
The First World War and Old Lyme 
When Serbian terrorists attacked the Austro-Hungarian Empire in the summer of 1914, it set off 
a chain reaction among the imperial powers of Europe and Asia. The Great War was soon truly 
global. The vast majority of Americans were glad to stay out of it. By 1917, the Central Powers 
(led by the German Empire) had nearly defeated the Russian Empire and were desperate to 
achieve a victory in the west that would allow them to end the war and keep their early territorial 
gains.  

The United States kept out of the actual fighting in WWI as long as possible, but by the spring of 
1917 they felt obliged to enter on the side of the Allies (Britain, France, Italy, Japan, etc.). The 
Germans had resumed unrestricted submarine warfare, sinking American ships bound for Allied 
ports without warning. Worse, Germany had secretly told Mexico they would help her reconquer 
Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. Perhaps more to the point, US banks had made massive loans 
to Britain and France to finance the purchase of munitions from US factories. (The British 
blockade of Germany was so effective that no similar balance of accounts existed with 
Germany.) If the Allies lost the war, those debts might never be repaid. Feelings were divided 
about Britain, with many Americans (not just the Irish) resentful of the world’s greatest power. 
France, on the other hand, was our oldest ally and had saved our Revolution. When the US 
finally entered the war, the cry was Lafayette, we are here!  

Living memory—the experience and judgment of the recent past—shaped aims and expectations 
in 1917, just as it does for us today. The Civil War (1861-1865) and the Franco-Prussian War 
(1870-1871) were no further from the people of 1917 than the Vietnam War is from us today. 
Many veterans were still alive, and the ‘lessons’ of those wars (real and imagined) were still in 
men’s minds. Among those ‘lessons’ was the notion that victory depended on relentless attack. 
They did not fully understand the implications of changed technologies. Firepower had increased 
a hundred-fold since 1870, but communications and transportation were only slightly improved. 
Radios were primitive, large, and delicate, and the wires of telephone and telegraph were 
routinely cut by artillery bombardments. As soon as troops went “over the top” they were out of 
communications with headquarters, and their success or failure was invisible to higher command. 
Generals, particularly on the attack, were fighting blind. These factors so favored the defense 
over the offense that the war quickly bogged down into a defensive slug-fest. The Western Front 
became a network of trenches and barbed wire studded with machine guns, backed with massed 
artillery firing high explosives and poison gas. It ran unbroken from the Swiss border to the 
North Sea: unbroken, but repeatedly bent and bruised—at the cost of thousands of casualties in 
every assault.  

When the US declared war on Germany on April 6, 1917, the US Army and National Guard 
combined had 300,000 men—about the same as the army of Greece. The previous summer 
(while Connecticut Cavalry rode with General Pershing against Pancho Villa) Germany had 2.9 
million troops on the western front and 1.7 million in the east. The other major powers fielded 
similarly large forces. The US would eventually increase her army to some 4 million, but it 
would take more than a year to do so. In the meantime, huge logistical hurdles had to be cleared 
to put trained and equipped American troops on the ground in France.  



By the end of 1917, only four US divisions were deployed near the front lines, and they were still 
in training. They were the 1st Division (US Army), the 2nd Division (US Army plus USMC), and 
two divisions built around existing state forces: the 26th ‘Yankee’ Division (from New England 
units) and the 42nd ‘Rainbow’ Division (from units of 26 states and D. C.). Within the 26th 
Division, the 1st and 2nd Connecticut Infantry became the 102nd Infantry Regiment and the 1st 
Connecticut Cavalry Squadron became the 101st Machine Gun (MG) Battalion. The Yankee 
Division saw action in all the major engagements in which US-led forces were involved on the 
Western Front.  

Connecticut’s “1st Separate Company of Infantry (Colored)” became part of the 372nd Infantry of 
the 93rd Division (provisional), a unit made of up of African-American units from various state 
forces. The division was never fully formed. Its four regiments were parceled out to French 
divisions, in whose ranks they gave distinguished service and won both individual and unit 
citations. The 372nd and 371st were part of the 157e division d’infanterie from June, 1918 and 
fought in the Champagne sector near Rheims, just to the north of the Meuse-Argonne sector.  

The display shows personal effects of WWI veterans from Old Lyme, along with a few common 
tools of the trade. In the conditions of the Western Front, the digging implements may have been 
as important to survival as any weapon.  

By the armistice of November 11, 1918 there were over one million US troops in France with 
over three million in training or en route. By early 1919 it was clear that the armistice would 
hold, and would mark the end of the fighting in the west. The scramble for transport to Europe 
became a scramble for transport back home. The Yankee Division got a hero’s welcome when 
they sailed into Boston Harbor on April 7, 1919. The 102nd Infantry, the 101st MG Battalion, the 
Connecticut State Guard and other units paraded to cheering crowds in Hartford a few weeks 
later on April 30.  

Soon after the armistice a group of American officers in France (Lt. Col. Theodore Roosevelt, Jr. 
among them) suggested a veterans’ organization might improve morale among the troops now 
waiting to be discharged. From that idea came the American Legion, chartered by Congress in 
September, 1919. American Legion Post #41 (Lymes) was established later that year, and still 
meets in the Memorial Town Hall.  

The town voted in the summer of 1919 to build a new town hall that would be “…in itself and by 
appropriate tablets placed therein a monument to the Soldiers and Sailors of the Town who 
served their Country so well and a Memorial to those brave Sons of Old Lyme who made the 
supreme sacrifice….” Two plaques listed veterans of the Civil War and the “World War.” Four 
more have been added since. On the landing of the main staircase hangs a patriotic pastel study 
(Design for a Liberty Bond Poster) by Albert Hurter. Members of the Lyme Art Association 
were early supporters of the new Memorial Town Hall.  


