left at the end of the battle. The 

Germans then rolled on to the main Allied 

defensive line. Here the remainder of the 28th, 

with British and French troops, stopped the German advance.  
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 As a result of their stand at the Marne General Pershing called them “iron men.” 

The name stuck. Pennsylvania’s 28th Division became known as the “Iron Division” 

among the allied troops. 
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As the  “doughboys” left for the battlefields of 

France, feeling of patriotism swept the country. 

Almost everyone, it seemed, wanted to be part of 

the war effort, though some did continue protest. 

The President was granted new powers that were 

used to regulate daily life in the United States.  
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 For example, in May of 1917 the newly formed Food Administration was given 

power to regulate food production in the United States. Under this board, people were 

encouraged to cut back on the amount of food they used, especially meat, wheat, and 

sugar. All of these items were needed for the troops in France. 

 Eventually, the government began a 

system of rationing. Americans were given 

“ration books” containing coupons for things like 

milk, eggs, butter, and gasoline. When the 

coupons were gone, the family couldn’t get any 

more of the rationed items until the next ration 

books were issued, usually the following month. 

 Other things changed, too, when the War 

Industries Board (WIB) was established in June, 

1917. This agency told industries what they could 

make, how much to make, and what prices to 

charge. Automobile factories were hit very hard. 

The military didn’t need cars, but it did need the 

steel to make other things. So, the WIB forced a 

slowdown in the auto industry. 

 Much of the steel taken from the auto 

industry went to Philadelphia shipyards. 

Throughout the war Philly was engaged in making 

war ships for both the United States and England. 
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They also produced merchant ships to carry troops and supplies to Europe. 

 Steel mills played a part in a major population change in America, too. During the 

war there were fewer white men to work in the factories. African-American men, seeking 

to escape racial discrimination in the South, were encouraged to move to places such as 

New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia. Many of them went to work in the steel mills and 

ship yards. 

 Women, too, moved into the workforce in large numbers. Some went to work in 

dockyards, building ships. Others became truck drivers, bricklayers, railroad workers and 

coal miners. Many more acted as volunteer nurses at Red Cross facilities or encouraged 

the sale of Liberty bonds. 

Pennsylvania was also involved in another aspect of the homefront. As America 

entered the war a wave of anti-German feeling 

swept the country. Anti-German posters and 

propaganda were everywhere. Problem was, 27% of 

the U.S. population had come from Germany at one 

time or another. Many of those people settled in 

Pennsylvania – the Pennsylvania “Dutch.” Though 

these people were loyal Americans, they did have to 

defend their loyalty. 

 In fact, at one point anti-German feelings 

ran so high that some German-Americans were forced to leave the military. They were 

referred to as “enemy aliens,” though they were loyal American citizens. At least sixty-
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one men from the 109th Field Artillery  (Wilkes-Barre, PA) were dismissed under this 

order. 

To prove their patriotism, some German-Americans changed their names. Schmitt 

became Smith, Schwartz (the German word for black) became Black, Schupp became 

Shoop, and so on.  Pennsylvanians also bought more than 3 billion dollars worth of 

Liberty and Victory Bonds to support the war effort and prove their loyalty. 

German-Americans weren’t the only ethnic group subjected to discrimination. 

African-Americans also faced problems when they tried to enlist as fighting men. Those 

who were permitted to enlist served in separate “colored” divisions and regiments, 

usually under white officers. Many of these troops were kept in the United States as 

guards for factories or prisoner of war camps.  

 Several “colored” divisions did make it to France. One of these divisions, 

the 93rd, from New York, had four of its regiments (15,000 men in all) parceled out to the 

French. Though American soldiers in name, they wore French uniforms, ate French 

rations (military talk for food), and carried French weapons and equipment. Like their 

German-American counterparts, these African-Americans fought prejudice as well as the 

Germans. 
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So many new inventions and innovations were used in the First World War that it 

is impossible to mention them all. What we are going to look at are some of the most 

important – and a few that are just bizarre! 

 Just after the Civil War American inventors (there are several who claimed to be 

first) invented a new type of wire to help control cattle. Called “barbed” or “bob” wire, it 

caused tension between cowboys and farmers. In 1914, another use was found for “devil 

wire” as miles and miles of it was stretched in front of trenches. Soldiers attempting to 

cross “no man’s land” would become tangled in the prickly stuff and held as easy targets 

for enemy riflemen or machine gunners. 
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 Speaking of machine guns, that’s another new invention used in the Great War. 

Many of these guns could spit out 500-700 bullets each minute! When they were set up in 

groups the guns could put up a wall of bullets, killing thousands. (England alone lost 4 

million soldiers) There were those on both sides who thought this was the ultimate 

weapon, the one that would make war so terrible that 

nations wouldn’t want to fight anymore.  

 Another weapon developed for World War 

One’s peculiar trench warfare was the flamethrower. 

Using a mixture of flammable chemicals, this 

weapon could throw a jet of flame up to 25 yards, 

setting fire to anything (or anyone) in its path. It 

became a favorite for clearing trenches. 

 One more little surprise before we move on. 

World War One saw the first use of chemical gas in 

warfare. There is some speculation as to which side 

first used gas. Once it was used, however, both 

sides rushed to develop more and deadlier gasses. 

When gas masks were introduced, gasses that 

burned the skin were introduced. And, since most 

of this war was fought in trenches, the gasses were 

heavier than air. 

 Speaking of air, this was also the first time 

the airplane was used in war. Yes, balloons had 
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been used earlier, but we’re talking about planes. The first planes were used to check on 

enemy movements and take pictures of  trenches. Then, pilots started to carry pistols, 

rifles, shotguns, and other implements of destruction. They even threw bricks at each 

other on occasion.  Soon, pilots were mounting machineguns on their planes, and the 

concept of the modern fighter was born. By the way, nearly every combat move used by 

fighter pilots today was tried or developed in the Great War. 

 From the air, lets go under water (untersee if 

you’re German). World War I saw the first 

successful use of submarines- Unterseebooten – or 

U-boats. The British portrayed the U-boat as a 

cowardly way to fight, but the boats proved very 

successful, especially against merchant ships. 

No list of death machines would be 

complete without at least one mention of the tank. 

Developed by the British, the original purpose of 

the tank was to allow soldiers to get through all that nasty barbed wire without getting 

shot. World War One tanks came in a variety of shapes and sizes, from the small two-

man Renault to the enormous 18-man German tanks. Though slow and awkward to our 

eyes, they proved that mobile armor had a place on the battlefield.  

Finally, we must look at artillery, the BIG guns. And yes, some of them were big, 

especially the German Big Bertha railroad guns. Mounted on as many as 12 railroad cars, 

these massive guns could fire a shell 20” in diameter and weighing 2000 pounds up to 70 
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miles! Artillery came in all shapes and sizes; from the “little” French 75mm (a 12 lb 

shell) to the massive Schneider 520mm howitzer (24”; 3,100 lb shell) 

From late 1914 until nearly the end of the war the French alone were firing an 

average of 100,000 heavy artillery shells per day! Figure the average “heavy” shell is 

about 75 pounds, then take that times 100,000. Now multiply by at least 3 (England, 

Germany, and Russia plus the various smaller countries) then divide by 2000 (pounds in 

a ton) Over 11,000 tons of shells every day for four years! That’s about the same as 

weight-every day- as 4,500 VW Beetles or Mustangs!  
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 What does Adolf Hitler have to do with World War I? EVERYTHING! It is a bit 

complicated, so stick with it for a moment. 

 World War I ended at 11:00 A.M on November 11, 1918; the eleventh hour of the 

eleventh day of the eleventh month.  When it ended German armies were still on French 

soil the perception at home was that they were still able to fight, but they had lost 

millions of men.  England, France, and Russia had also been hard hit by the war.

 Germany expected fair treatment when the war ended but was not even invited to 
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meet with the other powers to negotiate. England, France, and Italy wanted to make 

Germany pay for starting the war. The goal was punishment so severe that Germany 

would not, could not, ever think of starting another war.  

 The Treaty of Versailles forced Germany to disarm completely. The army, navy 

and air forces were almost completely shut down. In addition, Germany was stripped of 

its foreign colonies and forced to return certain border territories to France. Germany was 

also forced to acknowledge that Germany alone was responsible for starting the bloodiest 

war the world had ever seen. 

 For Germany, however, the final straw 

was the war damage payments (reparations) it 

was forced to pay. The Allies demanded no less 

than $33 billion dollars. England and France also 

insisted that Germany pay for every home that 

was damaged, every soldier that was wounded, 

even every round of ammunition used by the 

Allies. The effect of these payments crippled 

Germany’s economy, creating a depression. 

 Woodrow Wilson, U.S. president, tried to 

moderate the harsh treatment of Germany. Other world leaders, however, largely ignored 

Wilson. The only one of his suggestions to be adopted was the League of Nations, 

forerunner to the United Nations, a place where nations could work out their problems 

without going to war. The League eventually failed in Europe. The United States 

Congress never approved the Treaty of Versailles, so the U.S. never joined the League. 
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 Throughout the 1920s Germany’s  money problems grew greater and greater. By 

the time the Great Depression hit the U.S. in 1929, three of every four Germans were out 

of work. (Germany’s depression started in 1919.) German money was almost useless – at 

one point people were taking wheelbarrow loads of money to buy a loaf of bread. People 

were starving and, in the winter, freezing. Their situation was desperate. 

 So, in 1933, when Adolf Hitler, a failed painter from Austria, became Chancellor 

of Germany and promised to put people back to work, the Germans listened. When he 

blamed England and France for Germany’s problems, the people listened. When he said 

that it was really the Jews who had betrayed Germany, many people listened. He offered 

a hope they did not have before. He offered revenge for the humiliation of the First 

World War. People, desperate people, listened. 

 Over 26 million people died in World War I, half of them civilians. Another 20 

million were wounded or maimed and 10 million more left without homes. The Great 

War was to have been the “war to end all war.” Instead, it set the stage for an even 

greater tragedy – World War II. 

 

 

ANSWERS: 

Liberty cabbage?   Sauerkraut! 

Liberty bologna? Sausage or knockwursts!  
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What do you think? 

Questions for further discussion 

1. In 1914, as the war began in Europe, England cut the trans-Atlantic cable 

connecting the United States with Europe. England became our only source of 

information about the war. Discuss the ways in which this would affect opinion in 

the United States. 

2. How did World War I differ from earlier wars? 

3. Why did the United States wait until 1917 to enter the war? Discuss the policy of 

isolationism and staying free of foreign entanglements. 

4. How did the war affect people on the Homefront? Discuss the migration of 

African Americans, women in the factories, price controls, and the Espionage and 

Sedition Acts. 

5. How was your area important to the war effort? Discuss factories, mines, military 

installations, and farming. Also discuss any memorials commemorating the Great 

War. 

For Further Reading 

Bryan Cooper and John Batchelor, Fighter (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons) 
1973. 

 
Edward Horton, The Illustrated History of the Submarine. (Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday & Company, Inc.) 1974. 
 
Joseph Nathan Kane, Famous First Facts; 3rd edition. (New York: The H.W. Wilson 

Company) 1964. 
 
Donald Macintyre and Basil W. Bathe Man-of –War: A History of the Combat Vessel. 

(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company) 1969. 
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Brigadier General S.L.A. Marshall, World War I. (New York: American Heritage 
Publishing Co./Bonanza Books) 1982. 

 
 
 
 

Suggestions for Classroom Activities 
 

1. Soldiers often kept diaries while on active duty. Research a particular 

Pennsylvania soldier from your area, then, based on the information you gather, 

write a diary entry for each month he was in the service. Include comments on 

things like food, weather conditions, battles, transportation, and hospitals. (Instead 

of a diary, you may chose to write several letters to family or friends.) 

2. Using the technology available at the time, invent a useful product. Focus on the 

military applications of your invention. Include a detailed description of your 

invention, as well as an illustration. (“Working” models often bring extra credit!) 

Present your product to the class as if they were the military. (Convince them to 

buy your product!) 

3. Pick a specific battle from World War I. Construct a detailed map of the area, 

showing troop positions, movements, geographic features, and towns or villages. 

Explain how the battle progressed. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages for 

both the Germans and the Americans.  

4. Recruiting posters played an important part in stirring public opinion and 

encouraging young men to enlist. Study some examples from books or magazines, 

then create a poster to a) encourage enlistment or b) boost civilian support for the 

war effort. As an extra challenge, try drawing the cartoon from the German 

perspective. 
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