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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, Lesson 23, The Course and Conduct 
of World War I. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Memorial Day

Analyzing Art from World War I

Lesson Overview

In this activity, students read about the final days of World War 
I and the immense loss it caused many nations. Then, students 
compare and contrast two songs about the war. Finally, students 
conduct independent research to find and analyze a poem about 
World War I.

Teacher Prep

Print enough copies of the worksheet for each student to have 
their own set of questions to answer.

Procedures

1. Read “T e War Comes to a Close.”
2. Divide students into groups of three.
3. Listen to “Over Tere,” a song written during World War I by 

American composer and entertainer George M. Cohan.
4. Have students discuss the song in groups, then answer worksheet question 1.
5. Listen to “On Patrol in No Man’s Land,” a song written by James Reese Europe in 1919 about his 

experiences in the 369th Regiment of the U.S. Army.
6. Have students discuss the song in groups, then answer worksheet questions 2 and 3. They should be 

prepared to share their responses as a class.
7. Have students conduct independent research. Ask them to find a poem written by someone who was 

affected by World War I.
8. Have students share the poem’s title, the author, how the war affected the author, and a line or two that 

most stood out to them.
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The Meuse-Argonne Offensive led to the last 
major battle of World War I, when more than 
a million American troops helped the Allies 
capture the railroad serving as Germany’s 
main supply line to France. With defeat all but 
certain, German civilians demanded an end to 
the fighting. As the German government agreed 
to negotiate a truce, Kaiser Wilhelm abandoned 
his throne and fled to the Netherlands.

The War Comes to a Close

As 1918 began, the Allies knew that Germany would launch a 
desperate offensive in a final bid to end the war on the western front. 
Germany raced to defeat the war-weary Allies before the Americans 
arrived, as more troops amassed on the front lines every day. “We 
should strike,” argued General Erich Ludendorff to Kaiser Wilhelm II, 
the German emperor, “before the Americans can throw strong forces 
into the scale.”

The Meuse-Argonne Offensive Leads to an Armistice The 
Germans launched their final push in the spring, when their troops 
rapidly advanced within 50 miles of Paris. By this time, however, 
American forces were arriving in Europe at the rate of 300,000 soldiers 
per month, enough to drastically affect the war’s outcome.

Between July 15 and August 5, 1918, American forces joined 
French and British forces at the Second Battle of the Marne. Soon 
after the Allied forces counterattacked, the German troops retreated. 
“August 8 was the black day of the German army,” General Ludendorff 
reported to the Kaiser, “It put the decline of our fighting power beyond 
all doubt . . . The war must be ended.”

The Allies launched the Meuse-Argonne Offensive in late 
September, so the AEF could infiltrate the German line and secure 

the Sedan railroad, the German army’s main supply and 
communication line, in northern France. Over 1 million 
U.S. troops participated in this final assault. After six weeks 
of persistent fighting throughout the Argonne Forest, the 
Americans achieved their objective, and on November 11, 
1918, Germany agreed to an armistice—a truce. By then, the 
other Central powers had surrendered as well. The long war 
was finally over.

Counting the Costs and Casualties For all parties involved, 
the costs of war were immense. More than 8 million soldiers 
died and another 21 million were injured, many of whom 
would never fully recover or be able to work. An English 
veteran and poet named Siegfried Sassoon wrote bitterly of 
their sacrifice:

Does it matter?—losing your legs? . . .  
For people will always be kind,  
And you need not show that you mind  
When the others come in after hunting  
To gobble their muffins and eggs.

Does it matter?—losing your sight? . . .  
There’s such splendid work for the blind;  
And people will always be kind,  
As you sit on the terrace remembering  
And turning your face to the light.

—Siegfried Sassoon, “Does It Matter?,” 1918
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Estimated World War I Casualties

Allied Powers

Russia  9,150,000

France  6,160,800

British Empire  3,190,235 

Italy  2,197,000

United States  323,018

Japan  1,210

Other Allied nations  1,040,164

Country Total Casualties

Central Powers

Germany  7,142,558

Austria-Hungary  7,020,000

Turkey  975,000

Bulgaria  266,919

Source: U.S. Department of Justice.
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Additionally, millions of civilians throughout Europe died from starvation, 
disease, and other war-related causes. The United States suffered far fewer 
casualties than the other powers, with about 116,000 soldiers killed and twice 
as many wounded or declared missing.The war severely damaged farms, 
forests, factories, towns, and homes throughout Europe. An Allied soldier 
described the villages he saw:

They are utterly destroyed, so that there are not even skeletons of buildings 
left—nothing but a churned mass of debris, with bricks, stones and . . . 
bodies pounded to nothing. And forests! There are not even tree trunks 
left—not a leaf or a twig. All is buried and churned up again and buried 
again.

—John Raws, letter to a friend, August 4, 1916

The war also destroyed roads, bridges, railroad lines, and other 
transportation facilities. Countries already critically burdened by the financial 
cost of war withered under the weight of these additional losses. Economic 
recovery in Europe would advance glacially in the years to come. 

Damage to the human spirit, although difficult to measure, was another 
great cost of the war. Many men and women who had eagerly supported the 
war effort were left deeply disillusioned by their experiences, questioning 
long-held beliefs about the glories of Western civilization and the nobility of 
war. American poet Ezra Pound spoke for war-weary populations in both the 
United States and Europe when he wrote of the “myriad,” or vast number, who 
had died “for a botched civilization.”
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Worksheet

1. Listen to “Over There,” a song written during World War I by American composer and entertainer George M. 
Cohan. Then answer these questions in your notebook:

• What is the mood of this music? Does the mood match the lyrics? Explain.

• According to this song, why should young men fight in the war?

• What do you think Cohan’s purpose was in writing this song?

2. Listen to “On Patrol in No-Man’s Land,” a song written by James Reese Europe in 1919 about his experience as 
a lieutenant in the 369th Regiment of the U.S. Army. Then answer these questions in your notebook:

• What is the mood of this music? Does the mood match the lyrics? Explain.

• According to this song, what dangers do soldiers have to look out for?

• What do you think Europe’s purpose was in writing this song?

3. What differences are there between “Over There” and “On Patrol in No-Man’s Land”? Which song gives a more 
realistic version of what the war was like for combatants?
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