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HUMANITARIAN RELIEF IN EUROPE AND THE ANALOGUE 
OF WAR, 191419181

Branden Little

Foremost among the scores of Great War-era American organizations 
mobilized to deliver life-sustaining aid to Europe in the form of food, 
clothing, and medicine to noncombatants and combatants alike 
ranked three: the Commission for Relief in Belgium (CRB), the Rocke-
feller Foundation (RF), and the American Red Cross (ARC). Together 
these leading relief organizations demonstrated that it was possible to 
harness and efficiently distribute the charitable resources of the world 
and in so doing mitigate many hardships of war. Their actions were 
unprecedented in human history and signaled the advent of modern 
international relief and disaster assistance. No subsequent relief oper-
ations—not even the massive global response following the South 
Asian tsunami of 2004—has equaled this work.

Humanitarian relief constituted one of the most important aspects 
of the First World War, yet most histories of the war overlook its sig-
nificance. While ambulance drivers and nurses garner the majority of 
popular relief-related attention, little scholarly research has been con-
cerned with the larger nation-feeding efforts of groups such as the 
CRB or the disease-fighting missions of the RF and ARC. This histo-
riographical omission is attributable in part to the narrow periodiza-
tion that traditionally defines American “involvement” in the war as 
predominantly military and occurring between 1917 and 1918. 
Americans rallied to feed the entirety of German-occupied Belgium 
and northern France and aid other afflicted Europeans long before 
their nation declared war in April 1917. American nongovernmental 

1 The title borrows from an essay by William E. Leuchtenburg, “The New Deal and 
the Analogue of War,” in Change and Continuity in Twentieth-Century America, eds., 
John Braeman, et. al. (Columbus, Ohio, 1964), 81-143. The first version was presented 
at the German Historical Institute on 19 October 2007 during the International Soci-
ety for First World War Studies Fourth Annual Conference. Special thanks to Sophie 
de Schaepdrijver for chairing the “Neutral Countries” panel and commenting on the 
paper. A revised version that focused on the Rockefeller Foundation’s relief activities 
was published as a Rockefeller Archive Center Research Report in 2007.

Finding Common Ground : New Directions in First World War Studies, BRILL, 2010. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1079768.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 12:49:58.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

0.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Branden Little140

and governmental relief programs positively affected tens of millions 
of European civilians and soldiers through a broad-based, multibillion 
dollar aid regime that began with the commencement of large-scale 
food relief to Belgium in October 1914.2 Relief constituted America’s 
greatest contribution to the resolution of the war and the mitigation 
of its worst attributes.

Relief was not tangential to the military cataclysm but intertwined 
with virtually every aspect of wartime policy and strategy. Humanitarian 
operations affected diplomatic relations, strategic decision-making, 
logistics, battlefield tactics, and the lives of soldiers and civilians. Relief 
and war were routinely conducted for common purposes by the same 
governments, institutions, and individuals, and reliant upon identical 
organizational methods and means. Relief was one of the war’s few, 
genuinely constructive achievements, but the hecatomb of the trenches 
submerged its remembrance. Fortunately, detailed records kept by the 
leading organizations and by their officials permit the scholarly inves-
tigation upon which this essay is based.3

A synopsis of American relief work precedes the following exami-
nation of four topics that illustrate the interrelationship between relief 
and war: policy and strategy; logistics; personnel; and the admixture 
of rhetoric and reality. Focusing exclusively on American aid to 
Europe during the war years does not imply that the United States was 
the only nation to conduct relief. Britain, France, and Russia sent 
medical teams to Serbia to work alongside the Americans—and 
Canada, Guatemala, Australia, and South Africa also helped Belgian 
war sufferers. Extensive aid programs were likewise conducted in the 

2 George H. Nash, The Life of Herbert Hoover: The Humanitarian, 1914-1917, vol. 
2 (New York, 1988), 54-55, estimates 83 million Europeans received food assistance 
from American organizations during the war and its aftermath, 1914 to 1923. See also 
“Summary of Relief Operations” compiled in Suda L. Bane and Ralph H. Lutz, Orga-
nization of American Relief in Europe, 1918-1919 (Stanford, 1943), 721. It is impossi-
ble, however, to assess how many lives were saved by direct feeding, the arresting of 
malnutrition in millions of children, and the eradication of debilitating and often 
lethal diseases that infected millions of people. It may be possible to apply the concept 
that Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and Annette Becker, 14-18: Understanding the Great 
War (New York, 2002), 8-10, refer to as “circles of mourning” to approximate the 
society-wide effects of relief.

3 The preponderance of the CRB’s records are located at the Hoover Institution on 
War, Revolution, and Peace Archives, Stanford University. All of the CRB citations 
herein are from this collection. The Rockefeller Archive Center [hereafter RAC] in 
Sleepy Hollow, New York, contains the RF records. The ARC’s papers are divided 
between the National Archives and Records Administration II, College Park, Mary-
land, and the Hazel Braugh Record Center and Archives in Lorton, Virginia.

Finding Common Ground : New Directions in First World War Studies, BRILL, 2010. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1079768.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 12:49:58.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

0.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Humanitarian Relief in Europe 141

Near East. U.S.-directed postwar relief and reconstruction activities 
fall outside the purview of this study. It remains focused on the war 
years.

The Scope of American Aid

Americans were long-accustomed to redemptive interventionism of 
varying forms in distant lands and at home. But their first real foray 
into Europe started in the Balkans in 1912 where the ARC and a hand-
ful of other organizations and individuals were involved in war relief. 
With the explosion of warfare in the summer of 1914 a far broader 
spectrum of American society welcomed the opportunity to partici-
pate in humanitarian service. Tens of millions of Americans joined 
relief organizations during the war, contributing time, money, goods, 
and services to the seemingly endless list of worthy causes.4

Belgium ranked first and foremost among the causes that enlisted 
American sympathies. The rapid German invasion and conquest of 
Belgium, in violation of its neutrality, produced a wave of 1.4 million 
refugees that spilled into neighboring lands with scarcely the clothes 
on their backs. Not only did the refugees require immediate assistance, 
but so, too, did the millions of their countrymen who remained under 
a brutal occupation government. Starvation for Belgians living in 
German-held territory became a distinct possibility. Accustomed to 
importing eighty percent of their grains and much of their foodstuffs, 
the inhabitants of this highly industrialized country suffered when 
Germany refused to succor the occupied population, confiscated 
stockpiled foodstuffs, and destroyed livestock and crops. The tighten-
ing British naval blockade, enacted to prevent importation of materiel 
that might fall into the invader’s hands, also worsened the humanitar-
ian crisis.

Belgian representatives solicited the support of American diplo-
mats and expatriates since the United States was both neutral and a 
growing economic powerhouse. They hoped that the belligerents 
would permit food shipments into Belgium under neutral American 
auspices. The American who most enthusiastically embraced the cause 
of food relief was millionaire mining engineer Herbert C. Hoover, the 
future U.S. president most often (and incorrectly) associated with cal-

4 32 million Americans joined the ARC, for example. Henry P. Davison, The 
American Red Cross and the Great War (New York, 1919), 9-15.
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Branden Little142

lousness and culpability for the Great Depression.5 Tales of hungry 
Belgian children resonated with Hoover, who himself had been 
orphaned.6 He found the war-induced disarray of his international 
business ventures further reason to devote himself entirely to a new 
enterprise: humanitarian relief. “Let the fortune go to hell,” he bel-
lowed.7 Hoover was admittedly less acquainted with charitable and 
social welfare organizations than business, but his confidence derived 
from decades of ‘practical’ experience as an engineer. He therefore 
developed the Commission for Relief in Belgium (CRB) along corpo-
rate lines.

Established in London on 22 October 1914, just two months after 
the war erupted, the American-led CRB was in effect an American 
philanthropic corporation, a hybridized forerunner of modern multi-
national businesses and international relief agencies. Neutrality in 
thought and deed became the CRB mantra, in consonance with 
President Woodrow Wilson’s famous appeal to his countrymen, a 
code made imperative by the commission’s delicate diplomatic stand-
ing. The CRB owed its existence to the timid endorsements from the 
neutral governments of the United States, Spain, and Holland, and to 
the recognition accorded it by the belligerents, who grudgingly 
accepted an American nongovernmental organization’s activities 
within their war zones as long as the United States remained neutral 
and the CRB adhered to strict accountability in the exclusive distribu-
tion of foodstuffs to noncombatants.

The CRB had “but a single purpose” its inaugural charter stated, “to 
cooperate with all the charitable world in providing sufficient food to 
keep the people in Belgium alive until the war is over.”8 The near-
universal expectation, however, was that the humanitarian crisis 
would soon disappear because the war would quickly end. Neither 

5 George H. Nash, “Determined Humanitarians: Herbert and Lou Henry Hoover 
in Europe,” in Uncommon Americans: The Lives and Legacies of Herbert and Lou 
Henry Hoover, ed. Timothy Walch (Westport, CT, 2003), 51-66; and Nash, The 
Humani tarian, 4-14.

6 Richard Norton Smith and Timothy Walch, “Orphan Boy: Herbert Hoover and 
Children,” in Uncommon Americans: The Lives and Legacies of Herbert and Lou Henry 
Hoover, 67-77; and James Johnson, “Herbert Hoover as Children’s Friend,” Prologue, 
12 (Winter 1980): 193-206.

7 Quoted in Nash, The Humanitarian, 259.
8 Dated 22 February 1915. Quoted in Tracy B. Kittredge, “The History of The 

Commission for Relief in Belgium, 1914-1917,” unpublished page-proof version 
(1919), 54.
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Humanitarian Relief in Europe 143

relief workers nor soldiers conceived that nations could fight indus-
trialized total war for a prolonged, multi-year duration. No one truly 
expected the CRB to one day assume the responsibility for feeding an 
entire nation. Had the CRB’s volunteers known in the autumn of 1914 
that the relief work would assume such magnitude and involve such 
terrific sacrifices they probably would not have initiated the work.9 It 
is fortunate for the Belgians that the volunteers were not clairvoyant.

CRB officials negotiated directly with the leading governments, 
operated a fleet of relief vessels on which the commission flew its own 
flag, and managed a multibillion dollar procurement and distribution 
effort that stretched from Australia to Argentina and into every 
Belgian community. At the height of its operations over 9 million 
civilians in German-occupied Belgium and northern France were fed 
daily through CRB-directed exertions. In response to the continual 
diplomatic jockeying arising from this enormous enterprise one 
British official remarked that the CRB was “a piratical state organized 
for benevolence.”10 By mid-1915 the CRB had unmistakably carved 
out a quasi-nation-state status that enabled it to hold court with the 

9 Ibid., 1.
10 Quoted in Nash, The Humanitarian, 94.

Figure 1. American officials of the Commission for Relief in Belgium pause from their 
monumental work to take a group photograph on the rooftop of their Brussels head-
quarters building in 1916.  Herbert Hoover sits front and center. Hoover Presidential 

Library.
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Branden Little144

warring coalitions. The near-miraculous accomplishments of the CRB 
stood in stark contrast to the chronic mismanagement of the purely 
military dimensions of the war and the unsatisfactory peace that ended 
the fighting. British economist John Maynard Keynes believed that 
after the Treaty of Versailles, the only public figure to emerge with his 
reputation intact was Hoover.11

Whereas the CRB fought for the survival of Belgium and northern 
France, more than one hundred preexisting and newly formed relief 
organizations across the United States in major cities and rural com-
munities alike worked continuously to ameliorate war-induced suffer-
ing on the European continent. The Rockefeller Foundation’s War 
Relief Commission (RF) and the American Red Cross (ARC) ranked 
most prominently among these groups. On 21 October 1914—one day 
prior to the formation of the CRB—the Trustees of the Rockefeller 
Foundation resolved “that it was urgently desirable that the 
[Foundation] should avail itself of such opportunities as might be pre-
sented for the relief of non-combatant sufferers from the war in 
Europe, and especially the inhabitants of Belgium.”12 The foundation 
initially focused its resources on noncombatant aid and established a 
War Relief Commission with headquarters in Berne, Switzerland to 
direct its multimillion dollar relocation assistance, feeding, and public 
health initiatives. RF officials regularly surveyed devastated regions 
and discovered that in places like Serbia the distinction between sol-
diers and civilians was practically meaningless as the tide of battle 
frequently changed, intermingling refugees and wounded troops.13 In 
contrast to the RF’s initial focus on civilian assistance, ARC medical 
units deployed to numerous countries for the exclusive purpose of 
aiding soldiers. But ARC officials in the field readily conceded the 
near-impossibility of segregating civilians and soldiers injured by the 
fighting or sickened by diseases. Casualties required medical aid 
regardless of status, and effective disease abatement often necessitated 
treating the entire population.14 In 1915 the RF, ARC, and interna-
tional community joined forces and approaches to defeat a raging 
typhus epidemic that threatened to engulf the Balkans. Containing 

11 John Maynard Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the Peace (New York, 
1919), 257.

12 Rockefeller Foundation, Annual Report, 1913-14 (New York, 1915), 24.
13 Rockefeller Foundation, Annual Report, 1915 (New York, 1916), 293.
14 RF War Relief Commission Report, “Servian Relief,” 10 March 1915, RAC, 

RG1.1, Series 100N, Box 62.
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Humanitarian Relief in Europe 145

typhus, tuberculosis, outbreaks of bubonic plague, and pioneering 
new treatments for battlefield injuries and gangrenous wounds con-
stituted the most significant of the joint RF-ARC medical achieve-
ments.

Humanitarian aid therefore functioned as a vehicle by which 
Americans could directly participate in the war during the period of 
U.S. neutrality from 1914 to 1917 and beyond. Through publicity and 
fundraising campaigns the CRB, RF, and ARC alerted the American 
public to the horrors of war, and through a nationally coordinated 
network of state and local chapters provided mechanisms to assist 
Europeans. Most Americans had few qualms about feeding the 
‘deserving poor’ as they perceived the Belgians, but opinions about 
sufferers in other regions varied considerably. Some saw relief work 
as a way of striking a blow against German barbarism and as a desir-
able prelude to U.S. military intervention; others opposed to the war 
and to U.S. intervention viewed relief as a means to check the worst 
aspects of the conflagration. In a way they were both right.

Upon declaring war the United States government actively assumed 
the combined roles of belligerent and relief coordinator for Allied 
Europe. ARC operations intensified and were interwoven with the 
overseas deployment of U.S. forces. RF and CRB representatives with-
drew in the spring of 1917 but continued operations from a distance. 
Neutral Dutch and Spanish officials assumed the titular headship of 
the CRB and replaced Americans behind German lines, but the bel-
ligerents sanctioned continued American control from London. 
Hoover stepped down as CRB chairman but remained intimately con-
nected to the organization and to all aspects of international relief. In 
a move that prefigured an era of expanded federal power in the 1930s 
and 1940s, the U.S. government in 1917-18 established two powerful 
federal agencies based explicitly on the CRB organizational model to 
regulate American food production and consumption in order to pro-
vision the Allied war effort and ensure the distribution of relief in 
Europe: the U.S. Food Administration (USFA) and the American 
Relief Administration (ARA). President Wilson appointed Hoover to 
lead the organizations. Unsurprisingly Hoover relied upon CRB vet-
erans to manage USFA and ARA affairs. Both agencies launched pub-
licity and conservation campaigns that invoked the plight of Belgium 
to draw upon the nation’s deep charitable sympathies.15

15 Vernon Kellogg to William B. Poland, 19 October 1918, CRB Box 32, Folder 2.
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Branden Little146

Policy, Strategy, and Relief

From his initial vantage as chairman of the CRB Hoover was one of 
the first international leaders to recognize the gruesome implications 
of total war as it affected civilians as well as soldiers.16 During the 
period of U.S. neutrality Hoover understood that governmental sub-
ventions of billions of dollars were imperative to mitigate the misery 
afflicting much of Europe because private charitable funds were wholly 
inadequate. “It appears to us,” a CRB policy statement of November 
1914 read, “that this emergency of provisioning a whole nation 
[Belgium] is of such an order that we cannot depend upon the efforts 
of private philanthropy for its positive solution, and that the brunt of 
this must fall upon the three governments which are so critically 
involved in this situation, viz., Belgium, England and France.”17 The 
successful solicitation of government funding first required the bel-
ligerents to agree that aid was an essential part of the war effort. This 
proved no easy task to accomplish in large part because few safeguards 
for noncombatants were recognized as necessary before relief organi-
zations such as the CRB started challenging the status quo by demand-
ing civilians receive protection during wartime.

The belligerent governments very slowly acknowledged their 
responsibility to minimize the humanitarian catastrophe created by 
the war. One of the immediate and unintended effects of Britain’s 
naval blockade of Germany’s territorial acquisitions had been to help 
make possible the imminent starvation of Belgium and northern 
France. When the CRB raised famine as an issue of concern the British 
Admiralty was unmoved by its appeals. The fastest way to restore 
Belgium’s independence in the Admiralty’s view was to defeat 
Germany. Whatever ill consequences befell Belgium in the interim 
was an unfortunate cost of war. In light of such posturing Hoover 
consequently developed a deep and abiding suspicion of realpolitik 
and its classic formula which subordinated an individual’s welfare to 
geostrategic interests. Senior British and German officials and officers, 
he witnessed, were more than willing to deliberate ad nauseam while 
the food crisis in the occupied zones deepened.

16 Herbert C. Hoover, The Memoirs of Herbert Hoover: Years of Adventure, 1874-
1920, vol. 1 (New York, 1952), 214; 166-67; and Nash, The Humanitarian, 285.

17 Dated 3 November 1914. Quoted in Kittredge, 58-59.
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Humanitarian Relief in Europe 147

Many statesmen, admirals, and generals ignored Hoover’s initial, 
naïve humanitarian appeals because they were intently concerned 
with the clash of arms on the Western Front—little else mattered in 
their calculations. Hoover bristled at British Field Marshal H. Herbert 
Kitchener’s suggestion that a famine in Belgium might be beneficial to 
the Allies because an uprising would likely erupt. Its suppression 
would require front-line German soldiers whose redeployment would 
so weaken German defenses that the Allies could militarily exploit the 
situation.18 In a meeting with the French General Staff in February 
1916, Hoover lamented “that we should be at constant trench-warfare 
with the French and English General Staffs over this work. That we 
were in constant battles over imports absolutely vital to preserve the 
life of French people and we were prepared to surrender and let them 
do the job if they could do it better.” Following that meeting Hoover 
was somewhat “satisfied [we] will have better cooperation.”19 Bureau-
cratic inertia, diplomatic etiquette, and the inability to reconcile 
humanitarian appeals with strategic imperatives constituted the chief 
obstacles to swift action against which Hoover repeatedly collided. His 
confrontational reputation soon preceded him, and at times it was an 
asset and during others a distinct liability. In contrast, RF and ARC 
officials were typically far more tactful and conservative in their deci-
sion-making, but their approach did not always produce the desired 
results either.

The Allied stance arguably softened, in part, due to the persistent 
appeals made by the CRB and other relief organizations that empha-
sized not only the ethical dimensions of relief but its military value.20 
Hoover became particularly adept at ‘selling’ relief to the belligerents, 
calibrating appeals and aid operations to satisfy British concerns that 
supplies would not fall into German hands, and to assure Germany 
that the CRB would not provide intelligence to Allied forces, besmirch 
its already-sullied international reputation, or seek to unravel 
American neutrality by injudicious talk. He provocatively insisted that 
the failure to succor Belgium would constitute a loss greater than 
Verdun or Ypres, and the starvation of Belgium itself would be the 
war’s greatest and entirely avoidable tragedy.21 Similar arguments 
made on behalf of Polish relief, however, failed. The Polish case did 

18 Nash, The Humanitarian, 71.
19 Hoover memorandum, 13 February 1916, CRB Box 7, Folder 42.
20 The efficiency of the CRB and its proven results also weighed heavily in its favor.
21 Hoover to David Lloyd George, 16 May 1918, CRB Box 7, Folder 42.
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Branden Little148

not mean that moral or military arguments were not persuasively mar-
shalled but that each relief initiative involved decisions of the highest 
political and strategic order. Unfortunately for the Poles in 1915-16, 
the belligerents could not agree; the Belgians were far more fortunate. 
All American aid programs were conditional and dependent upon the 
uneasy agreement of two warring coalitions.22

The continuation of relief programs required constant negotiation 
and reconciling competing demands for military production and 
transportation. In March 1918 a revision of British policy that threat-
ened to terminate CRB importations induced protests from France 
and Belgium. Representatives of the two nations informed the CRB 
that they had come to “regard the full carrying out of the Relief pro-
gramme as a war measure of primary importance and [were] prepared 
to give it precedence in all plans for the prosecution of the war.”23 
Their primary concern was that confronted by the specter of starva-
tion the civilian population would ‘defect’ and fight for the Germans 
who promised food in a calculated move to bring about a speedier 
conclusion to the war. In May of that year the U.S. War Department’s 
transportation plan for European deployment also endangered relief 
shipments because it envisioned the commandeering of CRB vessels. 
“If this position is taken by our War Department,” Hoover asserted, 
“there is but one possible outcome, namely starvation in Belgium.”24 
Hoover, as executive of the U.S. Food Administration (USFA) and 
American Relief Administration (ARA), worked feverishly to prevent 
such developments. At his request French Prime Minister Georges 
Clemenceau and other senior officials exerted pressure on their British 
ally and on the United States to ensure an uninterrupted stream of 
food supplies reached their destination. Humanitarian advocacy 
would compel governments to resolve critical differences and recon-
cile seemingly intractable resource constraints with a cooperative plan 
that synchronized the requirements for military and relief operations.

22 Rockefeller Foundation, Annual Report, 1916 (New York, 1917), 318-23; Nash, 
The Humanitarian, 184-92.

23 “Memorandum in regard to the Relief of the Invaded Territories of Belgium and 
Northern France,” 13 March 1918, CRB Box 59, Folder 1.

24 Hoover to Louis Chevrillon, 11 May 1918, CRB Box 59, Folder 3.
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Humanitarian Relief in Europe 149

Relief Work

Napoleon’s maxim that armies travel on their stomachs emphasized 
the importance of food to military operations, but the personnel 
charged with acquisition and distribution are often viewed with dis-
dain by the combatants they support. Military historians have tended 
to validate that prejudicial view by celebrating battlefield heroism and 
the hardships endured by the fighting forces.25 Colloquial descriptions 
of rear-echelon troops frequently borders on the profane. The rejoin-
der that “amateurs study strategy and professionals study logistics” 
falls on deaf ears. It is unsurprising that the unfavorable reception pro-
vided by military personnel and historians to those charged with pro-
visioning armed forces would extend to humanitarian relief, which is 
principally a logistics enterprise. Both combat and humanitarian 
operations in the First World War nevertheless demanded the utmost 
efficiency from skillful administrators and accountants versed in 
transportation schedules, communications systems, and the procure-
ment and distribution of supplies in dangerous and often-changing 
environments. In military parlance, this was the realm of the logisti-
cians; relief workers lacked an equivalent term.

At war’s beginning neither generals nor relief officials anticipated a 
long war. Their administrative and logistics plans were accordingly 
underdeveloped until gradually modified to reflect the dire prognosis 
of an unending war that required the full productive capacity of the 
nations involved. It took the CRB less than three months to establish 
its basic organization but it would not devise sustainable personnel, 
finance, and supply systems before an entire year had passed.26 War 
shortages and confiscations severely impeded its relief program. 
Unique among the relief organizations, the CRB maintained a char-
tered fleet of some sixty ocean-going transport ships to carry food-
stuffs and clothing from Australia, South Asia, and the Americas; it 
also operated grain elevators and shallow-draft canal boats in the port 
of Rotterdam and the inland waterways of Holland and Belgium. 
Precise numbers of vessels employed were continually in flux as some 
were destroyed by mines or sunk by German torpedoes, made inoper-
able due to extreme weather conditions at sea, or commandeered 

25 An exception is Martin Van Creveld, Supplying War: Logistics from Wallenstein 
to Patton (Cambridge, 2004).

26 Kittredge, 282-84.
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Branden Little150

(with empty hulls) by belligerents for military use. Telegraph and rail 
lines, moreover, were chronically congested, but American aid orga-
nizations received concessions from telegraph and freight companies 
(and governments where the services were nationalized) to transmit 
messages and carry goods at free or reduced rates.27

Military uses often took precedence and relief officials were hard 
pressed to guarantee the delivery of their cargoes. There were never 
enough ships to carry sufficient goods to mutually satisfy admiralties 
and aid groups alike. Compromises were routinely brokered at the 
highest levels to ensure the transportation of an acceptable mixture of 
munitions and relief goods. At war’s end the balance tilted dramati-
cally toward relief and reconstruction, and the ARA impressed many 
U.S. warships to relay wireless communications, carry refugees, aid 
workers, and critical supplies. Ironically much of what was being 
transported during the war was identical—merely the recipients were 
different. The clearest portrait of the analogous relationship of war and 
relief can be found in vintage photographs of rail depots. Images of 
transportation junctions featuring stockpiles of barrels and crates 
reveal the productive energies of nations engaged in total war. Without 
descriptive labels, however, it is virtually impossible to distinguish 
supplies destined for the provisioning of soldiers from those meant for 
civilian use.

Many humanitarian crusaders opposed the United States’ entry in 
the war, but by virtue of their participation in relief America had 
become involved in the war throughout the neutrality period in an 
increasingly powerful way. Perceptive critics like Randolph Bourne 
believed that a movement of “humanitarian internationalism” had 
pushed the United States toward war, by intensifying the ideological 
dimensions of the conflict. Whereas many viewed relief as an alterna-
tive to fighting, or at least the mitigation of its worst effects, Bourne 
perceived it as the prelude.28 Relief organizations in this assessment 
functioned no differently than war preparedness organizations such 
as the National Security League that were subsequently decried for 
pushing the United States toward war. The strongest prescriptions 
most Progressives proposed for ameliorating ‘distant suffering’ 
involved sending food, clothing, and financial assistance to Belgian 

27 Russian government to RF, 19 April 1915, RAC, RG1.1, Series 100N, Box 72, 
Folder 688.

28 Randolph Bourne, “The War and the Intellectuals,” Seven Arts (June 1917): 
133-46.
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Humanitarian Relief in Europe 151

refugees and those living under German occupation.29 Few advocated 
U.S. military intervention in 1914-16.30 Most neither perceived nor 
condoned such connections as Bourne saw although they surely 
existed and grew in significance as the war intensified and enlarged 
the humanitarian campaign. In   Promised Land, Crusader State: The 
American Encounter with the World Since 1776, the historian Walter 
A. McDougall contends that a perpetual inclination to intervene over-
seas, which Bourne feared, would in fact become a dominant feature 
of U.S. foreign policy in the twentieth century and beyond.31 The prev-
alence of joint U.S. humanitarian-military operations since the First 
World War has largely substantiated Bourne’s concerns.

Americans enthusiastically volunteered for relief duties overseas. 
Their reasons were varied. Most were reform-minded Progressive 
socialites, social workers, evangelicals, academics, and businessmen.32 
Veteran social workers, nurses, and physicians from American cities 
including New York, Chicago, and San Francisco welcomed opportu-
nities to administer children’s homes, work in hospitals, and oversee 
public health initiatives in war-ravaged areas.33 Group solidarity (and 
peer pressure) may have persuaded clusters of students and faculty 
members at universities such as Princeton to enlist in the CRB, ARC, 
and in numerous other relief organizations.34 Some had been undoubt-
edly influenced by the philosopher William James, and in particular 
by his essay “The Moral Equivalent of War,” that had advanced the 
concept of a compulsory civil service obligation. Evidence of James’ 
influence is repeatedly indicated in relief workers’ correspondence 
and by their postwar careers. Many became leading officials of govern-

29 The phrase is derived from Luc Boltanski, Distant Suffering: Morality, Media, 
and Politics (Cambridge, 1999); Thomas W. Laqueur, “The Moral Imagination and 
Human Rights,” in Michael Ignatieff, et. al., Human Rights as Politics and Idolatry, ed. 
Amy Gutman (Princeton, 2001), 127-39; and Deen K. Chatterjee, ed., The Ethics of 
Assistance: Morality and the Distant Needy (Cambridge, 2004).

30 Frank Anthony Ninkovich, The Wilsonian Century: U.S. Foreign Policy Since 
1900 (Chicago, 1999), 55-56.

31 Walter A. McDougall, Promised Land, Crusader State: The American Encounter 
with the World Since 1776 (New York, 1997).

32 Nash, The Humanitarian, 255; David Burner, “The Quaker Faith of Herbert 
Hoover,” in Understanding Herbert Hoover: Ten Perspectives, ed. Lee Nash (Stanford, 
1987), 53-64; Thomas B. Dawson to CRB, 20 January 1916; and James Dangerfield to 
CRB, 17 March 1918, CRB Box 314, Folder 12.

33 See, for example, “A Memoir by Philip S. Platt” (unpublished); Platt Papers, 
Folder 1, Hoover Institution Library and Archives.

34 Morris W. Croll to CRB, 14 November 1917, CRB Box 314, Folder 6.
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Branden Little152

ment agencies, nongovernmental organizations, and/or engaged in 
Jamesian pursuits dedicated to the mastery of nature and the better-
ment of mankind.

American men and women embraced relief assignments. Some vol-
unteered in rear-area hospitals and aid stations along the front lines, 
and others drove ambulances between these locations. American Field 
Service, Red Cross, and independent hospital drivers included future 
literary and cultural giants Ernest Hemingway, E. E. Cummings, and 
Gertrude Stein.35 CRB personnel included state militia and guard offi-
cers and army officer aspirants from Ivy League campuses who trained 
at the Plattsburg camps. After their first tour with the CRB some men 
joined the Belgian, British, Canadian, and French armies, but most 
waited until after April 1917 to receive reserve officer commissions in 
the U.S. Army and Navy.36 It could be safely said that many of the 
ambulance drivers and CRB delegates were simply seeking a surrogate 
form of military service. American ambulance drivers enlisted en 
masse in the U.S. Army upon their nation’s declaration of war. Some 
merely donned a U.S. uniform and drove army ambulances or ord-
nance-laden lorries. A good number moved from one relief-related 
assignment after another.37 There was plenty of work to be done.

Whereas CRB personnel customarily wore business attire—three 
piece suits and high-collared dress shirts were standard—some wore 
their newly issued military uniforms. The reason for this seemingly 
incongruous development is that the CRB arranged with the U.S. 
armed services, by petitioning senior commanders General John J. 
Pershing and Admiral William S. Sims directly, for former delegates 
deemed experts in a particular area of relief work to be temporarily 
loaned to the CRB again.38 This decidedly unusual arrangement 
reflected the prestige accorded the CRB by Pershing and Sims. It cer-
tainly blurred the lines between military and civilian personnel.39 This 

35 See Arlen Hansen, Gentlemen Volunteers: The Story of the American Ambulance 
Drivers in the Great War, August 1914-September 1918 (New York, 1996).

36 Albert Cross to John B. White, 17 January 1916, CRB Box 314, Folder 1; A. N. 
Connett to CRB, 18 December 1917, CRB Box 314, Folder 5; Perrin Galpin to Caspar 
Whitney, 10 July 1916, CRB Box 314, Folder 26; CRB Bulletin, 1 July 1918, CRB Box 
542, Folder 8.

37 Vernon Kellogg to Edgar Rickard, 16 December 1918, CRB Box 32, Folder 2.
38 Vernon Kellogg to Hoover, 6 August 1917, CRB Box 32, Folder 1.
39 See, for example, the unfortunate case of Carleton G. Bowden. NARA II, RG 

120 / AEF GHQ / 541 / Box 2289. Overseas ARC workers wore military uniforms with 
ARC insignia and held military-equivalent ranks.
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Humanitarian Relief in Europe 153

extraordinary inclusion of military personnel into civilian-led relief 
work accelerated under the auspices of the ARA.40 Uniforms thus did 
not provide a good indicator of the duties an individual was perform-
ing, helping blur oft-sacrosanct distinctions between soldiers and 
civilians, between war and relief.

Admittedly, a few of the relief workers viewed their duties as a poor 
substitute for military service and relief work as less consequential 
than soldiering, but the overwhelming majority perceived their 
humanitarian service as indistinguishable from military service.41 They 
conceptualized their work as one of a military nature. CRB delegate 
John L. Simpson, for example, reflected on his relief duty as tanta-
mount to being a Roman ‘legionnaire’ waging war.42 Simpson’s cohort 
served “in the ranks of the CRB,” fully confident of their historical rôle 
and mindful of the venerated footsteps in which they followed.43 While 
conducting a food survey in France, Simpson visited Mont St. Michel 
and felt a special kinship. “This was the place,” he observed, “where 
the Crusaders stopped on their way to the Holy Land, where William 
the Conqueror listened to his minstrel chanting the Chanson de 
Roland.”44

Regardless of their ideological orientations toward the war, relief 
workers were exposed to the same cultural forces and battlefield dan-
gers as servicemen, to which the long rosters of dead and injured phy-
sicians, nurses, and drivers attest. They encountered a Europe filled 
with terror, sacrifice, and adventure. Younger CRB delegates have 
been occasionally portrayed as cocky upstarts who lived luxuriously 
in Belgian mansions, drank the finest wines, commanded the respect 
of Belgian men, and the affection of Belgian women.45 This assessment 
contains a measure of truthfulness but such views were often exagger-
ated. It must be tempered by recognition of the genuine hardships 
they encountered. Personal sacrifices were a commonplace among 
relief workers. In certain cases they endured even greater dangers than 
did ordinary soldiers and sailors.

40 John L. Simpson, Random Notes: Recollections of My Early Life: Europe without 
a Guidebook, 1915-1922 (San Francisco, 1969), 46.

41 Nash, The Humanitarian, 139.
42 Quoted in Belgian American Educational Foundation tribute volume, Vernon 

Kellogg, 1867-1937 (Washington, D.C., 1939), 53.
43 W. Hallam Tuck quoted in Ibid., 70; author’s emphasis.
44 Simpson, 30.
45 “Rhodes Scholars Won Belgian Girls,” New York Times, 28 October 1915; 

 Robert Withington, “A Note on the Limbourg,” 5 October 1916, CRB Box 8, Folder 2.
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Branden Little154

Relief workers unflinchingly made the transatlantic passage at times 
when the submarine dangers were greatest. Multiple trips were stan-
dard procedure; Hoover himself made almost a dozen oceanic and 
channel crossings. No American soldiers were subjected to the inten-
sity of high seas danger to which relief workers and relief ships were 
exposed, in large part due to their relatively late deployment overseas 
when the convoy system had largely neutralized the submarine threat. 
Several Belgian relief officials were aboard commercial liners torpe-
doed by German U-boats. CRB volunteer and scion of the head CRB 
official in New York, Lindon W. Bates, Jr., died aboard the Lusitania.46 
CRB merchant ships laden with foodstuffs were the unfortunate vic-
tims of attacks by German airplanes, warships, submarines, and 
mines—acts which Hoover termed “murder gone mad.”47 Workers 
ashore were harried by aerial bombing and strafing, artillery fire, 
mines, unexploded ordnance, and contagious diseases.

Hundreds of American humanitarians fell victim to shellfire and 
diseases. Remote rear-area hospitals proved even more lethal to ARC 
physicians and nurses than did proximity to the front. Nearly the 
entire Red Cross contingent of physicians and nurses treating the 
wounded and diseased in Serbia succumbed to typhus and other debil-
itating maladies that cost several volunteers their lives.48 Robert M. 
Dutton, a former U.S. Marine and combat veteran in the Spanish-
American War, contracted tuberculosis while serving with the CRB 
and died upon his return stateside. His death in the service of human-
ity was as widely commemorated as many a fallen soldier.49 The highly 
stressful assignment to northern France compelled shortened tours 
for several CRB men, some of whom reportedly experienced nervous 
breakdowns.50 Physical exhaustion for relief workers in Europe and 
for those supporting them in leading roles at home was endemic.51 

46 Nash, The Humanitarian, 139-40.
47 Hoover to Bates, 18 April 1915, CRB Box 10, Folder 3. See the moving deposi-

tion of SS Storstad Captain Thomas Andersen whose ship was shelled and torpedoed 
by a German submarine that refused to rescue survivors, 13 March 1917, CRB Box 7, 
Folder 39.

48 Ethan F. Butler and Ernest P. Magruder to Robert U. Patterson, 28 February 
1915. NARA II, RG 200 / 130 / 591.4 / Box 42.

49 See Dutton’s personnel folder in CRB Box 314, Folder 17; “Major R.M. Dutton 
is Dead,” Washington Post, 20 February 1918.

50 Kittredge, 153; Nash, The Humanitarian, 110.
51 The death of CRB assistant treasurer Edward J. Williams is a good example. See 

Helen B. Williams to Hoover, 25 June 1921, CRB Box 7, Folder 31. The death of for-
mer RF War Relief Commission member Wallace C. Sabine provides another exam-
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Humanitarian Relief in Europe 155

Relief workers encountered a host of challenges such as these while 
waging their own brand of war—a war on hunger and disease.

Humanitarian relief traded in butter, not guns, but the ‘war’ on 
starvation, disease, and impoverishment employed a vast martial lex-
icon. The use of military language may seem curious because at its 
inception relief was almost entirely a civilian endeavor. Moreover, 
many relief workers including some ARC physicians and nurses, were 
vehemently pacifistic. But the use of martial metaphors to describe 
relief activities was an entirely appropriate response to the all-encom-
passing cauldron of total war.

Herbert Hoover demonstrated a remarkable facility for using mili-
tary jargon in conversation and correspondence. He spoke of fighting 
a cause, forging alliances, conducting campaigns, and organizing 
attacks on enemy positions.52 In one highly charged missive Hoover 
announced he was “preparing a blow that will smash [the] whole busi-
ness to complete atoms … . We will train a machine gun on our trou-
blesome friends this week.”53 Victory in relief could be accomplished, 
he reflected, “by fighting these positions step by step; winning them 
every time; gaining prestige with every battle.”54 Hoover believed that 
administering the CRB, USFA, and ARA was fundamentally the same 
task that occupied generals and war industry executives.

He generated considerable public support for Belgian relief with the 
aid of sympathetic correspondents in the Associated Press and other 
media outlets that utilized martial language to describe humanitarian 
relief in their newspapers and articles. Propagandistic accounts of 
relief activities overflowed with terms such as strategy—the employ-
ment of armed forces to achieve national or other major objectives; 
campaign—a series of military operations; division—a level of military 
organization; enlistment—a mechanism for the induction of civilians 
into armed service; all emphasized the military dimensions of relief 
operations. Charitable resources across the world were collected into 

ple. E. H. Hall, C. N. Greenough, and P. W. Bridgeman, “Wallace Clement Ware 
Sabine,” Science 49 (11 April 1919): 347-50.

52 Hoover to CRB, 7 January 1915, CRB Box 5, Folder 4; Hoover to Chevrillon, 21 
November 1916, CRB London Office Dossiers 26 to 31 (28); Hoover to ?, 19 February 
1915, CRB Box 2, Folder 1; Hoover to Jane Addams, 18 May 1918, CRB Box 6, Folder 
5; Hoover to Newton D. Baker, 3 October 1917, CRB Box 6, Folder 10; and Hoover to 
Emile Francqui, 3 October 1918, CRB Box 6, Folder 41.

53 Hoover to Bates, 27 and 28 February 1915, quoted in Nash, The Humanitarian, 
91-92. 

54 Hoover to Bates, 7 March 1915, quoted in Ibid., 94.
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Branden Little156

“war chests,” that enabled “special corps” and “armies” of volunteers 
to “combat” suffering.55 In an era of widespread, war-induced ration-
ing and shortages of all kinds, military metaphors for relief flourished.

Seemingly unlimited tributes extolled Hoover’s “army” of relief 
workers which he “commanded” like a general.56 Relief workers were 
routinely praised as Christ-like saviors and as crusading heroes—
greater than generals for their constructive versus destructive accom-
plishments.57 In Belgium and northern France they were often 
represented as “bulwarks” or “shields” against German depredations.58 
To these occupied peoples the only ‘expeditionary forces’ that mat-
tered much were the CRB delegates whose efforts ensured that starva-
tion kept them off the growing list of the war’s casualties. Ships 
carrying food often meant more to the hungry than those carrying 
soldiers armed with the remote promise of liberation.

Total war alchemically transmuted food into a weapon of as much 
or even greater explosive power than the millions of artillery shells 
that churned battlefields. Patriotic slogans such as “Sugar Means 
Ships,” “Victory is a Question of Stamina: Send the Wheat, Meat, Fats, 
Sugar—the Fuel for Fighters,” and “Food is Ammunition: Don’t Waste 
It” reinforced the relationship of food to victory. The powerful symbol 
of Belgium and the CRB’s strenuous efforts on its behalf undergirded 
the entire U.S. propaganda and war mobilization effort.59 Hoover’s 
infamous proclamation as the U.S. Food Administrator that “food will 
win the war,” gained increasing currency among politicians, generals, 
soldiers, and civilians who could debate the veracity of this statement 
but readily agree that the converse was true—a lack of food fomented 
insurrection and sapped the strength of armies and civilian work-
forces.

55 James A. Healy to Edgar A. Rickard, 13 December 1918, CRB Box 226, Folder 
25; and Lindon W. Bates to Hoover, 4 June 1915, CRB Box 10, Folder 7.

56 See CRB Bulletin, 23 August 1917, CRB Box 542, Folder 8.
57 Whitlock praised John F. Lucey, the CRB director in Rotterdam, as “a sort of 

field marshal.” Whitlock to Hoover, 13 January 1915, quoted in Nash, The Humani-
tarian, 80; George A. Simard to CRB, 12 February 1917, CRB Box 227, Folder 1; 
 William L. Honnold to William A. Goode, 28 June 1918, CRB Box 226, Folder 24; and 
statements by Gardner Richardson and Perrin Galpin, CRB Bulletin, 1 March 1918 
and 1 September 1918, respectively, CRB Box 542, Folder 8.

58 “Shield” was an especially common term. Lord Robert Cecil used the term 
“bulwark.” Samuel Sidney McClure, Obstacles to Peace (Boston, 1917), 474; see also 
Nash, The Humanitarian, 111; Kittredge, 128-29.

59 See H. M. Bollinger to CRB, 21 February 1918, CRB Box 239, Folder 3.
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Humanitarian Relief in Europe 157

Shortages of food could destroy armies, enfeeble homefront work-
ers, and even dangerously weaken regimes. It did not take long before 
an increasingly anti-Bolshevist U.S. Government recognized the geo-
strategic potential of controlling food supplies. At war’s end the 
United States clumsily attempted to effect regime change in Russia 
and in Hungary by manipulating food relief. Its strong-handed diplo-
matic interactions with the new Soviet regime prompted Foreign 
Minister Maxim Litvinov to bluntly announce, “Food is a weapon.”60 
This grim assessment rang true across the world. Food had indeed 
become a weapon in the arsenals of democracies and authoritarian 
governments alike.

The newly demonstrated ability to rapidly assess a nation’s natural 
resources, the numbers and locations of its peoples, their needs, the 
status of their health and welfare, proved essential for war mobiliza-
tion and relief operations. It also held great potential for abuse. 
Authoritarian regimes would arguably find it easier henceforth to 
extract and/or deny foodstuffs from their own lands and those of oth-
ers. Meanwhile in 1915, the International Serbian Sanitary Com mis-
sion, a multinational venture largely directed by the RF and ARC, 
justly celebrated its successful war against a raging typhus epidemic. 
Victory required the forcible removal and relocation of Serbian civil-
ians, the razing of entire villages, the confiscation and destruction of 
personal property, the systematized shaving of heads, steam baths, and 
inoculations for thousands. These austere if not draconian efforts were 
performed in the name of the greater good.61 But in later years such 
measures became the tools for a darker, systematized, ethnic and racial 
cleansing in Europe by forces far less altruistic.

Humanitarian relief would provide an inadequate antidote to the 
brutalizing effects of the Great War. It nevertheless rendered immense 
value in mitigating the worst effects of that violence. American 
humanitarians amazed the world by demonstrating their ability to 
feed an entire nation in wartime, and would extend their reputation 
as relief administrators in war’s wake by orchestrating a continental-
wide reconstruction program that lasted until 1924. In an era without 
instant messaging and satellite communications aid was delivered 

60 Litvinov to ARA officials, August 1921. Quoted in Bertrand M. Patenaude, The 
Big Show in Bololand (Stanford, 2002), 41.

61 R. P. Strong, Preliminary Report of the ISSC, June 1915, reprinted in Rockefeller 
Foundation, Annual Report 1915, 298-301.
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Branden Little158

through war zones on land and sea. Millions were saved. Critics could 
never again suggest aid was an impossibility.

Humanitarians strengthened the interconnectedness of a global 
community teetering on self-destruction by insisting upon humanity’s 
mutual support amid the battering of guns, hunger, and disease that 
threatened to tear the world apart. Humanitarians extracted extraor-
dinary concessions from the belligerents even at times when the tides 
of battle seemed most perilous. Their operational effectiveness, deft 
political maneuvering, and claims to the consent of mobilized civilian 
populations, often prevailed against formidable opposition raised by 
statesmen and generals. Advocacy for the protections of noncomba-
tants encouraged the entrance of governments in the field of human-
itarian assistance and disaster relief, catalyzed the formation of a 
constellation of international agencies dedicated to ameliorating mis-
ery, and subsequently produced universal rights-based concepts and 
multilateral compacts. The introduction of large-scale disaster relief, 
therefore, not only transformed the contours of the Great War, but 
also continues to powerfully shape the world today.
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