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FOREWORD


WORLD WAR I and the Russian Revolution remain the two most significant events of the twentieth century and the little-known story told in these pages had significant impacts on both of them. We know that the war originated in Sarajevo, now the capital of independent Bosnia-Herzegovina, but the conflict also had much greater consequences in Eastern Europe and Russia than it did in the West. While the Western Front’s near-limitless casualties were personally horrific and socially traumatic, the combatant nations survived. Indeed, these battles are often quizzically recalled for their waste of human life in an otherwise inconsequential exercise of power.


The war in the east was far more consequential, casting adrift multinational empires, ancient dynasties, and entire societies amidst the collapse of four regimes—Austro-Hungarian, German, Ottoman, and Russian—that governed much of the earth. Governments were deposed, new nations created, old ones destroyed, dictatorships and democracies founded, the map of Europe redrawn, and the twentieth century forever altered. And while peace finally dawned in the west on November 11, 1918, war-borne conflicts continued to roil Russia, Eastern and Central Europe, the Balkans, the Caucasus, and especially the Middle East. Conflicts continue today in all these places.


War’s crippling consequences ushered in the Russian Revolution, giving birth to a regime that would lead to a decades-long global cold war that divided Europe, east from west. When communist rule collapsed in 1991, more than half a dozen European states were liberated from Moscow’s grip, and the Soviet Union imploded into another fifteen smaller national units. German anger at losing the Great War prepared the ground for World War II and the Holocaust. The collapse of the Ottoman Empire left behind many states throughout the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Middle East that still struggle to establish stable governments and mutual peace. Austria-Hungary’s collapse gave birth to Czecho-Slovakia, Poland, and Yugoslavia, which served as trip wires and hostages for hot and cold wars. Azerbaijan, Czecho-Slovakia, Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine, and Yugoslavia have splintered into smaller units, and conflicts continue to simmer today in places like Bosnia, Crimea, Georgia, Kosovo, Moldova, Nagorno-Karabakh, and Ukraine.


ALMOST ONE HUNDRED years later, the epic tale of the Czecho-Slovak Legion recounted in these pages remains little known in part because it became lost between the lines of the multiple histories of a tumultuous time. The story remained obscured because it played out in Eastern Europe, Russia, and Siberia, lands that even today lay just beyond the borders of Western curiosity. In the West, World War I recalls mostly the Western Front; the Eastern Front is much less known, characterized by Winston Churchill as the “unknown war.”2


After 1938, the story behind the founding of Czecho-Slovakia was overtly suppressed after Nazi Germany occupied the small nation, where anti-German sentiment had for centuries walked hand in hand with Czech nationalism. It was suppressed again after 1948, when Czecho-Slovakia became a Soviet satellite. Prague’s new Russian occupiers buried the memory of the armed founders of Czecho-Slovakia, who had audaciously fought and—albeit briefly—defeated the Red Army, threatening the very survival of the Russian Revolution. It was not until 1991, when the communist regimes of Russia and Eastern Europe collapsed, that original source material surfaced.


Yet another reason this story remains little known is that the views of the men at the center of it were largely ignored. The firsthand accounts of the Czech and Slovak legionnaires that have surfaced shed light on their personal motivations, assumptions, opinions, fears, and ambitions. These accounts reveal new aspects of the story, different from those previously ascribed to the participants by historians who—much like the Habsburgs—treated them as mere objects. For too long, the legionnaires themselves were less important than what politicians, generals, diplomats, historians, and journalists wished to make of them.


This is the first English-language book to make extensive use of collections of eyewitness testimony in a history of this episode. In my research, I arranged to have more than one hundred long-neglected personal accounts by the legionnaires translated into English for the first time from a five-volume work, Cestami odboje: Jak žily a kudy táhly čs. legie (The Road to Resistance: How the Czech Legion Lived and Fought), published in Prague between 1926 and 1929. I also drew from dozens of memoirs, diaries, and letters of individuals who personally encountered the legionnaires. Many of these texts were translated from Czech, German, or Russian. Most of them are very obscure and a handful have never been published.


This is the history of a time “when everyone had gone crazy in his own way, and when everyone’s life had existed in its own right, and not as an illustration for a thesis in support of the rightness of a superior policy,” to quote Boris Pasternak.3 This is not “Whig history,” which Herbert Butterfield famously criticizes as the historian’s tendency to draw a direct causation from a messy, less desirable past to an ordered and more perfect present, strongly implying a sense of linear progress or beneficent evolution in human affairs. “We may believe in some doctrine of evolution or some idea of progress,” Butterfield writes, “and we may use this in our interpretation of the history of centuries; but what our history contributes is not evolution but rather the realization of how crooked and perverse the ways of progress are, with what willfulness and waste it twists and turns, and takes anything but the straight track to its goal, and how often it seems to go astray, and to be deflected by any conjecture, to return to us—if it does return—by a back-door.”4


       About dates: Before February 1918, Russia followed the Julian (Old Style) calendar that in the twentieth century was thirteen days behind the Gregorian (New Style) calendar used in the West. That January, the Bolshevik government decreed that Russia would convert to the Gregorian calendar at the end of the month. As a result, January 31, 1918, was followed the next day by February 14. Where noted, Old Style dates are given for most events inside Russia prior to January 31, 1918; they do not correspond to the dates for simultaneous events outside of Russia. They are identified as “OS.” Gregorian dates are identified as “NS.”


       A common name for the Czechs and Slovaks: The Slovaks were subsumed into the new state that was established with the Czechs in 1918 amidst broken promises for their own autonomy, and the new state became known as “Czecho-Slovakia,” which had the unfortunate effect of making one entire people seem secondary or subservient to another, a problem the Slovaks corrected when they seceded from “Czecho-Slovakia” to establish the Slovak Republic in 1993. As a result, I refer to the Czechs and Slovaks who fought side by side to create a new state as “Czecho-Slovaks” and the state they created as “Czecho-Slovakia.” This punctuation was used by early advocates of the new country, including Tomáš G. Masaryk and Woodrow Wilson.5


       Place-names: I have rendered the names of cities and towns as they existed at the time of the events in question, but have placed their current names and host countries in parentheses after the first reference, as in Königgrätz (Hradec Králové, Czech Republic), Pozsony (Bratislava, Slovakia), Austerlitz (Slavkov u Brna, Czech Republic), and Lemberg (Lviv, Ukraine). If the name of the city or town has not changed, but the country has, I note the current country. In order to help readers more easily follow the action of the Russian Civil War, however, I use only the current, familiar names of Siberian cities, some of which were changed after 1918.


       Cyrillic transliteration: The system used in this book is that of the American Geological Institute Translation Center (recommended by the US Department of the Interior, Board of Geographical Names, Washington, DC), but names that are familiar in the West are rendered in familiar Anglicized fashion. So, Nikolai, except for Tsar Nicholas, and Lake Baikal instead of Baykal.









INTRODUCTION


LOSING A GREAT WAR


EARLY IN 1918, it would not have surprised the leaders of France, Great Britain, and the United States to finally lose the Great War to Germany and Austria-Hungary. More than three years after the assassination of Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo, and the deaths of tens of millions of civilians and soldiers, Allied Russia collapsed in the east, Germany’s armies swiveled toward the west, the soldiers of the Central Powers were coming in numbers never before seen, and the Allies braced for defeat. This growing conflagration on the Western Front, however, overshadowed equally dramatic and consequential exploits on the Eastern Front, which became lost between the lines of the histories of a tumultuous time, when the final horrors of the war melted into the growing chaos of the Russian Revolution. While the collapse of the tsarist regime in Saint Petersburg and the subsequent offensives by Germany are widely known, they have tended to eclipse a parallel saga of historic scale, the epic misadventures of an unlikely army of émigrés, deserters, and traitors, most of them former POWs, a rough beast slouching toward Siberia.1 The improbable exploits of these reluctant warriors will link the two most significant consequences of the Great War: the triumph of Soviet rule in Russia and the collapse of Europe’s Habsburg monarchy and its Austro-Hungarian Empire.


WHILE THE WAR dragged on, in one sense it was a great success: determined to achieve a balance of power on the Continent, as well as ever more killing power for its armies, Europe had achieved an equilibrium of slaughter. None of the alliances, sophisticated war plans, or new technologies—tanks, planes, trains, telegraphs, machine guns, or chemical weapons—had yet led to an overall armistice, let alone victory. On all fronts, armies fought to a bloody stalemate even when, more often in the east, sweeping offensives smashed through trench lines and took entire armies prisoner.


Having defeated Serbia (1915), Romania (1916), and Russia (1917), Germany and Austria-Hungary now turned to the west and attacked with unprecedented power and fury. Among Allied leaders, tension grew, tempers flared, history paused, and the Allies prepared for the worst. “The possibility is admitted in government circles,” the US ambassador in London wrote to warn Washington, “of a disastrous end of the war.”2 The diary of “Colonel” Edward M. House, President Woodrow Wilson’s most trusted adviser, noted on March 30 that “there seems to be a general inclination to be ‘rattled.’ All the dispatches we are receiving from the other side indicate it, and the most demoralizing feature of the situation, as the President and I see it, is the poise which seems to be failing the French and British governments at this time.”3


Twenty-one days into Germany’s onslaught, on April 11, 1918, British field marshal Douglas Haig—outwardly calm and stubbornly determined to continue the fight—took pen to paper. While anger, despair, and cynicism were as rife in the trenches as they were in the halls of government ministries, Haig addressed his message, “To all ranks of the British forces in France.” In handwriting as neat as his uniform, his sentences as clipped as his mustache, the field marshal beseeched his men to endure:


            Words fail me to express the admiration which I feel for the splendid resistance offered by all ranks of our Army under the most trying circumstances. . . . Many amongst us are now tired. To those I would say that victory belongs to those who hold out the longest. . . . There is no other course open to us but to fight it out! Every position must be held to the last man; there must be no retirement. With our backs to the wall, and believing in the justice of our cause, each one of us must fight on to the end. The safety of our homes and the freedom of mankind alike depend on the conduct of each one of us at this critical moment.4


By June 1, the Germans were ten miles closer to Paris than they were in April. The next day the Supreme War Council met outside of Paris, where the distraught commander of all Allied forces, French marshal Ferdinand Foch, in the midst of endless arguments, wailed, “The battle, the battle, nothing else counts!” Three days later, Sir Maurice Hankey, a former Royal Marine and secretary to the British war cabinet, wrote in his diary, “I do not like the outlook. The Germans are fighting better than the Allies, and I cannot exclude the possibility of disaster.”5


SUCH WAS THE state of mind of the Allied leaders through the middle of 1918, following the collapse of Tsarist Russia and the subsequent German offensives, events that would prompt urgent and persistent demands by the Allies for the resurrection of an Eastern Front in Russia, demands that would drive their decision-making until the end of the war.


Russia Collapses


RUSSIA HAD STRUGGLED to hold off the combined armies of Germany and Austria-Hungary along the Eastern Front since 1914. Three years later, Saint Petersburg’s population had swollen with masses of peasant-soldiers and war-industry workers, leading to severe and persistent food and fuel shortages, which idled factories, chilled homes, and emptied stores. The pain of families losing more than 4.3 million men to death, wounds, disease, or POW camps was exacerbated by cold and hunger. Popular anger was stoked by persistent rumors of German influence over the tsar’s court.6 Tsarina Alexandra was German-born and she engineered the appointment in 1916 of another inept prime minister, this one with a German surname, Boris V. Stürmer. Salacious rumors spread surrounding Alexandra’s chief adviser, the mysterious, disreputable monk, Grigory Rasputin. In the streets, revolutionaries blamed a regime that was failing on both the battlefield and at home. Growing demonstrations led to scattered violence against the police, the normally heavy-handed Cossacks hesitated, yet Tsar Nicholas II insisted on a military crackdown on the protestors. Thus began the February Revolution of 1917 that toppled the 304-year-old Romanov dynasty.


With the fall of the imperial regime, and Russia’s professional army dead and buried, military discipline evaporated and the Imperial Army began to buckle and collapse. Russian officers were ill-trained and feared the embittered peasant-soldiers, who were as likely to shoot their officers as enemy troops. A series of hapless provisional governments yielded only chaos and frustration. Ragged soldiers, many of them deserters, straggled home and angrily joined the ad hoc revolutionary councils, or soviets. The chief Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies in Saint Petersburg ignored the Provisional Government, whose ministers were cowed by the radical Petrograd Soviet, and began issuing orders.


On November 7, 1917 (NS), a secretive, ruthless band of socialists known as the Bolsheviks, led by Vladimir Lenin and backed by Germany, orchestrated an overnight coup, and the new Soviet regime immediately sought an armistice with the Central Powers. Opposition armies began to organize in the Russian hinterland and rival parties to the Bolsheviks emerged in Saint Petersburg. Unable to win a majority in elections to the new Constituent Assembly that was promised by the Provisional Government, the Bolsheviks shut down the parliament in January 1918 and proclaimed a new Russian Socialist Federal Soviet Republic. In March 1918 the Bolsheviks renamed their faction the Russian Communist Party and fled advancing German armies by moving the capital to Moscow. Reluctantly, they ratified the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with Germany on March 3 (NS), which formally ended Russian combat in World War I.


Two things followed the signing at Brest-Litovsk—Moscow opened its POW camps and began shipping home more than 2.3 million German and Austro-Hungarian POWs, most of whom expected to be thrown back into combat on the Western Front. More ominously, the enormous armies Berlin and Vienna deployed in the east were turned and hurled against the Western Front.


Germany Attacks


ON MARCH 21, 1918, with the Russians safely out of the war, the first of five German offensives was launched to drive a wedge between the British and French armies, seize the English Channel ports behind the British, occupy Paris, and take France’s surrender. The Spring Offensive opened before dawn with a firestorm of six thousand artillery pieces erupting along a fifty-mile British front, where the lines quickly began to break.7 About 3.2 million shells exploded the first day, a third of them chemical weapons. A witness to the artillery fire, Winston Churchill, called it “the greatest onslaught in the history of the world.”8 After hours of explosions, flames, and choking gases, no fewer than thirty divisions of well-supplied Germans advanced rapidly through the smoke, across the muddy moonscape of the Somme. They overran British defenses, capturing ninety thousand prisoners.


Parisians fled the city and the French government made contingency plans to follow. On March 23, Kaiser Wilhelm II, the king of Prussia and emperor of Germany, declared triumphantly: “The battle won, the English utterly defeated.” The same day, British ambassador Lord Reading was quickly ushered into the White House to see President Wilson, bearing an urgent telegram from Britain’s prime minister, David Lloyd-George. It read: “You should appeal to the President to drop all questions of interpretation of past agreements and send over infantry as fast as possible without transport or other encumbrances. This situation is undoubtedly critical and if America delays now she may be too late.” At the end of their hushed meeting, Wilson said, “Mr. Ambassador, I’ll do my damnedest!”9 The United States was entirely unprepared to become a world power. It became indispensable before it would become reliable. Meanwhile, the German offensives continued into the summer and as late as mid-July, victory by the Central Powers still looked possible.


America Awakens


“GOOD LORD! YOU’RE not going to send soldiers over there, are you?” No other comment so clearly reveals how unprepared the United States was to enter the Great War than this astonished remark US senator Thomas S. Martin, the Senate majority leader and chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, had made the previous year, in April 1917. One of the last surviving Confederate veterans of the Civil War serving in the Senate, Martin, then sixty-nine, a stout man with a full head of white hair, was listening as a military officer testified about a $3 billion request from the White House to create a much larger US Army. Itemizing the many expenses to be covered by this enormous appropriation (equal to more than $50 billion today), Major Palmer S. Pierce listed training camps, rifles, artillery, and airplanes, then added, “And we may have to have an army in France.” Senator Martin’s flabbergasted response is even more revealing when one realizes that it was uttered on April 6, 1917, the same day that the US Congress—including Martin—voted to declare war.10


In the immediate wake of the declaration of war, it was widely assumed that America’s contribution would be limited to loans and war supplies for the Allies. General John J. Pershing and his superiors subsequently agreed that US forces would be assembled, trained, and supplied for their first offensive—in 1919. If Washington had stuck with its original strategy, the war would have been lost. It is not widely appreciated that US involvement in World War I became solely focused on holding off the 1918 German offensives instead. An effort unprecedented in history was undertaken to recruit, train, and ship sufficient numbers of troops to France before the Allies were defeated. The total number of Americans in uniform swelled to almost 4.8 million, 2 million of whom were shipped to Europe and almost 1.4 million of whom saw active combat.11


They barely arrived in time. As late as July 15, with another offensive under way, Berlin’s leaders anticipated a big victory, German chancellor Georg von Hertling recalled. “That was on the 15th,” he wrote. “On the 18th even the most optimistic among us knew that all was lost. The history of the world was played out in three days.”12 The German advances gradually slowed and the Allies, with US help, began to turn the tide of the war by August 1918.


The Austro-Hungarian Trans-Siberian Czecho-Slovaks


FOLLOWING RUSSIA’S WITHDRAWAL from the war in March 1918, Moscow began shipping home more than 2.3 million German and Austro-Hungarian POWs aboard trains from camps across all of Soviet Russia. More than 200,000 of the men in Austro-Hungarian uniforms hailed from the more obscure corners of the Habsburg realm, and they were known to their rulers—but almost no one else—as Bohemians, Czechs, Moravians, or Slovaks. They and their leader, a philosophy professor named Tomáš G. Masaryk, wanted a nation of their own. And they were willing to fight for it. From his London exile, Masaryk had traveled to Russia under an assumed name early in 1917 to persuade the men to fight for France on the Western Front, in return for which the Allies would consider creating a new nation, Czecho-Slovakia. Between 50,000 and 65,000 of these Czechs and Slovaks would throw in their lot with Masaryk.


On May 14, 1918, in Chelyabinsk—a Russian frontier settlement on the steeper, more fractured, eastern slopes of the Ural Mountains, the gateway to Siberia—about eighty Hungarians, hardened survivors of war and imprisonment, former POWs being returned to the Austro-Hungarian Army, sat waiting in the last three cars of a westbound train otherwise full of refugees.


Their steam-powered locomotive was replenished with wood and water. The bored, brooding veterans awaited the sudden jerking motion that would bring the creaking wood-and-steel train back to life and resume its languid journey west through the Ural Mountains, in the direction of Austria-Hungary. They had survived the Eastern Front, hellish conditions in Russia’s POW camps, and several Siberian winters. And now many of the men—still loyal to the Habsburg dynasty—understood that they would be thrown back into combat. If no longer imprisoned, they may have felt doomed.


Across the platform stood a train facing east crowded with men who had also worn Austro-Hungarian uniforms, but these strangers appeared to be in better spirits. They were Czechs and Slovaks—part of the more than fifty thousand in Russia who had become followers of Masaryk—washing down stale black bread and blood sausages with kettles of strong tea. Strangers in a strange land, they had reason to be hopeful that they might win a nation for their people. Unlikely as it seemed, this was their moment.


The cars that carried the Czechs and Slovaks had been moved off the main track onto a siding, due to what Russian authorities claimed was a shortage of locomotives. These men, a handful of whom had deserted to the Russians and fought in a special unit of the tsarist army, won the new Soviet regime’s permission to organize their own trains and depart Russia via Siberia, keeping a small number of weapons for self-defense.


Their eastbound trains were destined for Vladivostok, a distant port on Russia’s Pacific coast more than thirty-one hundred miles away. In Vladivostok, the men hoped to board Allied ships that would circumnavigate the globe and deposit them in the trenches of the Western Front alongside their former enemies, the French. In return for fighting with the Allies, it was hoped, they would win freedom for their peoples. At least that was the plan.


If Russia decided to turn them over to Austro-Hungarian authorities, many of them would face certain imprisonment and possible execution. Several hundred of these men had innocently emigrated to Russia long before the Great War in search of jobs or land and had enlisted in the tsar’s armies in 1914 as a prudent obligation. A few thousand more had served in the Austro-Hungarian army on the Eastern Front, but deserted to the Russians. For these men in particular, firing squads awaited them back home and the Austrian authorities were unlikely to exercise great care in deciding which among them was guilty. Those spared execution and deemed able to fight would be returned to the Austro-Hungarian army, perhaps to die facedown in the mud or snow for the privilege of preserving a German-speaking empire that held them firmly in second-class status.


Most of the Czechs and Slovaks traveling to Vladivostok, however, were newly released captives of the Russians. This motley legion had assembled because one elderly professor from Prague thought it was a good idea.


The Professor


IN THE LAST years of the war, from hotel rooms and apartments across Europe, North America, and Russia, Masaryk and a handful of associates had established a virtual government-in-exile. They energetically publicized the cause of Czecho-Slovak independence and lobbied the Allies for support because the world knew nothing of Czechs or Slovaks. “I was afraid that a short war would fail to liberate us, even if Austria were defeated,” Masaryk recalled. “We weren’t ready, and the warring powers were all but ignorant of us. So I gave a great deal of thought to how long it would last. Much as I feared a short war, I reproached myself for being so cruel as to wish it long.”13


Masaryk had traveled to Russia with a forged passport in May 1917, dodging bullets and cannon fire across Russia, to negotiate with the Provisional Government. While there, he encountered Albert Thomas, the French minister of armaments and munitions on a diplomatic mission and had made a fateful offer, that the Czech and Slovak POWs be shipped to Europe to support France’s badly mauled army.14


French lines were at that moment struggling to save Paris without, as yet, significant assistance from US troops. Thomas agreed to Masaryk’s offer. The Bolsheviks also concurred, happy to rid themselves of the nationalist Czechs and Slovaks. Masaryk put out a call for volunteers to enlist in a Czecho-Slovak Legion bound for France. Tens of thousands responded.


Initially planning to remain in Russia a few weeks, Masaryk spent the next year there recruiting, educating, and organizing Czech and Slovak POWs across Russia. He then prepared to sail across the Pacific to the United States. Masaryk desperately needed to raise money, publicize the plight of his people, and seek the support of the United States.


“The army was harmonious and its spirit good,” Masaryk later recalled. “True, I expected that it would meet with many a difficulty on its long journey, though I was convinced that, by avoiding interference in Russian affairs, it would end by reaching its transports safely.”15


While the upheavals of war and revolution slowed his journey toward Vladivostok, Masaryk’s trip was uneventful, as dozens of trains holding his 40,000–50,000 volunteers fell in behind him, rolling slowly across southern Russia and Siberia. Amidst the chaos of revolutionary Russia, however, his accord with Moscow began to unravel.


Incident at Chelyabinsk


SOME LOCAL BOLSHEVIKS resented the legionnaires for leaving Russia and using up scarce supplies of weapons and locomotives. At each station along the Trans-Siberian Railway, the Bolsheviks demanded that the Czecho-Slovaks surrender more of their meager supply of arms in exchange for access to locomotives. These requests irritated the Czechs and Slovaks, who saw many Russian locomotives pulling the westbound trains returning POWs, their former comrades, who were still loyal to Germany and Austria-Hungary. The legionnaires suspected that Germany and Austria-Hungary were in league with the Bolsheviks.


By late April 1918 the legion’s first trains had reached Vladivostok, but all the seventy to eighty trains carrying the Czechs and Slovaks at different points along the Trans-Siberian had completely halted following a series of contradictory orders from Moscow. Sitting on railroad sidings like the one in Chelyabinsk, watching the westbound trains roll past, the legionnaires were stretched across almost five thousand miles and not moving. Angry and frustrated at the delay, the legionnaires called for a conference at Chelyabinsk.


While they were under strict orders to avoid involvement in Russia’s domestic conflicts, delegates from across the legion urgently shared their fears that the Bolsheviks would prevent them from boarding Allied ships. But morale at Chelyabinsk remained high. Almost every day, the former shopkeepers, dentists, farmers, professors, factory hands, and bank clerks drilled and did calisthenics. The lowliest enlisted men and the highest-ranking officers all addressed one another as “brother.”


PERHAPS FROM THE sheer boredom of sitting around a train station in the middle of nowhere, the Czecho-Slovak units and the Hungarians slowly sought each other out. They had lived under the same Austrian regime, worn the same uniforms, and survived captivity in Russian POW camps together. So, they greeted one another and compared stories. The men joked and teased one another. After years of isolation, they were eager to learn about lost comrades, the progress of the war, or news from home.


Unlike the Czechs and Slovaks, however, who were somewhat more experienced in foraging food and supplies along the Trans-Siberian, the Hungarians remained formally in the custody of an impoverished Russia in disarray. “Nobody was taking care of them,” said Cyril Toman, one of the Czechs.16 “So they were starving and kept going to our boys, begging bread from them. We would give them bread, tobacco, sugar, and sometimes even leftovers from our kitchen.”


They were “extremely grateful” for the food, according to another Czech, Sergeant Gustav Becvar.17 “Many friendships had sprung up, and when at last an engine arrived for the refugee train, a group of legionnaires gathered to say good-bye to their departing friends.”


“Suddenly, a locomotive arrived,” recalled Toman. Shifting easily into that tone of droll cynicism for which Bohemians are well known, Toman added, “It was hooked up to the cars, and the Hungarians, thinking that they were leaving, rewarded us handsomely.”


As the train carrying the Hungarians began to ease away from the station at midmorning on the fourteenth, a loud Hungarian curse was heard, and a hunk of iron flew from one of the windows of the moving train, striking and seriously wounding a Czech on the platform whose last name was Ducháček. Collapsing, his body rolled under the wheels of the Hungarians’ train as it lurched forward.


The Czechs erupted in pursuit of the slow-moving train, their footsteps crunched wildly across the gravel railbeds. They leapt onto the running boards of the steam engine and forced it to stop. They surrounded the cars, bearing rifles, and demanded that the Hungarians produce the person who threw the iron. Fistfights and scuffles broke out everywhere. Becvar noted that “only the strenuous efforts” of Czech officers saved several Hungarians from being lynched on the spot.


“The prisoners were laughing at us, though,” said Toman. “They were shouting, ‘Fuck you! God-damned Czechs!’ Our brothers lost patience, ran into the cars and threw all of the prisoners out. They brought them back to the location of the incident. Again they demanded that either the culprit admit his deed or the others turn him in. The prisoners kept laughing and making comments. That made our boys angry. They started to smack the prisoners’ faces and poke them with their rifles. It was only then that one of the prisoners pointed out the culprit.”


This time, the officers could not restrain their men.


“The brothers, irritated to the extreme, threw themselves at him and beat him to death,” according to Toman. Using the term “Austrian,” as most people did in habitual reference to any soldier wearing an Austro-Hungarian uniform, Becvar said, “When, after a few minutes, calm was restored, the Austrian’s limp body lay still upon the ground.”







ONE

UNDER ENEMY EYES

            This empire is doomed. The instant the Emperor shuts his eyes, we’ll crumble into a hundred pieces. The Balkans will be more powerful than we. All the nations will set up their own filthy little states, and even the Jews are going to proclaim a king in Palestine. Vienna already stinks of the sweat of the democrats; I can’t stand being on the Ringstrasse anymore. The workers wave red flags and don’t care to work. The mayor of Vienna is a pious janitor. The pastors are already going with the people; their sermons are in Czech. The Burgtheater is playing Jewish smut, and every week a Hungarian toilet manufacturer becomes a baron.

            JOSEPH ROTH, The Radetzky March 1

            There has never been a revolution without espionage and conspiracy.

            EDUARD BENEŠ, My War Memoirs2

“I Have a Message”

A WEEK BEFORE Christmas 1914, a sixty-four-year-old professor packed a bag inside his comfortable home on a gently curving cobblestone street perched on Letna Hill above the brooding, thousand-year-old hulk of Prague Castle. Tormented by a guilty conscience, the old man felt a desperate need to do something—anything—for the young men on distant battlefields, some of whom were dying for treasonous acts that he encouraged.
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World War One’s Eastern Front, 1917

“On leaving Prague our Czech soldiers had given vent to their anti-Austrian feelings, and we heard that, in the army, there was insubordination among them,” recalled Tomáš G. Masaryk. “Soon came reports of military severity and even of executions. Our men were being punished for what I, a member of parliament, had advocated. Could I—ought I—do less than the simple soldier-citizen whose anti-Austrian and Slavonic feelings I had encouraged?”3

Accompanied by his youngest child, Olga, then twenty-three, Masaryk walked out into the shadows of Prague’s fabled castle and through the narrow lanes that wriggled between rows of small buildings clinging to the steep slope that falls away from the walls of the medieval fortress that still commands Prague’s skyline. So, too, did Czech nationalists cling to the memories of the castle’s Saint Vitus Cathedral and Royal Palace, where in 1618 the Defenestration of Prague sparked the Thirty Years’ War.

By 1914 a small German-speaking class of merchants and officials presided uneasily over a growing population of Czech workers. Tomáš and Olga Masaryk wound their way toward the Franz Josef I Railway Station through the city’s gauntlet of ghostly statues, of persons real and imagined, hanging from arches, lurking in corners, framing windows. They guarded churches, walkways, and bridges; sat atop pedestals, horses, and cornices in poses of prayer and combat, standing watch and bearing witness as Masaryk departed his adopted city, unaware that his own image would one day take its place among the statues. Above them, the “one hundred spires” that pierced Prague’s skyline, pointy shoots from the rich soil of the city’s Romanesque, Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque, and Neoclassical architecture, were airbrushed in black soot, but something more ominous darkened Prague’s streets, Masaryk knew; police suspicions of his people were growing and the authorities were arresting all of those they suspected.

Vienna clamped down hard on its subjects at the start of the war, creating a War Surveillance Office that effectively imposed martial law. While all combatant nations limited some civil liberties, according to a study of the “militarization” of Austria-Hungary, “In no other country had rulers gone so far, in advance, in this effort, as in Austria.”4 “With the layer of traditional politics peeled away,” observes historian Maureen Healy, “the state intervened, through wartime decree, in the everyday lives of Viennese residents in unprecedented ways.”5 Three Czech political parties—including Masaryk’s—were dissolved. Newspapers were closed, widespread censorship was imposed, and citizens’ personal mail was regularly opened. Czech leaders, some of them members of the parliament, or Reichsrat, were imprisoned and sentenced to death. Civilian juries were suspended and military tribunals imprisoned hundreds, if not thousands, many of them under sentence of death. While at least some persons were executed for activities deemed treasonous, estimates of their number vary widely.6 No doubt fear was palpable among Czech activists. Vienna’s fabled “crawling army of informers” flooded police stations and government offices with anonymous reports of “suspicious” activity. Even Prague’s small circle of Czech leaders could no longer trust one another. One of the political parties, the Young Czechs, led by Karel Kramář, was accused of accepting Habsburg subsidies for its newspaper, which it had to reluctantly admit. The Young Czechs struck back in March 1914 by exposing the source of this accusation, a rival Czech leader, Karel Šviha, as a paid police informant.7 Indeed, Vienna cultivated widespread spying among its subjects, especially among Slavic activists, particularly if they traveled abroad.

Masaryk could not be too careful; he kept his plans to himself. Yet—as he had done twice before since the war began—he now bade goodbye to his American wife, Charlotte, and his three older children, Alice, Herbert, and Jan. Olga could provide domestic help for an aging academic living out of a suitcase, yet her presence also made him look more like a doting father than a subversive. Indeed, their cover story was that Olga was ill and they were seeking medical help in Rome.

“I thought at the time that I should be back in Prague in a few weeks,” he said.8 Instead, he did not see Prague, his home, or his family for four long years. He never again saw his oldest son, Herbert. Alice was arrested and thrown into prison, and Charlotte, already suffering from worsening heart disease, suffered increasing bouts of depression as a result of the hardships the family experienced; the combination eventually put her in a sanatorium. But there was no turning back.

Masaryk was already collaborating with the enemy.

At that time, Allied leaders knew virtually nothing about Austria-Hungary’s many peoples; even academic specialists on the subject were very rare. London relied on a handful of civilian journalists and scholars who voluntarily advised their government, which is why Masaryk first contacted the British government through H. Wickham Steed, foreign editor of the Times. The two had met years before in Vienna, where Steed was a correspondent and Masaryk was a member of the Austro-Hungarian Reichsrat.9

Tall, spare, elegant, with a pointed mustache and Vandyke beard, Steed was an educated man, tireless traveler, and engaging conversationalist. He gave the impression, a contemporary said, of being more the seasoned diplomat than a workaday newspaper reporter. His initial impression of Masaryk was that he was “too unassuming to be able to hold his own amid the intrigues and chicane of the Austrian Parliament.” In 1913 Steed, disgusted with the oppressive Habsburg regime, departed Vienna for the foreign desk of the Times in London. That same year, he published The Hapsburg Monarchy, which was translated into several languages and quickly banned by the Austrian government on the grounds that it insulted Emperor Franz Joseph I.10

“One afternoon, towards the middle of September, when I was about to leave my house, I found a strange-looking man standing on the threshold,” Steed later recalled. “Thick-set, of medium height, unshaven, grimy in appearance and in dress, with features of the semi-Tartar type that is not uncommon in Bohemia, he seemed an unprepossessing fellow.”11

The disheveled Emanuel Viktor Voska entered the foyer of Steed’s home and began, “I’m Voska, the head of the Bohemian Alliance in America. I am an American citizen. I left Prague with 30 American citizens five days ago. In an hour I must catch my train to Liverpool with them. Before I left, the Professor said to me: ‘In London, see Mr. Steed. Tell him the Russians shoot at our boys when they want to surrender. Our boys wave handkerchiefs but the Russians shoot all the same. Tell Mr. Steed to find means of stopping it. Our boys want to go over to the Russians.’”

Flabbergasted, Steed replied, “How on earth am I to stop it? Did Masaryk say nothing else?”

Voska shrugged, “No, that was all. He just said, ‘Tell Mr. Steed to stop it.’”

This exchange revealed that at least some Czechs, and perhaps other Slavs, in Habsburg uniform were trying to defect to the Russians in the first weeks of combat. It revealed that Masaryk was able to get word from men on the Eastern Front, which meant that his intelligence was very good. And it provided an early indication that, from the birth of the Czech and Slovak liberation movement, the actions of Czech and Slovak soldiers in Russia held the key to the struggle for independence.

Of course, the exchange also confirmed that Masaryk was a traitor. Habsburg subjects were being imprisoned and executed for much less egregious acts of treason than making covert arrangements for the wholesale defection of Austro-Hungarian troops. The Army High Command (AOK) had ordered the death penalty without trial for desertion, encouraging desertion, or any actions that led others to neglect or reject their military duty.

Masaryk’s intelligence was accurate. Years later, after the war, a young Czech soldier, back home in Prague, confessed that early in September 1914 he and his comrades tried to surrender to the Russians, with deadly results. “On September 8, 1914,” J. Javurek said, “we put up a white flag above our heads, but the Russian army either did not trust us or did not understand us, and so our whole home defense unit suffered terrible losses.”12

“Another Absent-Minded Professor”

AS BOTH A Czech and Slovak, Masaryk bridged an ethnic gap that appears much more significant since the Czech and Slovak Republics went their separate ways in 1993. Observers who understand how the Czechs and Slovaks emerged from feudal Europe under entirely segregated Austrian and Hungarian tyrannies can appreciate how improbable it was that the first president of their new republic in 1918 encompassed both ethnicities in his immediate family.

Masaryk also possessed a handful of the most crucial relationships anyone in his situation could hope for. While hardly a social butterfly, his acquaintance with leading British correspondents was just one example of the array of contacts he developed in precisely those Allied countries—France, Great Britain, Russia, and the United States—where they proved most useful. Russia and America, for example, also had the largest Czech and Slovak populations outside of Austria-Hungary. He also befriended public officials, wealthy industrialists, and influential writers abroad. He cultivated ties to Croats, Serbs, Slovenes, Montenegrins, and Macedonians—South Slavs or Yugoslavs—with whom he forged a unified front of oppressed Habsburg minorities.

THE DISTINGUISHED BEARING of the bespectacled, goateed, always-proper Masaryk—one of his closest associates later said he appeared just like “another absent-minded professor”—belied his humble origins. He was born on March 7, 1850, among what he would later call the “Moravian Slovak” peasants of rural Moravia, in a small village, Hodonín, which sat beside the Morava River, a languid curling border between Austria and Hungary. The Slovaks, an obscure people, farmed the agricultural northwest corner of Hungary, just across the Morava.

Masaryk’s father, Josef, a Slovak from across the border in Hungary, was an illiterate yet hardworking manager of farmhands on estates owned by Emperor Franz Joseph I. Josef had started as a groom in the stables and was later promoted to coachman, then overseer. “I grew up amid such straitened circumstances,” Tomáš recalled later, “that I took it as a matter of course that I was going to be a serf just like my father and the others.”13 His father’s status was such that he had to ask his superiors for permission to send young Tomáš to school.14 The key to Tomáš’s education, however, was the loving attention of his Czech-Moravian mother, Teresie (Theresa), who, like many Habsburg subjects, possessed an uncertain ethnic identity.

Teresie Kropáček, a butcher’s daughter, was Czech, born in Moravia. But her son thought of her as German, since she received some education in German. To her husband and others, she spoke Slovak. Although she worked as a domestic servant and cook, she could read. She taught young Tomáš to read in German, his first language.

Tomáš was always devouring books. His haphazard education was improved at the age of eleven, when his parents enrolled him in a two-year program at a school. He returned home after graduation wanting to become a teacher.

Tomáš was raised a Catholic, he played organ at church, and he later bragged of converting a locksmith’s wife to Catholicism. A Slovak priest inculcated in Tomáš his first taste of nationalism, and Tomáš’s sense that his Slovak father was “ruthlessly downtrodden” led him to begin to hate “our masters.”

At fifteen, Tomáš entered a German secondary school in Brünn (Brno), Moravia, where he did well and made the first of many key relationships, this one with Brünn’s chief of police, Anton Le Monnier. The chief hired Tomáš to tutor his son, Franz, and took Tomáš under his wing, granting him access to his library of German classics and other works. The young Masaryk consumed the police chief’s works in Latin, Greek, Czech, French, Russian, Polish, Arabic, and English, some of which he could translate. In 1869 Masaryk accompanied Le Monnier to Vienna, where the Brünn official was named that city’s chief of police.

In Vienna, Masaryk enrolled in the prestigious Academic grammar school, where fellow Austrian students included future government ministers. He socialized mostly with the handful of Czechs there, and it was in Vienna that he became fully aware of the antagonism between Czechs and Germans. Perhaps not coincidentally, he struggled with his Habsburg Catholic faith. At age twenty, he renounced Catholicism and, two years later, in 1872, enrolled at the University of Vienna.

The following year Tomáš’s older brother, Martin, then serving with an artillery regiment, died of pneumonia. Masaryk was devastated. “From then onwards,” he would recall, “I put my entire trust in philosophy, in which I sought and also found consolation.” A month later, his benefactor and friend, Le Monnier, also died, leaving Tomáš isolated in Vienna and without financial support. Yet he was soon hired as a tutor by another wealthy family and again devoted himself to the study of philosophy. Unsurprisingly, the future philosopher-president favored Plato, well known for his advocacy of the rule of philosopher-kings. In March 1876 Masaryk was awarded his doctorate. In April his first published article appeared in the Moravská Orlice (Moravian Eagle), addressed to the Czechs in the Reichsrat. “In political science, the foremost principal is to act,” he wrote.

Still a tutor in search of more gainful employment, he traveled to the University of Leipzig in Germany in the summer of 1877, where, he later said, “I had a momentous experience which fundamentally affected my whole life and intellectual growth—I met Charlotte Garrigue.”

An American who was only a few months younger than Tomáš, Charlotte was the daughter of French-Danish immigrants to America, a wealthy family from Brooklyn, and she carried herself with “a noble, aristocratic bearing.”15 Charlotte was visiting a friend in Leipzig, and she and Tomáš were immediately drawn to one another. They quickly began a courtship that involved reading, learning each other’s languages, fireside chats, and long walks. By August the couple was engaged. “Charlie” returned to New York and Tomáš returned to Vienna in search of a teaching post. In February 1878 Tomáš received a telegram from Charlotte’s father saying she had been seriously injured in a fall from a carriage. The young Masaryk took a seventeen-day passage across the Atlantic to Brooklyn, where he was relieved to find Charlotte recovering. Without waiting, they married in New York City on March 15, 1878. Masaryk turned a theoretical preference for the West into a tangible American presence in his life.

“Masaryk’s marriage was a union between two people who were deeply attached to each other, and who also shared a wide range of intellectual and artistic interests,” says Masaryk’s biographer, Paul Selver. “In order to symbolize the close harmony which thus resulted, Masaryk adopted his wife’s maiden name, and was known henceforward as Thomas Garrigue Masaryk.” This was a highly unusual thing to do in 1878, a clear demonstration of the couple’s progressive views. Charlotte was Masaryk’s “closest collaborator.”

On their return to Europe, the couple visited Prague before settling in Vienna. Masaryk was appointed a lecturer at the University of Vienna and made a strong impression on his students. One described him thus:

            A lean, slender man with a gaunt, longish face and short beard. Reserved in manner, and entirely without affectations. He wore pincenez, and his eyes, though they already showed some signs of the strain due to close study, gazed clearly, steadily and penetratingly from a countenance which seemed, so to speak, veiled with cares. . . . His lectures were free from any appeal to the emotions. But his delivery was kindled with a sort of devout intensity.

At home, the couple spoke English and German to each other, with a smattering of Czech. Their first child, Alice, was born in 1879, and a son, Herbert, followed in 1880. Later that year, wanting his children to be brought up with a religious influence but unwilling to make that influence a Catholic one, Masaryk was quietly received into the Evangelical Reformed Church. This was congenial to Charlotte, who had been raised in the States as a Unitarian. While Masaryk remained a devout Christian until his death, he expressed strong anti-Catholic views, in part due to the continued loyalty to the Habsburg regime of Czech Catholic factions.

In 1882 a surprising turn led Masaryk to Prague, a city to which he was a complete stranger until his thirty-second year. Responding to the growing agitation of the Czechs for autonomy in language and education—indeed, serious street battles had broken out the year before between Czech and German students in Prague—the Reichsrat and the emperor split Charles University in Prague into Czech and German sections. Masaryk straightaway applied for a position on the Czech philosophy faculty; his appointment was approved the same year. Astutely, Tomáš and Charlotte began speaking to one another in Czech, both at home and in public.

In the nominating papers submitted to none other than Franz Joseph I—the always scribbling, micromanaging emperor, taking the time to evaluate the credentials of a novice faculty appointee—the minister of education, Freiherr von Eyberfeld, assured his sovereign: “Masaryk, to judge by his disposition, will form a moderating element among the Czech professors.”

The minister was sorely mistaken.

Professor Masaryk spent years speaking and lobbying on behalf of the minority Czechs and Slovaks during his years in the Reichsrat from 1891–1893 and again from 1907–1914. His learned speeches lent him the air of a visionary idealist, despite the fact that he possessed a pragmatic and logical cast of mind. A solitary and somewhat shy person, Masaryk by his own admission preferred reading to public speaking or meeting people. Yet he was principled, stubborn, and personally courageous. He waged a lonely campaign against the anti-Semitic canard of blood-ritual murders in defense of a Jewish drifter charged in the brutal murder of a young Czech woman. While his research and testimony were perhaps decisive in lifting the defendant’s death sentence, Masaryk became for years a hated and isolated figure.

As a politician, he was the sole elected representative of a Czech fringe party. But that modest perch was lost to him in March 1914, when the government of Emperor Franz Joseph I adjourned the Reichsrat, which had become hopelessly deadlocked by insistent and disruptive demands by its Slavic members for greater autonomy. The aging emperor now ruled by dictatorial decree. Masaryk’s years as an advocate on behalf of the Czechs, Slovaks, and other Slavs made only limited progress in democratizing Austria-Hungary. As a teacher and scholar, moreover, his most productive years were behind him.

Meeting the Enemy

“WHEN [EMANUEL VOSKA] had gone,” H. Wickham Steed “sat down to think out ways and means of doing what Masaryk wanted.” Steed recalled from his years in Eastern Europe crowds singing Hej Slovane (Hey, Slavs), an anthem for Slavic peoples. Steed got a message to Masaryk, “If the Czech troops who might want to surrender to the Russians were to sing Hei Slovane at midnight in their trenches, the Russians might be warned to take the singing as a signal.”

Steed immediately visited Count Alexander von Benckendorff, the Russian ambassador to London, asking him to forward this message to the Russian foreign minister, Sergey D. Sazonov. Steed repeated the instructions to be given to the Czechs and other Slavic troops, adding, “It would mean that Czechs were coming over into the Russian lines and must not be fired upon.”

Voska had a second meeting in London—and almost everything else would ride on the outcome. Voska recalled his urgent departing instructions from Masaryk, “I must see Lord Kitchener personally and get his frank, confidential opinion on the probable length of the war. If he believed it would be settled in a few months, I was to do nothing.”

With Steed’s assistance, Voska wrangled an appointment with this greatest living British hero. Field Marshal Horatio Herbert Kitchener led the forces that reconquered the Sudan for Great Britain in 1898—with a young Winston Churchill serving under him in the Twenty-First Lancers—and later won renown and titles as the victor of the Boer War, commander in chief of India, and the virtual ruler of Egypt. Appointed secretary of state for war in 1914 and based in London, Kitchener immediately made a prediction that struck fear into the hearts of every European. Except, that is, Masaryk’s.

The Germans were marching on Paris, Voska recalled, but Kitchener “talked quite impersonally, as though all this were someone else’s trouble.” Kitchener predicted that “it will be a long war. Three years at least, maybe four.” The soldiers would not be home by Christmas. “The French underestimated the power of the German armies,” he continued. “We’ll lose Paris, probably. But we’ll hold a line further south until we can bring our resources to bear. We’ll win in the end, though. And if your people stand by, I’ll do all I can to help you when we make peace.”16

This was the first assurance that Masaryk’s longer-term strategy might actually work. “For it was obvious,” Times correspondent R. W. Seton-Watson recalled, “that not less than three years would be required to prepare the world for a program of complete independence, whereas if the war should only last half that time a strong case might be put forward in favor of a much more modest program of national autonomy inside the frame-work of the Habsburg Monarchy.”17 “For me,” Masaryk said, “this question was very weighty, since the character of the work I meant to do abroad depended largely upon the duration of the war.”18 A Czech courier in London was found to take this news to Masaryk, while Voska sailed for New York, launching espionage and propaganda campaigns that top officials and historians will later credit for bringing the United States into the war.

SIMULTANEOUSLY, MASARYK BEGAN making arrangements to meet with key persons in the Allied countries in order to explain who the Czechs and Slovaks were, why they were unhappy as Habsburg subjects, and what they hoped to achieve if the Great War lasted long enough to weaken Austria-Hungary. While meetings of the Reichsrat had been adjourned since March 1914—the legislature did not meet again until May 1917—Masaryk retained formal immunity as a member of parliament, which he used in September to accompany his American sister-in-law to the Dutch port of Rotterdam, where she boarded a steamer for the United States.19

Once in neutral Holland, he seized his chance.

Urgently and insistently, he wrote to Steed on September 14. Failing to get an immediate response, he wrote on September 17 to Seton-Watson. Masaryk and Seton-Watson had met years earlier and by the summer of 1914 they were thinking of founding a new journal concerned with European nationalism.20 Writing from the Hotel Weimar in Rotterdam, Masaryk said,

            I came here to communicate with Mr. Steed: I asked him to come here or to send you or somebody who could grasp the full meaning of what I would have to say now. . . . I would like to hear what is going on, not only on the battlefields, but in the heads of those who will shape the future, perhaps the future map of Europe, at least of Austria. I wish that we Bohemians could say what we feel and what we hope. . . . [T]elegraph me here whether you have got my letter and whether I can expect somebody from England here—now.

The letter reached Seton-Watson only after Masaryk was forced to return to Prague on September 23.

This failure must have been frustrating.

“For three weeks there was silence,” Seton-Watson recalled, “and then came a message through The Times correspondent at The Hague to Mr. Steed begging him to come over to Rotterdam, or to send a substitute.” It was Masaryk again; Steed sent Seton-Watson to see him and—by what Seton-Watson later characterized as a “fortunate accident”—the British journalist was able to enter Holland in mid-October without having to show his passport. As a result, Masaryk’s first meeting with an (unofficial) Allied representative was initially undetected by Austria’s spies in Holland.

“We spent two days together, keeping mainly to our rooms for the day, and walking for miles along the quays after it was dark,” said Seton-Watson, then thirty-five. “I took detailed notes of our conversation and immediately on my return to England drew up a memorandum embodying Masaryk’s ideas, not only as to the internal situation in Bohemia and in Austria-Hungary as a whole, but as to the settlement which ought to follow the war, and the policy which the Allies should pursue.” “An independent Bohemia” was the most Masaryk and his comrades dared hoped for. Russia’s support would be crucial. Seton-Watson’s memorandum noted that a kingdom would be more popular than a republic or democracy, suggesting a Danish or Belgian prince on the throne.21 Complete independence, he said “is absolutely inconceivable unless and until Germany is crushed.”

Turning Allied attention to their main objective—defeating Prussian Germany—Masaryk added, “A decisive blow can be dealt at Prussia in one of two ways—either directly or through Austria. To weaken or crush Austria-Hungary is the effectual way of weakening Germany.” This was a point to which Masaryk would return again and again—independence for Austria-Hungary’s peoples would destroy the Habsburg regime—and its destruction would finish Germany. He urged the restoration of “historical Bohemia-Moravia-Silesia,” with the addition of the Slovak districts of Hungary, an audacious move, given his limited contact with Slovakia.

He also passed along very useful intelligence regarding the role of Romania in the war, which, he told Seton-Watson, was “obtained from secret informants inside the War Ministry in Vienna.” His own nationalist agenda aside, he thought, that should get the Allies’ attention.

Masaryk was not named in Seton-Watson’s memo. He was identified only as the “informant,” but his name was shared by messengers who conveyed the secret memo to the chief diplomats of the three major Allied nations, British foreign secretary Sir Edward Grey, French foreign minister Théophile Delcassé, and Russian foreign minister Sazonov.

More than useful contacts, journalists like Seton-Watson and Steed became advocates for Masaryk’s cause and grew to admire how he rallied the Allies to his side. “Seton was converted by Masaryk to the cause of Bohemian independence,” according to Seton-Watson’s children. This is doubly important, since Seton-Watson “was the main unofficial specialist on Austrian Balkan affairs” for Grey and his staff.22

“Few understood at that time the importance of Masaryk’s work or his unique ascendancy over the Slav peoples of Austria-Hungary,” Steed later said. “Most British public men thought it a hare-brained business to take serious account of him or to suppose that an isolated Slovak professor at Prague, who must be suspect to the Austrian government, could render valid service to the Allied cause. Even the strength of the Czecho-Slovak national movement was not understood.”

A Holy Roman Mess

THAT MASARYK REMAINED a largely obscure person even after many years of service in the Austro-Hungarian Reichsrat—and that few officials in Paris, London, or Washington were even aware of the existence of peoples variously described as Czechs, Bohemians, Moravians, or Slovaks—was due to the fact that he, and they, were subjects of an interior European empire, Austria-Hungary, whose ancient roots and evolving complexity made it a difficult place to grasp.23

By 1914 Austria-Hungary resembled a fairy-tale kingdom, with its aging, crisply uniformed monarch, regal castles, dashing aristocrats, large estates, illiterate peasants, rolling hills, dark forests, wolves, gypsies, and legends of Count Dracula. Yet it was being swallowed up in an alien urban landscape of cities, factories, railroads, electric lights, battleships, early automobiles, and the second metro line in all of Europe.24 It was becoming a place where bustling middle-class crowds no longer looked to the monarch and his fellow aristocrats for sustenance, guidance, or protection. The ruling aristocracy had come to seem majestically and powerfully irrelevant.

Still, Vienna had an impeccable pedigree. Unlike the modern, yet provincial, nation-states sprouting up all around it, Austria-Hungary emerged from the Middle Ages as the standard-bearer of Europe’s older, more cosmopolitan, political tradition—Christian monarchial rule over disparate lands and peoples. By 1914 it occupied present-day Austria, Hungary, Czech and Slovak Republics, Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, northern Italy, southern Poland, and western sections of Ukraine and Romania. Its 52 million people were squeezed into an area the size of Texas, yet it entered the war as a great power, second largest in land and third most populated in Europe.
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Once the embodiment, if now the corpse, of the Holy Roman Empire, Austria-Hungary harked back to the fabled realm of Charlemagne. Each of these regimes shared a yearning to resuscitate ancient Rome’s original empire of law, peace, and order, “the fairest part of the earth,” said Edward Gibbon, “and the most civilized portion of mankind.”25

The only common bond among Austria-Hungary’s dozen or so nationalities was the Habsburg dynasty, which collected lands and peoples the way less powerful families might collect works of art. Croats, Czechs (Bohemians and Moravians), Germans, Italians, Poles, Romanians, Slovenes, and Ukrainians (Ruthenians) ended up inside the Austrian half of Austria-Hungary, while Croats, Germans, Hungarians (Magyars), Romanians, Serbs, Slovaks, Slovenes, and Ukrainians (Ruthenians) lived in the Kingdom of Hungary. “In all the Habsburg lands,” noted one history, “Vienna was unique in one important respect. Here was at least partially achieved that supranational, cosmopolitan consciousness which was the dynasty’s only hope for survival.”26 However, Europe’s other peoples were merging into more homogeneous nations, while Vienna ruled a polyglot rabble. Viennese culture was exquisite, but the Habsburg empire was ungovernable.

AUSTRIA-HUNGARY, MASARYK HAD quipped on May 26, 1913, in the course of his last speech to the Reichsrat in Vienna, was like a good man who had somehow swallowed an umbrella—and spent the rest of his life fearing that it might open.27 While Masaryk’s metaphor is memorable, the realm is little remembered today in part because it did not fit the modern definitions of statehood. It represented neither a nation nor a people but a dynastic empire. And like most great empires—from the Roman to the Soviet—it slowly decayed from within until an unanticipated crisis caused the elaborate, aging edifice, hollowed out at its core, to collapse.

The Habsburgs inherited the historic mission of the Holy Roman Empire in 1273, when one of their own, Rudolf I, was elected emperor.28 At first sporadically, and by the 1400s more permanently, the Habsburgs and the Holy Roman Empire were bound together, inspired always to restore a lost age—a Europe without nations, its many peoples united under one God and one emperor. The Habsburgs represented a faith more than a people and defined their realm more by traditions than by territory. The family laid claim to most of central Europe most of the time, but the seat of government moved with the emperor. Vienna was less a national capital than the principal address of the ruling family.29 Austria’s constitutions were revised whenever necessary—in 1848, 1860, and 1867—because the monarchy believed it was accountable to a higher law.

The 1867 constitution formalized what was essentially an alliance of the German rulers of Austria with Hungary’s Magyar rulers, a partnership that oppressed all other ethnic groups. Austria-Hungary was further divided between its Latin Catholics and Orthodox Slavs. Like the neglected children of a bad marriage, it was the Slavs who were becoming most disruptive. Over time the principal achievement of the Habsburgs was their defense of Christendom against Islamic conquest. After Constantinople fell to Muslim armies in 1453, the advancing Ottoman Turks seized the Balkans in 1521, then laid siege to Vienna in 1529, the high-water mark of Islam’s threat to Europe, until more recently. Unable to penetrate Vienna’s fortress walls, Turkish armies returned to the city’s gates in 1683, but Austria launched counterattacks over many decades that expelled the Turks from Hungary and the Balkans, confirming Austria’s status as an essential European power. Yet this advance also planted the seeds of its final calamity. As Habsburg armies swept the Ottomans eastward, they occupied Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1878. The formal annexation of this province in 1908 sparked an angry reaction from its brooding Serbs.

Napoleon presented a more formidable challenge. After he defeated Habsburg armies, twice occupied Vienna, and crowned himself emperor, the Habsburgs in 1806 formally relinquished claim to lead the Holy Roman Empire, renaming their realm the Austrian Empire. And when the restive Kingdom of Hungary demanded equal billing in 1867, Vienna declared itself Austria-Hungary. No matter—its true realm was Christendom, ablaze in all its twilight glory.

As the fetters of feudal custom and Catholic piety slowly gave way, Vienna traded these institutions of genuine authority for more secular instruments of raw power—a large bureaucracy and a standing army. Indeed, concludes Habsburg military historian Gunther E. Rothenberg, “The army was one of the most important, if not the most important, single institution in the multinational empire of the Habsburgs.”30 If the army came apart internally, the unraveling of the empire could not be too far behind. As the belief took hold among its peoples that they were not merely Christians, serfs, or subjects—but Croats, Czechs, Germans, Hungarians (Magyars), Italians, Poles, Romanians, Ukrainians (Ruthenians), Serbs, Slovaks, and Slovenes—Vienna settled for obedience over loyalty and used cruder means to obtain it. Yet people’s ethnic, cultural, and family loyalties crossed borders into neighboring nations, which would intervene in Vienna’s affairs on behalf of their ethnic brethren, most fatefully in 1914, when Serbia and Russia went to war to defend Serbians in the Habsburg province of Bosnia-Herzegovina.

Attempting to blunt its subjects’ demands, Vienna by the late 1800s allowed a parliament—the Reichsrat—to emerge alongside local assemblies, called diets, in the provinces. Yet this growing and increasingly raucous political arena—“Eight nations, 17 countries, 20 parliamentary groups, 27 parties,” was the tally of one official—showcased Austria-Hungary’s divisions.31 In response to demands for greater democracy—and news of a revolution in Russia in 1905 that gave birth to a new Russian parliament, the State Duma—the emperor gave all males age twenty-four or older the right to vote in 1907. The next election destroyed the German majority in the lower house of the Reichsrat for the first time, electing 233 Germans and 283 non-Germans. Among the non-Germans were 103 Czechs representing seven political factions.

Still, the majority of high government posts remained in the grip of German-speaking officials. Paragraph 14 of the Austro-Hungarian constitution allowed the emperor to rule by decree when parliament was adjourned, a heavy burden to place on the shoulders of one individual, especially one so old. Vienna’s 52 million subjects were largely subject to the rule of one man—a dictator in the guise of a constitutional monarch. Indeed, 640 years after the first Rudolf was crowned Holy Roman Emperor, the empire’s subjects probably took Habsburg rule for granted when, on December 2, 1913, on the eve of what they would call the Great War, Emperor Franz Joseph I celebrated the sixty-fifth year of his reign, a near European record.

The aristocratic families stood behind the throne. “As long as power was centered in Vienna and at the court, aristocracy mattered,” notes historian Rita Krueger.32 Yet the aristocratic class was reared in a non-national, multilingual, cosmopolitan milieu. They called themselves Austrians, but this term was merely shorthand for “Habsburg subjects.” They were estate owners, soldiers, sportsmen, and statesmen, all of them measured by their pedigree. While the aristocrats who once dominated the officer corps gradually made room for professional soldiers of lower birth, the nobility retained its control of Habsburg foreign relations until 1918.

Vienna’s German elite guarded its position jealously, while the Prussians were creating a united Germany farther north. Austria had been expelled from the German Confederation by Otto von Bismarck, who united the confederation’s other Germans into a single nation in 1871. Even the Habsburgs gave way to nationalist fever. The Habsburgs began to impose German language and culture as aggressively as they deployed German soldiers and bureaucrats. By 1914 Germans represented only 24 percent of the population of Austria-Hungary but comprised 76 percent of the staffs of the central government ministries.33 German-speaking bureaucrats insisted that all Habsburg subjects speak and write German. This demand bred resistance.

Vienna’s Unloved Stepchildren

TO THINK OF Czechs and Slovaks as a single people is a misperception, of course, one that would be rigorously promoted by Czech nationalists at the founding of Czecho-Slovakia in 1918—when Czech leaders rushed the Slovaks to the altar for an unequal marriage—and corrected by Slovak nationalists in 1993, when they broke from Prague and established their own Slovak Republic. There had never before been a Slovak kingdom or state. The Slovaks occupied a poor, rural corner of Hungary and remained largely invisible. While the Czechs and Slovaks shared a similar language and were long united in their opposition to Austria-Hungary, they had evolved entirely separately—one oppressed by Austria, the other by Hungary.

While the Slovaks had survived under Magyar rule since the tenth century, the more fortunate lands of Bohemia and Moravia next door were joined together in 1212 in the Kingdom of Bohemia, which enjoyed long periods of independence and—with its monarch entitled to elect the Holy Roman Emperor—genuine power. Local nobility at times cultivated Bohemia’s intellectual life and cultural resources.34 German clergy and tradesmen also began to appear as influential immigrants in the towns, and Czechs and Germans began to fight constantly.

Under Bohemian king Ottokar (Otakar) II, the Czechs suffered their first defeat at Habsburg hands. Count Rudolf I of Habsburg, who emerged from obscurity in present-day Switzerland, was anointed Holy Roman Emperor in 1273 in part to counter the growing power of Ottokar, who coveted the imperial crown. The feuding rulers came to blows and in 1278 the Bohemian king was killed at the Battle of Dürnkrut. It was this battle that first confirmed the Habsburgs’ possession of Austria, after Vienna surrendered to Rudolf’s siege. Bohemian nationalism reemerged in Protestant garb after John Hus, the rector of Prague’s Charles University and an early critic of the established medieval Catholic Church, was condemned as a heretic and burned at the stake in 1415. Having pioneered a critique of the church later echoed by Martin Luther, Hus and his martyrdom spawned years of rebellion among the Czechs, who became largely Protestant.35

BOHEMIA’S STATUS AS an independent kingdom of the Holy Roman Empire—indeed, Prague served at one point as the capital of the empire—drew to a close, however, with the unexpected death of a single man in 1526. That was the year in which Louis II was killed in battle as Christendom fought the Muslim armies sweeping toward Austria to lay the first siege of Vienna. By marriage, the Habsburg dynasty inherited his kingdoms of Bohemia and Hungary. “Before the merger with Austria in 1526,” historian Arthur J. May makes clear, “Bohemia and Hungary were kingdoms with brilliant pasts, national heroes, unique traditions and customs, and distinctive dominant tongues.”36 Yet the Czechs, Slovaks, and Hungarians would remain under Habsburg rule for almost four hundred years, and their essentially German Habsburg rulers would increasingly struggle to pacify their Slavic and Hungarian subjects.

The Catholic Habsburgs tried to repress the Hussite Protestant movement among the Czechs. After Bohemian Protestants were permitted to practice their faith in 1609, this simmering conflict—more religious than ethnic—erupted again in 1618 with the infamous Defenestration of Prague. When the Catholic archbishop of Prague ordered a new Protestant church destroyed, more than one hundred Protestant nobles and knights marched on Prague Castle, seized two royal officials and their secretary, and threw them from a window. While at least one was badly injured, all three survived. Some credited a heap of trash for breaking their fall, while devout Catholics saw the hand of divine intervention. Regardless, the rebels voted to depose their Habsburg ruler, Ferdinand II. “News of the ‘defenestration of Prague’ struck most European courts like a bolt from the blue,” historian Geoffrey Parker recounts.37 Europe’s Catholic rulers rushed to rescue the Habsburgs. Thus began the Thirty Years’ War, a bloody Protestant-Catholic conflict that spread from Bohemia to devastate most of Europe.

The Bohemians, however, were themselves quickly defeated in 1620 at the Battle of White Mountain, near Prague. At least twenty-six leaders of the rebellion, many of them Protestant noblemen, were executed in Prague’s Old Town Square. Bohemian estates in Protestant hands were seized and awarded to loyal Catholics, many of them German, depriving the Czechs of a native, non-German aristocracy. Within a few years, thirty-six thousand families emigrated, rather than renounce their Protestant faith, and about five hundred of the land’s 936 estates changed hands from rebel to loyalist aristocrats. From this point forward, the noble landowners virtually all spoke German while Czech was spoken almost solely among peasants and townspeople. In 1627 Vienna revoked the nominal independence of the Bohemian kingdom, reducing it to an administrative region. The steamroller of Germanization rolled on, Czech language and culture dwindled, and Czech Protestants were forcibly turned into Catholics. The shock troops of this Counter-Reformation, the Jesuits, boasted that one of their own converted 33,140 souls, while another bragged of burning 60,000 books.38 “A German ascendancy as intolerant as that of the English settlers in Ireland was imposed upon the Czechs, and not seriously shaken till the nineteenth century,” says historian H. A. L. Fisher.39 “What remained as consequence until the end of the Habsburg Empire was the permanent alienation of the Czechs,” concludes another historian, Robert A. Kann.40

Still, the national yearnings of Europe’s peoples would not die. Indeed, the Thirty Years’ War ended in 1648 with the Treaty of Westphalia, which recognized the right of Protestant states to exist independent of the pope and the Catholic Church, introducing the principle of national sovereignty into European law. By acknowledging the primacy of nation-states over the historic prerogatives of Christendom, the treaty undermined the pretensions of the Holy Roman Empire and began to erode the very legitimacy of the Habsburg dynasty. The same year that the Czech nation was so harshly subjugated—1620—the Pilgrims, another Protestant sect harassed by the established churches of Europe, landed at Plymouth Rock. Waves of Czechs and Slovaks would follow them to North America and, from across the Atlantic, generations later, exact their revenge.

Czech nationalism reawakened on occasion. Czechs, for instance, took to the streets in the European uprisings of 1848, as did the Slovaks, who went so far as to create a small army that fought their Hungarian masters that year. Czech and Slovak delegates to a Slavic Congress in Prague began to discuss the idea of a common state, though street disturbances on behalf of independence prompted the authorities to disperse the congress. Most of the time, peace prevailed in Prague. Yet Czechs and Germans lived peacefully mostly to the extent that they lived apart. Segregation was a way of life, with separate banks, swimming pools, soccer clubs, theaters, newspapers, playgrounds, and parks. Over time, German speakers felt increasingly threatened; by 1910, less than 10 percent of Prague’s 225,000 residents spoke German.41

Lending weight to the national aspirations of Bohemia and Moravia was their growing status as “the center of Austrian industry,” home to “three-fifths of all Austrian industrial establishments and production and nearly two-thirds of all persons employed in industry,” according to Kann. Bohemia’s rich mineral resources, along with its mining industry, were unparalleled in the empire.42 In 1868 the Czechs founded their own large, independent bank, the Zivno, which began to fund Czech activist groups and facilitate the expansion of Czech industry.43 As a result, the Czech lands were becoming ever more important to Vienna at the very time that the Czechs were becoming increasingly defiant of German-Habsburg rule.

In Hungary the rural Slovaks toiled in their fields and villages, invisible to Budapest, though by the late 1800s an occasional Slovak delegate would win election to the Hungarian Diet. Yet resistance—and anger—was rising in Slovakia’s final years under Hungarian rule. Eleven Slovaks were sentenced for agitation against the state in 1906, thirty-three in 1907, and twenty in 1908. The perpetrators included parliamentary deputies, whose legal immunity was suspended for the sole purpose of punishing them. In 1907, moreover, Hungarian police fired into a crowd of protesting Slovak peasants, killing fifteen and wounding dozens more, an incident that came to be called the Massacre of Černová.44

AFTER THE HABSBURGS pacified their restive Hungarian partners by ceding them domestic sovereignty on their own territory in 1867 (creating Austria-Hungary), the Czechs returned to center stage as perhaps Vienna’s most disruptive subjects. They did this from offstage, since the Czechs boycotted the Reichsrat for the next twelve years. Yet from the 1870s onward, Czech nationalists demanded that Czech be used as one—if not the only—official language in their own lands, a demand complicated by the large numbers of Germans in Bohemia and Moravia. While upwardly mobile Czechs would occasionally marry or otherwise assimilate into a German-speaking world, according to Elizabeth Wiskemann’s pioneering study, “Most educated Germans, on the other hand, could never bring themselves to regard Czech as anything but a servants’ language which they despised or, if they came from Vienna, they ridiculed. It is not an exaggeration that many of them considered it not fit to learn.”45 Language disputes, says Kann, emerged as “the permanent, unhealed wound of the national struggle.”46 Clashes over language laws would spark riots and the imposition of martial law in Prague and elsewhere.

Violent outbursts on this issue in the Reichsrat, Austria-Hungary’s ineffective parliament, were notorious, drawing even Mark Twain to Vienna in 1897 to witness a legendary legislative brawl. “Yells from the Left, counter-yells from the Right, explosions of yells from all sides at once, and all the air sawed and pawed and clawed and cloven by a writhing confusion of arms and hands” went Twain’s description of one thirty-three-hour Reichsrat session for Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. Twain’s timing of his trip to Vienna was fortuitous; this was indeed a historic moment.

The Habsburg-appointed premier, Count Casimir Badeni, had decreed that German officials must communicate in both spoken and written Czech to their Czech-speaking subjects. Many Czechs thought this was not enough, but most German officials flatly refused to learn Czech. The decree “unloosed the greatest storm in modern Austrian politics.” Parliamentary fistfights prompted a summons for about sixty policemen or soldiers, who ejected a number of the Reichsrat’s most unruly members. “It was an odious spectacle—odious and awful,” said Twain, absent his usual humor.47 German-speakers rioted on a scale not seen since the uprisings of 1848. Count Badeni was dismissed by Emperor Franz Joseph and his decree was withdrawn. This enraged the Czechs, in turn, leading to several days of “furious rioting” in Prague and other Czech towns; martial law was declared in Prague. With the Reichsrat paralyzed, the emperor invoked article 14 of the constitution, allowing him to rule by decree. “We have become,” muttered the tight-lipped emperor, “the laughingstock of the whole world.”48 Thus ended the last serious attempt to bridge the Czech-German divide.

In Austria-Hungary’s final years, there was much optimism in the air, despite ethnic and political divisions. Indeed, the advanced, modern, and experimental state of Viennese culture appeared to confirm the benevolence of a rising liberal faith in science, reason, and progress. Austria-Hungary was more prosperous than ever. “Materially, these were the most prosperous years that the Monarchy had ever known,” historian C. A. Macartney said.49 The most that Czechs were demanding—the most they could hope to gain—was a federal structure for the realm, one that would nurture and safeguard the rights of the Czechs, Slovaks, and other minorities. The Hungarians, after all, won such a status for themselves in 1867. These demands the Habsburgs resisted. Not without reason, Vienna feared that any further concessions would doom the empire.

When the Great War came, Vienna’s fears came to pass.

An Unlikely Leader

IN PRAGUE, TOMÁŠ and Charlotte Masaryk had three more children—Jan in 1886, Hanička in 1890 (who died in infancy), and Olga in 1891. As a teacher, Masaryk cultivated a friendly approach to his students and encouraged them to ask questions, debate him, and join him for leisurely walks or chats in his home. That he treated his students this way astounded them and endeared many to him.50 They included Serbs, Croats, and Slovaks, as well as Czechs, and he became a moral and intellectual example to young Slavs throughout Austria-Hungary. His Slovak students, especially, were inspired by him to create in 1896 a “Czecho-Slovak Society,” and a periodical, Hlas (Voice), to work for the national unification of the Czechs and Slovaks.51 Many of his students would become fellow activists in their respective nationalist movements. Yet Masaryk made his reputation in large part by puncturing his people’s nationalist myths and attacking their occasional anti-Semitism. He refused to seek popularity for its own sake.

ONLY FOUR YEARS after arriving in Prague, he and another scholar, Jan Gebauer, published articles that exposed as forgeries two “historic” Bohemian manuscripts that had been embraced by the Czechs. Having surfaced in the early 1800s, one was “authenticated” by experts as dating to the early thirteenth century and the second to the ninth or tenth centuries. “Proof” of an ancient and enduring Czech culture, they became founding treasures of the National Museum in Prague. Yet reports began to surface that they may have been forged in the early nineteenth century by someone bent on creating a glorious Czech past. This led Masaryk and Gebauer to publish their articles in 1886 in the Athenaeum, a journal Masaryk had founded. It created a storm of virulent criticism.

A Czech newspaper called Masaryk a “loathsome traitor” and “a ghastly ulcer.” Masaryk sued the newspaper after it refused to publish a letter of correction—and he lost the case. His subsequent appeal was also rejected. His publisher withdrew support, forcing Masaryk to finance the Athenaeum on his own. Instead of being promoted to full professor at the Charles University after three years, as stipulated at his appointment, he remained in a subordinate position for another fourteen years, without a significant increase in salary, a problem exacerbated by the arrival of more children. Even former students began to assume faculty positions above him. Both Czech political parties—Old Czechs and Young Czechs—repudiated Masaryk and his small band of followers. “The indignation against me,” he later noted, “lasted a long time.”

Yet the controversy gave birth to a tight-knit group of activists who would, years later, form a secret network of Masaryk’s supporters. Subjected to endless snubs and insults, they avoided public places, used pseudonyms, and, according to one member, “tended to behave like members of a secret society,” leading their critics to dub them Česká Maffie. Masaryk and the others adopted the epithet as their own and began in 1886 to publish another, more overtly political, periodical, Cas (Time).

Over time, Masaryk reconciled with the Young Czech Party. In 1891 he and Czech politician Karel Kramář, then aged thirty, won election to the Reichsrat in Vienna with thirty-four other members of the Young Czechs. Masaryk was forty-one when he returned to Vienna, this time a member of parliament, just as bitter legislative battles intensified between the minority Czechs and dominant Germans.

In parliament, Masaryk quickly established his credentials as a spokesman for the Bohemians and Moravians. Demanding educational autonomy for Czechs, better textbooks, and a second Czech university, his positions sounded treasonous to German ears. While speaking of a Czech “national movement” and demanding “state rights,” “a full national life,” and “self-determination” for Czechs, he envisioned a federated Austria-Hungary. This provoked a roar of disapproval from the Germans. “We shall never recognize Czech State rights,” thundered a German deputy, “and with all of the means at our disposal we shall combat any attempt to bring about so preposterous a creation, which is directed against the national and economic existence of our people in Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia.”

Masaryk was soon elected to the Bohemian legislature and served in both the Reichsrat and the Diet. In 1893 he resigned from both following another falling out with the Young Czechs.

After a few quiet years, in 1899, the philosophy professor again became a target for intense public hatred. The dead body of a young seamstress, Anežka Hrůžova, nineteen, was found alongside a road in the woods outside the village of Polná in southeast Bohemia on March 29. Her throat had been slashed in such a way that no one doubted she had been murdered. Missing for nearly a week, her body appeared to have been moved after the murder, which perhaps explained why no traces of blood were found near the body. Yet this led the local villagers to another theory: young Anežka must have been killed by a Jew who took his victim’s blood for ritual use. Among Polna’s population of five thousand were about fifty Jewish families, which made finding a culprit relatively easy. Public opinion quickly fastened a guilty verdict onto Leopold Hilsner, then twenty-two, a drifter and handyman who was widely, and perhaps justly, held in very low regard.

Polná’s local magistrate openly confessed that he issued the arrest warrant for Hilsner under public pressure. Hilsner’s attorney was bullied by Polná’s officials and followed by a hostile mob. While the actual evidence against Hilsner was flimsy, at best, the drifter was brought to trial, convicted, and sentenced to death—all within six months. His attorney filed an appeal. New witnesses materialized and defective memories suddenly improved. A wealth of new evidence accumulated, all of it for the prosecution. An anti-Semitic campaign was launched in the German press, blaming Jews for lung ailments, tight-fitting dresses, bad cookbooks, and foot-and-mouth disease in cattle.

A journalist who had previously been Masaryk’s student wrote to him asking him to write an opinion piece in a Viennese newspaper. Masaryk wrote a long letter about anti-Semitism, urging a rejection of this “European disease” and all “anti-Semitic superstition.” It prompted angry attacks. Stubbornly determined to defend himself, Masaryk in turn researched and wrote a thorough study of various ritual-murder allegations, which was published in several formats in both Czech and German. The second trial found Hilsner guilty of murder again, but Masaryk’s actions were credited with the court’s commuting of his death sentence to life imprisonment.52

As usual, Masaryk stood on principle and maintained a detached, scholarly approach. “Leopold Hilsner,” he admitted, “is a notorious rascal who ought long ago to have been put into a reformatory.” No matter—baser motives were ascribed to Masaryk. He was called “a hireling of the Jews and editor of a paper serving the cause of Jewry” by one published manifesto. Yet published attacks were the least of it—angry mobs descended on his home and lecture hall.

On Thursday morning, November 16, 1899, about twelve hundred people, encouraged by anti-Semitic newspapers, filled Masaryk’s lecture hall and surrounding corridors. The professor, recovering from an illness, and his wife were escorted by a small group of still-loyal students through the boisterous, jostling crowd to the rostrum. As soon as Masaryk attempted to speak, the Czechs drowned him out with a roar of name calling and stamping of feet—ironically, the very same methods of protest being deployed at that time by the Czechs in the Reichsrat.

Masaryk took to the blackboard behind him: “I was not afraid to come here,” he scrawled. “I therefore ask you to hear what I have to say.” The mob roared its disapproval. Masaryk continued writing, denying accusations that, for instance, he was bribed to defend Hilsner. The crowd would not relent.

The university persuaded him to discontinue lecturing for a week. On November 27, the professor returned to the lecture hall, but yet another mob met him in the quadrangle and followed him into his classroom. The university made no attempt to restore order. Masaryk discontinued his lectures indefinitely.

As late as 1914 Masaryk was still able to read the occasional condemnation of his actions. Yet he would not back down. In 1913, when a Russian Jew was charged in Kiev with a “ritual murder,” Masaryk was the principal speaker at a meeting of protest held in Prague.

IMPROBABLY, THE HILSNER affair did not end his political career.

Instead, Masaryk was persuaded by his supporters to establish a new political party. The Young Czech Party had supported the infamous Badeni legislation of 1897, a failed compromise that required German officials to use the Czech language. Riots in the Reichsrat prompted counter-riots in Prague, and Young Czech leader Kramáŕ, as first vice president of the Reichsrat, expelled Germans from the chamber. The emperor dismissed ministers, disbanded the Reichsrat, and imposed martial law in Prague. The Young Czechs were weakened, Kramáŕ’s efforts on behalf of piecemeal reforms seemed futile, and Kramáŕ and Masaryk found themselves drifting apart. “The fact is,” Masaryk wrote to Kramáŕ, “that you fear for Austria. I do not.” Masaryk became the head of the Realist Party in 1900. In 1907, after the emperor awarded all males aged twenty-four or older the right to vote, and the German majority in the lower house was destroyed for the first time in history, Masaryk and a colleague formed a “bloc” of two Realist Party members.

Masaryk leapt into another cause célèbre. In 1908, to commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of Emperor Franz Joseph’s accession to the thrones, the Austro-Hungarian foreign minister, Count Alois Lexa von Aehrenthal, annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina, provinces Vienna initially occupied in 1878, making a gift to his majesty of 1.8 million new subjects, mostly Serbs, Croats, or Bosnians. At the news, pro-Serbian disorder erupted in Prague, prompting the imposition of martial law.

Yet even before announcing his gift to the emperor, Lexa von Aehrenthal began a campaign of subterfuge and propaganda designed to bring Serb dissidents to heel. Sympathetic newspapers were fed stories of a pan-Serbian revolutionary movement headquartered in Belgrade. In July 1908 George Nastić, who later confessed to working for Vienna’s secret police, published a fake memoir in which he claimed membership in a Serbian student revolutionary group, Slovenski Yug (the Slavic South), which fomented terrorism in Austria-Hungary on behalf of Belgrade. Reacting to its own propaganda, the police arrested fifty-three priests, schoolteachers, doctors, and public officials in 1908 and imprisoned them on charges of treason, subject to hanging.

During the Zăgreb treason trial, while 276 witnesses appeared for the prosecution—leading off with Nastić—only 20 of the 300 witnesses sought for the defense were allowed to testify. “No undue influence,” said Masaryk’s biographer, “was made to produce any illusion of impartiality.”

Amidst the proceedings of the kangaroo court in Zăgreb (today the capital of Croatia), a leading Austrian historian and journalist, Dr. Heimrich Friedjung, published an essay in a Viennese newspaper that included accusations similar to those made by Nastić and the prosecutors.53 Some of the men so accused filed a libel suit against Friedjung. After a handful of former Serb and Croat students of Masaryk’s asked him to intervene, Masaryk demanded a formal parliamentary investigation into the alleged Serbian group, Slovenski Yug. His resolution was approved 167 to 132, and Masaryk followed that up with two trenchant speeches. In one, Masaryk said Nastić was flat-out “lying” and that the foreign ministry documents on which Friedjung relied were forgeries. Austrian newspapers called Masaryk a “vulgar parrot,” and a judge in Zăgreb denounced him as a “scoundrel, a guttersnipe, a felon, an upstart, the scum of the earth.”

The authorities pushed onward, sentencing thirty-one of the defendants to a total of 184 years of imprisonment, while acquitting twenty-two of the accused. An appeal led to orders for a new trial, but, reflecting the weakness of Vienna’s case, the authorities declined. An appeals court later overturned the verdict. Yet the Friedjung libel trial proceeded, with Friedjung defending his article, which cited twenty-four documents supplied to him by the Austro-Hungarian Foreign Ministry. No originals of the documents could be produced. Finally, the forger stepped forward and confessed he had been hired by Austrian diplomats. Count Lexa von Aehrenthal offered to resign in June 1911, his reputation in tatters.54 Meanwhile, in the Balkans, hatred and suspicion of Vienna intensified.

Importantly, both Steed and Seton-Watson covered these trials for the Times. The trials, Steed said, marked Masaryk “as the most public-spirited man in Austria-Hungary.” Seton-Watson added,

            I remember very vividly his evidence at the trial. I as yet only knew him very slightly, and was still a little skeptical as to his political role, and as I listened in court, I felt as I was often to feel in successive crises of the Great War. There was in the man an austerity . . . a deliberate rejection of all of the arts of window-dressing. . . . The spell he cast was the result of closer acquaintance; it came from sheer force of character, from an insistence upon realities and fundamentals, stripped of all verbiage or ornament. There was the same uncompromising note in his private life: no alcohol, no tobacco, plain living, and high thinking.55

Hailed by supporters from Bohemia to the Balkans, Masaryk was also gaining recognition elsewhere in Europe. In 1910 he was feted on his sixtieth birthday with a book-length publication of his articles, in which Europe’s leading scholar of Bohemia, Ernest Denis of the Sorbonne, praised Masaryk.56 Yet other Western European leaders were deeply skeptical—as was Steed initially—of the professor’s political acumen. “Masaryk,” reported the British ambassador to Vienna, Sir Fairfax Cartwright, in 1911, “is a fanatically honest man but absolutely devoid of political sense.”57

It took Masaryk thirty-two years to reach Prague, and it took him another thirty-two years to reach the conclusion that Prague’s peoples must finally be set free. Up until the war, however, Masaryk labored to avoid the outbreak of conflict. As late as December 1912, he was serving as a liaison for Serbian prime minister Nikola P. Pašić, who asked him to approach the new Habsburg foreign minister, Count Leopold von Berchtold, for a meeting in which Pašić could pay his respects and try to resolve the tensions between Vienna and Belgrade. Berchtold pointedly refused both the meeting and the offer of negotiations in a manner that was overtly rude to Masaryk as well as hostile to the Serbs. The Austrian antagonism toward Serbia gave Masaryk serious concern. “I feared,” he said to a party meeting, “and I still fear, a European conflagration.” And, he asked his fellow Czechs, “Are we prepared for whatever may befall?”

The Butler Was a Spy

WITH THE WAR under way, Masaryk traveled to Italy in December 1914, where he hoped to meet Allied representatives. He wrote twice to Professor Denis in Paris, who was sympathetic to the idea of remaking the map of Europe along ethnic and national lines. He had previously dispatched Voska to make contact with Steed in London, as well as to organize America’s Czechs and Slovaks, recruit spies and couriers, and raise money.

In Prague Masaryk had begun holding secret meetings with a handful of loyal Czechs he called his Maffie. The group included Edvard Beneš, then thirty, a professor of sociology at Charles University who had known Masaryk as a teacher and mentor; Josef Scheiner, aged fifty-three, the national leader of the Sokol Organization, the Slavic network of nationalist-inspired gymnastic and cultural clubs; and Kramáŕ, also fifty-three, the most prominent of all Czech politicians as the leader of the Young Czech Party.

Masaryk’s thinking evolved dramatically from July to November 1914. Before Austria shelled Belgrade, the professor had pacifist leanings. By November he was wishing that the Great War would last several years and he had begun plotting his own insurgency. “My mind was made up, for good—Austria must be opposed in grim earnest, to the death. This the world-situation demanded. The only question was how to begin and what tactics to adopt,” he said. “After careful consideration it was clear that we should have to leave the country and organize abroad our fight against Austria.”58

While Masaryk spoke carefully, and shared his views sparingly, Vienna’s spies, military courts, censors, and prisons were closing in on him. The Ministry of War assumed effective control of the civilian courts and of war industries, imposed censorship, and encouraged Habsburg subjects to spy on one another. Both a Czech member of the Reichsrat and a Czech editor were imprisoned in September. By late November one activist had been executed. Before Masaryk departed Prague, yet another was shot or hanged and before Christmas one more Czech journalist was executed. Overall, ten Reichsrat deputies—six of them Czech—were deprived of their offices and tried for treason.59 “I was ready to escape to the Allies,” he said, “the only question being how to manage my final departure. It took some time to make sure whether the police suspected me, for in Holland I had an impression that I was being watched. What I had already done was enough to bring me to the gallows, though, on the whole, little seemed to be known about it.” Masaryk persuaded his fellow conspirators that, no matter what happened, they had to prepare themselves.

The small network of attorneys, journalists, and politicians who formed the core of the Maffie quickly extended its reach into other countries. From Julius Kovanda, a Czech butler in the home of the Austrian interior minister in Vienna, Masaryk received copies of confidential documents circulating among the ministers of Austria-Hungary—no doubt Kovanda was the source he mentioned obliquely to Seton-Watson and the one who provided him with information on the Slavic soldiers trying to defect to the Russians.

Masaryk employed basic espionage methods to avoid Austria’s spies. In his trips to Holland, for example, he used coded messages and an alias, A. R. Mill.60 With Masaryk abroad, a whole range of codes, forged documents, couriers, and secret methods of communication would be necessary. “We first of all agreed upon code-words for telegraphic communications,” said Beneš. “We arranged whole sentences which were to mean that such and such a person was in prison, that Cas was suspended, that there was danger either of the betrayal or arrest of Masaryk, that further persecutions were being prepared, and so on, as the case might be.”61 Discreetly, Czechs throughout Austria-Hungary—and beyond—were recruited to serve as spies or couriers, mostly to acquire and transport information, or perhaps to watch a building or a person.

Ready to depart Prague, Masaryk told his comrades that what he most needed from them, especially those who served in the Reichsrat, was a promise not to disavow him or his work abroad, should it come to light. Masaryk received tacit support to serve as the spokesman for the Czech and Slovak resistance in part because most believed no one would listen to him; had they known the professor would become the world’s leading figure for the movement, they might not have selected Masaryk—or anyone else. Yet Masaryk’s leadership proved to be vital to the success of the Czech and Slovak independence movement.

Other leading Czech figures—including the most prominent, Kramáŕ—were resting their hopes on a Russian invasion. They were encouraged by Russian leaflets promising the Czechs liberation and a report that the tsar had received a delegation of Czechs. In September the supreme commander of Russia’s imperial army, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, issued a declaration claiming that Russia aimed to fulfill “the national desires” of Vienna’s subjects. Having visited Russia many times, engaged in long discussions with Tolstoy and Gorky, learned Russian, and read Russian literature, Masaryk was much less optimistic about Russia’s role as a liberator. After all, Masaryk’s well-regarded, two-volume study, Russia and Europe, which was published the previous year and was critical of the tsarist system, had been banned by the Russians.62 Masaryk favored a democratic republic if independence came, yet he believed that another kingdom was the more likely outcome.

While Masaryk traveled, Beneš served as the principal liaison between Masaryk and the Maffie in Prague. Privately, Masaryk asked Beneš to be the conduit for documents from the Czech butler, Kovanda, in Vienna. In confidence, Masaryk also shared with Beneš his more detailed plans for a number of eventualities—what the Czechs should do in the event of a Russian invasion, if Russia was driven out of Bohemia, if Habsburg authority collapsed, or if Masaryk died. He provided Beneš with addresses for his contacts in France, Great Britain, the United States, and Russia. Someone drafted a map of “Slovakia” for Masaryk to use in arguing for its independence. “In short,” Beneš said, “[Masaryk] had a complete political program for the future in which he had provided for all possible contingencies.”63

MEANWHILE, IN THE United States, the former president of Princeton University, Woodrow Wilson, was very new to international politics. “It would be an irony of fate if my administration had to deal chiefly with foreign affairs,” Wilson remarked shortly after his election, “for all my preparation has been in domestic matters.”64 As president he became known for his advocacy of the Federal Reserve Act, the first national child labor law, the Clayton (Antitrust) Act, the federal income tax, the first major tariff reduction since the Civil War, and the creation of the US Department of Labor. He was aghast at the war and determined to avoid it. Worse, behind the scenes, the president who “ordinarily gave scant attention to European affairs,” said biographer Arthur S. Link, was increasingly concerned by an illness that was weakening his wife, Ellen.65

As war began to engulf Europe, Wilson appeared remote and distracted at a news conference on August 3, 1914. He gamely offered that the United States “stands ready . . . to help the rest of the world,” perhaps as an intermediary.66 Wilson was already preparing the first of ten neutrality proclamations, the first of which he issued on August 4, the same day he sent a personal message to each of the major combatant nations—drafted by hand at Ellen’s bedside as she lay dying beside him—offering his “good offices” to broker a diplomatic solution. Every single nation rebuffed his offer, and Ellen died in her bed of kidney disease a few days later.

While Wilson was determined to avoid the European conflict, the president had a very clear-eyed view of how things might—or ought to—turn out, from the first months of the conflict. As far back as December 1914, in an off-the-record interview with the New York Times, Wilson said, “It seems to me that the government of Germany must be profoundly changed, and that Austria-Hungary will go to pieces altogether—ought to go to pieces for the welfare of Europe.”67 At a time when even highly educated Americans knew virtually nothing about the subjects of Austria-Hungary, Wilson had long since published The State: Elements of Historical and Practical Politics, which included the following: “No lapse of time, no defeat of hopes, seems sufficient to reconcile the Czechs of Bohemia to incorporation with Austria.”68 Still, conflicting priorities would cause Wilson to resist every step that would lead the United States to war and the Czechs and Slovaks to independence.
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