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INTRODUCTION


Without a doubt, the First World War changed everything. The years 1914–18 stand as a Rubicon over which all those who were involved in the war, directly and indirectly, were forced to cross. What seemed a gilded way of life of the late Edwardian era, imbued with wealth and empire and majesty, was lost as irretrievably as if a giant pair of iron gates had slammed shut across it.


Moreover, the seeds of so much discontent were sown in the war’s immediate aftermath that they bore poisoned fruit over succeeding decades. The disillusionment that set in during the late 1920s led to appeasement in the face of aggressive dictators in the 1930s, and to yet another world war in the 1940s as – in the view of many – the First World War’s unfinished business exploded again. Later, Communist Russia, born in the chaos of 1917, provided one side in a Cold War that framed world events from the 1950s to the 1980s, and which saw proxy “hot” wars in the Middle East, Africa and Asia. In the 1990s and 2000s even renewed worries about Germany’s power and the outbreak of Balkan violence returned, so familiar from 1914. In short, so much of what defines us and our world in the early 21st century can be traced back to “The Great War for Civilization”.


The story of that war has been told many times, but this book offers a fresh approach. As its starting point it takes the material legacy of the war. Thousands of different objects and artefacts dating back to 1914–18 survive, ranging from the mundane to the extraordinary, from the terrifying to the humorous. Each has its own story to tell. Here, 100 of these micro-stories form a spine around which has been woven a comprehensive narrative relating what happened in the run up to the war, during the war itself and in its immediate aftermath.


As a result, this book offers a multi-track approach. For a straightforward, full narrative, readers can start at the beginning and move forward, following developments on a broadly chronological basis. They can trace events as they played out over several continents – events which led to the demise of four empires (German, Austro-Hungarian, Russian and Ottoman) and casualties in their millions, confirming that it was truly a war like no other ever experienced before.


Alternatively, readers can take a more thematic approach and, via the chapter headings and cross-references, pursue particular strands – for example, the Western Front year by year, or changes in the way of life for civilians back home; the arrival of aerial warfare, or the development of submarine warfare; the advent of poison gas and the tank, or the emergence of modern propaganda.


At the heart of the book lies the fundamental relationship between the “big picture” and the intimate insights offered by the 100 objects, the majority taken from the unparalleled collections of Britain’s Imperial War Museum – an institution itself inaugurated in 1917 as a direct response to the war. Looking at history via objects is not a new idea. But rather than 100 purely generic or symbolic objects, those chosen here invariably have particular stories to tell – of their makers, of their users and of how they were discovered or preserved. By appreciating these dimensions, we are brought more starkly face to face with the human angle – the individuals connected with the objects. To really understand the First World War, it is as important to listen to the thoughts of an individual Tommy about his rations, or his wife’s disgruntlement at food queues back home, as it is to grasp the grand strategy of battles or the horrifying statistics of casualties.


We live daily with the consequences of the First World War. Truly, it still shapes the world in which we live. Its bloody history sounds out as a warning to us all, and each one of these 100 objects echoes like a bell across the intervening passage of time.


John Hughes-Wilson
Nigel Steel
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Warships of the Imperial German Navy’s 2nd Battle Squadron make a stately progress into the North Sea, prior to 1914. The most visible flexing of German military muscle in the years before the war was the expansion of her navy. To British eyes it suggested that German ambitions went well beyond continental Europe, threatening the British Empire itself. The stage was being set for a global war, fought on land, at sea and in the air.
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In the early years of the 20th century, the British Empire was arguably at its zenith. Britain did not just rule the waves, but also administered vast swathes of land – accounting for a quarter of the globe. It was a situation that, as the great Victorian statesman Lord Salisbury observed, encouraged the sentiment that “the sun never sets on our Empire”.




“THE SUN NEVER SETS ON OUR EMPIRE.”


Lord Salisbury






“THAT’S BECAUSE GOD DOES NOT TRUST THE BRITISH IN THE DARK!”


Colvin R. De Silva




Such an empire was not achieved by brute force and bayonets – which is not to say that force had not played a part in the building and policing of empire. From Henry Morgan’s first piratical looting of the Spanish West Indies in the late 1600s to the annexation of the gold and diamonds of South Africa in 1899, Britons had never flinched from using arms to seize valuable assets. And when the future Earl Kitchener of Khartoum marched into the Sudan in 1898 he brought with him a modern army and several Maxim machine guns, both of which proved extremely efficient in slaughtering the native opposition.


However, Kitchener illustrates the counterbalancing dimension, too. He – and Britons generally – saw his imperial mission not as crude conquest but as enlightening liberation, in this case to crush the Islamic fundamentalism of the day. From a Victorian perspective, the British Empire brought the benefits of civilization, law, commerce and Christianity to less-favoured peoples; it was a kind of duty, in Kipling’s poetic phrase the “White man’s burden”. In a post-imperial age it is unacceptable to espouse such ideas and values. But by the standards of the time they were a reflection of noble ideals, and for Britons of all classes – from the great aristocratic houses to the grimiest slums – the empire represented something solid, something proud and a force for good. Its showcase was the (generally efficient and honest) administration of what was long regarded as the empire’s “jewel in the crown”, India, by a mere 1,000 civil servants.


British imperial majesty was encapsulated in the Imperial Crown of India. It was created by royal jewellers Garrard & Co. in 1911, to be worn by George V at the spectacle of the Delhi Durbar to mark his accession as “King Emperor”. The combined weight of its emeralds, rubies, sapphires and 6,100 diamonds prompted him to note: “Rather tired after wearing the Crown for 3 ½ hours, it hurt my head, as it is pretty heavy.” The band at its base is set with 16 jewelled clusters of emeralds, sapphires and diamonds, and above this four cross-pattées, containing rubies, alternate with four fleurs-de-lys containing emeralds. Out of each of these a half-arch rises up to the monde (or globe), topped by another emerald set in a cross-pattée. Not actually part of the Crown Jewels, the Imperial Crown is nevertheless today kept with them in the Tower of London. No Durbars were held for the accessions of Edward VIII and George VI, so the Delhi Durbar of December 1911 represented the only occasion on which this majestic symbol was used.



The truth is that the rationale of the British Empire was complex and many-faceted. It was part global commerce, economics and trade; part military and naval bases worldwide to protect those interests; and part the bringing of civilization, “true religion” and progress.


There were, of course, critics of empire even then. In southern Africa, the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902) was a defining moment, seen by British radicals as little more than a greedy war of conquest. The herding of Boer wives and children into “concentration camps” and their subsequent deaths from poor sanitation and disease created an outcry that rattled many of the Victorian Establishment’s complacent certainties. In the House of Commons, the Welsh MP David Lloyd George denounced what he called a “naked war of annexation” in ringing terms as one in which “the savagery which must necessarily follow will stain the name of this country”. Anti-imperialist thinkers also saw – quite correctly – that Britain’s armed forces served overseas primarily to protect the flow of money back to London. They also observed – equally correctly – that this money did not go to benefit the British taxpayer, who had subsidized those armed forces, nor to Britons in general, but to a tiny handful of plutocrats, bankers and speculators such as Cecil Rhodes, with his grandiose dream of a British railway from the Cape to Cairo, and the great banking houses like Rothschilds. Well might J.A. Hobson argue, in his 1902 study Imperialism, that “Finance is the governor of the Imperial engine, directing the energy and determining the work.” Many politicians, including the former prime ministers Gladstone and Disraeli, had made large sums from imperial finance. While riches appeared to accrue to the few, the costs of maintaining and defending the empire, and the drain of some of the best brains to run it, arguably constituted an enormous burden on the motherland.


To the man or woman in the street none of this was apparent. They saw only the shop-front glories of empire: the Diamond Jubilee of the old Queen in 1897 or the ever-spreading tide of red across the map of the world. To even the poorest members of society this demonstration of Britain’s imperial pomp and reach was living proof that the British were somehow a superior race, that Britain’s achievements were unsurpassed and that Britain really was a great power.


One exotic occasion, captured on early film, says it all. In December 1911, British imperial majesty demonstrated its potency on the dusty plains outside Delhi. There, “King Emperor” George V received his Indian subjects’ homage in a magnificent traditional ceremony known as a Durbar, combining pomp, demonstrations of allegiance and opulence. Hundreds of thousands of visitors flocked to the Durbar, with a great tented city built to house them. Foremost were more than 560 Indian princes and rulers, each of whom was to pledge allegiance and bow three times before the king emperor and queen empress as they sat on silver thrones beneath the rich canopy of the Royal Pavilion. Although the Durbar marked George’s accession, it was not a coronation; nevertheless, a crown was needed to complete the ceremony. Yet, as the Old Royal Law of Britain forbade the Crown Jewels from being taken abroad, a new one was needed. There could scarcely have been a more dazzling embodiment of the empire’s glory in the years leading up to 1914 than the Imperial Crown of India, its thousands of gemstones set within a frame of silver, laminated with gold. It cost £60,000, a princely sum paid for by the exchequers of India.




[image: image missing]

King Emperor George V and Queen Empress Mary glance towards the camera during the affirmation of Britain’s imperial control over India that was the Delhi Durbar (12 December 1911). In the war of empires that followed in 1914, Indian troops would play a full part, on the Western Front, in Mesopotamia, in East Africa, in Palestine and at Gallipoli.





Such a spirit of imperial self-confidence and cohesion stretched well beyond India, too, and ensured that the “British lion’s cubs” of the great White Dominions also lined up behind British interests. In 1914, the British government regarded Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa as virtual extensions of metropolitan Britain herself. Fortunately, so did the Dominions. If the empire was a hidden burden to Britain in peacetime, in war it would suddenly become a major asset.


Thus, when Britain did declare war in August 1914, the government automatically committed the colonies and Dominions, who gave solid military, financial and material support over the next four years. Over 2.5 million men would serve in the Dominions’ armies, as well as many volunteers from the Crown Colonies, including hundreds of thousands from India. In 1917 this contribution was recognized by Lloyd George, by then British prime minister, when he invited the Dominions’ prime ministers to join the Imperial War Cabinet and help coordinate Britain’s global policy.


The British Empire survived the war, of course, and even expanded in its aftermath. But it is salutary to remember that in 1914 imperial glory and maritime reach were no guarantees of victory in a scenario that Britain had managed to avoid for a century: full-scale conflict with the massed armies of powerful European rivals.
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There is a view that the high summer of 1914 represented a brief golden age, when the country bathed in its imperial glow and the British Isles stood strong, prosperous and united. Pride in empire there was, but as for the domestic situation nothing could be further from the truth. From the time that Herbert Asquith became prime minister in April 1908 until the outbreak of war in August 1914, Britain was rocked by crises and spasms of increasingly violent confrontation. Industry, already being economically outstripped by foreign rivals, was beset with strikes; the government battled with the House of Lords in a constitutional crisis; and there was an increasingly militant movement to win votes for women.




“THE ARMY WILL HEAR NOTHING OF POLITICS FROM ME, AND IN RETURN I EXPECT TO HEAR NOTHING OF POLITICS FROM THE ARMY.”


Prime Minister Herbert Asquith




By far the greatest threat was of Irish civil war. The prospect of granting Home Rule for Ireland, with a Parliament in Dublin, provoked the threat of a violent backlash from Protestants in Ulster – and even mutiny in the British Army. Nothing offers a clearer window onto the troubled times than the pages of the popular magazine Punch. Its headline cartoon for 1 July 1914 portrayed Britannia gazing nervously from her ramparts across the Irish Sea to the dark clouds on the horizon, where a storm whips up the words “civil war”.


This pen was used by Colonel Fred Crawford at the signing – reputedly in blood – of the Ulster Covenant, one of the totemic occasions of modern Irish history. A leader of the Protestant resistance to the introduction of Irish Home Rule, it was Crawford who organized the illegal landing, in April 1914, of rifles and ammunition for use by the new paramilitary Ulster Volunteer Force. Eighteen months earlier, on 28 September 1912, he used this pen to put his name to the Ulster Covenant, the solemn pledge eventually signed by more than 470,000 men and women in Ulster stating their loyalty to the United Kingdom and their determination to resist the establishment of an independent Irish Parliament. The tradition that Crawford signed in blood persisted, but a forensic analysis of the bright red signature in 2012 revealed no residual traces of blood. It appears more likely that the claim was simply part of the heightened emotions of this pivotal day. The pen is now kept in the Ulster Museum.



The years 1909–14 witnessed widespread industrial unrest, as many working people experienced rising prices and stagnant incomes. Wage cuts, poor working conditions and steady inflation left many of the lower paid increasingly disgruntled and militant. Trades union membership rose by half, and organized labour began to flex its muscles with greater confidence, resulting in strikes, some of them violent. Troops were sent to reinforce police at Tonypandy in South Wales in November 1910, when striking miners rioted through the streets, and to Liverpool in the following, hot, summer, when dock strikes fuelled months of virtual anarchy. The army shot two rioters, the Cabinet ordered a battleship to the Mersey, and Liverpool’s lord mayor even warned that “a revolution was in progress”.


Inevitably, productivity was affected. In 1913, over 11 million days were lost to strikes and related actions. By 1914 the nation that had proudly proclaimed herself the “Workshop of the World” at the Great Exhibition of 1851 was beginning to lag behind. Manufacturing enterprises built up half a century before were being challenged by the more modern processes of the United States and, more seriously, Germany.




“A LIFE OF SECURITY; A LIFE OF SEDENTARY OCCUPATION; A LIFE OF RESPECTABILITY: THESE THREE QUALITIES GIVE THE KEY TO [ENGLAND’S] SPECIAL CHARACTERISTICS ... AND ASPIRATIONS.”


C.F.G. Masterman, The Condition of England, 1909




In politics, the Liberal government’s welfare reforms – non-contributory old age pensions and a national insurance scheme – drove up taxes, as did the naval expansion to counter German ambitions (see Chapter 4). The House of Lords voted down the budget, and a constitutional crisis was only avoided by the king threatening to create enough new Liberal peers to curtail the power of the Lords as the government pushed through a new Parliament Act (1911).


All this was taking place against a vociferous and highly visible campaign of direct action by Emmeline Pankhurst’s “Suffragettes”, the Women’s Social and Political Union, who represented the more radical element of the suffragist campaign for women’s voting rights. The Suffragettes recognized the oxygen of publicity that a spell in jail generated and moved from chaining themselves to railings to violent protest. From 1912 an arson campaign began, artworks were slashed and golf courses sprayed with acid. While their actions at no time imperilled the state, they contributed to a national mood of instability.


Amid this sea of troubles, it was in Ireland, though, that Britain faced her most acute crisis. Since 1801, Ireland had been constitutionally part of the United Kingdom, and a vociferous and determined Protestant minority in the northern counties (“Ulster”) had seen off previous attempts to reach a Home Rule settlement, fearing Catholic domination.


When, in April 1912, Asquith introduced a third Parliamentary Bill that offered Ireland a separate Parliament and limited self-government, many of Ireland’s Protestants were outraged. They were supported at Westminster by other Unionists, including the bulk of the Conservative Party Opposition. The previous September, Sir Edward Carson, leader of the Ulster Unionist Party, had told a rally outside Belfast that Unionists might soon have to form their own government in Ulster if Home Rule were granted, and he ordered a draft constitution be drawn up for it. A week after the introduction of Asquith’s Bill, Carson addressed another massed rally, at which his supporters agreed to sign a solemn pledge of unwavering opposition to Home Rule.


Thus, on 28 September 1912 – Ulster Day – in a well-organized ceremony combining religious fervour with political defiance, 80,000 people gathered in Belfast to sign the Ulster Covenant. After attending church, Carson headed a march to Belfast City Hall, guarded by 2,500 men armed with wooden staves and commanded by Fred Crawford. Using a special silver pen, Carson was the first to sign the Covenant, on a table draped with the Union flag.


Protestant resistance now moved up a gear with the establishment of the paramilitary Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), many of its members Covenant-signers. In the south the Catholic nationalists, too, were beginning to mobilize, by way of the Irish Volunteers. They lacked the organization of the UVF, but they contributed to the overall sense of an inexorable slide towards direct confrontation.


As the Home Rule Bill progressed through Parliament, tensions continued to rise and now began to permeate the army. In March 1914, the army commander in Ireland, Lieutenant General Sir Arthur Paget, was warned to prepare for the securing of key buildings. But he was concerned that many of his officers came from Ulster families and faced divided loyalties. His advice from the War Office was that “officers whose homes are actually in the province of Ulster ... may apply for permission to be absent from duty during the period of operations, and will be ‘allowed to disappear’ from Ireland”. But those without this close connection, and who simply found the prospect of firing on other British citizens distasteful, would “at once be dismissed from the service”. Many of his officers regarded it as an ultimatum.




[image: image missing]

Workers gather to hear speeches outside the Woolwich Arsenal, London, during their strike of July 1914. Around 8,000 of them downed tools following a dispute over the use of non-union labour, which the Spectator described as “one of the very gravest incidents in the recent history of labour unrest”. In summer 1914, the British Isles was a volatile place.





Matters reached a head when, at the Curragh barracks in central Ireland, Brigadier General Hubert Gough, whose home was in Ulster, warned that 57 of his 70 officers would resign on the spot rather than enforce Home Rule. The government was shocked by the so-called “Curragh Mutiny” and the realization that the army could not be relied on. In the end, Gough was given a Cabinet guarantee that his troops “would not be called upon” to enforce Home Rule.


Despite every effort to find a political solution, there appeared to be no way out of the deadlock. The paramilitaries were openly arming and preparing for a bloody confrontation. At the end of April 1914, the UVF landed a shipment of 30,000 foreign rifles and 3 million rounds of ammunition in Ulster and swiftly spirited them into hiding. At the beginning of July, the Irish Volunteers landed its own cache of arms in the south. This time British soldiers blocked the way, but the guns got through nonetheless. Across Ireland, two armed militia were now drilling and preparing for a civil war. Meanwhile, far away in the Balkans an international crisis of ever greater proportions was forcing Whitehall’s attention onto mainland Europe.


Irish Home Rule did come into effect a few weeks after the outbreak of the First World War, but it was then suspended for the duration of the conflict. Yet it is worth remembering that in July 1914 the shooting war expected by many Britons looked more likely to begin on their own doorsteps than in some far-off foreign field.
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The crisis that enveloped Europe in summer 1914 involved decisions taken by a newly emergent power – a nation that 50 years previously did not even exist. A united Germany was only born in 1871, when her patchwork of independent kingdoms, grand-duchies and other states (and statelets) finally came together in a political union. They did so not as equals but around Prussia, which in less than a decade had demonstrated her strength through defeats of Denmark (1864), Austria (1866) and France (1871). The King of Prussia now became the new “Kaiser”, or Emperor, of the German imperial state, and Prussian attitudes and ways of doing things were embedded in the new country.




‘A WAR... IS BUT THE HIGHEST EXPRESSION OF TRUE CIVILIZATION ... WAR IS A POLITICAL NECESSITY AND THAT IT IS FOUGHT IN THE INTEREST OF BIOLOGICAL, SOCIAL AND MORAL PROGRESS.”


General Friedrich von Bernhardi, 1912




Prussian pre-eminence was in one sense surprising: because of her poor soil and relative poverty, Prussia was known as the “Sandbox of the Holy Roman Empire”. But over the centuries, the challenge of life beyond the southern Baltic coast had bred a tough and hardy people, as well as a system of economic and military obligation. Prussian landowners – the aristocratic class of Junkers – ruled over a peasant population of serfs tied to the land. This rule by an elite was reinforced by the Prussian kings’ adoption, from the 1730s, of universal military service through regional recruiting districts called “cantons”. Each was tied to a local regiment, and a list was kept of all men of military age, who were enrolled automatically into the regiment for one year’s training before being sent home on indefinite unpaid leave to work the land. Legally, every man remained an enlisted soldier. This was the system that was credited with creating Prussia’s unique military-based society.


The distinctive helmet known as the Pickelhaube came to represent Germany’s military tradition and became one of the best-remembered objects of the First World War. Its compact, rounded body of shiny leather was topped by a tall metal spear-like spike, designed to fend off a blow from a sword. Developed by the Prussian army, it was subsequently used across the whole of Germany’s new Imperial Army (albeit reluctantly in Bavaria where it was seen to be too Prussian), and in 1914 German soldiers went to war in a design first introduced in 1895. The still-cherished identities of pre-unification Germany were conveyed in the coats of arms adorning the front of the helmet, the most common being that of Prussia. For Allied soldiers, the helmets became much-prized souvenirs; this particular Prussian one was picked up by Private Farndon Groom, who went to France with the 7th Battalion, London Regiment, in March 1915. He kept it for the rest of his life. By 1916, with leather in short supply and a move, across the Western Front, towards adopting metal helmets, the Pickelhaube gave way to the spike-less Stahlhelm.
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A display of Pickelhauben and other headgear, as a confident Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany (foreground, left), flanked by his six sons, leads a parade through Berlin in 1913. It was a year that witnessed patriotic celebrations of the centenary of Prussia’s Wars of Liberation against Napoleonic France, as well as the Kaiser’s 25th year on the throne.





Because most officer appointments were restricted to the nobility and landowners, this meant that many Junkers were simultaneously army captain and landlord over their serf-conscripts. Military discipline reinforced feudal jurisdiction and frequently encroached into strictly civil affairs. Thus, if a man wanted to leave the country without permission, he could be charged with desertion – for every man was either a trained soldier or a potential recruit. It is not for nothing that the French thinker and politician Mirabeau observed, following the exploits of Frederick the Great (1712–86), that: “Prussia is not a state with an army, but an army with a state.” The serfs were emancipated in 1807, but the country remained essentially a “military-agrarian complex”, controlled by the interlocking interests of the monarchy, the army and a feudal aristocracy.


The combination of Prussia’s stunning victories and Minister-President Prince Otto von Bismarck’s considerable diplomatic skills proved powerful arguments for persuading Berlin’s neighbours to unite under Prussia. However, despite recognizing the practical advantages of unification, they remained wary of an inevitable Prussian dominance and its potential dangers. For one thing, the appointment of the imperial chancellor – Bismarck – lay in the hands of the new Kaiser, and as such effectively became a Prussian choice. Not directly linked to the elected Parliament (Reichstag), the German chancellor was nevertheless responsible for devising and instituting national policy. With the appointment in his gift, the Kaiser was able to exert a much stronger degree of direct political control over his chancellor than, for example, the British monarch could do over his prime minister, particularly in areas such as defence and foreign policy.


Between 1871 and 1914, the united Germany underwent a massive transformation. Socially and politically, there remained tensions between Prussia and the other regions, between the aristocratic landowning elite and the emerging middle classes, whose prosperity was linked to rising urban industries, and above all between liberal civilians and the military cabal that lay at the heart of the state. The liberals steadily sought to limit the power of the military and win control over the army, but failed.


Possibly the greatest change in Germany’s first 40 years was her emergence as a major global economic power. With great dynamism, she set about introducing the latest, most efficient industrial practices. The result was a rapid increase in manufacturing capability. In 1870 British industry dominated the world, meeting almost one-third of the world’s industrial demands. By 1910, Britain’s share of the global manufacturing market had fallen to less than 15 per cent, now supplanted by the United States which had over one-third. But the real surprise lay in the upstart Germany, now – albeit narrowly – besting Britain with a market share of almost 16 per cent. Not only in specialist areas, such as chemicals and optics, was Britain falling behind, but her capacity even lagged in traditional materials like steel. British output may have almost doubled in two decades to reach 6.4 million tons by 1910, but in the same period, German output more than quintupled to reach 13.5 million tons.


This rapid rise unsurprisingly worried many of Germany’s neighbours. Initially, Bismarck pursued the diplomacy of peaceful coexistence, while projecting the new Germany as a mature and responsible nation. But in June 1888 this situation was radically altered by the accession of a thrusting new Kaiser, Wilhelm II, who harboured ambitions for Germany’s growing political strength to be more widely recognized across the world. Dismissing Bismarck within two years, Wilhelm began to lead Germany on a “new course”, most notably in international affairs.


As the balance of power now shifted, Germany deepened ties with her cultural and linguistic compatriots in Austria-Hungary. But relations with the powers that flanked Germany to east and west – Russia and France – deteriorated, and in 1894 a Franco-Russian entente was signed. It was intended to provide both countries with mutual support, but it contributed to a German sense of containment and encirclement. Increasingly feeling herself under threat, Germany’s overconfident military now became a political factor. The Prussian-dominated General Staff in Berlin was determined to avoid a war on two fronts. Its head, Count Alfred von Schlieffen, outlined a plan that would come to bear his name, by which Germany could strike a swift knockout blow to eliminate France from any war and then tackle Russia. Through its close links to the Kaiser, and with little concern for the feelings of the Reichstag, the General Staff effectively became a political force in its own right, encouraging and even setting the nation’s European foreign policy agenda. Guided by the rigid parameters of the railway timetables that would need to be followed in the event of mobilization, the army began to set in train – literally – operational plans as precise as a jeweller’s watch movement that were effectively outside civil political control and diplomatic restraints.


The army thus played a powerful role in Germany in the years leading up to the First World War, and German society became increasingly dominated by what was seen by many observers as rampant militarism. But while the army may have been the dominating influence, it was not the only service flexing its muscles. At the very end of the 1890s the Imperial German Navy began to emerge from the shadow of the army. While the navy’s influence in society as a whole may have been slight, its hold over the imagination of the Kaiser was great and, through this, its impact on Germany’s fate between 1900 and 1914 eclipsed even that of the army.
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For over 100 years following Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar (1805), Britain’s Royal Navy had undisputed command of the world’s oceans. This situation was a natural adjunct to protecting maritime commerce and projecting imperial power. Periodically waves ruffled the waters, such as when the French launched the world’s first ironclad battleship, La Gloire, in 1859. But by 1861 Britain had her own iron-hulled battleship, HMS Warrior, prompting Lord Palmerston’s satisfied observation that it looked like “a black snake among rabbits”. Supremacy bred a certain complacency. Yet, as the century closed, Britain still possessed more battleships in service than the combined strength of Germany, France, Russia, the United States and Japan.




“THE NAVY IS THE MOST IMPORTANT DEFENCE OF THE COUNTRY, IN WHICH EVERY SUBJECT OF THE QUEEN HAS AN INTEREST OF THE DEEPEST CHARACTER.”


Justice Willes, Henwood versus Harrison (1872)




The picture was beginning to change, however, most acutely through the emergence of the new German Kaiserliche Marine (Imperial Navy), aggressively expanded from 1898 under Kaiser Wilhelm II and his naval secretary of state, Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz. The consequences for European security would be immense, as Berlin’s naval ambitions ratcheted up tensions, reconfigured diplomatic relations and strained resources.


The reign of Edward VII (1901–10) marked a period of resurgence for Britain’s Royal Navy. A renewed vigour imbued its ranks in response to the alarming German efforts, from 1898, to create their own world-class navy. From 1904, Admiral Sir John (“Jackie”) Fisher introduced sweeping changes and the frenetic Anglo-German naval arms race was turned on its head. As a vast shipbuilding programme progressed, recruitment continued to deliver the sailors and Marines to man the vessels. This unembellished, enamelled Edwardian recruitment sign was posted by Sergeant Major John Miller, Royal Marines, outside his house in Norwich. The “Admiralty recruiting office” was, in this case, his own front room. In King Edward’s name, Sergeant Major Miller invited men to join the world’s greatest navy and carry the essence of the British way of life across the empire. In a few years they would be doing considerably more than that.



The new Kaiser’s ambitions reflected his personal admiration – and resentment – of the history, power and prestige of the Royal Navy. Germany possessed a small coastal fleet, mostly based in the Baltic, and had no real need for a wider “blue water” navy. But the Kaiser increasingly saw the size and strength of his fleet as a determinant of German aspirations and a symbol of Germany’s right to a “place in the sun”. Capricious and impulsive, Wilhelm wanted a navy big enough to challenge Britain’s, and in Tirpitz he found an only too-willing partner. Both men absorbed US Captain Alfred Mahan’s Influence of Sea Power Upon History (1890), including its emphasis on maritime control to encourage and protect commerce, and they thought that by building a navy to challenge British dominance they might convert the German Reich from a land-based Grossmacht into a global Weltmacht – from a great power into a world power.


They were well aware how provocative this move could be, and they also realized they could not create a larger fleet than the Royal Navy. But had not Mahan written that even an inferior fleet, simply through its existence, could influence the policy and actions of a larger one by maintaining the threat of a “fleet in being”? With sufficient strength, Tirpitz believed, they could inflict enough damage in a confrontation to eliminate Britain’s fleet as a world power. In fact, he believed that to avert such a risk Britain would avoid battle, in which case her navy would be emasculated anyway. Moreover, such was the extent of the Royal Navy’s global responsibilities that Tirpitz did not believe Britain would be able to concentrate enough ships in the waters around Germany to fight with the full weight of her theoretical power.


Tirpitz called this his Risikogedanke, or “risk theory”, and risky it certainly was. The problem was that it cut both ways: Britain might back away, fearing potentially catastrophic losses, or she might rise to the challenge, solidifying British hostility to Germany. Thus, Tirpitz initially favoured a stealthy “brick by brick” approach, and his navy bills of 1898, 1900 and 1906 were designed to discreetly transform German naval might.


It was a dire miscalculation. Both Tirpitz and Wilhelm failed to appreciate just how sensitive the British were to any naval challenge, however disguised. The incipient German threat was a major factor in forcing Britain to re-examine strategic priorities, and effectively signalled the end of the century-long Pax Britannica and Britain’s years of “splendid isolation”. In 1902, an alliance was signed with Japan, which allowed Britain to reduce the strength of her fleet in the Far East (see Chapter 19). Two years later, with earlier colonial squabbles neatly shelved, Britain and her traditional rival France signed the Entente Cordiale. Among other things, this began a long process of redistributing Britain’s naval strength from the Mediterranean to its home waters in the North Sea and the Channel. In exchange, the French navy began to take responsibility for the Mediterranean. By 1907 Britain had concluded a second entente, with Russia. Ironically, Germany’s provocative naval expansion had actually precipitated an increased sense of German encirclement and helped create the Triple Entente in Europe against which it would fight in 1914.


Within the Royal Navy, profound changes were also at work. In October 1904, Admiral Sir John Fisher was appointed First Sea Lord, the navy’s professional head. Eccentric and energetic, he was exactly the man to revitalize the Senior Service. He organized a major overhaul, scrapping old ships held in dockyard reserves (“a miser’s hoard of useless junk” was his description of obsolescent cruisers) and embarking on a new strategy based on a large fleet concentrated in home waters – yet again, calling Tirpitz’s bluff. Most importantly, he began a major shipbuilding programme based on an innovative design of battleship, HMS Dreadnought, which stunned the world at her launch in February 1906. She was the first all big-gun battleship, clad with heavy armour, boasting 12-inch guns and propelled by powerful steam turbines. She was a fast, formidable – and expensive – addition to the Royal Navy. At a stroke Fisher made all other battleships obsolete, including his own.


Tirpitz responded by openly demanding funds from a compliant Reichstag “to meet the British challenge”. What followed was a naval arms race to rival the later Cold War in its relative cost and intensity. Between 1906 and 1912 Britain launched 29 capital ships (battleships and battlecruisers) compared to Germany’s 17; Germany’s naval budget doubled and Britain’s shot up by 40 per cent. As costs heated up, relations between the two countries cooled.


By 1909 it was clear that Germany was building warships on an unprecedented scale. The Royal Navy’s slender margin of superiority risked falling to just four dreadnoughts, and something like panic ensued. The “great naval scare” mobilized British people and politicians into throwing funds behind a rapid construction programme: as politicians debated over whether to build four or six more dreadnoughts, in the end, as Winston Churchill wittily put it in 1909, “we compromised on eight”. In fact, the government was responding to popular pressure under the slogan “We want eight, and we won’t wait!” It made all the difference, when war came. By 1912 the Royal Navy’s battle fleet had mushroomed to over 30 capital ships, consolidating what was now a solid margin over Germany.
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A drawing, based on a photograph, of HMS Dreadnought after her launch by King Edward VII at Portsmouth (17 February 1906). This warship, the world’s most powerful, lent her name to a whole new class of battleship, and Germany and Britain vied with each other to build more of them. In the subsequent war, both sides took great care to protect such naval assets.







The wisdom, albeit expensively bought, of ploughing money into Britain’s strategic naval defence was demonstrated by the so-called Agadir Incident of 1911, concerning colonial rivalry in Morocco. France unilaterally sent troops, ostensibly to help put down a revolt against the sultan, but in the process defying an earlier agreement with Germany. So the Kaiser ordered the German gunboat SMS Panther to the coastal city of Agadir, on the pretext of protecting German citizens and business interests. It was a naked act of gunboat diplomacy and generated a crisis defused only by intense diplomacy and a run against German banks. It also demonstrated two realities: that German naval power was now a major factor in international disputes; and that relations between Berlin and the Entente allies were highly volatile.


By 1913, while the British continued to build battleships and battlecruisers as fast as they could, Germany discreetly switched to a policy of launching submarines. For both countries, the naval arms race was a massive drain on resources and fuelled pre-war suspicions. For Britain, it was, at least, a logical move to protect her security, her commerce and her empire. In 1918, as in 1914, Britannia still ruled the waves. As for the Kaiser, he suffered the indignity that, in 1918, sailors of his precious High Seas Fleet were in the forefront of the revolution that overthrew him.
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The radical changes that swept through the Royal Navy in the decade before 1914 responded to the particular challenge of Germany’s growing naval strength. But they also reflected Britain’s more pragmatic strategic repositioning in an increasingly polarized world, as old rivals formed new pacts and dangerous threats emerged, creating a complex and – ultimately – too fragile Europe.




“IF EVER THERE IS ANOTHER WAR IN EUROPE, IT WILL COME OUT OF SOME DAMNED SILLY THING IN THE BALKANS!”


Attributed to Chancellor Prince Otto von Bismarck




Perhaps the starting point for this European realignment was the bitter Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, in which Prussian success spurred the unification of the German nation on the back of French defeat and humiliation. Indeed, it was on French soil, at Versailles, that German unity was proclaimed on 18 January 1871, and a month later the Prussian army marched through the Arc de Triomphe and down the Champs Elysées to underscore the sense of triumph. The concurrent loss of the French territories of Alsace and Lorraine to Germany fed an enduring French national desire for la Revanche: “revenge”.


As a consequence, it could be said that France both expected and indeed wanted another war. And if renewed war was going to be inevitable, France needed allies when it came. Initially, Britain stood aloof, while Russia was kept sweet by Germany’s Bismarck – at least until the new Kaiser, Wilhelm II, ditched his wily chancellor and abandoned this pragmatic friendship. Thus, when France and Russia signed a formal alliance in January 1894, Germany found herself sandwiched between them. The balance of power seemed to be shifting.


The polarization of Europe in 1914 is clearly reflected by this British poster, originally printed in London a few weeks after war began with a sardonic English caption. Each country is represented by national stereotypes, with the main belligerents as “Dogs of War” now let “loose in Europe”. To the northwest stands a British bulldog, protected by a stocky Jack Tar restraining warships on leads. Aligned alongside a French poodle, the bulldog bites the nose of a German dachshund “thought to have gone mad”. The dachshund is yoked to an “Austrian Mongrel” intent on bullying little Serbia. But Serbia is being protected by a Russian bear, exactly as the dachshund had hoped as this should allow it to “steal a bone or two through the fighting ”. Beyond the Balkans, a crouching Turk with a fez-wearing dachshund stretches out one hand to close the Dardanelles, while in the other he holds two German warships on a leash in the Black Sea. This clear piece of anti-German propaganda was actually reprinted in Hamburg and sold for 50 pfennigs, with the English title and text translated to lay the blame for war on aggressive, untrustworthy Britain. This is one of those German copies.



The new scenario increased the importance of Germany’s already deepening relationship with Austria-Hungary. Prussia had fought and defeated Austria in 1866, and usurped from Austria the moral leadership of Europe’s ethnic Germans. But Bismarck had been careful to nurture relations, and the two powers moved closer together in the years that followed. This process was fortunate for the Habsburg monarchs of Austria, as it disguised a steady decline in power for their multilingual, multinational patchwork empire of ethnic Germans, Magyars, Slavs, Czechs, Poles, Slovaks, Serbians and Italians. In 1867, recognition of the special position of the Magyars of Hungary created the Dual Monarchy, in which the Emperor of Austria became simultaneously King of Hungary.


Closer links produced a formal alliance (1879) between Germany and Austria-Hungary, which became a Triple Alliance when joined by Italy in 1882. Austria-Hungary, though, remained most threatened by the turbulent region of the Balkans. Here, as the Ottoman Empire contracted towards the edge of mainland Europe, local and nationalist rivalries filled the vacuum. In 1878, three new independent countries emerged – Serbia, Montenegro and Romania – and Bulgaria and Greece grew larger. These were dynamic nation-states, whose ethnic groups overlapped with those of Austria-Hungary’s southern provinces.


Of particular concern, the emergence of Serbia created a new nation of Slavs. Vienna looked on, alarmed, at growing Serbian ambitions to unite all of the region’s Slavs. Moreover, the changes in the political complexion of the Balkans exacerbated Austro-Hungarian tensions with Russia, who saw herself as protector of all the Balkans’ Slavs. Conscious that such tensions could precipitate war, the two powers signed a ten-year pact (1897) agreeing not to intervene directly in the affairs of the Balkan nations. However, in 1908, Austria-Hungary stoked Balkan tensions when the old Ottoman region of Bosnia-Herzegovina declared unilateral independence. Instead Austria, given responsibility for Bosnia-Herzegovina at the Congress of Vienna that year, seized the opportunity to formally annex it, but in doing so, the empire acquired a million more Slavs, most of whom had no desire to fall under Habsburg rule.


Neither the Russian nor Austro-Hungarian empires were directly involved, though, in the vicious Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913. In the First Balkan War, Bulgaria, Greece, Montenegro and Serbia united and successfully fought the Ottoman Empire for her residual territory in Europe. In the internecine Second Balkan War, Bulgaria fought Greece and Serbia over some of the spoils (Macedonia), with the Ottoman forces (and Romania) taking the opportunity to attack Bulgaria and regain territory. Almost 230,000 casualties died from the fighting or from disease.


Austria-Hungary itched to use the First Balkan War to resolve the issues that had long threatened her own internal stability, but fear of Russia’s response kept her out. In Berlin’s eyes, however, the war was perceived as one fought by Russia at arm’s length, and Chancellor Theobold von Bethmann Hollweg made it clear that Germany would fully support Austria-Hungary if the fighting spilled out of the Balkans and Russia became involved. In return, London signalled that if a German attack on Russia pulled in the French, under the terms of the Franco-Russian alliance, then Britain would not be prepared to see the French defeated. These uncompromising diplomatic statements provided a chilling preview of the scenario that would play out only 18 months later.


By now, Britain’s repositioning from her years of “splendid isolation” was complete. Indeed, the 1904 Entente Cordiale with France, underscored by the charm of Edward VII, had the effect of turning the politics of Europe upside down. It was a fact most clearly highlighted by the Agadir crisis in 1911 (see Chapter 4), where German hopes that Britain would criticize French actions came to nought – and, in fact, Germany’s gunboat diplomacy simply moved the British and French closer together. After Agadir, the Franco-British redeployment of ships to protect the Mediterranean and the northern waters around the Channel was completed, and secret military discussions laid down clear plans for the despatch of an expeditionary force to France in the event of war.
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The Balkan pot threatens to boil over in this 1912 Punch cartoon by Leonard Raven-Hill. Attempting to keep a lid on the simmering tensions are some familiar national stereotypes of the Great Powers: Britain’s John Bull and a French general (back row) along with a bearded Russian, a Pickelhaube-wearing Prussian and an amply moustached Austro-Hungarian (perhaps the emperor).





Britain’s deepening friendship with France was mirrored by her relationship with Russia. Never quite as close, it nevertheless moderated strategic threats to the security of the British Empire. Russia no longer cast quite such a shadow over India, or over Britain’s position in the Middle East, allowing the British to reconsider the risks they faced and see ever more clearly where the primary threat lay – in Germany’s increasingly aggressive policies.


In truth, the emergence of a new, enlarged and unified Germany – complete with a booming economy, a growing population of 68 million by 1914 and a large and efficient army – was always likely to destabilize the balance of power in Europe. For nearly 20 years this threat had been kept at bay by Bismarck’s pragmatic diplomacy, but after his dismissal by Wilhelm II there is little doubt that Germany became a bellicose and ambitious state, whose world-power aspirations were ill-concealed. In October 1908, the Kaiser gave an alarming interview to the London Daily Telegraph, in which he boasted that his General Staff had planned British strategy during the Anglo-Boer War, warned that the majority of Germans were openly hostile to Britain and stated that “the legitimate ambition of patriotic Germans refuses to assign any bounds”. British popular sentiment reflected Germany’s challenge, with children cheekily claiming that the German product trademark “DRGM” really stood for “Dirty Rotten German Make”.


With hindsight, it is clear that by the summer of 1914 the European nations stood on the verge of a geo-strategic earthquake. Like the subterranean shifts of vast tectonic plates, the European balance of power had changed in such a way that dangerous fault lines had built up, storing up enormous pressures. Whole nations, as well as individual citizens, stood waiting for an eruption. Both Germany and France were expecting and preparing for a showdown. But no-one knew when that would be or where it would occur.


In the end, it was to be in the Balkan city of Sarajevo in June 1914.
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The original “shot heard ’round the world” was poet Walt Whitman’s description of the opening salvo that led to American independence. But the phrase found a truly global context in the single shot that ended the life of the heir-presumptive to the Austro-Hungarian throne on 28 June 1914. The conspirators who set out to murder Archduke Franz Ferdinand had no clue that they would spark a cataclysm. They calculated that the worst that might happen would be another localized Balkan war, from which a Greater Serbia could emerge having “liberated” the remaining Serbs of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Their miscalculation, soon to be compounded by the mis-steps of political and military leaders, meant that within six weeks the power blocs of Europe were lined up against one another in war across the continent. The archduke’s cut and bloodstained military tunic remains as mute testimony to a deed that would result in the deaths of an estimated 16 million people.




“THE LIGHTS ARE GOING OUT ALL OVER EUROPE; WE WILL NOT SEE THEM LIT AGAIN IN OUR LIFETIME.”


British Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey, 1914




Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie met their end in Sarajevo. This was the capital of the former Ottoman province of Bosnia-Herzegovina, whose annexation by Austria-Hungary in 1908 caused alarm in neighbouring Serbia. Serbia’s military successes in the two Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913 had emboldened elements within her army, and government, to stir up Serb nationalism within Austria’s Balkan territories, including among the many ethnic Serbs of Bosnia.


Unusually for Archduke Franz Ferdinand, on his visit to Sarajevo he was accompanied by his wife, Duchess Sophie of Hohenberg. It was rare for the couple to be seen together in public. The duchess was not of royal birth, and the marriage was considered to be “morganatic” – she could never have the same status as her husband, nor could her children inherit the Austro-Hungarian throne. On that day she shared her husband’s fate, though, when one of the assassin’s bullets hit her in the stomach; she collapsed onto the floor of their car, dying soon afterwards. The other bullet hit the archduke in the neck, and blood instantly spurted across the front of his blue high-collared ceremonial tunic, where the dark stains remain today. The archduke’s aides tried to undo the jacket, but soon realized it would be quicker to cut through it. These cuts are also still clearly visible. Franz Ferdinand’s tunic has traditionally been displayed in Vienna’s Heeresgeschichtliches Museum (Military History Museum), in its Sarajevo Gallery, alongside the Graf & Stift car in which the royal couple were travelling, the gun used by killer Gavrilo Prinćip – and even the sofa on which the archduke died back at the town hall. The macabre, blood-spattered garment provides a visceral link with one of the most momentous events of the 20th century.



On Sunday 28 June 1914, the archduke and his wife were driven together into the Bosnian capital. His presence in Bosnia was officially as Inspector General of the Army; more symbolically, his presence demonstrated Austrian sway over the province. Unbeknown to him and his entourage, distributed along the route were six assassins from the Young Bosnia nationalist movement. They were sponsored by the Black Hand, a secret Serb society, and ultimately directed by the chief of Serbian military intelligence, Colonel Dragutin Dimitrjević, known as “Apis”. Many Black Hand members held important Serbian army and government positions. The organization trained guerrillas and saboteurs, and had been responsible for a range of political murders (and attempted murders) and atrocities since the Balkan Wars. The Serbian Prime Minister Nikola Pašić may have known about some Black Hand operations, but seems to have been afraid at this stage to intervene with its operations. On 28 June, though, it was less the murderous professionalism of the Black Hand’s proxies that delivered Franz Ferdinand to his fate, and more a series of bungles and confusions, by all parties.


At Sarajevo station, the royal couple were greeted by a motorcade of open-topped cars. From the start there was a security blunder as three local police officers got into the first security car and sped off, leaving the archduke’s special security detail behind. Franz Ferdinand, Duchess Sophie, the local governor and the archduke’s military aide got into the third car and followed on to inspect a local barracks.


At shortly after 10 a.m. the motorcade passed two of the would-be assassins on the route, but they seem to have frozen when they had a chance, and ten minutes later it was left to a third, Nedeljko Cabrinović, to throw a bomb, which bounced off the folded roof of the archduke’s car to explode under the vehicle behind, seriously wounding its passengers. Cabrinović’s own attempt at instant martyrdom failed when he vomited up his suicide pill and was unable to drown himself in the shallow River Miljacka. Dragged out by the police, he was beaten by an enraged crowd before being led off under arrest. The motorcade sped off at high speed to its destination, the town hall, giving other conspirators no chance to get at the archduke.


A shaken Franz Ferdinand read out his planned speech from bloodstained notes – the papers had been in the damaged car – before discussing changes to the planned programme. Finally it was decided to visit the wounded in hospital. At about 10.45 a.m. the royal visitors boarded the third car in the motorcade and drove off. Unfortunately, no-one had advised the driver of the new route, and he took a wrong turning, bringing his royal passengers directly outside a delicatessen where one assassin had retreated from the fray, convinced the plot had failed. As the car attempted to back out, and stalled, Gavrilo Prinćip took his unexpected opportunity: two 0.38-calibre shots, at point-blank range hit home, mortally wounding the couple. The archduke’s jugular was severed, and in his last words to his wife he supposedly begged her to live for the sake of their children. In the event, her death, from a stomach wound, preceded his as she slumped to the floor of the car. The archduke was rushed back to the town hall where he reportedly said of his wound “it is nothing”, before expiring.


Prinćip was arrested on the spot and anti-Serbian rioting broke out in Sarajevo. Indeed, all the conspirators were rounded up and put on trial: several were hanged, but both Prinćip and Cabrinović, being underage, were imprisoned – to die of tuberculosis in 1918 and 1916 respectively. A year later, Serbia clamped down on Black Hand members, and Apis and two of his associates were charged over different allegations and executed by firing squad. On his way to execution he admitted his guilt and acknowledged that he’d become a political embarrassment: “I am to be killed today by Serbian rifles solely because I organized the outrage at Sarajevo.”




[image: image missing]

A photograph, partially retouched, captures the moment when assassin Gavrilo Prinćip is taken out of the reach of the baying crowds and into custody at Sarajevo’s police headquarters, on 28 June 1914. His assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand well and truly made the Balkan pot boil over.





By then, of course, the tensions that had been brought to a height by the intelligence chief’s squalid Balkan conspiracy had set Europe ablaze – with incalculable consequences. In the immediate aftermath, as news of the assassination spread, a wave of revulsion swept the chancelleries of Europe. Clearly, some sort of confrontation appeared imminent between Serbia and Austria-Hungary and a third Balkan war seemed inevitable. Less clear was how the crisis would propel the wider geo-politics of alliances towards catastrophe. In the face-offs that now ensued, behind Austria-Hungary stood Germany, while behind Serbia stood Russia – and behind Russia stood France, technically committed to aid Russia in the event of war. But the polarized alliances of Europe needed some further ingredients before the peace would catastrophically fail.


In Germany, the General Staff ’s operational plans had come to dominate any planning for transition to war at the expense of flexible diplomacy. That Germany’s military elite, and Kaiser Wilhelm too, was hot for war is no great secret. Chief of the General Staff Helmuth von Moltke had recorded in 1913 that the chance for a showdown and a war with Russia had been missed; a few days after Franz Ferdinand’s fatal day, the Kaiser convened a secret war council on 5 July at Potsdam, bringing together politicians, generals, diplomats, industrialists and bankers, asking them if they were ready for war. Only the bankers demurred, explaining that they needed at least two weeks to convert their stocks into cash.
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A German crowd seems largely untroubled at the news of the country’s mobilization (1 August 1914), except for one pensive face turned towards the camera. Perhaps she had an inkling of what was to come. But over the previous 100 years Prussians and Germans had enjoyed success in the wars they had fought, large and small.





The Kaiser then ordered all the participants to disperse and give an appearance of normality in order to buy time for the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia, issued just over two weeks later. Having effectively offered at Potsdam what has been described as a “blank cheque” of unconditional German support for Austria-Hungary in any dispute with Serbia or Russia – and expecting a limited war in the Balkans – the Kaiser then embarked on the imperial yacht for his annual Scandinavian summer cruise. After the humiliation of Russian defeat at the hands of the Japanese in 1905, the German military was mistakenly convinced that the Russian army could be no immediate or credible threat.


If Berlin’s policy was rife with misjudgments that summer, Vienna had its fair share, too. Fully emboldened by German support, Austria-Hungary had two options to punish Serbia for the assassination: a diplomatic ultimatum that would force Serbia to heel once and for all; and, should that fail, a military strike. To Vienna’s surprise, Serbia agreed within three days to nearly all of the Austrian demands in her ultimatum of 23 July, wrongfooting the Austrian-German axis and garnering international support. As the Kaiser commented, the decision provided “a great moral victory for Vienna, but with it, every reason for war disappears”. Unfortunately, Wilhelm’s accurate observation took no notice of the wider diplomatic realities.


By now the widely shared fears of being caught unprepared in the event of war were becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. Russia warned that she would support Serbia if Austria-Hungary dared to attack. France affirmed that she would support Russia if the latter were attacked. Serbia had already appealed to Russia, and on 25 July, Russia, fearing a German pre-emptive strike, secretly issued orders for partial mobilization. The same day, Serbia began to mobilize, and Emperor Franz Josef ordered Austrian mobilization against Serbia.


On 28 July 1914, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, following it up with a bombardment of the capital, Belgrade, on the 29th. Almost immediately there was a sense of events being out of control. Germany insisted that Russia’s general mobilization, beginning on 30 July, be stopped immediately and warned France that she should remain neutral in the event of a German–Russian war. Russia ignored Berlin’s ultimatum and the French refused to give any assurances, resulting in German and French orders to mobilize. The powder train fizzled rapidly towards detonation.


For the military machine of Germany, mobilization and war were effectively synonymous, with even the Kaiser now unable, or unwilling, to order his generals to step back from the brink. On 1 August, Germany declared war on Russia. From then on, war with France became inevitable, Germany’s declaration coming on 3 August. German strategy to avoid a long war on two fronts rested on crushing France as quickly as possible, and so on 2 August Germany delivered an ultimatum to neutral Belgium demanding right of way through the country to attack northern France.


While the Entente with France predisposed Britain to come to the former’s aid, it was the Belgian situation that tipped the scales for Whitehall. As a guarantor power for the 1839 Treaty of London, which had established Belgium’s neutrality, Britain felt obliged to uphold that guarantee. British Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey announced in Parliament on 3 August that Britain would fight to defend Belgium should this become necessary. When the Belgians refused to agree to the German ultimatum, the British responded with two carefully worded notes. The first was delivered on the morning of 4 August and sought – in Grey’s typically elliptical diplomatic language – belated assurances that Germany would not violate Belgium’s neutrality. Later in the day, when he had confirmation that Germany had definitely invaded, Grey sent a second note, warning that as a signatory to the Treaty of London, Britain needed to receive “a satisfactory reply”by midnight of Germany’s withdrawal from Belgium or she would commence hostilities.


When the British ambassador delivered this message in Berlin on the evening of 4 August, German astonishment was genuine. A very agitated Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg declared, in a phrase that has found its way into the history books, “War?And all for just a word – neutrality – just for a scrap of paper?” (see Chapter 31). As the midnight deadline passed, with Germany’s bluff called, Britain, too, was at war.


It was but the last in a series of disastrous miscalculations by Germany and Austria-Hungary, for whom any idea of pursuing a containable regional conflict had now been shattered. The assassination of an archduke had ensured that a combustible mix – of alliance blocs, political suspicion and fear, territorial ambition, nationalism, and rigid military pre-planning – had been stoked with human error to set the Continent ablaze, sending Europe, as Lloyd George put it, “slithering over the brink into the boiling cauldron of war”. Now, in Grey’s sad and enduringly poignant phrase, doom seemed to beckon: “The lights are going out all over Europe; we will not see them lit again in our lifetime.”
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British reactions to the prospect of war evolved rapidly as August 1914 opened. King George privately believed, as late as 1 August, that his people wanted nothing to do with a continental war, a view echoed among pressmen and politicians. But the German ultimatum to Belgium significantly swayed the mood. On the two days before 4 August, patriotic crowds thronged Trafalgar Square and the Mall in front of Buckingham Palace. In the weeks that followed, the view that hostilities would be “over by Christmas” came to the fore, and some voices now enthused over war as a form of welcome moral scourge following lax times, or as a chance for glory.




“I THINK THE WHOLE OF THE DEFENCE OF THE REALM ACT IS BASED, NOT ON THE IMPOSITION OF MARTIAL LAW, BUT ON THE EXTENSION OF MILITARY LAW TO CIVILIANS, AND IT IS AGAINST THAT EXTENSION THAT I AM PROTESTING.”


Lord Parmoor, House of Lords, 4 February 1915




At a less heady level, there were signs of anxiety and apprehension. There were surges in spending, as people stocked up with food and other necessities for whatever was to come. Government ministers and some business leaders appeared sanguine, proclaiming “business as usual”. But if this suggested an inactive government, waiting for events to take their course, it was very far from the truth. While few anticipated a conflict lasting years, both Westminster and Whitehall appreciated that it was not just the military forces that needed mobilizing – British society and industry would need to be placed on a war footing as soon as possible.


Changes began almost immediately, some of them to last decades, and one or two persisting to this day. On 6 August, the Currency and Banknotes Act replaced gold sovereigns with some new and purely symbolic paper money. The 10-shilling and £1 note were born, as a measure to preserve the nation’s gold reserves.


In 1914, certain sums of money were still paid in gold coins. A sovereign was worth £1 (or 20 shillings), and a half-sovereign was therefore 10 shillings. The government realized it would need all its gold reserves to pay for the war, so in order to remove as much gold as possible from domestic circulation, on 7 August the Treasury issued its first paper £1 and 10-shilling notes. Higher-denomination paper money (£5 and above) had existed for many years, and lower values (£1 and £2) had occasionally circulated as notes, but the war made £1 and 10-shilling notes common currency for the first time. By the end of 1915 gold coins had virtually disappeared. The first notes were hastily produced, and their design was basic. They were printed in a single colour (black for £1, red for 10 shillings) on the front side of special paper normally used for making stamps. Signed by the Permanent Secretary to the Treasury, Sir John Bradbury, the £1 note became known as a “Bradbury”. In 1928, the manufacture of banknotes passed to the Bank of England, and the £1 note remained a staple of British life until its withdrawal in 1988.



Beyond such monetary measures, Whitehall moved swiftly to control a large swathe of national life, much of it in an unprecedented way, clamping down to censor communications, muzzle dissent, seize property, control labour and direct vital industries and transport mechanisms for the duration of the war.


The key instrument was the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA), which was rushed through Parliament and became law on 8 August 1914. The Act – extended on 28 August and 27 November, and supplemented in 1915 and 1916 (and indeed throughout the war) – was to influence British life long after the First World War. The original Act was unusually short, but that belied its potency, for it started with a blanket preamble that gave great power not only to the government but also to many other authorities: “His Majesty in Council has power during the continuance of the present war to issue regulations as to the powers and duties of the Admiralty and Army Council, and of the members of His Majesty’s forces, and other persons acting on His behalf, for securing the public safety and the defence of the realm.”


Security fears were uppermost, and the original Act threatened court martial for any soldier and, tellingly, any civilian who communicated information to the enemy that would jeopardize “the success of the operations of any of His Majesty’s forces or the forces of his allies or to assist the enemy”.


As the Act was revised and supplemented, its reach extended across the nation’s communications and industrial base. By November 1914 all factories linked to army and navy needs had to be placed at official disposal, giving government control over such industries as shell production and shipbuilding. The government took control of coal mines, and though it did not nationalize the railway companies they had to be run as the authorities ordained. Whitehall now effectively directed labour, while the production of coal and the movement of trains could be prioritized for the war effort. From 1915, engineering firms could be commanded to produce only the products the government ordered.


Security, communications and war matériel were obvious targets. But the laws went into other areas of life, and explicitly removed age-old British liberties in the name of wartime security. The population relied on the printed word for information, and now newspapers were censored (and self-censored), with access to military information controlled by the authorities; indeed, initially no war correspondents were allowed anywhere near the frontlines.


It can be argued that such measures were merely prudent precautions, but other sacrificial lambs of pre-1914 British life were quietly led to the slaughter. In an age when Temperance movements flourished but beer flowed freely, DORA now allowed publicans to dilute beer and began to force pubs to tighten their opening hours under the new licensing laws, until by late spring 1915 most were limited to two daily sessions, from noon to 2.40 p.m. and 6.30 p.m. to 9.30 p.m. The theory was that the enforced abstinence would make workers in the vital industries fitter for their tasks. It also became illegal to buy a round for anyone.


Although the precise hours would change, like the paper money the licensing of alcohol sales was one very long-lasting legacy of the “temporary” wartime measures. But perhaps the most enduring piece of national engineering introduced under the umbrella of DORA was the adoption, from May 1916, of British Summer Time (BST). In ordering clocks to move forward by an hour in the summer, the government ensured that factories, especially, had maximum daylight and could work for longer.




[image: image missing]

A proliferation of paperwork was one result of the Defence of the Realm Act. This Evacuation Order (c.1914) gives instructions on where to assemble and what to take in case of an emergency such as invasion, and optimistically reassures civilians that the police will take care of their houses. Emerging threats such as aerial bombardment would change the nature of the domestic threats, too.





Public clocks themselves were banned from chiming during the day – indeed, a whole raft of measures stipulated times when things could, or could not, be done. Theatres and other entertainment venues had to close by 10.30 p.m., and from August 1916 woe betides anyone whistling for a taxi after 10 p.m. As the war progressed, more and more regulation was introduced under the blanket of DORA. The ones that would make the biggest difference to ordinary people’s lives would be the gradual introduction of food rationing, from January 1918 (see Chapter 80), and the extension of income tax to lower-middle and lower class earners.


Inevitably, there was some opposition to the successive Acts, which intensified with the introduction of conscription in 1916 (see Chapter 34). Pre-war Britain had experienced considerable industrial unrest, and the industrial needs of war now bolstered workers’ bargaining power – to the worry of managers and government alike. The imposition of controls on labour were seized on by some trade union activists as a pretext for strikes. In March 1915, the Treasury reached pay agreements with 35 unions, but pockets of militancy remained, a prime example being at the shipyards on Clydeside. In official eyes, a small group of near-revolutionaries was openly fomenting dissent and looking for a confrontation. After the Clyde Workers’ Committee journal, The Worker, was prosecuted for an article criticizing the war, leading agitators Willie Gallacher and John Muir were convicted and imprisoned under the provisions of DORA. Other left-wing activists were dealt with similarly. A better-remembered victim of DORA is the philosopher Bertrand Russell, kicked out of his Cambridge college for his pacifist activities and finally jailed in 1918 for six months.


DORA undoubtedly succeeded in giving the British government immense power over the population during the war. Overall, the Acts were significant for three main reasons: they made Britain better equipped to wage a long and industrial-scale war; they pushed government control into areas that had hitherto never been considered as the business of the state; and, just as the £1 note endured, Whitehall would continue to cling to some of those powers long after their original purpose was long forgotten.
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The adjective “iconic”, outside its strict religious context, refers to an image that is instantly recognizable and appears to encapsulate an era, a brand, an idea – or even a nation. If ever there was an iconic figure of the British war effort it was the imperial celebrity Kitchener – or, more fully, Horatio Herbert, Earl Kitchener of Khartoum. It is Kitchener’s sternly commanding face and implacably stabbing finger that has come to symbolize the uniquely British recruiting campaign of 1914–15, and which left an image that was much replicated and adapted, imitated and subverted, to become one of the most familiar and influential of the 20th century.




“WELL, IF KITCHENER WAS NOT A GREAT MAN, HE WAS, AT LEAST, A GREAT POSTER.”


Attributed to Margot Asquith or her daughter




Since the resignation of the Secretary of State for War following the Curragh Mutiny earlier in 1914 (see Chapter 2), the War Office had been run by the prime minister, Herbert Asquith. On the outbreak of war, he realized a new military figurehead was essential and, responding to public demand, hoisted Kitchener into the Cabinet as the new secretary of state.


The 1914 poster in which Lord Kitchener summoned Britons to military service achieved subsequent fame as the graphic image of the First World War. It is even falsely claimed that the poster alone inspired a million men to join up. The real story, though, is more complex. For a start, the now famous poster was only published on a very small scale, and almost certainly not outside London. It never formed part of the official recruiting campaign orchestrated by the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee, and so few were printed that today the only known surviving poster is in the Imperial War Museum (and was acquired only in the 1950s). The original version, which is shown here, was not even drawn as a poster, but rather for the cover of the 5 September edition of the magazine London Opinion. Cartoonist Alfred Leete created it. In the subsequent poster versions, reprinted some weeks later, a revised wording was adopted, while the original design found itself on another locally produced poster, surrounded by the flags of Britain’s Allies. It is one of the great ironies of the First World War that, through the sheer strength of Kitchener’s personality and his intimate connection with the uniquely British voluntary recruiting programme of 1914–15, a simple magazine cover has come to be remembered as one of the most influential posters of the 20th century.



Kitchener’s career as imperial warrior and administrator seemed entirely fitting for his new role. Born in 1850, he was a classically Victorian figure of a soldier: sober, serious and heavily moustached. Towering over his contemporaries in every way – he was 6 feet 2 inches in height – he struck an imposing figure from the start and enjoyed a remarkable career. By 1892 he was Sirdar, or Commander, of the British-controlled Egyptian army. While there he led the British expedition up the Nile to the Sudan to defeat the Khalifah’s Dervish army at the Battle of Omdurman (1898) and went on to rule the Sudan as an enlightened and reforming governor-general, by the standards of the day.


By contrast, as commander-in-chief in South Africa during the latter part of the Second Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902), Kitchener’s methods were not pretty. Farms were burned, and Boer women and children rounded up into concentration camps where bad sanitation and lack of care killed one-third of them and caused a public outcry in Britain. This was the ruthless, hard-headed soldier who became the face of Britain’s early contribution to the First World War.


Purely by chance, in the summer of 1914 Kitchener was on leave in Britain, thus prompting Asquith’s unexpected offer. He immediately issued a stark warning to his fellow ministers that this would be a long and bloody war lasting at least three years, and that the effort to defeat Germany would need huge new armies, requiring Britain’s manpower “to the last million”. His Cabinet colleagues looked at one another in disbelief.


But Kitchener was right. He had only to look at the German army – with its 98 mobilizable divisions, 850,000 soldiers and 2.9 million reservists – to realize that this was going to be no lightning war. By contrast, on 4 August 1914, the British Army, consisting of the Regular Army, the Reserves and Special Reserves, and the newly formed part-time Territorial Force, could muster immediately just 235,000 professional soldiers, of whom about half were serving overseas, mainly in India. Unlike its continental neighbours, Britain had always eschewed national service or conscription, and traditionally relied on volunteers. The British Expeditionary Force that crossed the Channel in the first weeks of war was a mere 150,000 strong. So the need to build up a bigger army was obvious, and on 6 August the Cabinet agreed to Kitchener’s request to recruit half a million more men.


Kitchener’s aim, to be precise, was to raise and equip a completely new force, separate from the existing organization within the War Office (such as the Territorial Force, which he distrusted ), to become what was effectively a New Model Army of citizens. On 11 August, he initiated a massive recruiting campaign. At first the poster appeals were very plain, using only printed words. But, with the formation of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee (PRC) later that month, they became more sophisticated in their emotional reach. Gradually the PRC took on responsibility for maintaining the momentum of recruitment and continued this relentlessly into 1915. As a result hundreds of thousands of young men flocked to volunteer for the colours every week: 462,000 in September and more than a million by Christmas 1914. Recruiting offices were swamped with men impelled by patriotism, by a sense of adventure and, very often, by a desire to escape – from the drudgery of mill, mine, factory, field or office, from a domestic difficulty or even a pregnant girlfriend.


To say that the army and the War Office’s slender resources were overwhelmed by the speed and enthusiasm of the Kitchener recruits is an understatement. Britain lacked the uniforms, weapons, tents and trainers to administer this new horde of recruits, certainly in the early months. With an intake of more men in a weekend than a regimental depot might normally take in a year, the system was jammed. As a result many would-be soldiers spent the autumn and winter of 1914 in their civilian clothes, drilling with broom handles and living in lodgings. They were often trained by “dug outs” from the Anglo-Boer War, elderly NCOs and, very occasionally, a lightly wounded survivor returned from the trenches.




[image: image missing]

“Your King and Country Need You” proclaims the notice at the back of the Marylebone Recruiting Office, as two men undergo medical checks after answering Kitchener’s call for “an addition of 100,000 men” for the British war effort. There would be further calls for more hundred-thousands to feed the war’s insatiable appetite for manpower.





By the spring of 1915 things had improved. Uniforms, rifles, newly built camps – even field guns – had begun to equip Kitchener’s “New Armies”. Each normally consisted of six divisions, drawn from all over the country, and the “First Hundred Thousand” (K1) was soon followed by a Second (K2), Third (K3) and even a Fourth (K4). In all, nearly 2 million men would respond to Kitchener’s call to arms. More men volunteered between August and November 1914 (900,000) than were in the entire army at the outbreak of war. It was a stunning achievement, for which Maurice Hankey, War Cabinet Secretary from 1916, gave due credit: “He had conceived and brought into being, ... a national army capable of holding its own against the armies of the greatest military power the world had ever seen.”


Kitchener’s star waned subsequently. In 1915, the inability to produce enough shells – the great “shell scandal” – was laid at his door (rather than at the failings of British industry), and he was implicated in the failure of that year’s Gallipoli campaign. Autocratic and secretive by nature, and growing ever more weary of the gossip and intrigues of his Cabinet colleagues, he withdrew further into himself. There was relief in the Cabinet when it was decided that Kitchener should make a diplomatic mission to Russia, and so it was that on 5 June 1916 he sailed from Scapa Flow aboard HMS Hampshire. Battling against a Force 9 gale off the Orkney Islands, the cruiser struck a German mine laid just the week before. Kitchener died of exposure with over 600 others in the freezing, mountainous seas, his body never to be recovered.


News of Kitchener’s death produced mixed emotions. The verdict recorded by Asquith’s wife, the acid-tongued Lady Margot Asquith, was reputedly that “if Kitchener was not a great man, he was, at least, a great poster”. The judgement did not reflect his achievements; but it did sum up his popular image for later generations.
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PALS BATTALIONS







1914 TO 1916
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One of the most remarkable, yet salutory, outcomes of Lord Kitchener’s successful recruiting campaign was the phenomenon of the Pals battalions. A fortnight after war began, Lieutenant General Sir Henry Rawlinson observed to Kitchener that men would be more willing to enlist if they could serve with their friends. He suggested a battalion be formed from men who worked in the City of London, and within six days the “Stockbrokers’ Battalion” had recruited 1,600 volunteers – nearly enough for two battalions. The Earl of Derby also discussed a similar idea with Kitchener, and at a meeting in Liverpool on 28 August, attended by 1,500 men, he spoke about forming a “battalion of pals” – and the term stuck.


Across Britain, local authorities, industrialists and committees of private citizens now took up the idea with enthusiasm; by the end of September over 50 towns in Britain had formed Pals battalions, with the major cities raising more than one. Glasgow formed battalions from the city’s Tramways Department and Boys’ Brigade; Manchester raised no less than seven battalions. Even little Barnsley raised two. There were cyclists’ battalions, sportsmen’s battalions and even public schools’ battalions. Altogether, 643 of the 994 volunteer battalions raised by June 1916 came about through local initiatives, and many were inevitably placed in the same divisions.




“I HAVE PLEDGED ... TO PROVIDE FOR BARNSLEY AND DISTRICT A BATTALION TO FORM A PART OF OUR OWN REGIMENT OF THE YORK AND LANCASTERS. THIS OFFER HAS BEEN ACCEPTED BY LORD KITCHENER AND I KNOW WHEN ASKED ... YOU WILL RESPOND, AS BARNSLEY AND DISTRICT HAS ALWAYS RESPONDED – WITH ONE VOICE.”


William Goodworth England, Mayor of Barnsley




In August and September 1914, as patriotic enthusiasm gripped Britain, Newcastle-upon-Tyne was prominent among the many towns and cities that formed Pals battalions. On 2 September, George Renwick MP suggested to the Newcastle and Gateshead Chamber of Commerce that they offer to the War Office a battalion of men from local businesses. Accepted on 8 September, within eight days the Newcastle Commercials were at full strength. They were formally established as the 16th Battalion, Northumberland Fusiliers, and later formed their own band using a set of drums, bugles and fifes given to them by Mrs Renwick. This surviving drum, still brightly painted, shows the battalion’s name and regimental crest. On 1 July 1916, the battalion attacked Thiepval at the opening of the Somme campaign. Of those Commercials who proudly enlisted early in the war as a symbol of Newcastle’s civic pride over 350 were killed.



It was the crucible of modern war that revealed the scheme’s great drawback. When units suffered casualties, these losses – and the sense of loss back home – were concentrated. At Serre on 1 July 1916, the first day of the Somme campaign, the Pals battalions of the 31st Division – prominently the Accrington, Sheffield, Leeds and Barnsley pals – went into attack. By nightfall they were almost wiped out for no gains. At Montauban, the Manchester and Liverpool Pals of the 30th Division also attacked. They captured all their objectives, but at high cost. Whole towns in the North of England went into mourning. The impact of casualties like these, multiplied across Britain, can be said to have marked the point in the war when hope turned to grief. The idea of too closely knit Pals battalions would never again be repeated.
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HMS LANCE’S 4-INCH GUN


THE OPENING OF NAVAL HOSTILITIES







AUGUST AND SEPTEMBER 1914
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Given the intense naval rivalry preceding the war, it was appropriate that the first actual Anglo-German hostilities occurred at sea.


Mid-July 1914 had heralded a long-planned royal review of Britain’s vast fleet off Portsmouth. When the Austrian rejection of Serbia’s reply to her ultimatum became known, the First Sea Lord (Admiral Prince Louis of Battenberg) suspended the review and ordered full mobilization, approved by Churchill. On 28 July, as the European crisis worsened, the lion’s share of the fleet was ordered to its secure war station at Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands, there to be renamed the “Grand Fleet”. An 18-mile-long column of warships, without lights, steamed through the narrow Straits of Dover and headed north. Other ships were directed to Portland to guard the exits from the Channel into the Atlantic, and to Harwich to watch over the southern reaches of the North Sea. Whatever happened, the Royal Navy was prepared for war – which came soon enough. Only hours after Britain entered the war the destroyer HMS Lance fired the very first British shot.




“WEDNESDAY WE GOT A WIRE. ‘WAR IMMINENT. STAND BY TO MOBILISE.’ THERE WAS TREMENDOUS EXCITEMENT OF COURSE”


Naval Cadet Herbert Williams, writing to his mother, 1 August 1914




Early on 5 August 1914, with the reality of war sinking in, the Royal Navy’s 3rd Flotilla, based at Harwich, left to patrol the Thames Estuary. Its ships received reports of a strange vessel dropping objects overboard, and two destroyers, HMS Lance and HMS Landrail, went to investigate. They found a ship that appeared to be a Great Eastern Railway North Sea ferry, but it suspiciously raced off as they approached. Another destroyer signalled by lamp that the ship appeared to be laying mines. HMS Lance opened fire with this weapon, one of its 4-inch Quick-Firing Mark IV Guns. It was the first British shell fired in the war – but it missed. Landrail now also started to fire, along with the flotilla leader, the light cruiser HMS Amphion. Their target turned out to be a disguised German auxiliary minelayer, SMS Königin Luise. Under heavy fire, the ship sank shortly after midday – the first German naval casualty. Nevertheless, the German minelayer had a posthumous revenge. As the British returned to Harwich next day, HMS Amphion hit one of Königin Luise’s mines and it, too, sank, to create another “first” of the war – the first British naval casualty. Three years later, the Royal Navy was determined to match the British Army in securing powerful objects for the nation’s new war museum, and the Director of Naval Ordnance suggested “the first gun that was fired after the commencement of hostilities”. It was presented to the Imperial War Museum in 1919 and remains a constant reminder of the first of millions of shots fired in anger by British forces over the next four years.





“WEDNESDAY WE GOT A WIRE. ‘WAR IMMINENT. STAND BY TO MOBILISE.’ THERE WAS TREMENDOUS EXCITEMENT OF COURSE”


Naval Cadet Herbert Williams, writing to his mother, 1 August 1914



The previous day the Grand Fleet had been rocked by a change of leadership. Its ageing commander-in-chief, Admiral Sir George Callaghan, was nearing retirement but nevertheless was peremptorily relieved of command to be replaced by a reluctant Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, who protested to Churchill: “You court disaster ... Fleet is imbued with loyalty for C-in-C.” Jellicoe had other reasons to be worried. He was only too well aware of the modern dangers from mines and torpedoes, and the submarine threat to Scapa Flow soon became clear. On 15 August, HMS Birmingham rammed and sank a U-boat off Fair Isle; three months later, on 23 November, another was trapped and beached in the approaches to Scapa Flow itself. Jellicoe was forced to keep his ships at sea over the winter of 1914–15, moving to Loch Ewe on the west coast of Scotland and then Lough Swilly in Ireland. At one point, with 2 battlecruisers detached to the Falklands, 6 dreadnought-type battleships in the dockyard and the battleship HMS Audacious sunk by a mine in October, he had no numerical advantage over the 16 battleships and 5 battlecruisers of the German High Seas Fleet. Only when Scapa’s defences were complete in the New Year could the Grand Fleet concentrate its ships again in the Orkneys.
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