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Introduction: As the bloody stalemate of World War I continued into 1917, it 
appeared that only American manpower could break it. For nearly three years 
President Woodrow Wilson maintained strict U.S. neutrality, but the 
intensifying battle between British convoys and German submarines in the 
Atlantic was putting American ships at risk. The Germans wanted to starve 
England into submission; as long as American vessels were delivering food to 
the beleaguered British, that strategy was compromised. By February 1917 the 
Germans had decided to wage unrestricted submarine warfare on the Atlantic, 
meaning they would target all ships bound for England regardless of what flag 
they were sailing under. Anticipating this might goad the U.S. into declaring 
war, Arthur Zimmermann, the German Undersecretary of State for Foreign 
Affairs, sent this telegram to his ambassador in Mexico. It was an offer to help 
the Mexican government reclaim its lost territory in Texas, New Mexico, and 
Arizona if they came into the war on the German side. The British Secret Service 
intercepted this telegram and sent a copy to the Americans. Once its 
authenticity was verified, Wilson was outraged that Germany would conspire 
with another government to seize U.S. territory. The Zimmermann Telegram, 
along with the onset of Germany’s unrestricted submarine warfare campaign, 
convinced the president that American neutrality was no longer possible. On 
April 16, 1917, Wilson asked for and received from Congress a declaration of 
war against Germany. 
 



 
 


