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German Government issues Berlin Decree  
 
The waters around Great Britain and Ireland, including all of the English Channel, are 
declared a war zone after February 18, 1915.  
  
Every enemy merchant ship found in this war zone will be destroyed, even if it is 
impossible to protect the crew and passengers.  
  
Also, neutral ships in the war zone are in danger, because British ships have been flying 
neutral flags with the British government’s permission since January 31.  Furthermore, 
war is dangerous and sometimes neutral ships are attacked by mistake.  
 
"New "Berlin Decree" Declares Waters Around British Isles War Zone On and After Feb. 18," New York Tribune (New York, NY), February 5, 1915, Page 1, 
Image 1, col. 7. 
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Notice!  
Travelers planning on crossing the Atlantic by ship are reminded that a state of war exists 
between Germany ... and Great Britain ….The zone of war includes the waters next to 
Great Britain. The German government announced that ships flying the flag of Great 
Britain and her allies are subject to destruction in those waters. Travel on British and 
allied ships at your own risk. – German Ambassador to the United States, April 22, 1915 



#
8

 
National Archives  





#8E 
 

 

May 7, 
1915 

War Dairy of Walter Schweiger Commander of the German Submarine 
U20 

2:00 pm Straight ahead the 4 funnels and 3 masts of a steamer ship with a path 
crossing ours… Ship is a large passenger liner. 
  

3:10 pm Clear shot to the front of the ship from 700 meters away… 
Shot struck the right side .... A very heavy explosion followed, with a very 
large cloud of smoke …. A second explosion must have followed that of 
the torpedo (Was it the boiler or coal or powder?). 
  
The ship stopped and quickly leaned to the right, sinking deeper at the 
front at the same time. There was a lot of confusion on the ship…. The 
ship blew off steam, and at the front of the boat the name “Lusitania” in 
golden letters could be seen. 
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May 7, 
1915 

War Dairy of Walter Schweiger Commander of the German Submarine U20 

2 pm Straight ahead the 4 funnels and 3 masts of a steamer ship with a path crossing 
ours… Ship is a large passenger liner. 
  

3:10 pm Clear shot to the front of the ship from 700 meters away… 
Shot struck the right side .... A very heavy explosion followed, with a very large 
cloud of smoke …. A second explosion must have followed that of the torpedo 
(Was it the boiler or coal or powder?). 
  
The ship stopped and quickly leaned to the right, sinking deeper at the front at 
the same time. There was a lot of confusion on the ship. Some of the life boats 
were lowered into the water. Many people must have gone a little crazy. People 
got onto the lifeboats and they were lowered to the water too fast and sunk…. 
The ship blew off steam, and at the front of the boat the name “Lusitania” in 
golden letters could be seen. 
  

6:15 pm … It is amazing that there is so much traffic on the water today, even though 
two large steamers were sunk the day before south of George’s Channel. It is 
also strange that the Lusitania was not sent through the North Channel. 



#5  
President Woodrow Wilson’s First Note to Germany – May 13, 1915 
 
The United States has warned Germany that it cannot restrict the rights of 
Americans by limiting their lawful use of the seas even if they are traveling on 
merchant ships run by Germany’s enemies. The United States will make 
Germany accountable for violating Americans’ rights.  
 
Civilians, whether they are from an enemy or neutral country, cannot be put in 
danger by the capture or destruction of an unarmed merchant ship.  
 
It is impossible for the officers of a submarine to go on board a merchant ship 
to see if it is an enemy ship or is carrying war supplies.  It is impossible for them 
to take control of a merchant ship; and they cannot sink the merchant ship 
without putting people on the ship in danger. 
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President Woodrow Wilson’s First Note to Germany – May 13, 1915 
 
The United States has warned Germany that it cannot limit Americans’ use 
of the seas even if they are traveling on merchant ships run by Germany’s 
enemies. The United States will hold Germany accountable for violating 
Americans’ rights.  
  
Civilians, whether they are from an enemy or neutral country, cannot be 
put in danger by the capture or destruction of an unarmed merchant ship.  
  
It is impossible for the officers of a submarine to go on board a merchant 
ship to see if it is an enemy ship or is carrying war supplies.  It is 
impossible for them to take control of a merchant ship; and they cannot 
sink the merchant ship without putting people on the ship in danger. 
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Woodrow Wilson’s Second Note to Germany – June 9, 1915 
 
Your Excellency’s note states that the Lusitania had hidden guns, was supplied with 
trained soldiers and special ammunition, was transporting troops from Canada, was 
carrying illegal cargo, and served the navy of Great Britain. 
 
The United States had a duty to make sure the Lusitania and its passengers were 
not doing anything illegal, and U.S. officials completed that task with great care. The 
German Government has been misinformed. 
 
Whether or not there were war supplies on board the Lusitania that caused the 
second explosion, these claims are not important when talking about the legality of 
the way the German navy sank the ship. 
 
The main fact is that a great passenger ship, carrying more than a thousand 
civilians, was torpedoed and sunk without a warning. Men, women, and children 
were sent to their death in a way unseen in modern warfare. 





#21E  
 
Woodrow Wilson’s Third Note to Germany – July 21, 1915 
 
If German naval commanders continue to limit American civilians’ use of the 
seas, the United States will see such actions as deliberately unfriendly.  



(Ogden City, Utah), 14 March 
Chronicling America: Historic American 
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April 2, 1917 

GENTLEMEN OF THE CONGRESS: 

 

On the third of February, I told you about the plan of the German Government to 
put aside the law and kindness and use its submarines to sink every ship entering 
ports controlled by their enemies in Europe. Ships of every kind, whatever their 
flag, their character, their cargo, their destination, their job, have been cruelly sent 
to the bottom of the ocean. They have been sunk without warning and without 
thought of help or mercy for the people on board. Friendly neutral ships and 
enemy ships have been sunk. Even hospital ships have been sunk...  

 

Now armed neutrality is impossible. Because submarines are outlaws when used 
as the German submarines have been used against business shipping. 

 

I advise that the Congress declare the German Government to be at war with the 
United States.  

 

President Woodrow Wilson 





SHIPPING  CASUALTIES. 

(LOSS OF THE STEAMSHIP “LUSITANIA”.) 

REPORT of a Formal Investigation into the circumstances attending the foundering on 7th May, 
1915, of the British Steamship “Lusitania,” of Liverpool, after being torpedoed off the Old Head of 
Kinsale, Ireland. 

Presented to both Houses of Parliament by Command of His Majesty 

LONDON: PRINTED UNDER THE AUTHORITY OF HIS MAJESTY’S STATIONERY OFFICE By 
DARLING AND SON, LIMITED, BACON STREET, E. - Report on Loss of the “LUSITANIA” (S.S.) - 

THE MERCHANT  SHIPPING ACTS, 1894 TO 1906 - 

IN THE MATTER OF the Formal Investigation held at the Central Buildings, Westminster, on the 
15th, 16th, 17th, and 18th of June, at the Westminster Palace Hotel on the 1st of July, and at the 
Caxton Hall, Westminster, on the 17th of July, before the Right Honourable LORD MERSEY, Wreck 
Commissioner, assisted by Admiral Sir F. S. INGLEFIELD, K.C.B.; Lieutenant-Commander HEARN; 
Captain D. DAVIES; and Captain J. SPEDDING, acting as Assessors, into the circumstances 
attending the loss of the steamship “Lusitania,” of Liverpool, and the loss of 1,198 lives at a spot ten 
to fifteen miles south of the Old Head of Kinsale, Ireland, on the 7th May, 1915. 

REPORT OF THE COURT. 

The Court, having carefully enquired into the circumstances of the above-mentioned disaster, finds, 
for the reasons appearing in the annex hereto, that the loss of the said ship and lives was due to 
damage caused to the said ship by torpedoes fired by a submarine of German nationality whereby 
the ship sank. In the opinion of the Court the act was done not merely with the intention of sinking 
the ship, but also with the intention of destroying the lives of the people on board. Dated this 
seventeenth day of July, 1915. 

MERSEY, 

Wreck Commissioner. 

We concur in the above Report, 

F.S. INGLEFIELD. 

H. J. HEARN. 

DAVID DAVIES 

JOHN SPEDDING. 

Assessors. 
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Vacarme  

Business Above All  

Ticket Counter 

No Contraband Goods!  

The liner Lusitania sunk by a 
German submarine 5 May 1915  

Medal designed by German artist Karl Goetz  
commemorating the sinking of the "Lusitania." 
The medal incorrectly names May 5, 1915, 
 as the date of the sinking. 



Library of Congress 
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The Washington herald. (Washington, D.C.), 31 May 1915. Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Lib. of Congress.  
<http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83045433/1915-05-31/ed-1/seq-1/> 

Germany Refuses to Stop 
Submarine War - May 31, 1915 
 
Germany avoids U. S. demands by 
questioning the facts about the 
Lusitania… 
  

Declares Lusitania armed despite 
official denial from New York Port 
officials  
  
Argue presence of weapons and 
Canadian Troops as excuse for 
murder   

#18 

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83045433/1915-05-31/ed-1/seq-1/


#22 

Strictly Impartial 
By Luther Bradley, February 13, 1915 
 
Library of Congress  
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