
CONCLUSION

An Armistice at Any Price

At ten minutes past eight on the evening of November 7, 1918,
five automobiles appeared along Route Nationale 2 and approached
the line guarded by the Third Company of the 171st French Infan-
try Regiment. A large white flag flew from the first car, and from
somewhere in the caravan the French soldiers heard a trumpet
blaring “cease-fire.” The arrival of the five large German cars had
been prearranged for 8:30 that morning, nearly twelve hours ear-
lier, but the poor state of the roads in the sector and the masses of
retreating German soldiers had caused unavoidable delays. Many
of the delays were the result of German demolition teams that had
felled trees and mined intersections in the hopes of slowing down
the pursuing Allied armies. At each barricade, the German drivers
had to convince local commanders to clear the roads and indicate
a route free of mines.

The arrival of the German delegation suggested to the men of
the Third Company that rumors of an imminent armistice might
be true. They watched as a large man in a German general’s uni-
form got out of the second car and apologized to the French cap-
tain in command of the company for his tardiness. The general
then tried to make introductions, but the French officer cut him
short, saying, “General, I have no authority to receive you of-
ficially. Please get into this car and follow me.” The general then
got into a car driven by a French corporal and the convoy disap-
peared.1

The general was Detlef von Winterfeldt, the liaison officer be-
tween German army headquarters and the chancellor’s office. Be-
fore the war, he had served on the German military mission to
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France as military attaché and therefore seemed a logical choice to
undertake the awesome responsibility of being the senior military
figure on the German armistice team. Since mid-September, he
had advocated an armistice and had observed the growing pessi-
mism in German higher headquarters. He had hoped that a late
German victory on the battlefield might create the conditions to
get an armistice favorable to Germany; such an armistice, he and
many other German officers hoped, might leave Germany in con-
trol of its eastern conquests and leave the fate of Alsace-Lorraine
up to a plebiscite. The woeful state of the German army, with
some German divisions now down to less than 500 healthy men,
had dashed all of these expectations. Now Winterfeldt sat in a car
driven by a French soldier, unsure of his exact whereabouts, on his
way to Marshal Foch to negotiatiate an armistice.

Behind him, in another car, was the head of the German mis-
sion, Mathias Erzberger, a key figure in the German Catholic
Center party who had recently assumed office in the new German
government. Neither the kaiser, who was then preparing to abdi-
cate, nor Ludendorff, who had resigned and fled to Sweden, was
present to take responsibility for ending the war they had prose-
cuted with such ferocity. Instead, that job fell to Erzberger, who
on November 5 had been named by the cabinet as head of the ar-
mistice mission. Erzberger later recalled that the government had
given him no official papers and no orders. “Despite my desire,”
he wrote shortly after the war, “they gave me no instructions other
than the general one of concluding an armistice at any price.”2

He, too, sat in a car somewhere in France headed for an unknown
destination.

Erzberger and his delegation eventually came to a clearing in
a forest near Compiègne, where Foch and the Allied delega-
tion were waiting for them in a vintage Second Empire railroad
car. Foch, expecting a much higher level delegation, demanded in-
troductions from the unfamiliar faces in front of him. He also
asked for formal presentation of evidence that the delegates had
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authority to speak for the German government. Upon seeing
Winterfeldt, Foch demanded that the German officer remove his
French Cross of the Officer of Legion of Honor, which he had
been awarded before the war. Foch then told the delegates that he
had not come to negotiate, but to give them the conditions by
which they could obtain an armistice. His chief of staff, Maxime
Weygand, then read the conditions aloud to the Germans.

The terms included a complete German evacuation of Bel-
gium, France (understood to include Alsace and Lorraine), and
Luxembourg within fifteen days of the signing of the armistice;
the creation of three Allied military bridgeheads across the Rhine
River at Coblenz, Mainz, and Cologne; the surrender and intern-
ment of the German battle fleet; and German surrender of 5,000
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Londoners celebrate news of the armistice in November 1918. Perceptive
leaders on both sides knew that the armistice only halted hostilities and
that creating a lasting peace would require a Herculean diplomatic effort
to match the military effort of the Allies in 1918. (National Archives)

[To view this image, refer to  
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heavy guns, 30,000 machine guns, 5,000 locomotives, 150,000
railway cars, and 150 submarines as insurance against the Ger-
mans’ using the armistice as a respite before resuming the offen-
sive. Foch then told the Germans that the terms were unalterable,
that combat and the British blockade would continue until the
Germans agreed to the terms, and that the terms expired in sev-
enty-two hours. He then dismissed them.

Erzberger sent the terms of the armistice back to the German
government by radiogram. After the war, German officials disin-
genuously expressed shock at what they claimed was the harshness
of the terms Foch had presented. In November 1918, however,
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The men charged with making peace meet in Paris. From left to right:
David Lloyd George of Britain, Vittorio Orlando of Italy, Georges
Clemenceau of France, and Woodrow Wilson of the United States.

(National Archives)

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 
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they knew that they had no choice. The winter of 1918–1919 only
promised more suffering from the Allied blockade, more political
turmoil, even a possible revolution. The Americans would con-
tinue to arrive in force, and if there were to be a 1919 military cam-
paign, the Allies would prosecute it with tanks and airplanes in
numbers the Germans could not possibly hope to match. On No-
vember 10, Hindenburg replied to Erzberger with a coded tele-
gram asking him to ameliorate Foch’s terms, most notably in al-
lowing Germany to keep more machine guns in order to quell the
Bolshevik rebellion then taking place inside some German cities.
“If you cannot obtain these points,” Hindenburg concluded, “you
must sign all the same.”3

Shortly thereafter another telegram arrived, this one un-
encoded. It informed Erzberger that the kaiser had abdicated and
was in exile in Holland. Despite this development, the telegram
informed Erzberger that he retained the authority to negotiate
and sign an armistice. Although Hindenburg had written the text,
the telegram was signed “Reichskanzler Schluss.” The French of-
ficer who received the telegram demanded to know who Chancel-
lor Schluss was (no politician named Schluss was familiar to the
Allies) and by what authority he had empowered Erzberger to
continue the negotiations. Erzberger explained to the French of-
ficer that Schluss meant “stop” in German and only indicated the
end of the telegram.

At 2:15 on the morning of November 11, Erzberger sat across
from Foch and asked for the number of machine guns and air-
planes to be modified. Foch agreed to only the most minor of
changes, and at 5:12 Erzberger agreed to sign. The armistice was to
go into effect almost six hours later, on the eleventh hour of the
eleventh day of the eleventh month. The war was over. Foch tele-
graphed to Clemenceau to tell him that the Germans had signed
and that he was on his way to Paris to present the armistice to the
French government. At 8:00 a.m. Clemenceau telegraphed to the
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heads of the other Allied governments to tell them of the signing.
“I do not yet know the details of the deliberations with the Ger-
man plenipotentiaries,” he told them. “As soon as I have been in-
formed, I will communicate them to you.”4

It had been 1,597 days since Archduke Franz Ferdinand entered
Sarajevo on an official state visit. The events of those days had
forever transformed Europe and, with it, the world. The
Hohenzollern, Romanov, Habsburg, and Vahdeddin (Ottoman)
dynasties were gone. In their place came Bolshevism, authoritari-
anism, the beginnings of fascism, and fragile democracies. The in-
frastructure of Europe lay in shambles, and the economies of the
continent were in a precarious state. Perhaps worst of all, the emo-

362

. conclusion .

Emir Faisal stands at the Paris Peace Conference with his close advisors.
His wartime ally, British colonel T. E. Lawrence, stands to Faisal’s left.

Despite the wishes of both men, Arabia did not achieve full
independence after the war. (© Corbis)

[To view this image, refer to  
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tional scars resulting from so much death and destruction could
not heal because Europeans were ill equipped to understand and
treat such trauma.

The armistice only meant an end to hostilities, not a final
peace. Many intelligent observers understood that the end of the
killing had done nothing to bring a final peace to the continent of
Europe. Few expected the armistice or a final peace treaty to re-
store order for any significant length of time. Before the Paris
Peace Conference even convened, the phrase “First World War”
had already been coined, signaling the expectations of many that a
second world war could not be far away. Ludendorff and other
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Germans destroy airplane propellers in accordance with the Treaty of
Versailles’s ban on Germany’s possessing an air force. The number of

propellers testifies to the importance of aviation in the war’s final year.
(© Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis)

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 
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right-wing Germans had already begun to propagate the myth
that Germany’s defeat had not come on the battlefield, but as a re-
sult of domestic enemies, most notably socialists and Jews.

The signing of the armistice, therefore, did little to calm the
hatreds of Europe. It merely marked a relative respite in the vola-
tile history of Europe from 1914 to 1945. The next generation of
young men from Russia, Britain, the United States, and France
would have to fight again to contain German aggression. The
leaders of those men, almost without exception, were veterans of
the First World War. The Second World War would not have
been necessary without the frustrations that emerged from the
First. Still, it is wrong to see the First World War as a futile and
pointless war, a prelude to an even more titanic struggle twenty
years later. Rather, it is important not to allow the heroic Allied
achievements of the Second World War to dim by comparison
those of the First.
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1. Lloyd George quoted in C. R. M. F. Cruttwell, A History of the Great
War, 1914–1918 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934), p. 398.

2. James Marshall-Cornwall, Haig as Military Commander (New York:
Crane, Russell, and Co., 1973), p. 84.

3. Lloyd George quoted in A. J. P. Taylor, ed., Lloyd George: A Diary by
Frances Stevenson (New York: Harper and Row, 1971), p. 139.

4. Nivelle quoted in Allain Bernède, “Les Français à l’Assaut du
Chemin des Dames, 16 avril 1917,” 14–18, Le Magazine de la Grande
Guerre 3 (August–September 2001): 6–15, quotation at p. 9.

5. Lyautey quoted in Anthony Clayton, Paths of Glory: The French
Army, 1914–1918 (London: Cassell, 2003), p. 125. In The Duchess of
Gerolstein, the title character promotes Private Fritz, her latest lover,
to field marshal. The opera lampoons the military and its decision-
making processes.

6. Cruttwell, A History of the Great War, p. 409.
7. Nivelle quoted in Bernède, “Les Français,” pp. 11 and 12.
8. Nivelle quoted in Robert Bruce, A Fraternity of Arms: America

and France in the Great War (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas,
2003), pp. 32–34. French officers Marquis de Lafayette and Count
Jean Baptiste de Rochambeau had both helped the Americans win
their war of independence from the British.

9. Ibid.
10. Gary Sheffield, Forgotten Victory: The First World War, Myths and Re-

alities (London: Headline, 2001), pp. 162–163.
11. Rupprecht quoted in Cruttwell, A History of the Great War, p. 405.
12. Quoted in Bernède, “Les Français,” p. 12.
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