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1 On the Eve
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The centenary celebrations of the Battle of the Nations in Vienna, 16 October 1913. Emperor Franz Joseph in front of the flag deputations on the Ringstrasse. To his right is the heir to the throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and the archdukes with military ranks. In the second row,furthest to the right, is Archduke Friedrich. [<<12||13>>]








Several decades ago, a semantic debate surrounded the Second World War and the power politics of National Socialist Germany. Did the war break out of its own accord, or was it deliberately unleashed? The almost unanimous conclusion was that the war was unleashed. In the case of the First World War, the answer is not so obvious. It is likely that while to a certain extent the war did break out, it was at also precipitated and unleashed to an equal degree. In general, however, precisely who was responsible for precipitating, triggering or unleashing the war, and who simply failed to prevent it, is portrayed differently according to subjective evaluation and emphasis. Each point of view has been convincingly presented and supported by documentary evidence.1 In the interim, the definition of the war by the American diplomat George F. Kennan as ‘The grand seminal catastrophe of this century’ has become a kind of unofficial truism.2


Long before 1914, numerous publications already referred to any future war in highly generalised terms as a ‘World War’, as if to find words to capture its scale and to act as a deterrent. Then, war broke out. In English, French and Italian literature, the phrase ‘Great War’ (Grande guerre, Grande guerra) became established, while after the war, the German Imperial Archives opted for the term ‘World War’.3 In Austria, the war was referred to in nostalgic terms both verbally and in writing as ‘Austro-Hungary’s final war’.


However, there is something to be said for the use of the term ‘seminal catastrophe’, since the first major war of the 20th century, while largely limited to Europe and the adjacent regions, set in motion most of the events which would lead to the second, real world war, particularly the establishment of totalitarian regimes in Russia and Germany and the involvement of countries from all six continents and all the world’s seas. To a certain degree, the First World War was not fought to the end until a quarter of a century later, albeit within the lifespan of the same generation. However, while most of the powers that had already been termed the ‘main warring parties’ in the First World War played an even greater role in the second major war of the 20th century, there was one empire to which this did not apply: Austria-Hungary. In contrast to the German Empire, to Russia, which had become the Soviet Union, and indeed to Turkey, which by then was a neutral power, Austria-Hungary was irretrievably lost. The Danube Monarchy under Habsburg rule had been destroyed as a result of the ‘seminal catastrophe’. From that point on, it became one of a number of failed states.


Many aspects have been considered in the debate surrounding the causes of the first great conflict, not least the obvious fact that an important determining factor for most of the great powers that deliberately began the war in 1914 was their strength, perhaps  [<<13||14>>] simply their apparent strength and a desire to expand their territory, or merely their aspirations to attain greater power. Germany sought to increase its dominance and influence, or at least not to lose it. It has been postulated that Germany ‘fled towards war’.4 For France, prestige and a not insignificant desire for revenge have been cited, while recently, it has again been claimed that for Russia, the attempt to find a way through to Constantinople by the indirect means of victory in war was a key issue.5 Ultimately, Italy hoped by joining the coalition of the British, French and Russians that it could expand the regions inhabited by Italians, thus fulfilling its national ambitions. However, like Great Britain, Austria-Hungary, elegantly described as a ‘stagnating major power’6, saw an opportunity to maintain the prevailing European order. This stemmed not from inner conviction, but from a position of evident weakness. While war may not have been a specific aim, it was this weakness, more than anything else, that led to war being regarded as a potential means of resolving problems.


The failure by the Habsburg Monarchy to pursue its state goals more resolutely has been explained by its peculiar structural features, the complex dualistic division of the multiracial empire into an Austrian and a Hungarian half, the particular problems that were primarily triggered by nationality issues, by the alliances that had been formed, and finally by the individuals who held positions of power. However, these are just some aspects of the generally unreflected opinion that the Monarchy was doomed. It may have been destroyed by its ‘absolutism’, which the Austrian Social Democrat Viktor Adler regarded as being ‘mitigated only by sloppiness’. Long before 1914, commentators remarked that state visitors to the Danube Monarchy were travelling there to take one more look at Austria ‘before it falls apart’.7


However, one further aspect must be taken into account in any attempt to explain the flight to war by the Habsburg Monarchy. The ‘Fin de siècle’, the mood that was being increasingly expressed, not least in the arts, was probably less one of gloom than an impatient crossing of a threshold into a new era. This sense of defiance not only reached its limits in the arts, however, but was equally reflected in the economy and above all in politics. The peoples living in the Empire were dominated by centrifugal forces. It was a later version of Biedermeier and the Vormärz except that it was kept under control by the forces of convention rather than the state. Ultimately, certain forces had been kept in check over several decades until finally, a single event triggered a chain reaction.


The view was increasingly voiced that the upcoming problems could only be solved by means of war. Naturally, this opinion was not only held by Austria-Hungary, nor was it an expression of intensified warmongering. Countries such as Great Britain, France and Russia, as well as Italy, the Ottoman Empire and the countries in the Balkan region had time and again used war as a means of settling conflicts. However, the Habsburg Monarchy appeared to be so preoccupied with its own affairs that it refrained from participating in the socialisation of violence, and was neither willing nor in a position  [<<14||15>>] to use war as a political means – until it did finally join in with the European mood. Perhaps, in the view of those who were willing to mobilise their armies far more quickly, this hesitation in waging war was the reason why Austria-Hungary had no prospect of survival. Yet the death of the double-headed eagle was a gradual process.


In 1908, the world still appeared to be more or less in order, at least from a Viennese perspective. The 78-year-old Emperor Franz Joseph celebrated his 60th jubilee. It had not been his wish to hold large-scale celebrations, but after some hesitation, the monarch had succumbed to the arguments of his energetic staff committee. Here, one aspect was consciously emphasised. The celebrations and above all the parade to pay tribute to the Emperor, which ran from the Viennese Prater Park and along the Ringstrasse, were designed to demonstrate comity in diversity, and to provide an occasion for the peoples of the Habsburg Monarchy to show their shared respect and loyalty to their ruler.8 The festivities were intended, therefore, as a demonstration of support for the concept of the transnational empire. The parade was held on Friday, 12 June 1908. The spectacle, displays and the paying of tributes all went according to plan. 12,000 people participated in the seven-kilometre long parade, while hundreds of thousands gathered to watch. The nationalities parade was headed by representatives from the Kingdom of Bohemia, followed by the Kingdoms of Dalmatia and Galicia divided into an east and west Galician delegation, then groups from the Archduchies of Lower Austria and Upper Austria, and the Archduchies of Salzburg, Styria, Carinthia, Carniola, Silesia and Bukovina, including groups of Romanians, Ruthenians and Lipovans. One of the most magnificent groups were from the Margraviate of Moravia, which was followed by groups from the Margraviate of Istria and Trieste (Triest), the Princely Counties of Gorizia (Görz) and Gradisca and towards the end, groups from the Princely Counties of Tyrol and the state of Vorarlberg. All the bells of Vienna rang out, speeches were held, and the national anthem was played. The sun shone, and the Emperor was satisfied with events. However, on closer inspection, what stood out were not only the groups and delegations that were present but also those that had failed to attend. The peoples of the Hungarian half of the Empire, predominantly Hungarians, Slovaks, Croats and Serbs, had not seen fit to attend the Viennese spectacle, and while they were represented in the historic scenes, they did not take part in the parade of nationalities. The same applied to representatives of the occupied territories of Bosnia-Herzegovina. This could be explained by the fact that while the peoples of Austria chose to celebrate their allegiance, those of the Kingdom of Hungary did not. The Czechs of Bohemia and Moravia, however, gave a hollow pretext as grounds for not attending and refused to participate in the parade side by side with Germans from the same crown lands. The Italians were also missing from the South Tyrol and Trentino delegations. The matter was disregarded, and foreign diplomats commented that: ‘In the whole world there is no country where the dynasty is as stable as it is here and where such a spectacle could be accomplished’.  [<<15||16>>] The Austro-Hungarian heir to the throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, even claimed that ‘this is more than a battle won’.9 The next day, life appeared to continue as before – and yet, something had changed. No comparable parade of the nationalities would ever take place again. In this regard, the jubilee parade marked the end of an era even before it was over. However, the course already been set decades previously, and indeed from 1908 onwards, a process that had been observed over the years by contemporaries and later generations with increasing alarm was merely accelerated.


In 1867, the disintegration of the Habsburg Monarchy began with the division of the Empire into an Austrian and a Hungarian half, and the Imperial and Royal Monarchy was established. Although from then onwards, the processes of dissolution and stabilisation would unfold in parallel, the successful attempts by Hungary to gain independence became a model for other peoples in the Empire, resulting in periods of de facto ungovernability. After decades of continued efforts to find a long-term solution, the signs of resignation had become evident. Something had to change. This was not only the view of foreign ministers and ‘pre-emptive warriors’, but many others, particularly among intellectual circles. In the prevailing attitude during the July Crisis, which is described later, the intelligentsia of Europe, with only a few exceptions, welcomed the prospect of war not only for domestic political reasons, but also from a fundamental sense of conviction. This mood was also strongly felt in Austria-Hungary. Philosophy, sociology, psychology and journalism, and not least historical science, also contributed to the notion of war as a natural and necessary measure. Since the turn of the century, preliminary military exercises had already been conducted whenever war was used as a measure on the international political stage. Hardly a year had passed when there had not been a larger conflict somewhere in the world that had presented a military challenge to the powers of the Concert of Europe. As a result, the distinct expectations and conditions prevailed that ultimately led to the world war being unleashed with just a flick of the hand. Austria-Hungary, which had a ‘deficit of war’, finally did what it believed was necessary within its own territory.


The Ballhausplatz and the Deficit of War


When analysing the pre-history of the First World War, it is natural to focus on the key role played by foreign policy. It is tempting to look ever further back into the past to explain the causes of the war, and to take into consideration events that occurred long before the outbreak. If one thing or the other had not happened, then this or that event would not have taken place.10 However, among all the processes that had the most sustained impact on the foreign policy of Austria-Hungary at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, the loss of power of the Ottoman Empire stands  [<<16||17>>] out in particular. Since the Habsburg Monarchy lay on the periphery of a collapsing large empire, its foreign policy was oriented towards specific regions. However, it was clear that the spoils to be won also brought with them all the problems that had beleaguered the Turks. The collapse or merely the threat of dissolution of a large empire always brings substantial fallout in its wake, since those who have a stabilising effect and who wish to retain an empire are by nature in conflict with those who wish to profit from its disintegration.11 This was the case with the Ottoman Empire, as it would be later with Austria-Hungary, the collapsing major power in the Danube region. The Habsburg Monarchy made strenuous efforts to counteract its fall, but perhaps it was precisely this almost compulsive attempt to break out of the disastrous circle that gave a hectic and sometimes unpredictable quality to Austro-Hungarian policy.12 The foreign policy of the Monarchy reached the limits of its effectiveness whenever a conflict of interests occurred with those countries that portrayed themselves as dynamic, imperialist major powers, in other words, particularly when Great Britain, France and the German Empire came into play. The same was also true when a rival for the Turkish legacy, namely Tsarist Russia, made its intentions clear, and when medium-sized and small states began to seek expansion and make efforts to push through their demands. This applied above all to Italy and also to Serbia. That their interaction and rivalry is one of the causes of the outbreak of war is undisputed. How else can the reactions to certain events, the alliance politics and ultimately the goals that lay behind the war be explained?


The foundations for war were laid primarily in the Balkans. While on several occasions, there were fears that war would break out against Russia, or that the Habsburg Monarchy would be drawn into a war between Germany and France, the tensions between Austria-Hungary and Germany on the one hand and Russia on the other, as well as the strained relations between Germany and France, lacked the spontaneous aggressiveness and irrational behaviour that was manifest in the Balkans. There, the situation overall was volatile and unstable. When in 1908 the Austro-Hungarian Foreign Minister Baron Aloys Lexa von Aehrenthal bound the Monarchy to a more active foreign policy, thus revising the policy of his predecessor, the Polish count Agenor Gołuchowski, the level of disorder in the structural fabric of the Balkans increased dramatically. As presidential head at the Foreign Ministry, then as ambassador first to Bucharest and finally from 1899 to 1906 to St. Petersburg, Aehrenthal had been in a position to gather a wealth of experience and insight, and the policy that he began appeared at first sight to be neither particularly illogical nor exciting. At best, it was received with surprise.13 In 1878, the Congress of Berlin had given Austria-Hungary a mandate to occupy Bosnia and Herzegovina. Austria also obtained the right to occupy an area known as the Sanjak of Novi Pazar, which lay between Serbia and the principality of Montenegro in the west of the Balkan Peninsula. Austria-Hungary was  [<<17||18>>] permitted to station troops in the area of occupation (and to enlist soldiers for military service in Bosnia and Herzegovina), as well as to make administrative adjustments and expand transport routes, while in all other matters, nominal control remained with the Sultan. However, Austria-Hungary regarded the two provinces as a type of replacement colony, and was already highly experienced in ‘Europeanising’ areas of Eastern and South-Eastern Europe. The structures of the Habsburg multinational empire were also extended to the occupied area. In 1907, work was begun on building a railway line from Vienna to Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia, and from there onwards to Mitrovica in the Sanjak. On completion of the project, it would then have been possible to construct a railway connection beyond Serbia to Salonika. The project provoked outrage in Serbia, since Belgrade feared that Austria-Hungary intended to consolidate its rule in the occupied territory, in which Serbia also had an interest. In this, Serbia was supported by Russia. While construction work on the railway line did begin, the project was soon abandoned.


The railway project was a further obstacle to an understanding between Serbia and the Danube Monarchy, and from then on, anyone in Serbia seeking rapprochement was accused of ingratiation. Vienna was only able to breathe more freely in 1903, when the news of the murder of the Serbian king Alexander and his wife and the massacre conducted by a group of officers was greeted with horror, and the press, including in western European countries, concluded that Serbia had no place among the civilised states of Europe. In the words of one British newspaper: ‚ The appropriate place for such a brutal, premeditated murder of a king would be a Central Asian khanate, but not a city in Europe ‘14. The rebels went on to form the core of the secret organisation ‘The Black Hand’.


During the Russo-Japanese War of 1904/1905, there were fears in the Russian capital St. Petersburg as well as in Belgrade, that Austria-Hungary would exploit the situation and annex the occupied territory in Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, in Vienna, no serious consideration was given to this possibility. The Foreign Minister, Count Gołuchowski, had other concerns and priorities. Matters changed when his successor, Aehrenthal, again brought forward the subject of the Sanjak railway project, which he regarded as an important preliminary to full annexation. He secured the agreement of the Turks and then informed the Russian Foreign Minister, Count Alexander Izvolsky, of Austria’s aspirations. While Russia did not demur, it was intent on pursuing its own goals, and was keen to retrain its focus, interrupted by the war in the Far East, on relations with Europe. It did so by taking the initiative on the issue of the Turkish Straits and pursuing the old Russian dream of control of the Bosphorous and the Dardanelles. Soundings were taken in St. Petersburg and support was requested from Austria-Hungary. At the same time, the Young Turk revolution broke out in the Ottoman Empire. A new constitution was introduced there, and it appeared likely that the Sultan would  [<<18||19>>] be forced for domestic reasons to demand the return of the provinces occupied by Austria-Hungary in 1878. This would have resulted in the loss of all investments and strategic aims. Even if this possibility remained mere speculation, it was a key element of Aehrenthal’s political strategy. In his view, it would be advantageous for Austria-Hungary to reach an understanding with Russia and to come to an agreement over their interests.15 On 16 September 1908, Aehrenthal and Izvolsky met in the Moravian town of Buchlovice (Buchlov) in a castle owned by Count Leopold Berchtold, Aehrenthal’s successor as Austro-Hungarian ambassador to Russia. There were two reasons for the remoteness of the location chosen for the occasion. On the one hand, it was possible to confer unobserved by other state chancelleries, while on the other, the degree of mutual sympathy between the two foreign ministers was hardly boundless, and it was felt that the meeting should be kept as brief as possible. Alone together in a small salon, the two men agreed within just a few hours that Austria-Hungary could annex Bosnia and Herzegovina while returning the Sanjak to Turkey. In response, the Danube Monarchy agreed to support Russia in its policy regarding the Turkish Straits.16 The hesitation on the part of Tsar Nicholas II to agree to this arrangement and – far worse – the foolish ambition and rashness of the Austrian ambassador to Paris Rudolf Count Khevenhüller-Metsch, who passed on news of the Buchlovice agreement before the agreed date, led to a scandal. Naturally, there were other parties who were also interested in the Turkish Straits issue, particularly Great Britain. London categorically refused to allow Russia to sail its warships through the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles, having denied it free passage since the Crimean War. Izvolsky then played the matter down and claimed that his aim in Buchlovice had merely been to agree on a possible new meeting of the major European powers similar to that of the Congress of Berlin of 1878. At this meeting, Austria-Hungary would have had the opportunity to assert its claims and would have been able to count on support from Russia. Aehrenthal, however, remembered their discussion differently, and regarded Izvolsky’s about-turn as a bare-faced excuse. The fact that the Russians were failing to make progress with their aspirations in the Turkish Straits was ultimately their problem. For his part, Aehrenthal wished to resolve the Bosnia and Sanjak issue entirely in the manner agreed in the Buchlovice meeting. Here, he was supported by the parliaments of Austria and Hungary, as well as by Emperor Franz Joseph and the heir to the throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand. On 7 October 1908, the Emperor proclaimed the annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which were to become ‘normal’ provinces of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy in the future.


At this point at the latest, one could take a flight into counterfactual history and ask a series of ‘what if’ questions. What would have happened if the Turks had demanded the return of the two provinces and, if they were refused, had perhaps waged war against Austria-Hungary? Would the Austro-Serbian conflict have escalated without the Bosnian problem? Would anything have changed in the Russian attitude towards the  [<<19||20>>] Habsburg Monarchy? Would the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne perhaps never have travelled to Sarajevo…? As it was, events took a different turn.


Soon, further agreements were reached with the Ottoman Empire, since Austria-Hungary wished to pay adequate compensation for the annexed territories. The Sanjak of Novi Pazar and its approximately 350,000 inhabitants was also returned to Turkey, and besides this, the Ottoman Empire had nothing to gain overall from falling out with the Habsburg Monarchy on a permanent basis. However, the disputes continued between Austria and Russia, and particularly between Austria and Serbia, which regarded the constitutional changes in the Balkans as a threat and above all as an obstacle to its own expansion. In the end, Aehrenthal saw reason to publish extracts of the agreements made with Russia in order to make it clear, beyond the current dispute, that Russia had already agreed to an annexation in 1876 and 1877, and that the agreement with Izvolsky was far more concrete than the Russian had subsequently wished to accept.


This step, whether or not it was justified, was regarded in St. Petersburg as an embarrassment and a humiliation. However, that was not all. Following partial mobilisation by Serbia and a highly aggressive verbal reaction in Belgrade two days after the Austrian declaration of annexation, Aehrenthal demanded an official statement from Serbia declaring its willingness to return to normal, friendly relations with its neighbour Austria-Hungary. Serbia responded with a demand for compensation for the accession of the countries by the Habsburg Monarchy. This was in reality difficult to justify, and was also not supported by the Russians. Indeed, St. Petersburg went even so far as to inform Austria that the Danube Monarchy would only have to deal with an intervention by Russia if it were to decide on a ‘promenade militaire’ to Belgrade.


Finally, Great Britain made an attempt at mediation, which was accepted by Austria-Hungary after a period of endless deliberation and following the intervention of the German Empire. Serbia issued a declaration stating that it undertook to return to cordial relations with Austria-Hungary. Even if no real meaning was attached to this statement, and if, as is likely, Austria-Hungary was unaware of the fact that in Serbia, another secret organisation, the Narodna Odbrana (National Defence) had been formed with the goal of unifying all Serbs, including those living in Austria-Hungary, to create a southern Slav kingdom and moreover to avenge the alleged dishonour that Serbia had suffered, on the surface at least the differences between the two states were smoothed over.


Within the Habsburg Monarchy itself, life slowly returned to normal. However, the annexation had without doubt provoked highly intense reactions. Particularly in the Bohemian crown lands, no secret was made of the fact that there was far greater sympathy for the Serbs than for the ambitions of the Emperor to become ‘empire builder’. And right on the anniversary of his accession to the throne, on 2 December 1908,  [<<20||21>>] Prague found it necessary to announce martial law in order to bring an end to rioting and to reinstate order.


At the end of the annexation crisis, it was evident that several patterns for action had evolved in 1908/1909 that would serve as a model time and again in later years. The Habsburg Monarchy had been given rear support by the German Empire. The Chancellor of the German Empire, Bernhard von Bülow, had clearly stated to Austria-Hungary on 30 October 1908 that the German Empire would share responsibility for any decision taken and would also offer military assistance if necessary.17 However, this was only one experience which was to be gained. France and England had come to terms with the annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Their interests lay elsewhere, and as imperial powers, they would hardly have failed to recognise a colonial impulse. The reaction from Italy was no cause for concern. Still, what did make a significant impact was the untold harm done by Austria to its relations with Russia. This matter would never be forgotten. In international relations, certain events do not assume a decisive importance merely because they have an immediate impact. Rather, humiliations or severe damage provoke a rise in hostile attitudes and a desire for revenge in support of the national interest, which while having no place in politics cannot be extrapolated from the background against which political decisions are made. In a similar way, the potential for conflict is also increased. Izvolsky was relieved of his post as minister and was sent to Paris as Russian ambassador. He subsequently played a role in the July Crisis of 1914, and was indeed least of all in favour of Russia and Serbia taking a moderate view in their assessment of the impact of the murder in Sarajevo. He did, after all, have an old score to settle.


The Powder Keg


Ultimately, Aehrenthal’s policy was a success. Emperor Franz Joseph expressed his approval by awarding his Foreign Minister an earldom in 1909. There was nothing malicious about Aehrenthal’s strategy, which had already been agreed with the Austrian decision-makers and indeed with other countries. However, this does not mean that his policy was not also controversial. Neither the German parties in the Habsburg Monarchy nor the national Hungarians welcomed the expansion of the Slav territories. In spite of this, both halves of the Empire made efforts to have the new acquisitions allocated to their complex of territories. No agreement could be reached, and as a result, the annexed provinces remained the state no-man’s-land that they had been since the start of the occupation in 1878. The finance ministers of Austria and Hungary, one of the three joint ministries of the Danube Monarchy, were responsible for administering Bosnia and Herzegovina, and not the government of either of the two halves of the  [<<21||22>>] Empire. Even so, the real power was held by the civic and military governor, who was a general.


The evident risk of war into which the Foreign Minister had entered was subject to criticism. However, there were also those who expressed regret that the annexation had been achieved peacefully, and that no war with Serbia had resulted. One exponent of this group was General Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, the Chief of the General Staff of the entire armed force of Austria-Hungary. He made no secret of the fact that he would have liked to have used the annexation as a reason for waging a pre-emptive war against Serbia. Russia, he claimed, was not ready for war any more than Italy and France. England would not want a war, and Romania was an ally. This would therefore have been a perfect opportunity. However, Aehrenthal had emphatically stressed several times that there was no question of waging an offensive war and, on this matter, he was certain that the Emperor and the heir to the throne would agree. In fact, on 10 March 1909, Serbia formally declared that it had abandoned its objections to the annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina, would harbour no hostile feelings towards Austria-Hungary, and would make every effort to foster good neighbourly relations. In so doing, it denied Austria in a very public manner all reason to initiate a war.


The relationship between Conrad and Aehrenthal worsened almost immediately. During the years that followed, Conrad simply refused to accept that those responsible for foreign policy were opposed to his urgent call for war. And in retrospect, notwithstanding the moral implications of this approach, he appeared to have been right: the defeat of Serbia would have changed everything.


Aside from politicians, diplomats and several parties, there was one other group that was vehemently opposed to the annexation: the Austrian peace movement, which under the leadership of Bertha von Suttner had become a highly influential body. Membership of the movement swelled when entire organisations such as teachers’ associations and church societies joined en masse. However, in terms of their argumentation, they were performing a balancing act, since in the movement’s magazine, the Friedenswarte, differentiations began to be made between cultured nations and backward peoples. The peoples of the Balkans, and also Russia, were unambiguously classified in the second category.18 For the moment, however, von Suttner and her followers could applaud the fact that war had been avoided.


However, although a dangerous escalation of the crisis had been prevented, across Europe, reactions to matters related to the Balkans had become sensitised. Since the question of whether there would be war or peace so evidently appeared to hang on developments in the Balkans, any event or change in the status quo that occurred on the Balkan Peninsula was a trigger for alarm bells in the state chancelleries.


However, the conflict between Conrad and Aehrenthal only reached its point of culmination during the years that followed, when Serbia and Bulgaria took the surprising  [<<22||23>>] step of signing an alliance and with Russian agreement and assistance set about creating a Balkan League. Serbia was clearly aiming to increase its power and received broad support for its ambitions. Conrad once again accused Aehrenthal of being opposed to a pre-emptive war in 1909. On 18 July 1911, Conrad wrote to the Foreign Minister: ‘I cannot forbear, to return to the position that I have always held, that a war fought years ago would have rendered our military position regarding our undertakings in the Balkans significantly more favourable, and that a war against Serbia in the year 1909 would, with a single stroke, have brought the Monarchy to the position in the Balkans that it must assume, and which must now be achieved under far more difficult conditions than those that prevailed at that time.’19 This statement, which was preceded and would be followed by numerous others of its kind, was made not only in response to the case of Serbia but was also an unequivocal reference to the deficit of war.


Several times, Aehrenthal tendered his resignation, not least due to his conflict with Conrad. The Emperor rejected his requests, and reassured his minister that he enjoyed his full confidence. Thus, Aehrenthal, who was suffering from advanced leukaemia and was already nearing death, remained in office and continued to resist demands for a pre-emptive war by the War Party with great vehemence. Even when Conrad was temporarily recalled from his post as Chief of the General Staff in December 1911 and replaced for almost a year by General of the Infantry Blasius Schemua, the ‘pre-emptive warriors’ intensified their criticism of the Foreign Ministry. In any case, Schemua was also of the opinion that ‘an active foreign policy targeted towards expansion’ was the ‘best cure’ for the domestic stagnation and national signs of decomposition in the Habsburg Monarchy.20 And yet why wage war when it could be avoided? Aehrenthal’s stance also influenced his close colleagues, of whom Count János Forgách, the minister’s chief of staff, Count Friedrich Szápáry, Count Ottokar Czernin, and Baron Alexander von Musulin and Count Alexander Hoyos were particularly intent on propagating the views of their superior. With little success, as would become clear in 1914. Aehrenthal’s policy was also supported throughout by Archduke Franz Ferdinand, although perhaps with an even greater emphasis on the avoidance of war.21


In mid-February 1912, the cards were re-shuffled. Aehrenthal died. Due to his severe illness, a search had already been underway for his successor for some time. Someone was needed who had experience with Russia. Here, there were many candidates to choose from. However, a guarantee that Aehrenthal’s policy would be continued was also required, and also that the new foreign minister, who was also minister of the imperial household, would fit well into the difficult constellation at court and in the circles of power. This reduced the number of suitable potential successors significantly. The nomination of Count Leopold Berchtold, who had arranged the meeting at Buchlovice and who had experienced the annexation crisis of 1908 as ambassador in St. Petersburg, appeared to be a logical decision in the light of these premises.22 Berchtold  [<<23||24>>] did not enjoy the luxury of a period of familiarisation in his new role. On 13 March 1912, about a month after his nomination, Serbia and Bulgaria agreed to the formation of a long-discussed Balkan League, which although it was primarily directed against the Turks was also pointed at Austria-Hungary. Serbia hoped to expand its territory in the south-west, while Bulgaria had set its sights on Macedonia, with Tsar Ferdinand declaring his open interest in gaining control of Adrianople and Salonica. However, as part of the treaty, Bulgaria also undertook to dispatch troops if Austria-Hungary were to attack Serbia.23


Everywhere, general staffs – in the Balkan states, Russia, Great Britain, France, Italy, and not forgetting Germany and Austria-Hungary, where the sense of alarm was just as acute – now entered a period of intense activity. If war were to break out in the Balkans, its containment within the region could not be guaranteed. Indeed, for a long time, the chorus of voices claiming that a great war would inevitably occur had been growing louder. The report written by the Russian military attaché in London in February 1912, in which he expressed the view that a war between Austria-Hungary, Germany and Italy on the one side and the powers of the ‘entente cordiale’ of England, France and also Russia on the other, was ‘probably inevitable’, although its postponement would be ‘desirable’, was just one of many similar statements made at the time.24 In October 1912, matters came to a head. Greece and Montenegro joined the Balkan League, and Bulgaria and Serbia began to mobilise.25 Russia, which since September had been conducting mobilisation manoeuvres designed to intimidate Austria-Hungary in particular, declared its support for the anti-Turkish coalition. Turkey issued an urgent appeal to Austria-Hungary to provide assistance in its difficult situation. It also asked the Danube Monarchy directly whether it could not re-occupy the Sanjak of Novi Pazar. However, Vienna refused to help. In a series of conferences between 16 and 30 October 1912, it was decided that Austria-Hungary would only take military measures if a major power or Serbia were to settle on the eastern shore of the Adriatic or on the Ionian Sea. The opinion in Vienna was that occupation of the Sanjak by Serbia or Montenegro would not affect Austria-Hungary’s vital interests. In order to keep Serbia away from the Adriatic, however, it would be desirable, following a likely defeat of Turkish troops and the clearance of the Vilayet on the western Balkan Peninsula, to create an autonomous Albanian state.26 The aim here was also to prevent Russia from potentially securing a base for its fleet in the Adriatic Sea with the aid of Serbia.27


Certainly, not everyone was happy with this position, and there was notable accord between the demands made by the top-ranking military and high officials from the Foreign Ministry, such as Counts Forgách, Szápáry and Hoyos, who were on the side of the War Party.28 But the first step was to wait and see whether the military action would end as expected.


 [<<24||25>>] The states that began the war against Turkey enjoyed a series of easy victories, with the Bulgarians making the greatest advances. However, Serbia pushed through to the Adriatic, nurturing the hope that it would be given assistance by Russia in its efforts to occupy Albanian territory. To the disappointment of Belgrade, Russia brushed such a possibility aside, however. Great Britain and France also declared that they were unwilling to begin a war simply because Serbia was advancing towards the sea and Austria-Hungary wished to stop it from doing so. The Russian envoy in Belgrade, Nikolai Hartvig, who was regarded as the ‘mastermind’ of the Balkan coalition, went beyond the instructions given by St. Petersburg and suggested to Serbia that the Russians would also offer support in a war against the Danube Monarchy. The Serbs and Montenegrins therefore continued their forward march, while risking a war with Austria-Hungary. On 7 December 1912, Emperor Franz Joseph agreed to ready troops from the XVth and XVIth army corps in Bosnia, Herzegovina and Dalmatia for war. This did not yet amount to mobilisation, but as a result of the measure, the number of men in the units was increased to 100,000, compared to a peacetime level of 40,000.29 The following day, the famous ‘War Council’ took place in Berlin, which has been described in such detail by the German historian Fritz Fischer and others, and of which an American historian has commented that compared to the discussions taking place simultaneously in Vienna, it was ‘beinahe bedeutungsloses Geschwätz’.30 In the interim, the meeting convened by Kaiser Wilhelm II was almost entirely relativised.31 On 11 December, however, Conrad von Hötzendorf was appointed Chief of the General Staff, although to Conrad’s disappointment, Emperor Franz Joseph refused to take further military steps. Here, the Emperor was strongly supported in his position by Berchtold. Several days later, on 24 December 1912, the Foreign Minister faced a new onslaught from the War Party when General of Artillery Oskar Potiorek, State Governor of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the highest-ranking military and civilian official of the two provinces, demanded the conscription of reservist troops for his two corps areas, as well as troops assigned to the Landwehr (Austrian standing army) and the Landsturm (reserve forces). Potiorek enjoyed wholesale support in this demand from the Imperial and Royal War Minister Baron Moritz Auffenberg, as well as the Chief of the General Staff.32


The Joint Finance Minister responsible for Bosnia-Herzegovina, Baronet Leon von Biliński, also expressed his support for military measures. The disappointment over Austrian reticence was vented in drastic terms. The Viennese constitutional law professor Josef Redlich claimed that: ‘The Monarchy has outplayed its role in Europe’, adding that ‘The Emperor does not even have the courage to have others lose their lives on his behalf.’33 Yet once again, Berchtold quashed the demands. In Berlin, the permanent secretary in the Foreign Office, Alfred Kiderlen-Wächter, expressed the view that Germany had brought Austria-Hungary to reason and saved the peace, and in a letter to his sister even embellished his opinion with the comment that: ‘we have secured the  [<<25||26>>] peace […] and the stupid Austrians, who never know exactly what they want and who unsettle the whole world’ would have to manage on their own.34


For Russia, however, the matter was by no means brought to a close by the fact that no further action was taken following the replenishment of Imperial and Royal troops in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Just as Russia had already begun mobilisation manoeuvres along the military districts bordering Austria-Hungary, so during the following months it also continued its measures to replenish its units, ensuring that troops in the western military districts were present in sufficient numbers to enable it to wage war. In short: Russia made full use of its repertoire of threatening gestures. Although the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei Sazonov, claimed in an official statement that no military movement was occurring in Russia, and even denied that there had been an increase in troop numbers in the western military districts, the Evidenzbüro (military intelligence service) of the Imperial and Royal General Staff reported otherwise, and saw itself vindicated in its suspicions.35 Sazonov – and this was not known until later – had a tendency to lie unashamedly when matters came to a head, and this statement should also have been treated with caution. In St. Petersburg, an anti-Austrian mood was propagated which was only diminished in January 1913 when Emperor Franz Joseph sent the former Austro-Hungarian military attaché in St. Petersburg, Prince Gottfried Hohenlohe-Schillingfürst, with a personal letter to the Tsar. The danger once again appeared to have passed – and yet on the Balkan Peninsula, there was no end in sight. Now, Montenegro also made preparations to improve its war balance and occupy Scutari. Montenegrin control of Scutari would make the Austro-Hungarian Albania project, in other words, the creation of an independent Albanian state, impossible to achieve. Montenegro also had the support of Serbia, which Austria-Hungary wanted to prevent from gaining access to the Adriatic. In the end, the conflicting parties agreed to arrange a conference of ambassadors in London designed to reinstate peace between the Ottoman Empire and the Balkan states. At this conference, it was agreed on 11 March 1913 that in terms of their ethnic population, some of the territories claimed by Montenegro and Serbia belonged without doubt to Albania, and should therefore be surrendered to the newly created principality. The key territories in question were Scutari and Prizren, as well as parts of Kosovo, which was occupied by the Serbs.


The Russian Foreign Minister nevertheless attempted to win some benefit for Serbia. Through acts of extreme violence in the claimed territories, Serbs and Montenegrins, the latter in Scutari, also sought to swing developments in their favour and create a fait accompli. To put an end to the bloodbath, Berchtold consented to allow the Serbs control of Gjakova on condition that the fighting and slaughter cease immediately. The offer failed to achieve any improvement in the situation. Even so, in April 1913, Serbia withdrew its troops from Albania, since it feared a war with its former League associate, Bulgaria. On 23 April, Scutari, which had still been defended by the Turks, fell into the  [<<26||27>>] hands of the Montenegrins.36 The Ambassadors’ Conference then made it absolutely clear that the major powers would not accept the behaviour of the Montenegrins. Reports on events in the western Balkans, not least descriptions by the Red Cross of acts of mass violence, only served to confirm the opinion that ‘the Balkans’ were populated by an uncivilised people. The Ballhausplatz (Austro-Hungarian Imperial Chancellery) threatened to respond with violence. A plan of operation was developed known as ‘war scenario M’ (Montenegro), which until then had not been finalised. German support came promptly and unconditionally. Finally, the Joint Council of Ministers of Austria-Hungary decided on 2 May 1913 to begin mobilisation measures along the Montenegrin border. This proved a successful deterrent: On the same day, King Nikola I of Montenegro announced the unconditional evacuation of Scutari.


Yet the situation in the Balkans refused to quietdown. Romania, which had gained nothing from the Balkan War, demanded that Bulgaria hand over Silistria on the Black Sea, as well as providing numerous other territories and benefits, which it described as ‘reparations’. Serbia, in dispute with Bulgaria over the division of Macedonia, which had been taken from the Turks, also presented a front against Bulgaria. It was anticipated that Austria-Hungary would support Romania, which was allied to the German Empire, Italy and the Danube Monarchy. Germany was already prepared to provide such support purely out of dynastic interest, since King Carol I of Romania was a prince of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen and was related to the German Emperor.


However, at the Ballhausplatz in Vienna, further attempts were made at manoeuvring, while at the same time taking a stand against the increasingly powerful Russian influence in the Balkans. The Danube Monarchy could have no particular interest in ultimately helping Serbia by intervening against Bulgaria. The treatment of Romania was also a sensitive issue, since there were around three million Romanians living in Transylvania who were more or less openly supported by Bucharest. The view was even voiced in Hungary that the Romanians in Transylvania had no cause for complaint, since their situation had markedly improved since the signing of the military convention with Romania.37 However, this did not impress Romania in the slightest, and above all failed to convince the country to ally itself unconditionally with Austria-Hungary and Germany. Romania therefore remained a loose cannon, adding several particularly colourful facets to the kaleidoscopic political landscape of the Balkans.


The failure of Vienna to provide any real support to Bucharest generated a massive degree of resentment against Austria in Romania. When the Second Balkan War broke out in July 1913, demonstrators in Romania were just as hostile to Vienna as they were to Sofia, with calls of ‘Long live Serbia!’.38


The situation was just the same as it had been during the Crimean War of 1854/1855. Austria had sat on the fence and ultimately received no thanks from any quarter for its attempts to stay out of the dispute. However Bulgaria, which on the one hand had  [<<27||28>>] borne the brunt of the First Balkan War while on the other making significant conquests, succumbed to a combined attack by Romanians, Turks, Greeks and Serbs and again suffered substantial territorial losses. Since Bulgaria felt let down first and foremost by the Russians – and could not justifiably feel abandoned by Austria-Hungary and Germany – It subsequently began to lean toward the large central European powers, with revenge in mind.


There was one further consequence of the Second Balkan War. Serbia, which until 1913 had had reason to assume that Serbian minorities would settle in both the north and south of its state, had now been able to absorb almost all Serbian territories (as well as a few others) located in the south. It was therefore to be expected that it would then focus greater attention on Austria-Hungary to the north in furthering its nationalist ambitions. Once more, the Balkan war had failed to provide any real solution, but rather had diverted tensions elsewhere and left the region even more volatile. And the period of turmoil during that year was still not over.


Serbia had reneged on the pledges it had made at the London Ambassadors’ Conference and had not withdrawn fully from Albania. While Great Britain in particular applied pressure for the agreement to be observed, no joint démarche by the states that had signed the Treaty of London was made. Only Vienna made one attempt after another to put pressure on the Serbian government and to agree on a joint approach with the other powers involved. It was all in vain. Now it was Italy’s turn to demur, which while benefiting from Serbia being kept away from the Adriatic also feared an expansion of Austro-Hungarian influence and wished to see this compensated. For Vienna, no alternative remained but to give in or to decide on even more far-reaching measures. Once again it was Conrad, who had been reinstated as Chief of the General Staff, who pressed ahead with his radical demands. In his view, clear conditions had to be created, particularly also with regard to Romania. He pleaded for an annexation of Serbia to the Danube Monarchy in a similar way as Bavaria had been to the German Empire. If this proved impossible to achieve in a peaceful manner, the hostilities would have to be conducted openly; in his view, the risk to the southern Slav territories of the Monarchy from an act of Serbian irredentism was so great that no other solution would be possible.39 The Hungarian Prime Minister, Count István Tisza, disagreed vehemently with him. He had no desire for further territorial expansion, and certainly not in the manner recommended by Conrad. The Imperial and Royal Finance Minister Bilínski joined him in disagreeing with this proposal, although he also regarded a dispute with Serbia as inevitable: Austria-Hungary would not be able to avoid war. It would therefore be necessary to strengthen the army despite the weak financial situation. Once again, therefore, the deficit of war became a focus of interest, as did the deficit in the state coffers.


On 18 October 1913, the Austrian chargé d’affaires in Belgrade, Baron Wilhelm von Storck, was ordered to issue an ultimatum on behalf of the Viennese Cabinet, demanding  [<<28||29>>] the withdrawal of Serbian troops from the Albanian territories. Should they fail to comply, Austria-Hungary threatened to take ‘appropriate measures’, as it chose to call them.40 This could be interpreted in any number of different ways. On the same day, Berlin informed Vienna that it continued to support the Austrian policy in full. Serbia, which had eight days to meet the Austrian demands, backed down immediately and promised to withdraw its troops from the Albanian territories before the deadline set by Vienna. This put Serbia back in its place, and – from Belgrade’s point of view – was a humiliation. In both Balkan wars, it had achieved almost all its goals, except for gaining access to the sea. On the other hand, Austria-Hungary had experienced for the second time that applying serious pressure to Serbia had caused it to give way.


At this point, a balance can to some extent be drawn of the pre-history of the First World War, and clear patterns of action can also be distinguished. Austria-Hungary’s foreign policy was to a large degree a policy directed at the Balkans. The Balkans and their problems not only absorbed most of Austria-Hungary’s attention, but also consumed the highest level of energy. There, everything was undergoing a process of change, a new conflict could break out almost every day, and it was difficult to predict who would be pitted against whom, and what the precise nature of the dispute would be. Statements given one day no longer be applied the next. Almost all of the states created by the gradual disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, most of which were very new, drew on nationalistic and above all historical evidence in order to underpin their claims and draw attention to their traditional rights. The Serbs drew attention to Stefan Nemanja (1166-1196) and Stefan Dušan (1331–1355) and their Great Serbian Empire. The Romanians not only used the Dacians and the Romans to support their claims, but also the principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia and the battle with the Magyars, which had lasted for centuries. The Bulgarians did the same with the Great Bulgarian Empire from the 7th century and the ‘golden’ 9th and 10th centuries, while Albania took pride in its successful battle against the Ottomans under Skanderberg in the 15th century. For their part, the Turks, understandably, were reluctant to simply give up their European territories, and fought to retain them. Meanwhile, Austria-Hungary, which until 1912 had bordered the Ottoman Empire directly, was involved in every conflict, either in order to maintain or gain power, or to keep Serbia’s ambitions for expansion in check. Naturally, other powers such as Great Britain, France and Italy were also present in the Balkans. Italy was particularly involved, since it had an interest in gaining a foothold in Albania. Russia had become active in order to support both Serbia and Bulgaria or Romania in alternation. In this regard, the credibility of the Russian Empire was ultimately undermined, since it had let Serbia down twice, and Bulgaria once. France and Great Britain also had a whole cluster of interests ranging from economic advantages and power of influence through to a likely anxiety shared by both countries at the prospect of Germany strengthening its position in the Balkan region.


 [<<29||30>>] One facet of the patterns of action was also that violence was used with increasing frequency, and after two Balkan wars, the question on everyone’s lips was: when would the third war break out? Russia had mobilised. The manpower for the Imperial and Royal troops had been increased and to a certain degree had also been mobilised. Threats were made, and the German Empire declared its support of the Habsburg Monarchy in order to deter the other major powers from intervening. Finally, attempts were made to broker an agreement – only to see the entire process start all over again from the beginning.


One more detail from the October crisis of 1913 deserves mentioning. Since Emperor Franz Joseph was not averse to a military solution as long as the Monarchy acted on a solid legal basis, in other words, according to the terms agreed at the London Conference, the Foreign Minister, Count Berchtold, proposed an advance on to Serbian territory from Syrmia across the Sava River in order to occupy the town of Šabac, and to retain it as security until Serbia gave way. Naturally, Conrad von Hötzendorf failed to see any benefit from Berchtold’s plan.41 In his view: ‘[…] either we want war or we don’t. If not, we’d do better to keep our mouths shut.’ He expressed his opinion even more clearly to the Emperor: ‘We would do well to exploit the current rebellion in Albania in order to take measures against Serbia, in other words: to wage war through to the very end […] Now perhaps the last opportunity to intervene has presented itself.’ What place did a security have in this scenario, he asked. And yet once again, Conrad was unable to convince.42 He then issued a warning: ‘The Army will not be able to tolerate another mobilisation without gaining even one piece of land.’43


It became clear how far the situation had come to a head since 1908. Whilst Aehrenthal had been able to still take the steps he wanted without the risk of war, and even without threatening violence directly, the Balkans had not quietened down since that time. No year and hardly a single month passed in which there was no war and no prospect of military deployment. Now, counterfactual history can again be considered with regard to what would have happened if the Danube Monarchy really had freed the passage to the Adriatic for Serbia. Would anything have changed? If Serbia had succeeded more rapidly in its desire to become a medium-sized power, would Albania ever have been created? Would Serbia have been satiated by reaching the Adriatic coast? Would Italy perhaps have begun to settle earlier and more permanently on the Balkan Peninsula, and would the main conflict have been between Serbia and Italy? It is almost pointless to wonder. One thing is certainly clear: Serbia would never have given up its ambitions with regard to the southern Slav territories of the Danube Monarchy.


The constant tensions surrounding the Balkans not only had a sensitising effect: conversely, they also led to a blunted reaction. As the Chief of the German General Staff, Helmuth von Moltke, noted in July 1913: ‘We are all somewhat deadened by events in the Balkans. Nobody knows what is to come of the situation.’44 However,  [<<30||31>>] hardly a single day passed in which a new incident was not reported and discussed, in which notes were not exchanged or a certain concentration of interest established. This also partially explains why during the July Crisis of 1914, the European constellation of forces appeared to play no role for the Danube Monarchy. It was simply the Balkans once again that were causing problems and for which a solution was now sought in the form of a type of Gordian knot.


When analysing the Austrian role in the Balkans, parallels can not only be drawn with the Crimean War, during which Austria, which was in principle not involved, chose to sit on the fence, as mentioned above. A further similarity was also the issue of funding. Following the measure adopted by Russia in October 1912 not to discharge 375,000 soldiers who were due for transfer into the army reserve, the Danube Monarchy also increased its peacetime troop strength from an original figure of around 415,000 men to 620,000. While for most reservists this was only a short-term measure, those in the two most southern corps areas, the XVth (‘Sarajevo’) and the XVIth (‘Ragusa’) remained in readiness for around nine months. This cost money – a lot of money. The measure consumed 309 million crowns, corresponding to the military budget for the Monarchy for nine months.45 In order to gather the funds needed, a loan had to be taken out in New York in December 1912 for a period of two years and at inflated conditions.


The increase in peacetime troop strength during 1912 and 1913, and even more so the mobilisation, was therefore not only a double-edged sword because of the risk of pulling in other powers; it was also extremely costly. Measures such as these could not be afforded very often, since they were not included in the budget planning and therefore required separate sources of funding. It was also double-edged because the effectiveness of such actions wears off all too quickly. If a ‘war-in-sight’ attitude is adopted at frequent intervals, this type of demonstration of power soon loses substance.


However, the Danube Monarchy by no means pursued its Balkan policy in isolation from the other European powers. It sought contact with them and repeatedly reassured them that it had no interest in making territorial gains. However, it cannot justifiably be claimed that the Monarchy took any particular account of the interests of others when it came to its Balkan policy. In the Balkans especially, it felt directly affected and legitimised in keeping its sights on its own goals. For the German Empire, which was allied to Austria-Hungary, this entailed taking the calculated risk of being pulled along by the Danube Monarchy. The fact, cited by the German historian Fritz Fischer as a cause of the precipitation of the war, that Germany was seeking to gain a foothold in the Balkans,46 can therefore also be explained as a result of Berlin’s unwillingness to remain in this position. This raised fundamental questions regarding the relationship between Germany and Austria-Hungary.


On 14 June 1914, the Foreign Minister, Count Berchtold, travelled to the chateau of the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Konopiště  [<<31||32>>] (Konopischt) to the south of Prague in order to discuss the situation in the Balkans.47 Franz Ferdinand, who was a relatively consistent proponent of finding a peaceful solution to Balkan issues, requested that a detailed memorandum be drawn up regarding the turbulent European region, giving a precise account of the Austrian assessment of the situation. This memorandum was designed to promote an intensive exchange of views with Berlin. Work immediately began on the document in the Ballhausplatz, resulting in a comprehensive evaluation. First of all, the longstanding conflict with Serbia had to be described, stressing the role of this state as a southern Slav ‘Piedmont’, while at the same time taking into account that successful negotiations had just been conducted with Serbia regarding the sale of shares in the Orient Railway Company, the majority of which were owned by Austria-Hungary and of which only a small proportion were to be sold to Serbia. The memorandum further claimed that there was a risk that negotiations would be held regarding a merging of Serbia and Montenegro, while the relationship with Romania left little room for manoeuvre, since the support by Bucharest for the Romanians living in Hungary ruled out any prospect of rapprochement. The chiefs of the general staffs of Austria-Hungary and the German Empire were in agreement that Romania could not be counted on in the event of war. Conrad had already expressed the view in light of the cooling relations with Bucharest that it would be necessary to extend the railway network in the direction of Romania and to create border fortifications should a rapid deployment of troops be required. If he and his German counterpart, Helmuth von Moltke, had known that the Romanian King Carol, on the occasion of the visit by Tsar Nicholas II of Russia to Constance on 14 June 1914, had said that Romania would certainly not side with Austria-Hungary in the event of war, the matter would have been completely clear.48 The memorandum concluded that it would be more appropriate to consider Bulgaria – the same Bulgaria that in the past had shown almost no sign of friendship towards Austria-Hungary. However, this attitude could change in the future. While in Germany, it was felt that Bulgaria would not be able to compensate for the absence of Romania, the view at the Ballhausplatz and in the new Imperial and Royal War Ministry on the Stubenring in Vienna was not so pessimistic. Bulgaria was in urgent need of money after the Balkan wars, and Austria decided to act as an agent in obtaining German loan assistance. To this extent, everything seemed to be running smoothly. The greatest risk, if a new Balkan League were to be formed, was that it would turn against Austria-Hungary with the help of Russian support and French funding. If Russia or Serbia were also to find supporters among the peoples of Austria-Hungary, a mood of crisis would inevitably follow. Indeed, this is precisely what did happen – and this was also by no means a new phenomenon. [<<32||33>>]


The Socialisation of Violence


A few years before the outbreak of the First World War, the equality of all nations was described as the ‘strongest foundation of the Austrian imperial design’.49 However, an approach that was intended to be both a statement and a programme, and also a guaranteed right, was unable to prevent the peoples in the Empire from drifting apart. After the ‘Compromise’ of 1867, which divided the Habsburg Monarchy into two halves that from then on, aside from the ruler in person, only shared their foreign, defence and finance ministries, a certain mood of unease had arisen, particularly in Hungary. However, for the peoples of the Empire as a whole, the situation was too little and too much at the same time. The reduction of commonalities to the person of the Monarch, the external borders of the Monarchy and the Imperial and Royal foreign, war and finance ministers caused the sense of shared responsibility to decline. A further source of endless friction was the increasing emphasis on the historical rights of the ethnic groups that sought to assert their claims domestically rather than abroad. While one side claimed to be disadvantaged, it was accused by the other of enjoying special privileges. But there could only be losers in the eternal debates of the jealous parties.


There was one dominant nation within each of the two halves of the Empire. In Cisleithania, the Austrian half, it was the Germans, while in Transleithania, it was the Hungarians. While the parliaments united the nations of these two halves, and the governments of Austria and Hungary mostly consisted of representatives from all nations, there was never a Czech prime minister in Vienna, for example, just as there was never a Croatian or Slovakian prime minister in Budapest.


Although several running metres of books had been written about the imperial reform, and leading politicians including the heir to the throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, strove to achieve an end to dualism through a stronger federalist solution, by 1914, not much progress had been made. Despite several ‘compensations’ between individual ethnic groups, no fundamental solution had been found. It is hardly surprising that at least some of the nationalities in the Habsburg Empire felt more closely connected to those neighbouring states that were vanguards of nationalism. However, the connection between the nationalities of Austria-Hungary and their co-nationals beyond the Empire’s borders almost inevitably contributed to the destabilisation of the Empire. National autonomies, which were ever more frequently sought and also achieved, developed an ‘unstoppable force of impact’.50 Meanwhile, Europe stood and watched.


For some of the European cabinets, it was certainly of significance until the outbreak of the Great War that the Habsburg Monarchy, despite all its problems, seemed to be more or less a stable entity, in stark contrast to the ‘kaleidoscopic’ region on the other side of the south-eastern border of the Empire.51 The ruling dynasty and Austrian nobility  [<<33||34>>] were related to numerous western dynasties and aristocrats. The countries of the Habsburg Monarchy were valued for their wide, open landscapes, their richness and areas of natural beauty, their palaces and hunting grounds. The conservative circles in France saw an intactness that had long since been lost in their country. The progressive, liberal circles in the west participated in intellectual life and praised the exceptional quality of the leading newspapers of the Monarchy. The Catholics regarded the Catholic-dominated Empire as a bulwark of faith, and those who sought a balance in Europe regarded it as the counterweight to Russia and still, to a certain extent, to Germany with its ambitions of hegemony.52 Yet nobody in the west, except for a few scholars, was particularly interested in the internal problems beleaguering the Monarchy, or even had any particular understanding of the peoples inhabiting the Habsburg Empire, let alone praised its tolerance and the security it offered to many small nationalities. To a certain extent, this was hardly surprising, however, since in most cases, the other powers only had a direct relationship with those countries that bordered their own states.


In fact, this already explains why Russia and Serbia followed developments in the Monarchy in a very different way from England and France, for example, and that the Tsarist Empire in particular sought time and again to intervene in political processes and to destabilise the Monarchy. Pan-Slavism was manifest in many different forms. Ideas of a GreaerRussia were introduced in Bukovina and among the Ruthenians and Ukrainians who had settled in the east of Poland, and an emphasis was placed on their shared language, religion and culture. The Russian Orthodox Church made itself a custodian of political agitation, attempting to win support for Russia by the indirect means of converting members of the Greek Uniate Church to Russian Orthodoxy. In the words of Zbynek A. Zeman: ‘The clergy, supported by pro-Russian priests who have been sent for the purpose – particularly in the areas close to the Russian border – have become impregnable bulwarks of the Orthodox Church.’53 Time and again, priests and all-Ruthenian, Ukrainian functionaries were defendants in high treason court cases, particularly during 1914.


In Bohemia and Moravia, Pan-Slavism found a different form of expression. There, it mixed with far more complex currents that also dated back much further historically. The strongest was probably the one focussing on the discrimination against the Czechs over hundreds of years. One aspect was the affront to the Czechs, which always sounded fresh, originating with the ‘renewed constitution’ of 1627, which led to a form of German and Hungarian dominance that appeared to have been perpetuated by dualism and that had excluded the Czechs. To this were added anti-Habsburg tendencies, the language dispute and numerous other factors that provided fertile soil for influence from outside. The workers’ parties, the petit-bourgeois and the young Czech intellectuals led the way in the national struggle. They wanted to see an end to discrimination and struggled to have their wishes and demands respected. Yet among the radicals, a  [<<34||35>>] strange mixture of loyalty and sectarianism, Pan-Slavism and Russophilia was also to be observed, without it being possible to agree on a single shared goal. For example, a Czech radical such as the member of the Austrian Reichsrat (Imperial Assembly), Karel Kramář, had tried many times to become foreign minister and minister of the imperial household,54 which makes it clear that he wished to have influence, to create and reform, but certainly not initially to destroy. However, there was one thing that he wanted just as certainly, and that was to loosen the bonds between the Dual Monarchy and the German Empire, if possible in order to pave the way for a closer relationship with Russia. Only when he failed in all his goals did he become more radical and forged increasingly close ties to Russia and the Russophiles.55 Even so, Kramář was severely critical of the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, and issued a formal statement confirming his loyalty to the Monarchy which amounted to more than merely empty words. More radical and pro-Russian than Kramář were the National Socialists of Bohemia and Moravia under the leadership of Vaclav Klofáć. He not only oriented his policy towards Russia, but also maintained particularly close contacts with the radical southern Slavs in the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, as well as to Serbia. During a visit to St. Petersburg in January 1914, he agreed to a request by the Chief of the Russian General Staff to establish a network of agents and in the event that Austria-Hungary mobilised, to do all he could to disrupt the process.56


Apart from the Russophile group, there was also an opposition faction among the Czechs that was oriented towards the democratic west. Its most prominent representative was Tomáš G. Masaryk, member of the Austrian Reichsrat and Professor of Philosophy in Prague.57 However, prior to the war, Kramář enjoyed far more support than Masaryk.58


Unlike the Ruthenians and Czechs, the Poles in Austria were hardly prone to Russophile currents. There were several reasons for this. First, they could expect no benefit from Russia, and in comparison with the Poles living in Russia, felt themselves to be in a ‘western’ state, which despite all its weaknesses was still progressive. Besides this, the Austrian Poles had learned how to utilise their loyalty towards Austria and its ruling dynasty to gain political advantages. For this reason, they were repeatedly given positions of power within the state, in contrast to the Czechs.


By contrast, numerous circles in the southern Slav countries of the Monarchy were Pan-Slavic and anti-Habsburg. There, these currents combined with those that were particularly prevalent in Serbia, where speculation on the fall of the Monarchy was sectarian in nature while at the same time being too serious to ignore. The southern Slav radicals could not simply be ascribed to Pan-Slavism and the Great Serbia ideal, however. Their ranks also included those who supported the ideas of the Russian social revolutionaries and who planned individual acts of terrorism. Here, the aim was not to destabilise a small area adjacent to the Habsburg Monarchy, but to bring the Serbs,  [<<35||36>>] Croats, Bosnians and Slovenes together to create a new state. In so doing, they speculated on the downfall of the Monarchy in a targeted way, the demise of which they regarded as necessary in order to establish a major southern Slav empire. The other adjoining states were then to have access only to the bankruptcy assets. In relation to this aspect of the pre-war era, domestic and foreign policy were, therefore, intermeshed in a particular way.


The southern Slav issue was a problem for the Hungarians and Austrians in equal measure since Croatia and most Serbs in the Monarchy belonged to Transleithania while the Slovenes were part of Cisleithania. However, Hungary had also come into dispute with Romania over the Romanians living in Transylvania, and displayed a certain lack of discernment in recognising the problems. Overall, the nationalities problem in Hungary did not appear to be so serious, if only perhaps because there were fewer nationalities living there than in Austria, thus reducing the number of conflicts.


In terms of domestic and nationalities policy during the pre-war period overall, the German countries in the Monarchy certainly cannot be regarded as problem regions in terms of the nationalities conflict, or as places where signs of decay could already be seen. However, it was just as evident that there were German national groups in existence that were keen to find a solution to the nationalities issue in the form of assistance from the German Empire that would ensure the Germans became the unquestionably dominant group in the Habsburg Monarchy. Naturally, the nationalities conflict also spilled over into the German lands. One example of this was the small-scale Italian irredentism, which despite the official proximity to Italy, an ally of Austria-Hungary and Germany since 1882, dreamed of the surrender of the territories of the Monarchy inhabited by Italians, in other words, the area around Trieste (Triest) and Trento (Trient), and South Tyrol. Conflicts that affected the Germans arose from disputes with the Slovenes, such as in Celje (Cilli), Ptuj (Pettau) or Maribor (Marburg an der Drau), or in areas where Czechs and Germans mixed in the Lower Austria-Moravian, Silesian or Upper Austrian-Bohemian regions.


In Vienna, where the nationalities conflicts were expressed with particular vehemence during the sessions of the Reichsrat, a certain magnifying glass effect was added since events could be followed directly, whereas information about Trento, Moravská Třebová (Mährisch-Trübau), Celje or Sibiu (Hermannstadt) was available only from second-hand reports. For this reason, disputes were experienced at a different level of intensity than elsewhere in the Monarchy. To this were added those debates, disputes, conflicts and upheavals that characterised ‘everyday’ parliamentary events of the ‘kingdoms and countries represented in the Reichsrat’ from the Austrian half of the Empire. Developments such as these were regarded in Hungary as a symptom of too much democracy.59 This impression could only have arisen from a comparison with the merely semi-democratic conditions in Transleithania.


 [<<36||37>>] In the Austrian half of the Empire there were around forty political parties that were merged into twenty clubs, which primarily reflected the concerns of the nationalities.60 The clubs brought together parties that were keen to promote conservative, clerical, liberal, socialist or simply cultural interests. Thus, parties representing major landowners were to be found alongside parties for small business enterprises in the same club, as were left- and right-wing parties that merged together and drifted apart again.61


The situation in Hungary was different, particularly since voting rights were still less developed than in Austria, and the parties were therefore composed differently. However, the fluctuation was similar. In 1910, the ‘National Party of Work’ had gained a majority in the Hungarian Reichstag (Imperial Diet). Prime Minister László Lukács remained in office, although the leader of the fraction representing the National Party of Work, Count István Tisza, was the man who held the reins – and who was a polariser. On 23 May 1912, the day after his nomination as Speaker of the House, there were huge riots in Budapest. Six demonstrators were killed and 182 wounded. An attempt was made to assassinate Tisza in parliament. Shots were fired in the House of Representatives and troops were called in to reinstate public order. While in terms of the intensity of the nationalities conflict and the stages of democratisation there were certainly differences between the Austrian and Hungarian halves of the Empire, they did have one thing in common: the socialisation of violence.


In Austria, a noticeable relaxation had occurred in domestic policy around 1908. Two major problems appeared to have been resolved satisfactorily: the Austrian voting rights reform, which was designed to give all men an equal chance to vote, and the renewal of the ‘Compensation’ with Hungary, which established the quotas for contributions from the two halves of the Empire towards the state as a whole. Rudolf Sieghart, who at the time was sectional head of the Presidium of the Council of Ministers, went so far as to say that a general sense of pessimism had given way to a certain degree of hopefulness. The Dual Monarchy could be regenerated after all, and a democratic, tapered political system could mark a new beginning. However, the euphoria was short-lived.62 The first general elections in the Austrian half of the Empire, which resulted in a completely transformed Reichsrat in which the 516 representatives included 86 Social Democrats, failed to result in the hoped-for democratisation and relaxation. The national parties simply re-grouped, and not even the Social Democrats, a class-based party, were capable of overcoming their contradictions sufficiently to become an ‘Empire party’. The language issue resurfaced, and in light of the ever increasing danger of war, nationalism, militarism and bellicosity became intertwined in a manner that would have severe long-term effects. In Austria-Hungary, militarism was certainly of lesser importance than in other European states, but here too it was growing. While it adopted a very different form to that of the German Empire or France, in Austria-Hungary, we also encounter what Franz Carl Endres called an armaments race63 or Harold D. Lasswell  [<<37||38>>] described in his ‘Garrison State model’ as the ‘socialisation of violence’.64 The nationalities and the parties contributed to a socialisation of violence in just the same way as the state, and became habituated to using violence as a means of resolving conflicts. Time and again, Imperial and Royal troops were deployed in order to reinstate order on the domestic front, or the military authorities were requested to take temporary responsibility for civil administration. On the other hand, the nationalities conflict spilled over into the military and time and again led to conflicts among the replacement reservists in particular, who were mustered annually for roll call.65


These developments not only affected the outer fringes of the Monarchy or the standard theatres of the ‘cold war of nationalities’, they could also be observed in the duchies, princely counties, etc. of the core Habsburg territories. For example, Peter Rosegger surmised that the presence of troops from Bosnia-Herzegovina in Graz was similar to ‘the war against the Turks in Styria, just like in the old times.’66 The practice used with increasing consistency of stationing troops outside their national settlement and reinforcement areas only led to a further escalation of the nationalities conflict. As early as 1893, the Prague ‘home regiment’, Infantry Regiment (IR) No. 28, had to be hastily despatched to Linz since it had become involved in national riots in Prague. The relocation of Czech troops to German lands, and from German troops to Bohemia, of Bosnians to Styria, and of Poles and Czechs to Tyrol, Hungary or Dalmatia only served to isolate the units, as well as creating friction where the troops were garrisoned. Incidents of violence that occurred in Innsbruck in 1913 and 1914 demonstrate this only too clearly.


In the Hungarian half of the Empire, too, the military was frequently called upon to settle domestic disputes. In 1906, the year in which the famous ‘war scenario U’ (for


‘Ungarn’, or Hungary) was drafted and the Imperial and Royal Danube Fleet had already received the command to steam to Budapest and, if necessary, fire into the city, the Hungarian House of Representatives was dissolved by a Honvéd battalion on the orders of the Hungarian prime minister. In 1911 and the years that followed, it became necessary to intervene time and again. In Croatia and Slavonia, which were Hungarian crown lands, a state of emergency was also imposed several times.67


Overall, it was evident that the decision to resort to the military was taken all too easily, while at the same time, its suitability for solving problems of all kinds began to be accepted unquestioningly, since it occurred on an everyday basis. Whether it was the violent food riots in Vienna in 1911, the voting rights demonstrations in Prague, obstruction in the Budapest Reichstag or any other disturbance, the use of soldiers seemed to be a panacea, and for many, the military now became the only body able to guarantee the smooth functioning of the state organs and public order. The socialisation of violence naturally threatened to tip over into an escalation of violence, and a warning to this effect was given in a book published anonymously in Vienna in 1908 entitled:  [<<38||39>>] Unser letzter Kampf. Das Vermächtnis eines alten kaiserlichen Soldaten (‘Our Last Battle: The Legacy of an Old Imperial Soldier’). The author, as was soon discovered, was a young officer of the General Staff, a captain in the General Staff Corps by the name of Hugo Kerchnawe. In this book, he summarised the symptoms of crisis in an almost visionary manner. In the novel, voting rights demonstrations and enormous political tensions within Austria-Hungary led to a state crisis, which was exploited by foreign powers. There was a war. Austria received help from the German Empire. Finally, however, German troops marched in, ending the existence of old Austria. It was a utopian novel and a vision with a very real factual basis. In some respects, it anticipated what was to come over the next thirty years. It may have been that Kerchnawe had heard rumours that in the event of large-scale domestic unrest, the possibility had been raised that German troops would be deployed to Austria-Hungary.68


The vision of the last battle of the Monarchy was ever-present, and particularly in political circles, debate now centred solely on whether Austria-Hungary was capable of fighting this battle at all, or whether it would disintegrate piece by piece without a fight. This question, posed time and again, of how Austria-Hungary might succeed or fail to continue as an entity, would however only partially lead to systematic speculation on its demise.


In November 1908, Baron Max Wladimir Beck, probably the last prime minister of Cisleithania before the war to carry any weight, was ousted. He had not only made an enemy of the heir to the throne but also of the Christian Socialist Party and had lost his laboriously held majority in the Reichsrat. Beck’s successor was Baron Richard von Bienerth. In Prague, martial law had been in force for some time, and what had initially appeared to have been brought to a halt, namely the internal collapse of the Monarchy, particularly of Cisleithania, continued unabated. Bienerth was succeeded in office by Baron Paul Gautsch von Frankenthurn. In November 1911, he was in turn replaced by Count Karl Stürgkh,69 whose strongest assets were regarded as his skills in accommodation and mediation.70 However, these assets were only of limited benefit. When nobody was any longer interested in accommodation and his attempts at mediation were rejected, no amount of conciliation could help. In terms of intellectual capacity and political skill, he lagged far behind Beck, and when the nationalities conflict again escalated and the session of the Austrian Reichsrat ended in obstruction and screaming matches, Stürgkh could think of no other remedy than to adjourn the Reichsrat and rule by emergency decree. From March 1914 onwards, the laws of Cisleithania were only accomplished with the aid of § 14 of the ‘December Constitution’ of 1867, in other words, the emergency degree clause.71 However, the suspension of the Reichsrat in Austria was by no means received with shock. It had been anticipated for a long time, certainly since 1912. The Emperor and the heir to the throne had decided to take this step since the political conditions had become increasingly chaotic.72 A state of near  [<<39||40>>] ungovernability had arisen in the Austrian half of the Empire, which appeared to be very different to that of its Hungarian counterpart. It was no wonder that once again, calls were made for the military to intervene, and in this regard, the newspapers in particular also played their part.


Politics were conducted with the help of the press. Parties and individuals had ‘their’ organs and used them as a mouthpiece. Here, German newspapers had an enormous influence, and only a few Hungarian newspapers could keep up to any degree.73 However, the newspapers are not only worth mentioning because they were in effect the only continuous source of information and were the only medium as such. They were also in a position to create a general mood, to portray political trends and also to disseminate the bellicosity that was prevalent in the years leading up to the Great War. While foreign policy created the international frame of reference for living with the risk of war, violence – as has already been mentioned above – was a continuous presence within the Danube Monarchy. The newspapers disseminated the resulting mood to perfection. The future war would be a recurring theme for all newspapers, whether by discussing the probability of war, giving detailed reports of wars, or debating specific cases of war or the attitude to war in general. The latter was above all true of the Arbeiter Zeitung (‘Workers’ Newspaper’), reflecting the fact that the Social Democrat movement had also entirely succumbed to the ‘war-in-sight’ mood. However, this was not just an Austrian phenomenon. When a resolution was due to be passed at the International Socialist Congress in Copenhagen in 1910, according to which the workforce organised by the Social Democrats would go on general strike, it was the Italian delegate who rejected the proposal and merely stated aloud what was on the minds of the others: that if war were to break out, even the Social Democrat movement could not withdraw from a national consensus, since in doing so it would be abandoned by its own base. The resolution was not passed. When the situation in the Balkans came to a head in November 1912 and the prospect of Austro-Hungarian intervention seemed real, the International Socialist Bureau looked for a way of preventing the war and making Austrian military action impossible. A conference was convened, which failed in its objectives. Several days later, the Austrian Social Democrats in the Reichsrat agreed, despite some misgivings, to pass the Law on War Contributions, and expressly recognised the right to conduct a war of defence, particularly against Tsarist Russia.74


In some ways, this legislation set a new course, and it showed that in reality, nobody could deny the fact that it was necessary to be ready for war. The parliamentary debate on the Law on War Contributions had been postponed since 1873. Its aim was not to describe in greater detail or to expand upon the curtailment of the rights of citizens in the event of war, which was already stipulated in Clause 20 of the state constitution. To a far greater extent, if war were to break out, the provision of specific services could be enforced, such as the billeting of troops, the supply of means of transport and the militarisation  [<<40||41>>] of factory operations. The act had been finalised, but never passed. In 1908, it would have been issued as an imperial order if general mobilisation had been necessary, but in the event, it was not required. When the act and the prepared orders had been revised in 1912 and a corresponding act had been incorporated for the Hungarian half of the Empire, one significant change was made. Until then, it had been specified that the communities would be accountable for providing the services demanded, but now the burden fell to every individual citizen. With the exception of a few groups, all civilians aged up to 50 years old who were capable of work and who were of conscription age were subject to the stipulations made in the act. Similar acts had been in force in the German Empire since 1873, as well as in France, Italy and most other European states.


Following a period of consultation lasting just a few weeks among the relevant committees in the Reichsrat and taking into account the fact that the act to be passed would have to be compatible with its counterpart currently being debated in the Hungarian half of the Empire, the Law on War Contributions was agreed at the end of December 1912. The government had successfully parried a series of attempts at obstruction, and the Social Democrats had been assured that a moderate approach would be taken when implementing the measures. In this way, agreement was reached, with relatively minor changes, that a general mandatory military service from age seventeen onwards should be introduced, and that a provision should be made for the suspension of civil and workers’ rights during periods of war. In reaction to the prospect of military control of those factory operations that were important to the war effort, right-leaning socialists such as Karl Renner commented during the general debate on the act that if the Social Democrat movement suddenly wanted to abolish the right to ownership by common citizens, it would ‘merely have to apply the War Services Act’, and could eject any factory owner from his property. Instead, one could then employ a corporal and – in a free adaptation of Marx’ words – ‘expropriation of the expropriators will be completed in the smoothest manner possible.’75 Renner explained the decision of the Social Democrats to vote for the act by claiming that: ‘If we – regardless of who is at fault – find ourselves forced to fight a defensive war, we shall defend ourselves as a matter of course – on this, we and our comrades in other countries, including Bebel in the German Reichstag, have always been clear – and cannot disregard the fact that our people are those most threatened […] It would be a ridiculous imposition were the Social Democrats – once the misfortune of war were to occur – to deny soldiers the opportunity to defend and feed themselves.’76 This agreement by the German Austrian Social Democrats contrasted starkly with the attitude taken by their Bohemian comrades, who rejected the act to the last, albeit at the same time supplementing this rejection with a declaration of loyalty. The Law on War Contributions was designed to make it possible not only for factories that were vital to the war effort to continue operating and wherever the military was in control of the factories to subject the ‘war service  [<<41||42>>] providers’, as they were eloquently named, to military discipline and also military penal power if necessary. The act also served to ensure that the necessary work would be completed to enable troop deployment, transportation and other services that were directly required by the troops behind the front. Since the war service providers were to have no combatant status, however, they were to be used only outside the narrow front area. Here, there was naturally also a lack of clarity in some cases, such as when Landsturm troops, who were part of the armed forces, were to be used for services covered by the Law on War Contributions, but were also classified as combatants. Then there was also a scandalous difference in wage levels, since a military worker received far less pay than his civilian counterpart. The Law on War Contributions was one of the key measures required to ensure not only that a war of longer duration and great intensity could be waged, but also to raise awareness among the civilian population, which had to be made conscious of the aims and necessities of waging war. In light of this approach, it is no longer relevant to ask whether a functioning Reichsrat in Vienna would have reacted differently during the July Crisis of 1914, and whether in a manner similar to the German Empire, the necessary loans would have been agreed or not. Since the end of 1912, it could be assumed that the Danube Monarchy was ready for war, and that this applied not only to the military, but also to civil society as a whole. If war were to be declared, all requirements had been met to ensure that the people would be bound by constraints and processes that would permit neither a general strike nor any activity that would correlate with the much-misused phrase by Brecht: ‘Just think of it, war breaks out and nobody turns up.’ Before the war, however, it was still possible to agitate in the parliaments, to call worker demonstrations and make use of the press. Once war had started, such measures would be obsolete in both the Austrian and Hungarian halves. From this moment onwards, only the socialisation of violence was in force.


Emperor Franz Joseph appeared to have no trouble with the notion of ruling with a strong hand. In Austria, this course was pursued unwaveringly, and after Count Tisza was elected Prime Minister in Hungary on 10 June 1913, thus taking the office that had been due to him for a long time in light of his political influence, he also very quickly made it clear that he intended to assert his will and to play a role in all areas of politics. He was more successful in achieving this than he was in gaining a stable parliamentary majority that could act as a supporting base. By contrast, the Austrian prime minister, Count Stürgkh, regarded the suppression of parliament as the only way of surviving in power, and he was clearly not of the mind to allow parliament to convene again during his period in office. To a far greater extent, a list of materials was produced to which the emergency decree paragraph could be more or less applied, resulting in rule by imperial decree.77 While there was some resistance to this development, it ultimately appeared as though all parties and all the Landtage (local diets) in the Austrian half of the Empire were not so concerned about this authoritarian style. Involuntarily and unwittingly,  [<<42||43>>] by suspending the Reichsrat, Count Stürgkh had set a course that allowed the Austrian half of the Empire to slither into war without being asked. Following the de facto end of parliamentarianism, the fact that the parliamentary building on the Ringstrasse in Vienna was converted into a hospital shortly after the war began was no longer felt to signify a turning point.


Poor State, Wealthy Businesses


In order to better understand the July weeks in 1914, the economic situation of the Dual Monarchy should also be mentioned. High finance and industry had been in a critical state since the outbreak of the Balkan Wars. A weakness in capital levels and a lack of competitiveness were all too evident, and a general recession led to a mood of pessimism. By contrast, before 1912, the state of affairs had appeared to be highly positive. The Habsburg Monarchy, unlike Western Europe, had secured its base by means of comparatively high growth rates.78 A growth of 1.3 percent was fully in keeping with the European average. Naturally, things looked very different when the gross national product was included in the comparison. Austria-Hungary lagged significantly behind the comparable figures of the other major powers, particularly those of Western Europe. Only Italy had even poorer figures.79 The economic integration of parts of the Empire was progressing, but the contrast remained between the large agricultural regions and the industrial regions, and above all the metropolitan city of Vienna. Vienna was home to a quarter of all those liable for tax in the Austrian half of the Empire, who in turn earned a third of all taxable income. The remaining areas of the Empire that lagged behind were not only Galicia, for example, but equally the Alpine regions where whole mountain valleys had suffered from depopulation. Ernest von Koerber, who was prime minister from 1900 to 1904, had attempted to solve this problem by proposing an extensive canal and railway construction programme. The great currents of the Monarchy should be connected to each other, and the Alpine region, with its Tauern and Karawanks, Wocheiner, Pyrhn and Wechsel railways should in turn have better connections with the centres. The railway programme, which was of no importance to the northern and eastern crown lands and indeed appeared to be aimed against their interests, was by contrast supported by the Alpine regions. However, the canal construction programme faced determined resistance from the agricultural associations, which feared that canals would only serve to bring cheap grain from other countries into Austria.80 So it was that both projects were endlessly debated until Koerber fell from office. The economic upturn came anyway – or so it appeared – until the Balkan Wars took their severe toll.


There were numerous indications that this would happen. Tax revenues decreased, although this had little effect on wages and earnings, since these were only taxed from  [<<43||44>>] an annual income exceeding 1,200 kronen, and at a maximum of three per cent. The state obtained its money through consumer taxes, which were repeatedly increased, including in 1912 and 1913. The same applied to dues and stamps. Iron consumption and iron production stagnated, while foreign trade suffered a downward trend.81 The Balkan Wars brought about the ruin of entire sectors of the economy that were solely export-oriented and that had worked for the Balkans. The textile and paper industries suffered severely.82 The last active trade balance had been in 1906; since then, deficits had increased steadily, already totalling 823 million kronen by 1912, corresponding to around a third of non-military state expenditure.83 Among the middle classes, the opinion was therefore increasingly voiced that the recession and the apparent hopelessness of the situation at times could only be overcome by a war. Newspapers asked: ‘Is Austria-Hungary not on the threshold of complete economic and financial collapse?’ Specialists such as the Hungarian economist Pál Szende entitled their essays ‘Collapse or War’.84 The economic crisis resulted in rising unemployment levels and dramatic price increases. Since 1911, the increase in living costs had led to repeated cases of rioting. The largest demonstration of this kind took place in Vienna on 17 September 1911.85 There were violent clashes on a scale never seen before, and a state of emergency was imposed in parts of the city. A feeling of desperation spread. The provisional measures and emergency decrees issued by the governments of both halves of the Empire found their equivalent in the crown lands, most of which could no longer produce an orderly state budget. In many communities, the financial economy collapsed entirely.


The overall economic figures only showed a slight recovery in 1914, although there were also further downturns. For example, it proved impossible to take out a loan in Paris. France, or so it claimed, was apparently not willing to finance Austro-Hungarian armament measures. In this instance, Austria-Hungary would anyway have been incapable of claiming particularly favourable conditions, since with a loan interest rate of 6 percent, it was already in the upper range. Other developments also stood out. Germany classified the Danube Monarchy in the same way for the economic sector as it did in the political sphere: it was a necessary trade partner and as an ally naturally enjoyed a special position, and yet at the same time, the Habsburg Monarchy occasionally had a dampening effect on a soaring German success, and time and again by necessity revealed itself to be a competitor. 50 percent of foreign investments in Austria were made by German companies, and 40 percent of foreign trade by the Habsburg Monarchy went to the German Empire.86


While the overall economic figures in Austria-Hungary were not that rosy, therefore, and crises blew up in all corners of the Empire, there was one area in which the economy was buoyant, indeed booming: the armaments industry. It was concentrated in several regions that were particularly well-developed in economic and industrial terms: the Bohemian armaments industry was situated around Pilsen and Kladno (Klattau), the  [<<44||45>>] Upper Styrian in Kapfenberg, Donawitz and Mürzzuschlag and in the Wiener Neustadt region, and the Lower Austrian in Wöllersdorf, Felixdorf, Enzesfeld and Hirtenberg. These were joined by the important site in Steyr. There was also a whole series of smaller sites, which were just as important, however, and which above all also benefited from the boom. These included Trieste, or the Hungarian armaments factories around Budapest or in Mosonmagyaróvár (Ungarisch Altenburg) that were still in the process of being built. The Hungarian armaments industry even showed growth rates that were significantly higher than those in Austria, although the dominance overall of the latter remained uncontested.


The armaments industry can be taken as a classic example of a capitalist economy. It was highly dependent on capital and had international branches, and was characterised by the fact that it not only took up a sizeable portion of the available bank capital, but also made enormous profits. The armaments sector was also strongly export oriented; indeed, without the export of munitions, it could not have become established in the way it was. Just how export-dependent the industry had become is illustrated by the Steyr factory, which in 1910 received no orders from the Imperial and Royal Army Administration, and as a result had to dismiss workers immediately. However, shortly afterwards, exports increased to new record levels.


The main customers for munitions from Steyr were the Balkan states, Turkey and South America, as well as China between 1911 and 1913, which had been granted an armaments loan by Austrian banks for 7.2 million kronen. Even as late as the spring of 1914, 200,000 rifles from the Österreichische Waffenfabriksgesellschaft Steyr and its partner in the cartel, the German company Mauser, were sent to Serbia.87 In 1913, Greece ordered around 200,000 rifles, Romania ordered 230,000, and so on. By contrast, orders for the Austro-Hungarian army were relatively modest, totalling 324,346 rifles during the first decade of the 20th century. In 1911, around 6,500 hand guns were supplied to the domestic Army Administration, with 2,700 items sold in 1912. However in some cases, other designs were produced for export than those supplied to the Imperial and Royal Army. For this reason, the conversion to domestic requirements took some time when the war started.


As a result of the Russo-Japanese War, followed by the Balkan Wars, Hirtenberg enjoyed a boom period, too. Precisely how exports flourished can no longer be researched, since the company archives have been lost. However, the dividends of 15, 16 and finally 18 percent during the years preceding the outbreak of war (with dividends rising to 25 percent in 1914, reaching 44 percent in 1916) speak for themselves.88


While Škoda may have been based in Pilsen, it only enjoyed a revival when the company headquarters moved to Vienna.89 Before 1905, Škoda, which mainly produced machinery, had made losses with its military products. Škoda had also first supplied products to the Imperial and Royal Navy. However, its fortunes then took a sharp turn  [<<45||46>>] for the better. Factory employees worked 57-hour weeks to produce tank cupolas, artillery, gun carriages and other armaments. Here, Škoda had the advantage of ultimately also receiving large orders from the Imperial and Royal Army. In terms of its deliveries to the Navy, the company even achieved a type of monopoly for armouring and artillery, and precisely this was the decisive factor when Škoda was selected for collaboration with the French armaments giant Schneider-Creuzot with an order to expand the largest Russian armaments company, the Putilov Works – and this in competition against the German Krupp group. Perhaps this decision was influenced by the fact that to a large extent the banks, which were shareholders of Škoda, had French and English owners. The confusing picture therefore arose, which was highly characteristic of the pre-war period, of an extraordinary intermeshing of capital and industry, whereby those who had more money and the more aggressive export policy dominated. This was only very rarely the case with Austria-Hungary, which could ultimately only share the market with others. However, it is easy to assume that the belligerents in the First World War – as is a common characteristic of globalisation – had interests on both sides of the front. French money was working for Škoda, which did not prevent the artillery produced there, particularly the 30.5 cm mortar, from being fired against Belgian and French forts on the Western Front. The Putilov Works, which were expanded by Škoda, produced the armaments used against Austro-Hungarian troops in Galicia. The Whitehead company in Rijeka (Fiume), which built warships for the Imperial and Royal Navy and produced torpedoes, was closely linked to the English armaments company Vickers, and so on. They all had wide-ranging interests, and sought and found markets for their products. For every large armaments company, and for nearly every large-scale industrial company, there were one or more representatives in the Austrian Reichsrat or in the Hungarian Reichstag. And when a company’s interests were not directly represented by a company member, it was easy to find someone else who was prepared to do the job. Lobbying was the order of the day.


It would be wrong to succumb to the temptation of interpreting this web of interrelationships as a group of capitalists who could be held responsible for the decision either to go to war or maintain the peace, or who at least had significant influence due to their view of war as a major potential business opportunity. However, it was clear that their opinions counted when it came to deciding whether their own industry would be able to survive a longer war. Even so, the major industrialists had very little leverage over events outside of their sphere of influence, or over chance occurrences. Rather, the July Crisis of 1914 and the war that followed is better summarised by the pessimistic words of the British Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey, in reaction to a report that the outbreak of war was imminent: ‘Wenn etwa vier europäische Großmächte, sagen wir Österreich, Frankreich, Russland und Deutschland, zu Kriegführenden würden, müsste dies meiner Ansicht nach die Ausgabe so gewaltiger Summen nach sich ziehen und  [<<46||47>>] eine derartige Unterbrechung des Handels bewirken, dass der Krieg von einem vollständigen Zusammenbruch des europäischen Geldwesens und der Industrien begleitet oder gefolgt würde, und unbeschadet dessen, wer nun Sieger in dem Krieg wäre, würden viele ganz einfach fortgeschwemmt werden.‘90 A similar view had been presented in the six-volume work published at the turn of the century, ‘The War of the Future’, by the Polish-Russian banker and state councillor Ivan S. Bloch,91 and a different version of the same idea with a cross-reference to the pacifism of 1909 was published by the British entrepreneur and journalist Normal Angell.92 Still, the political classes clearly found it immensely difficult to accept the quintessence of these sombre predictions. [<<47||48>>] [<<48||49>>]




2 Two Million Men for the War




[image: image] [<<49||50>>]


On 26 and 27 June, the Austro-Hungarian heir to the throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, took part in the manoeuvres of the Imperial and Royal XV and XVI Corps in Bosnia in his capacity as Inspector General of the entire armed force. In front of him is the Regional Commander of Bosnia-Herzegovina, General of Artillery Oskar Potiorek, who led the manoeuvre. To the right is the Chief of the General Staff, General of Infantry Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf. [<<50||51>>]








The same Hugo Kerchnawe, who had revealed a visionary gaze with his book about the ‘last struggle’, wrote an article in 1932 that to some extent took stock: ‘The Insufficient Arming of the Central Powers as the Main Cause of their Defeat.’93 In the article, he admittedly dealt with a somewhat hackneyed subject, although it was absolutely possible to debate the subject endlessly, namely whether it would have been sensible and possible for Austria-Hungary to do more for its military establishment, whether more troops and more modern weapons would have balanced out all other areas and whether the ‘insufficient arming for war’ can really be regarded as the main cause for its defeat in the conflict. One thing is certainly true: the Austro-Hungarian armed forces, after all the army of a great power in a conflict of great and medium-sized powers, was of comparatively modest proportions and lagged behind in terms of weaponry in numerous areas. This was all the more apparent because one might have thought that in view of the deficit of war and the socialisation of violence prior to 1914 particular attention would have been paid to the armed forces.


The ‘entire armed force’


The settlement of 1867 had resulted in a division of the Imperial-Royal Army into three parts. From 1868 onwards, the ‘Common’ Imperial and Royal (kaiserlich und königlich, or k. u. k.) Army was provided by both halves of the Empire. Alongside the Common Army there was the Imperial Hungarian (königlich-ungarisch, or k. u.) Honvéd and, in the Austrian half of the Empire, the Imperial-Royal (kaiserlich-königlich, or k. k.) Landwehr (standing army). For contemporaries these divisions were soon to become a matter of course; for outsiders and posterity it was always rather confusing. The three-way division also led to a tripling of political organs. The common war minister was politically responsible for the military measures in their entirety and had primary responsibility for the Imperial and Royal troops. The Imperial-Royal Landwehr was assigned to the Ministry of National Defence of the Austrian half of the Empire, whilst the Honvéd was subordinated to the Honvéd Ministry in Budapest. Thus, there were three ministers for one army, which – together with the Imperial and Royal Navy – was designated the ‘entire armed force’. It was clear that the Monarch ranked above everything and possessed the ‘supreme command’.


The Common Army was the epitome of the Austro-Hungarian armed forces. Here the traditions of past centuries were continued and the memory of countless victories  [<<51||52>>] and military successes was kept alive among the troop bodies. Above all, the feeling was conserved of being a European peacekeeping power of the first order. However, aspirations and reality were not necessarily compatible. The two territorial armies, on the other hand, constructed their own traditions, the Honvéd more so than the Landwehr.


Despite general conscription, only around every fourth male citizen of Austria-Hungary actually served.94 Half of them simply fell through the cracks, as unfit or exempt. Of those among the male population of the Dual Monarchy who were then actually approached for military service, only around half received military training. In other words, of those liable for enlistment, only 22 to 29 per cent actually complied.95 This corresponded approximately to the compliance rate in Italy. The rate in Russia was 37 per cent, whilst the German Empire achieved around 40 per cent and France even 86 per cent.96 In France, one citizen among 65 was a soldier, in Germany one in 98, in Austria-Hungary one in 128. In France around 8 per cent of the population took to the battlefield in 1914, in Austria-Hungary only 2.75 per cent.97 This imbalance was only partially the consequence of numerous exceptional regulations. The main difference resulted from the fact that the Dual Monarchy did not provide the necessary funds to exploit its military strength to a greater extent.


During the originally three-year period of service (until 1912) following general conscription, later reduced to two years except in the cavalry and the mounted artillery, around a third of those conscripts actually drafted served in the Imperial and Royal Army and in the Navy, which was also part of the Common Army. The others served in both territorial armies or were sent to the reserves following eight weeks of basic training and were counted thereafter among the ‘replacement reservists’, from which the Landsturm (reserve forces) were to be formed or replacements for the Common Army and the two territorial armies were to be taken in the event of war. During the last year of peace, 159,500 recruits were available to the Imperial and Royal Army and an additional 7,260 men for the Bosnian-Herzegovinian troops, who were separately counted, as well around 25,000 men each added to the Imperial-Royal Landwehr and the Imperial Hungarian Honvéd.98 After completing their active military service, the soldiers were transferred for a further nine or ten years to the reserves until they reached a total service period of twelve years. At this point they were in ‘reserve’, were transferred to the Landsturm and until their 42nd year could be called up, at least theoretically, only in the event of mobilisation.99


The Habsburg Monarchy was divided into sixteen military territorial districts, which were simultaneously corps areas and constituted the supreme military replacement authorities. The corps commands were thus responsible for the formation of the Imperial and Royal Army and the two territorial armies within their areas of command. On the basis of this organisational framework and with the available men 110 Imperial and Royal infantry regiments and 30 Imperial and Royal light infantry battalions could  [<<52||53>>] be formed, as well as 37 Imperial-Royal Landwehr infantry regiments and three Imperial-Royal territorial infantry regiments, 32 Imperial Hungarian Honvéd infantry regiments, 42 Imperial and Royal cavalry regiments, six Imperial-Royal Uhlan regiments and ten Imperial Hungarian Hussar regiments. Added to these were 56 field and ten-and-a-half mountain artillery regiments of the Common Army, heavy and light howitzer divisions, cannon divisions and regiments as well as mounted artillery divisions of all three parts of the army; all in all still a great power army that would establish in wartime sebenteen army corps with 49 infantry and eleven cavalry troop divisions as well as 36 Landsturm or march brigades.100 The artillery counted around 2600 guns of all calibres.


Illustration of the structure, strength and ranks of the formations and troop bodies of the Imperial and Royal Army






	Army and Troop Bodies


	Structure


	Manning Level


	Rank of Commander







	Army group*


	2–3 armies


	over 200,000


	field marshal







	Army


	2–3 corps


	100,000–200,000


	general, lieutenant general







	(Army) Corps


	2–3 divisions


	40,000–60,000


	lieutenant general







	(Troop) Division**


	2 brigades


	15,000–20,000


	major general







	Brigade


	2 regiments


	6,000–8,000


	brigadier







	Regiment


	3–4 batallions


	3,000–4,000


	colonel







	Batallion


	4 companies


	1,000


	major







	Company


	4 platoons


	250


	captain








* The designation ‘army group’ existed on the Austro-Hungarian fronts only from March 1916. Until then, the common leadership used the designation ‘command of the XXX front’ for several armies in one theatre of war.


** The original designations infantry troop division (ITD) and cavalry troop division (KTD) were simplified in 1917 to infantry division and cavalry division.


An as yet very modest role was played by army aviation. There were only few aeroplanes, above all the Lohner ‘Pfeilflieger’ (arrow flyer). In total, the Imperial and Royal Army possessed only several dozen aeroplanes suitable for use in war (39 at the start of the war) and 85 trained pilots. They were organised in August 1914 in nine (army) aviation companies and one naval aviation detachment.101 Their weaponry was limited to the pilots’ and observers’ handguns as well as small bombs, which initially had to be thrown overboard by hand. In addition to the aeroplanes, there were twelve balloon detachments, which were assigned to the fortress artillery and of which more was expected than the aeroplanes, the possibilities of whose deployment had barely been recognised, due to their ability to remain for a long time in the air and to carry out continual surveillance. When adding together the military strength of the Habsburg Monarchy,  [<<53||54>>] however, one cannot just look at the army. The navy should likewise be considered. The navy had enjoyed particular support over the course of decades by Crown Prince Rudolf and then the heir to the throne Archduke Franz Ferdinand and had therefore repeatedly received disproportionately large amounts of funds from the military budget. At the same time, the expansion of the fleet also consumed enormous sums. Compared with the arming of the British and German fleets, Austro-Hungarian efforts remained modest. From an organisational point of view, the navy belonged to the joint Imperial and Royal armed forces, and thus possessed no territorial component. The central authority was the Naval Section, which belonged to the Imperial and Royal Ministry of War. Its leadership was relocated to Pula (Pola) in 1913. In the navy, the period of service was four years. This was followed by five years in the reserves and three years in the Seewehr (territorial navy). A direct incorporation into the Seewehr did not take place. The size during peacetime of around 20,000 men was covered by the three naval replacement districts Trieste, Rijeka (Fiume) and Sebenico (Šibenik). Croats, Hungarians and Italians thus easily dominated the crew. It was in this way possible to man fifteen battleships, two armoured cruisers, four armed cruisers, 48 torpedo boats and six submarines, only some of which, however, were modern constructions. A further 10,000 sailors operated the harbour installations and the shipyards.102 A special type of flotilla belonging to the inventory of the Imperial and Royal Navy was stationed on the Danube. With its six monitors (this number was reached shortly after the war began) and numerous other motor vessels, the Danube Flotilla was in a position above the Iron Gates to control the main river of Central and South-Eastern Europe.103 There was nothing comparable on this river in other armies.


This ‘military review’ can be concluded with a few numbers and comparisons: with a general mobilisation the Habsburg Monarchy should have been able to place 1.8 to 2 million men under arms. The German Empire could count on 2.4 million and Russia 3.4 million.


Of course, the Common Army, just like the two territorial armies, was the subject of numerous political processes. This began with the authorisation of the necessary funds and the question of their allocation, and continued with the arming and equipment, whereby only the authorisation of the funds for the navy aroused relatively little resistance in parliamentary representations, whilst the acquisition of a new type of artillery unleashed very lively debates. And, for example, if in 1912 the only briefly incumbent War Minister Baronet Moritz von Auffenberg had not used the failure of the Reichsrat (Imperial Assembly) and Reichstag (Imperial Diet) delegations – who decided on the authorisation of necessary financial loans – to meet by ordering on his own authority a new type of mortar from the Škoda firm in Pilsen, Austria-Hungary would have gone to war without its famous 30.5 cm mortar. It was not just the parliaments of the two halves of the Empire, however, who impeded efforts to arm. Within the army itself,  [<<54||55>>] controversies among the decision-makers repeatedly prevented the implementation of changes that would have been possible in themselves or at least the acceleration of acquisition processes. This was the case in the fortification of the country and it reached its grotesque climax in the conflict between the Chief of the General Staff Conrad and the commander-in-chief of Bosnia-Herzegovina Potiorek regarding the question of introducing modern mountain artillery and reconstructions, where new expert opinions were repeatedly demanded.104 Ultimately, Austria-Hungary went to war with completely outdated artillery.


The army was also the subject of political disputes, particularly where the army’s role in the nationalities question was concerned. Yet for all the attention the army attracted as an instrument of politics, it was in fact never infringed as a prerogative of the crown, though frequently regarded as a ‘hobby of the Monarch and his ambitious entourage’.105 ‘In accordance with this, it was regarded in many cases as downright patriotic to thwart the timely arming of the army […] by denying the necessary funds or at least to use the authorisation of these funds as a means of extortion in order to achieve so-called ‘national’ demands’, as the Imperial and Royal diplomat Emerich Csáky, who came from a Hungarian aristocratic family, summarised it.


With the reference to the financial means at the disposal of the entire armed force of the Habsburg Monarchy, Count Csáky – and he was not alone – brought up a very painful subject, and once again it was not the absolute figures that best illustrated the circumstances but rather the comparison: the expenditure for the military decreased between 1870 and 1910 from 24.1 to 15.7 per cent of the budget.106 Per head of the population, Great Britain expended more than five times as much on the military as the Habsburg Monarchy, France more than twice as much, Germany two-and-a-half times and even Russia and Italy did more for their military than Austria-Hungary.107


Regardless of this, the Imperial and Royal Army saw itself as the most important pillar of state power and cultivated a feeling, which was indeed suggested to the army, of being the strongest and last unifying bond of the Empire. This feeling could be encountered in particular within the officer corps. What this expressed, however, was only partially accurate. On the one hand, it was a sentimental impulse and was most applicable to the active officer corps but not to the reserve officers; but then it could be assumed that the civil service, the majority of the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie as well as the peasants were loyal to the monarchy. In general, no single social group can be accused of a lack of loyalty to the Empire. We have furthermore already established that even radical nationalist politicians scarcely speculated seriously about the end of the monarchy. However, the image that became fixed within the Common Army was accurate in one respect: the army, as it undoubtedly possessed authority, was better and more obviously suited than other pillars of state power to embody the will to unite the monarchy and a certain strength of the multinational state. Integrating tendencies admittedly  [<<55||56>>] came from others. Still, they were by no means in the focus of interest to the same degree and opinions were divided over them.


The attitude to the army was certainly not uniform and varied above all in place and time. Those living in the Austrian half of the Empire were almost never confronted with a problem that in the Hungarian half of the Empire was a repeated source of considerable agitation, namely the question of its own territorial army. In Hungary, in fact, the struggle over the configuration of the Honvéd into a national Hungarian army temporarily suppressed all other issues. Thus, it was not the Landwehr but the Common Army that played the most important role for the self-image of the army in Austria.


A superficial conclusion about the relationship between the army and society can be drawn from the statement of the German ambassador in Vienna, Heinrich von Tschirschky, who said in 1913 that the army was not only ‘in great health’ in spite of the convulsions triggered by the espionage case of Colonel Alfred Redl, but in fact the ‘only healthy element of the monarchy’.108 By this, von Tschirschky evidently meant that the army had not been affected by any of the short-term political developments, a claim that is very questionable. Yet the deployability of the military was not in question and the presence of the military was palpable: soldiers were part of the look and feel of most of the bigger urban locations in the Dual Monarchy. Officers enjoyed extraordinary social prestige. Every subaltern could say about himself that he wore the Emperor’s uniform and had a special relationship of loyalty with the Monarch. A colonel and regimental commander already represented real power and a field marshal and corps commander, who had to be addressed as ‘Your Excellency’, was even accorded respect from state governors. Wherever there was no garrison, the citizenry and tradespeople often attempted to finance the treasury in advance for the construction of barracks in order to partake of the economic benefits of a garrison. Such pains were by no means taken over civil servants. The comparison with civil servants is not arbitrary because, as mentioned above, the civil service apparatus developed a similarly integrative power to the army. And for another thing, it was considerably larger. In peacetime, the Austro-Hungarian army had around 415,000 men, calculated from field marshals to raw recruits. The civil service apparatus of the monarchy, on the other hand, counted around 550,000 people.109 Admittedly, it did not have the potential to mobilise further manpower.


That which was taken for granted in the German lands of the monarchy, though noted critically outside of them, was the German character of the Imperial and Royal Army. Responsible for this, however, was least of all a systematic personnel policy and much more the circumstance that the level of education of Germans in the Dual Monarchy was higher than those other – though not all other – nationalities, and that significantly more Germans therefore fulfilled the requirements for acceptance to the cadet schools and the military and naval academies. Added to this was the fact that more German Austrians strove for reserve officer training than members of other nationalities.  [<<56||57>>] And it could not be denied that the German Austrians tended to link their own personal fate with that of the Empire and its armed forces. The Germans within the Dual Monarchy made up around 24 per cent of the total population. Yet of the 98 generals and 17,811 officers in the Imperial and Royal Army in 1911, the last year for which exact statistics are available, 76.1 per cent were of German nationality. 10.7 per cent were Hungarians and 5.2 per cent Czechs. In statistical terms, Croats, Slovaks, Ruthenians, Poles, Romanians, Slovenes, Serbs and Italians, on the other hand, did not play a particularly important role in the Common Army. Among the reserve officers it was a similar story: 56.8 per cent were Germans, 24.5 per cent Hungarians and 10.6 Czechs. Only among the non-commissioned officers and the enlisted men did a proportion of 25 per cent Germans of all ranks correspond to their actual proportion of the population. Also worthy of noting is the proportion of Jews, who did not actually constitute their own nationality but, with over 44,000 men or three per cent of all soldiers, constituted a considerably larger proportion of the armed forces than, for example, the Slovenes. Within the territorial armies things naturally looked different, as they reflected to a far greater degree than the Common Army the circumstances in the respective parts of the Empire and replacement districts.110


The German character of the army was also evident in another area, where it did not necessarily have to be the case, namely in the Imperial and Royal Ministry of War. Of the 614 civil servants who served in this ministry before the war, 419, i.e. 68 per cent, were Germans. They were followed by the Czechs as the next biggest nationality with 91 civil servants or 14 per cent. Even the Imperial and Royal War Minister in the years 1913 to 1917, Baron Alexander Krobatin, was regarded as Czech. The Hungarians were only in third place with 42 people or seven per cent.111


The disproportionately large proportion of Germans among the officers, but also among the reserve officers and in the military civil service, contributed to the other nationalities often being barely represented in command and other senior positions. A glance at the ‘Schematism for the Imperial and Royal Army and Navy’, for example for the year 1914, is admittedly in itself sufficient to demonstrate that neither the army nor the military administration can be confined to a single mould.


It holds furthermore true for both soldiers and officers that they cultivated an ‘us’ feeling that no other pillar of state power possessed to a comparable extent. Nevertheless, there were strict dividing lines. Officers associated with non-commissioned officers and enlisted men exclusively on official business. Any officer who offered his hand to a subordinate outside of work, discussed private matters with him or sat in a tavern with him, risked the loss of his reputation. Officers and non-officers embodied two social worlds that barely touched one another. And certainly many things required a lot of getting used to. Those soldiers on the periphery of the Empire sometimes came from imaginably primitive backgrounds and had to be socialised in the shortest time.  [<<57||58>>] The army assumed, indeed had to assume, that the demands were the same everywhere, in Galicia, Bohemia or Bosnia. For the raw recruits, 1 October in the year of their medical examination was the date of enlistment. This was followed by nine months of hard training, not called ‘breaking in’ (Abrichtung) for nothing. These nine months were followed by a month of training as part of a battalion and three weeks in the regimental formation, during which the soldiers were prepared for autumn manoeuvres. Finally, they served actively for two more years (or one year following the curtailment of the period of service in 1912) before being transferred to the reserves.


Service continued literally around the clock and was physically and, for many, mentally demanding in every sense. Almost everything was regimented. The height of the recruits was fixed at a minimum of 155 cm. They had to carry 30 kg and be able to march 40 km per day. Hygiene was a big priority. The recruits’ hair had to be seven centimetres long at the front and three centimetres long at the back. They slept as a rule in halls holding a company of 250 men, on straw mattresses filled with 22.4 kg of straw. Every four months the sacks were refilled. Non-commissioned officers slept in the same room as the enlisted men and were generally separated from them only by curtains. There were often punishments, including corporal punishment such as strokes with a stick or hour-long tethering. Theoretically, the death penalty could be imposed for crimes, though no death sentence was carried out after 1905. Nevertheless, in 1911 the death penalty was handed down nineteen times. However, the military courts repeatedly came down on the side of the soldiers. A lieutenant was sentenced in 1913 by the garrison court in Kraków (Krakau) to six weeks of provost arrest because he had used terms such as moron, bozo, fool, pig, onanist, cretin and dummy to refer to recruits. He had not, however, become physically violent. One officer received four months’ arrest for pulling a recruit by his ear, choking him and hitting him on the head with his cap.


The suicide rate among the soldiers was high. In 1903, there were more than ten suicides for every 10,000 soldiers. In the German army the rate was 2.6 suicides, in the British army by contrast 2.3 suicides. Most of them killed themselves with their firearms.


For every 18 soldiers there was one officer. Even the officers slept in anything but a bed of roses and had to deploy their social prestige as compensation for low wages, torturously slow rates of promotion, forfeiture of a normal family life and often unappealing garrisons. A lieutenant in 1910 earned around 3,000 kronen a year. From his monthly salary, however, he only received 56 kronen. The rest was withheld in order to cover rations in the officers’ mess, the costs of the officers’ orderlies, contributions to the regimental music, the loan fund and other unavoidable expenditure. As a result, complaints were commonplace, as was the running up of debts. 30 per cent of Austria-Hungary’s career officers were in debt, 5 per cent of them deeply so. The wage increases were also inconsiderable. A major earned twice as much as a lieutenant. Only from the rank  [<<58||59>>] of lieutenant-colonel or colonel and regimental commander upwards was one better off. Earnings in the German army were roughly twice as much as in the Imperial and Royal Army. Around 70 per cent of subalterns were not married, as they were not sufficiently wealthy in order to pay the exorbitantly high marriage deposits demanded as security for a possible widow’s pension and the provision for old age. It was an open secret that many things were in a sorry state here and one only had to look at the sinking number of officer cadets to be concerned. The number of pupils at the 19 officer academies decreased from 3,333 in 1897 to 1,864 in 1913 and at the Theresian Military Academy only 134 lieutenants were mustered in 1913.112 The difficulty of obtaining the officer recruits needed led almost inevitably to the requirements being lowered. No-one wanted to admit this, but the results were visible during the war.


For a young officer who commenced his service with a regiment, the training of the enlisted men was the main focal point alongside the breaking in. This presupposed the necessary language skills. At the Maria Theresa Military Academy in the city of Wiener Neustadt and at the Technical Military Academy in Vienna, the trainee officers had to learn two languages of the Dual Monarchy aside from German, and in addition French. Around half the officers of the Common Army could speak Czech in addition to German – which may come as a surprise.113 The cadet academies set somewhat more modest requirements, not least in the case of language training. Nevertheless, in Poland, for example, one could still fail in the event that one had learned Polish but the enlisted men spoke Ruthenian or a dialect or the language of a minority such as Hucul, Goral or Lemko. Occasionally, a sort of military jargon was useful. When all else failed, however, the non-commissioned officers had to take over the teaching of the lesson. In the Common Army 80 orders were given in German and the rest of the communication had to take place in the so-called ‘regimental language’. An officer in a regiment using an idiom he was not familiar with had to prove to a committee within the space of three years following commencement of his duties that he was proficient in the regimental language. If this was not the case and a grace period was of no use, then the appraisal of the officer in question would contain the words ‘at present not suitable for promotion’.


Officers and enlisted men also differed fundamentally in their expectations, for whilst the possibility of a war was at most on the periphery of the latter’s thoughts, it took centre stage for the ‘payee’ (Gagist), for he was a career officer and could expect the opportunity to prove himself and win promotion and decorations in the event of war. War was both a career opportunity and a big adventure.


As an instrument of foreign policy, for many years the Austro-Hungarian troops only played a role where there was a potential threat. This was in contrast to domestic policy, where they were deployed. Whilst in non-German countries the use of the military during the course of political interventions repeatedly and frequently took place in the context of the nationalities problem, such operations were conducted in the German  [<<59||60>>] countries primarily for the suppression of political parties and their supporters. In this form of altercation, the dispute with the Social Democrats was the most common occurrence. However, conflicts were by no means only staged in the streets, where it was also expected that suffrage demonstrations be neutralised or violently broken up, but also within troop formations and in barracks.


From 1910 onwards, anti-military leaflets appeared ever more frequently in the garrison towns. The soldiers were called on to engage in passive resistance; military training operations should be impeded, if not made completely impossible. The reaction to this agitation consisted of the military authorities ordering severe measures to be taken against the distributors of such leaflets. This was the case, for example, in Graz and Villach. This was, however, very clearly a case of overreaction, as there was ultimately no cause to intervene. Nevertheless, the conflict between the Social Democrats and the military escalated.114 On the part of the Social Democrats, the military was castigated and the establishment of a people’s militia was demanded in accordance with the party manifesto. On the other side, the newspaper Danzers Armee-Zeitung organised in 1913 a competition to debunk the ‘Social Democratic heresy’. The prizes were awarded by a jury chaired by the former Imperial and Royal envoy in Bucharest, Count Ottokar von Czernin.115


It would certainly be wrong to furnish the army before 1914 merely with the dictum ‘the great silent one’. It was not this at all! Admittedly, the soldiers did not, as a rule, express their views, and up to the level of the subalterns comments coming from military circles did not carry a great deal of weight. Still, among the higher ranks and above all at the top, no room was left for doubt regarding their intentions. The army lost the epithet of ‘the great silent one’ above all, however, when ever more officers put pen to paper and the semiofficial organ of the officer corps, Danzers Armee-Zeitung, increasingly stood out with its political comments. One only has to look at the issues of the army newspaper for 1912, 1913 and 1914 in order to see how anti-parliamentary, anti-socialist and pre-emptive war thoughts were being circulated. Especially the latter was actively popularised.116


Certainly, one must be careful when using the term ‘militarism’ in relation to the pre-war history of Austria-Hungary.117 Yet the criteria regarded as mandatory for a customised notion of militarism find a whole series of equivalents in the case of the Danube Monarchy and for the period before 1914; the social primacy of the military was assumed. The army had undoubtedly taken control of a series of powerbases and insisted that it was the only instrument of the state that could guarantee the existing order. Moreover, the army repeatedly brought itself into play as the only option open to the Habsburg Monarchy if it did not want to allow itself to disintegrate.


With this version of militarism, Austria-Hungary admittedly distinguished itself from the militarism of other countries, yet the application of the term seems to be permissible,  [<<60||61>>] even if it proves nothing in itself. For the resignation encountered in the ranks of the armed forces of Austria-Hungary was much stronger than the militarism that presupposed a fundamentally dynamic attitude. Everywhere, people were greeted by hopelessness: the nationalities problem, the barely controllable difficulties of domestic policy, a lagging behind in military matters and finally the dramatically deteriorating economic situation scarcely allowed any room for great hopes. The German ambassador in Vienna, Heinrich von Tschirschky, mentioned above, summarised it all on 22 May 1914 in the following succinct sentence: ‘Austria-Hungary is coming apart at the seams.’118 With one exception, as we have seen above: ‘The army is in great health’. Professors, deputies and diplomats such as Josef Redlich, Josef Maria Baernreither or the Austrian ambassador in St. Petersburg, Friedrich von Szápáry, made similar assessments of the domestic situation in the Habsburg Monarchy. In 1912, Szápáry also said that the domestic difficulties of Austria-Hungary would ‘easily and happily be remedied’ by means of a victorious war.119 And barely two weeks before the assassination in Sarajevo, an anonymous writer in the Österreichische Rundschau newspaper noted: ‘Our domestic situation forces us to emphasise our strength to the outside world.’ The logical conclusion from these and similar statements was that the Austrian situation, which was very different in comparison with the other European great powers, was underscored: foreign policy was decisively influenced by domestic policy. Any demonstration of power had its origins in the fact that it was designed to put a stop to a further destabilisation of the domestic conditions within the Dual Monarchy.120


However, the kind of shape this strength was in, which should if necessary be directed ‘outwardly’, was the great unknown. For in any assessment, it is important to know from whom the strength emanated and at which point in time this occurred. Too much was then overlaid by those weaknesses that became clear during the war and, ultimately, literary and filmic portrayals have repeatedly contributed to distorting the picture. It can generally be said that the army was admittedly smaller than it might have been and exhibited many gaps in its weaponry. Yet the Imperial and Royal Army could doubtlessly do more than just issue threats. With a mobilisation and deployment time of 16 days to three weeks, the Austro-Hungarian army was certainly considerably slower, for example, than its German or French counterparts, but it was still just as rapid as the Russians and the Serbs, and perhaps somewhat more so. If there was something that constituted not just a quirk but rather a definite weakness of the Imperial and Royal Army, then it was a certain overaging and above all a too limited capability and mental flexibility on the part of the senior officers. In the absence of war, the generals evolved perforce into specialists in manoeuvres.


Having said that, one might have thought that after the extensive changes that Conrad von Hötzendorf undertook within the officer corps, it would not only have kept pace with the times but would even evince a certain superiority. The tactical and operative  [<<61||62>>] exercise journeys and the numerous manoeuvres were designed to ensure the manageability of the army and also provide information on who might be best suited to leading large formations in a repeatedly sought-after future war. There appeared to be no limits to what could be achieved in the context of the war games and evidently aspirations were confused with reality. For example, it was assumed that troops would be able to march 25 km a day, every day for more than ten days, fight a four-day battle at the end of it and then go straight over to pursuing the enemy.121 In fact, whilea lot was of expected of officers and soldiers, many things could not be simulated in training, however tough it was. For the appointment to senior functions, it was ultimately not always just what was on paper that was decisive but also a conglomeration of criteria, of which the question of whether the gentleman being proposed enjoyed the favour of the heir to the throne Archduke Franz Ferdinand was not the least important. Shortly after his re-appointment in 1913, Conrad himself was informed by Franz Ferdinand of his imminent dismissal, which was planned for 1914, as a result of some discord at the 100th anniversary of the Battle of Leipzig and several at most minor differences of opinion.


As there existed in peacetime only the sixteen army corps of the Common Army as the highest organised unit of the army, the appointment of army commanders was something that possessed a particular significance. It was chiefly the Archduke Friedrich as commander-in-chief of the Imperial-Royal Landwehr as well as generals Baronet Adolf von Brudermann, Oskar Potiorek, Liborius Frank, Moritz von Auffenberg and Baron Ernst von Leithner who were foreseen for the function of army commanders.122 It was intended that they lead the operations with army general staffs that would be formed ad hoc. At the beginning of the war it would be seen whether the deployment and campaign concepts of the Operations Division of the General Staff, which were revised on an annual basis, were based on realistic assumptions. One thing was certain and was then also expressed in the crisis of July 1914: the Imperial and Royal Army was ready for battle. The words of Bismarck were repeatedly quoted: ‘If Emperor Franz Joseph mounts his horse, the nations of the Dual Monarchy will follow him.’


Dual Alliance and Triple Alliance


Now, the Emperor was already too old to mount his hourse. Yet others would do so and they should be able to rely on the German Kaiser mounting ‘his horse’ if Austria required his help. The basis for the military-political relationship and the interplay between Austria-Hungary and the German Empire was the Dual Alliance of 1879.123 The treaty had been conceived of as a defensive alliance in the event of a French attack on Germany or a Russian attack on Austria-Hungary. In this form the alliance – which had initially been kept secret – would never have had to be activated.


 [<<62||63>>] In the beginning, the Dual Alliance was definitely not, or at least not only, popular in Austria-Hungary. Thus, in 1888 the former Imperial-Royal War Minister Baron Kuhn, a dyed-in-the-wool liberal, was dismissed as Commander of the III Corps and retired on the orders of the Emperor for his criticism of the Dual Alliance. On the occasion of his forced retirement, however, he was treated to ovations from a large number of people, including many officers. These were from the old ‘generation of 1866’. Later, Berlin’s attempts to interfere in the policies of the Danube Monarchy were criticised as inappropriate, for example when the German Empire attempted to thwart a stronger consideration of the interests of the Slavic nationalities within Austria-Hungary. It was precisely the Slavs of the Dual Monarchy on whom the significance of the Dual Alliance ultimately depended: if those Slavs living in the eastern part of the Dual Monarchy saw the purpose of the treaty in stopping the Russian urge for territorial expansion, then it was they who would become pillars of the alliance. If, however, they saw no benefit in collaborating with the German Empire, then the treaty lost its meaning for them and served only to protect the non-Slavic population of the Dual Monarchy.


Still, this was only one facet of the German-Austrian relationship, which became all the more multi-layered and accident-prone when the Alliance was extended to Italy on the initiative of the Apennine state and the Triple Alliance was brought into being on 20 May 1882. Italy had for several reasons an interest in receiving support, as it had slid into a conflict with France and feared that this conflict might become a military one.124 The German Empire and Italy would thus support each other in case of war with France, whilst Austria-Hungary received from Italy only a promise of neutrality in the event of a war with Russia. The Triple Alliance was nevertheless repeatedly changed. A second and a third treaty bound the German Empire and Italy yet closer together and gave them at the same time more room for manoeuvre, whilst Austria-Hungary wanted to content itself with receiving the necessary guarantees in the event of a threat to its interests, above all in the Balkans.


In the supplement to the second Triple Alliance treaty from 1887, which was important for Austria-Hungary with regard to Italy, Article I states that both states committed themselves to support the maintenance of the status quo in the ‘Orient’ and to inform one another, if necessary, of their respective intentions. In the event that there was a territorial change in the Balkans to the benefit of one of the partners, the other one should receive appropriate compensation in accordance with Article VII. This passage had actually been added to the treaty by the then Austro-Hungarian Foreign Minister, Count Gustav Kálnoky, without any real necessity. Italy namely had initially only had the eastern coast of the Adriatic in mind, whereas Kálnoky had put up the entire Balkan Peninsula for negotiation.125


Now, it is again one of the strange twists of history that – against expectations – no complications emerged from the dangerous provisions of the German-Italian agreement,  [<<63||64>>] which did not cloak their aggressive tendencies, whilst the ‘decidedly conservative formulations of the Austro-Hungarian-Italian treaty, which warily impeded any change, should contain the seed of the collapse of the alliance’.126


When Italy wanted to take advantage of the Triple Alliance in the 1890s to support its colonial aspirations, Germany and above all Austria-Hungary distanced themselves. The Triple Alliance was no ‘acquisitions company’.127 The resultant loosening of the alliance led to all three Triple Alliance powers also seeking a realisation of their interests beyond the alliance. The relationship between the Danube Monarchy and Italy was characterised ever more by a palpable distrust, which led to the granting of relatively straightforward concessions to Italy in the framework of the regular renewals of the treaty becoming strained efforts or ceasing completely. This was the case above all in 1902. Following the coordination of its colonial policy with France and Great Britain, Italy focussed its interests on the Balkans. Until that point, Austria-Hungary had aroused with its Balkan policy the interest of only one external power – aside from the states of the region – namely Russia. Now, however, there was a new factor in play: Italy. With the Racconigi Bargain of 1909 Italy came to an understanding with the Russian Empire without either Austria-Hungary or Germany learning anything of this excursion on the part of their Triple Alliance partner. Italy agreed to support Russia in its policy on the Turkish Straits (similar to what Izvolsky and Aehtenthal had discussed) and received in return the promise that Russia would remain neutral if Italy were to attempt to acquire North African territories.


Racconigi was in some ways the comeuppance for Aehrenthal consciously failing in 1908 to inform his Italian counterpart Tommaso Tittoni in good time about the impending annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina.128 The Russo-Italian agreement, however, was just one more thin thread in the complicated mesh of relations developing in the so-called Concert of Europe. It was almost unavoidable that slights, deceptions and, ultimately, hatred played a role.


One should not overrate the tremendous number of treaties, conferences, military conventions etc., for especially in the years between 1902 and 1914 there was a huge inflation in this sector of international relations, which made it almost impossible for the state chancelleries always to clearly work out and to document the applicability of individual regulations. Furthermore, conventions, related agreements, supplementary accords and the like were generally kept secret. The coexistence and the freedom of the Triple Alliance partners to shape their own policies relatively independently of one another led, however, to the agreements being relativised in their value long before the outbreak of war and to a general wary observation of who was conferring with whom and what was being discussed. The fact that Austria-Hungary was the taker for long periods and was worried that the German Empire, but also Italy, would approach another power in the web of relationships over the head of the Habsburg Monarchy, made the  [<<64||65>>] matter not only more complicated but above all more fragile, and one must repeatedly pose the question as to whether what had once been agreed on would actually hold, if need be.


Eventually, another partner sprang from the Triple Alliance, although it never formally joined the alliance: Romania. It sought dependence on the Triple Alliance due to its occasionally very fraught relations with Bulgaria and Russia, though it itself assumed relatively few obligations. And it attached particular importance to its assistance contract with the Triple Alliance powers remaining secret.


Admittedly, the Second Balkan War dramatically obscured the relationship between the Danube Monarchy and Romania, and all the ongoing attempts until mid-1914 and, ultimately, up to 1916, to improve relations were able to change nothing of substance. The most visible sign of the Austrian desire to improve relations with Romania was ultimately the despatch of a personal confidante of the heir to the throne Franz Ferdinand, Count Ottokar Czernin, to the post of envoy in Bucharest. Nevertheless, it should have been clear in 1913 that in the event of war it could be expected at best that Romania remain on the sidelines, neutral.129


Thus, the Triple Alliance was repeatedly reduced to the Dual Alliance and not only because Romania’s conduct was no longer calculable but also because the third alliance partner, Italy, was sidelined or bypassed by Germany and Austria-Hungary. The alliance was thus repeatedly, and above all during decisive moments such as 1913 and then 1914, reduced to the status of the Dual Alliance of 1879.


In view of the defeat of 1918, the view was increasingly expressed in Germany that the alliance with Austria-Hungary was responsible for the German Empire taking out of ‘blind loyalty’ the step to go to war and thus being dragged into the abyss. It was argued that Kaiser Wilhelm I had resisted the Dual Alliance and Bismarck’s signing of the treaty was blamed.130 Still, this argumentation is not persuasive. Not onlyr Bismarck but also for his successors, the maintenance and modest strengthening of Austria-Hungary weighed more heavily than all other arguments. Furthermore, in this way provision was made against a potential agreement between Austria-Hungary and Russia. And ultimately the conclusion of an alliance 35 years before its collapse is not to be blamed on those who formed the alliance but rather on those who extended it – if blame can be assigned at all. Also in the case of Italy the words applied: a country is either allied with Italy or it drifts into the camp of its opponents. Other states had also formed alliances together and were competing for partners. In this context, above all the alliance between France and Great Britain, the Entente Cordiale signed in 1904, should be mentioned. The Entente, to which it was then abbreviated, arose from an immediate danger of war, as Britain and the French were only at the last moment able to agree on the division of Africa and thus one of the final chapters in the history of colonial imperialism. The subsequent understanding had not only Africa as an objective,  [<<65||66>>] however, but also signalised like nothing else the fact that the great colonial powers were turning their attention back to Europe and sought above all to put Germany in its place. The fact that they also aspired to get Russia on board was self-evident and it was precisely the Russian Empire that showed every interest following the Russo-Japanese War in also turning its attention to Europe. The web of relations once again became tighter. Germany admittedly interpreted this as encirclement and cultivated the bond with Austria-Hungary, initially perhaps out of conviction.131


It admittedly remained the case that the alliance partners continued to pursue their own interests and therefore bad blood alternated with periods of close friendship. The trade treaty of 1906 was criticised in Austria-Hungary because it allegedly conceded too much to the German Empire. When the German Empire unconditionally supported Austria-Hungary during the course of the annexation crisis of 1908 and endorsed its policies, this understandably triggered relief in Vienna. Terms such as ‘community of fate’ (Schicksalsgemeinschaft) and ‘blind loyalty’ (Nibelungentreue) were then used. And it evidently bothered no-one that in Berlin racial conflict was openly talked of.132 Germanic peoples against Slavs was a slogan in the diction of Kaiser Wilhelm II. One year later, everything looked completely different again. Vienna was alarmed when Germany and Russia became somewhat closer because the Germans were not interested in Persia whilst the Russians were in agreement that the Germans would finance the continuation of the construction of the Baghdad Railway. During the course of the ‘Second Moroccan Crisis’ in July 1911, it was again Berlin who felt deserted by Vienna and only heard from Minister Aehrenthal in response to its complaints that he refused to listen to ‘nagging complaints that are completely unjustified’.133 Then it was Berlin’s turn again. The well-intentioned but often overbearing advice from Berlin could result in the emergence in Vienna of decidedly anti-German sentiments, for example in the winter of 1912/13. In the opinion of the Russian ambassador in Vienna, Mikhail Nikolayevich de Giers, who can be cited in the case of German-Austrian relations as a fairly unsuspicious authority, there emerged in Vienna an increasing feeling of patronisation, which one had to accept and, in so doing, make the best of a bad job.134


Relations with the third power in the alliance, Italy, developed in an even less balanced way than Austro-German relations. During the Second Moroccan Crisis, the Italians had shown friendly restraint towards Germany, though they got involved at the end of the year in an incomparably bigger adventure when they began the occupation of Libya and attempted to force the Ottoman Empire to abandon its rule of that country. This irritated above all the French but also the British and the Germans, who did not want to accept any weakening of Turkey. Opinions were divided in Austria-Hungary. Minister Aehrenthal did not disagree with the involvement of the Italians, as he regarded them in this way as distracted by a region that was more or less uninteresting for the Habsburg Empire. For the Chief of the General Staff Conrad von Hötzendorf,  [<<66||67>>] it was the opportunity to pounce on its ally and disable it militarily. In actual fact, the Ottoman troops and the Libyan rebels took care of this in any case, because Italy was forced to deploy more than 100,000 soldiers and suffered heavy losses in weapons and armaments. The Ottoman Empire did ultimately relinquish Libya, as war had broken out in the meantime in the Balkans, but this in no way reduced Italian involvement. The result was that Italy was for some time neither a full-value ally nor a full-value opponent. And this undoubtedly had consequences, about which Rome, Berlin and Vienna should actually have known.


The relationship between the allies Austria-Hungary and Italy was ambivalent across the decades. All in all, it was in fact worse and more defined by resentment than the relationship between Italy and the third partner in the alliance, the German Empire.135 Yet it would be wrong to cultivate the view of the war years and to emphasise the negative judgement that above all Conrad von Hötzendorf handed down. The Chief of the Italian General Staff, Alberto Pollio, Conrad’s ‘opposite number’, was a consistent advocate of the Triple Alliance. And Conrad knew it. For Pollio, it was inviolable that in the event of a German-French war an Italian army would deploy with the German Western Army and as such participate in the victory over France. As far as Austria-Hungary was concerned, Pollio surprised the German military attaché in Rome, Major von Kleist, at the end of April 1914 with a statement to the effect that Italy would perhaps not deploy even larger forces in the west because it might be required to come to the aid of the Austrians against Serbia with several army corps, i.e. at least 50,000 soldiers, in order that the Imperial and Royal Army would be able to field sufficient forces against Russia. Even the cooperation of the fleets of Austria-Hungary and Italy was more or less agreed on.136 Nevertheless: this was put to the test in July 1914 and it was not the Italian soldiers who were to play the decisive role but rather the politicians.


The Dual Alliance treaty was published in 1888 – though without the passage on the period of validity. As a result, everyone must have been aware of its significance. The Triple Alliance treaty remained secret. Parts of it were made public during the war, but the full text of the treaty was only published in 1920. Almost more important than the treaties themselves were the related agreements and accords, though above all the general staff accords and military supplement treaties.


The Military Accords


Looking at the beginning of the war in 1914, it appears not only that everything had gone in accordance with the alliance automatism and the agreements made previously, but also that even the military strategy had been elaborated and agreed upon in detail. Nothing of the sort was the case. The military planning was the weak point of all the  [<<67||68>>] alliances, for whilst the framework had been defined, there remained so much distrust that no-one provided anyone else an even tolerably complete insight. This observation also applies to the Triple Entente of France, Great Britain and Russia, to the actual Entente, in other words just France and Great Britain, and in particular to the Triple Alliance and the Dual Alliance.


The German Empire allowed Italy only vague insights into the German general staff planning for a war against France. Italy received from Austria-Hungary no insight into its operative conceptions and allowed in return no insight itself. The secrecy, however, went even further. The Chief of the General Staff of the Imperial and Royal Army, for example, never got to see the Triple Alliance treaty and learnt of many details only from the aforementioned publication after the war.137 Even the (old) Dual Alliance was also for a long time characterised in the military realm by considerable reticence, which meant that the two partners were only vaguely informed of each other’s plans. Neither details of the deployment and war planning were announced nor agreements on operational plans reached. In particular, the Dual Alliance partners closed their eyes to reality, and this reality was no more and no less than the fact that from 1907/08 onwards strategic changes could no longer be countered with the mindsets of 1879/82.138


The rapprochement between Russia and the British Empire of 1907, which occurred in the Afghanistan question and in the disputes surrounding the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles, Persia and Tibet, removed the old antagonism between the two powers at least to the extent that it was possible to include Russia in the Entente. The Dual Alliance and the Triple Alliance could therefore reckon on Russian participation in the event of a conflict between Germany and France and with British participation should a dispute arise between the Dual Alliance and Russia. Among the new factors was the presence of the British fleet in the Mediterranean, which had consequences above all for Italy. In view of British maritime power, it could be assumed that Italy would do everything to avoid becoming the opponent of Great Britain. Although the British sent part of their Mediterranean Fleet to the North Sea in 1912, whilst in compensation the French Channel Fleet was sent to the Mediterranean, this in no way reduced Italian misgivings or curbed one ambition or the other. It had to be considered in all cases how the inclusion of larger colonial empires and the control over the international sea routes would impact on a large European war. One could not respond to these questions with traditional deployment plans.139 The consequence thus had to be a comprehensive strategic evaluation, which was admittedly repeatedly attempted, but particularly in Austria-Hungary was never even rudimentarily successful. Thus, Austria-Hungary remained stuck in the traditional continental mindset and was unable to do anything for the basis of its own military-strategic thinking other than in limited operational instances.140 The Germans would have to take care of everything else.


 [<<68||69>>] This finding, however, was not only addressed to the person most responsible for the military planning of the Habsburg Monarchy, the Chief of the General Staff Conrad von Hötzdendorf, but to an even greater extent to the responsible politicians, who cultivated an almost exclusively Eurocentric view and for whom the in any case rare trips of the units of the Imperial and Royal Navy beyond the Mediterranean were merely exotic excursions, just as the diplomatic presence in overseas countries was still regarded as a transfer for disciplinary reasons, similar to the post in Washington at the beginning of the 19th century.


For the German Empire and Austria-Hungary, the military problems of a war were, at least since the signing of the Franco-Russian alliance and a supplementary military convention in 1892/93, almost exclusively problems of a two-front war. During the term in office of the Chief of the German General Staff Count Alfred von Schlieffen the plan emerged that was named after him, which was designed to solve the problem for Germany by initially wrestling down France with a clear numerical superiority in the west and taking a defensive approach to Russia until the forces in the west had become available again and could be transferred to the east. This concept, which was not understood in Austria-Hungary and against which Conrad’s predecessor as Chief of the General Staff, General Friedrich von Beck-Rzikowsky, was already opposed, led to an almost complete breaking-off of military contact at the highest level.141 Until 1906, there were no even remotely concrete agreements, let alone binding ones, between the chiefs of the German and the Austro-Hungarian general staffs.


Only at the beginning of the new era, which was characterised in Germany by Helmuth von Moltke, the nephew of the ‘old’ Moltke, and in Austria-Hungary by Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, was closer contact achieved. This contact was decisively promoted by the annexation crisis. The initiative was taken by Conrad. At the beginning of 1909 he sketched out the political situation of the Dual Alliance and counted France, Russia, Serbia and Montenegro among potential opponents.142 With regard to their respective behaviour, Conrad claimed that Bulgaria, Greece and Turkey were not predictable, Italy would remain neutral and Romania would enter the war on the side of the Triple Alliance, or rather the Dual Alliance. That just left Great Britain, though evidently Conrad had nothing to say on this subject.


Against whom, however, should the main strike be made? Conrad referred above all to the problem that would arise if Austria-Hungary were to become involved in a war against Serbia and Russia were to enter the war at a later date. It could also happen the other way around and Serbia could intervene in a war between the Dual Alliance and Russia. Moltke responded immediately and pointed to the current Schlieffen Plan: regardless of what happened, in a two-front war between alliances the German army would have to wrestle down France and only then turn all its forces against Russia. He added, however, that Austria-Hungary would have to be in a position to hold Russia  [<<69||70>>] in check until Serbia was defeated, even if it committed its main forces to the Balkans. This was very informative. Yet Conrad was not satisfied. He proposed clarifications and achieved two things in the process: first, he signalled the readiness of the Habsburg Monarchy to bow to to the Schlieffen, or rather the Moltke, Plan. Second, the alliance should be activated even if Germany or Austria-Hungary were the aggressor.143 This was a decisive moment indeed.


The parallelogram of forces shifted further. On the one hand, Russia overcame its weakness following defeat in the Russo-Japanese War sooner than expected and not least thanks to considerable French financial aid. On the other hand, it became ever more unlikely that Russia would remain on the sidelines in the event that Austria-Hungary began a war with Serbia. All parties involved had to adapt to this development, for better or worse. The next necessity, to rethink what had already been thought, occurred in the context of the two Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913. The increase in power on the part of Serbia was conspicuous, though it was assumed that the integration of the new additions would take several years and that the Serbian army would not immediately be twice as strong as before. And finally, the change in the relationship to Romania resulted at least in the loss of holding forces, those troops who, merely by means of their presence and without being actively deployed, could tie down enemy – in this case Russian – forces, in the event that Romania was not in fact to be regarded as an enemy herself. In spite of these changes, the agreements already made remained in place and the Germans only vaguely held out the prospect that a German eastern army in the event of a rapid Russian entry into the war would carry out a thrust from Galicia over the Narew River in order to support an Austro-Hungarian offensive. Ultimately, however, neither was a concrete military objective prescribed nor was a political purpose discernible, and in this way those who repeatedly invoked Clausewitz ignored the fundamental tenets of the Prussian theoretician. The Dual Alliance and the Triple Alliance suffered, however, from other, essentially more elementary problems: there was no even remotely complete knowledge of the structure, the problems, the organisation, the training or the thinking of the alliance partners’ armies.144


Vienna was less informed about the prospective organisation for war of the German troops than about that of the likely enemy states. Even the German General Staff had insufficient knowledge of the peculiarities of the constituent parts of the Austro-Hungarian army and was even less aware of the annually revised operational scenarios.145 The future German Plenipotentiary General in the Imperial and Royal Army High Command, General August von Cramon, summarised this lack of knowledge in two sentences: ‘[…] there were only very few in Germany who were even remotely knowledgeable regarding their ally and its army. Hence the surprise at discovering that there were Austrians who did not understand German.’146 This lack of knowledge was of no  [<<70||71>>] consequence until the crisis of July 1914. Then, however, it suddenly became a major factor.


Contact between the chiefs of the Austro-Hungarian and the German general staffs, Conrad and Moltke, remained superficial in spite of a certain rapprochement. On the one hand, neither of them was sufficiently well orientated regarding political events and, on the other hand, they cultivated the agreements in the context of a framework prescribed by the continental operational scenarios but not as a result of a truly strategic assessment or in faithful collaboration. Conrad, for example, knew nothing of the fact that Germany intended in the event of a war in the west to force Belgium to abandon its neutrality and allow troops to pass through its territory. The role of Great Britain, the repercussions of a potential Italian neutrality, the expansion of the war to extra-European territories – none of these issues was ever seriously discussed. The only concrete indication of an exchange of information, which ultimately crystallised in the contact between the chiefs of the general staffs – in, of all years, 1912, the year in which Conrad was briefly replaced by General Blasius Schemua – were the somewhat more detailed considerations regarding the Schlieffen/Moltke Plan, i.e. the German operational plan against France, and analogous to this details on the deployment of Austro-Hungarian forces in the event of a war with Russia or in the Balkans.


Since 1909 it had been assumed by Germany that Russia would intervene in a war between Austria-Hungary and Serbia. By virtue of the Franco-Russian agreement, this would in turn result in France entering the war. The moment would then have come for Germany to implement the Schlieffen Plan. Limited forces would be left in the east to guard East Prussia, whilst everything else would be concentrated in the west, in order to deploy with superior forces there and to crush the French in a lightning campaign. Moltke reckoned in 1909 that the implementation of the Schlieffen Plan would last only around four weeks. Later, six to eight weeks were mentioned.147 Then, however, the corps removed swiftly from the western front would be turned around in order to relieve the Austrians, who would until this point have had to stave off the Russians. Moltke attempted to reassure Conrad by claiming that the Russians would focus their operations against the German Empire in order to relieve the French. And Austria would have to manage this: to keep in check for three or four weeks an admittedly respectable Russian left flank, but one that did not attack with superior forces. Looking at the German strategic planning, it is clear that it was utterly one-dimensional. That was perhaps the good, old Prussian school, according to which – adapted from Scharnhorst – only the simple things endured in war. But it was ultimately a corset from which one could not escape. For Schlieffen, like Moltke, in all imaginable scenarios in which the German Empire entered the war there was no alternative to commencing a campaign against France, regardless of whether France even assumed a threatening posture or not. The existing alliances alone led the German General Staff to conclude  [<<71||72>>] that regardless of whether a war threatened in the west or in the east, the second front would have to be opened, so the only existing plan should be implemented immediately and to its full extent. As has been repeatedly established since, it was a gamble with relatively meagre chances of success.148


By comparison, Austrian planning appears not only more flexible but also much more political. Here there were at least three major war scenarios and combinations of these, as well as a series of further elaborations. And the aim was always to adapt the plans to the changing circumstances or to do what the Chief of the General Staff Conrad recommended: to remove one of the smaller potential opponents by means of a pre-emptive war.


Conrad attempted to second guess the two main war scenarios – involving Serbia and Russia – by mentally dissecting the Austro-Hungarian armed forces. He defined three parts: the first part, by and large three armies, should be available in all events for war scenario ‘R’ (= Russia). Part two, the so-called ‘Balkan Minimal Group’, should be deployed against Serbia and Montenegro. And then there was a third part, the so-called ‘B Echelon’, as a strategic reserve. It comprised approximately one army and, depending on whether there was a war against Russia or only against Serbia, should be sent to the Russian or the Balkan theatre.149 Naturally, Conrad wanted to avoid a war on multiple fronts, which is why he insisted on a pre-emptive war, first against Italy, and with increasing force against Serbia. Between 1908 and 1912, he felt he had to champion a pre-emptive attack even more because he regarded Russia as not yet sufficiently ready for war to be able to intervene on the side of Serbia, but anticipated that the Russian Empire would soon catch up thanks to extensive reforms of its military and an accelerated construction of its railways.


Still, Conrad was not able to force through his arguments. Subsequently, a fundamental attitude emerged on his part that lay between resignation and last-ditch rebellion. He saw the chances of success in a war dwindling rapidly and thought he could only predict that the monarchy had a chance of survival if it embarked on a struggle of life and death. In this conviction, which had become an idée Fixe, social Darwinist thoughts crept in, according to which the state could only survive if it accepted the struggle, proved itself to be the stronger and excluded the weaker state from political decision-making. Nonetheless, Conrad portrayed himself later in his memoirs as more far-sighted but also more pessimistic, and was depicted in the historiography far more as the embodiment of a person who accepts his own fate than reality in fact suggests.150 He undeniably and repeatedly applied pressure and he certainly saw the chances for Austria-Hungary’s army dwindling. Thanks to the attitude of Berlin and the German General Staff, however, even in 1914 he still was still playing with the possibility that the Dual Monarchy might be victorious in a war on multiple fronts. German confidence was evidently contagious and tempting. The German historian Gerhard Ritter  [<<72||73>>] summarised this as follows: ‘[…] Berlin became increasingly generous with its political promises – to the point of recklessness – but militarily the promised aid became ever more uncertain and worthless’.151 And the planning for war became ever more a risky game, not least because Vienna and Berlin had to incorporate into their calculations an additional ally: Italy.


Despite all her protestations to the contrary, since her colonial adventure in Libya, which had been accepted by the other two Triple Alliance powers, Italy could no longer adhere to its promise to attack with an army from the Maritime Alps in the event of a German-French war. Germany brushed this aside, whilst Austria-Hungary had in any case not expected that Italy would deploy troops against Serbia. But the growth of Serbia as a result of the Balkan Wars was naturally a cause for concern. Territorially, the country had grown to twice its former size and had gained one-and-a-half million people. A war against Serbia would thus require additional troops, which would then be lacking against Russia. Romania had ostentatiously begun to turn away from its partners, not least due to the increasingly unfriendly attitude of Austria-Hungary. And whether Bulgaria would offset the loss remained unclear. If, however, the Romanians did join the front against Russia, then a further few hundred thousand Austro-Hungarian soldiers would be needed to compensate for the loss of the Romanian troops. It is not clear where the confidence came from that all these developments would not require any major changes to either the thinking hitherto or the large-scale planning for war. Conrad continued to grope in the dark and was not really aware of the forces planned by the German Empire for the eastern theatre of war. His efforts to obtain binding promises and precise figures were unsuccessful. The German side, however, repeatedly attempted to reassure and encourage him, because Moltke feared that if Austria-Hungary really knew about the very remote chances of success in the east, it would possibly refrain from going on the offensive and instead set itself up defensively in the Carpathian Mountains or elsewhere. An offensive approach on the part of Austria-Hungary was necessary, however, in order to tie down as many Russian troops as possible and to keep them busy until the victory in the west could be achieved. Thus, even in August 1914, Moltke told the Austrian liaison officer Count Josef Stürgkh: ‘You have a good army. You’ll beat the Russians.’152 Conrad should go ahead with his ‘offensive in the dark’.


Although the Chief of the Imperial and Royal General Staff had distinct doubts in the years before 1914 about the ability of the German army to arrive in the east with sufficient forces, he did not fundamentally distance himself from the agreement. The only thing that was changed in the basic principles before the outbreak of war was the deployment plan for the Austro-Hungarian northern army, in that its detraining spaces were relocated further back, deep into the interior of Galicia. This seemed both sensible and necessary, as the expansion of the Austrian rail network could hardly be accelerated and, conversely, the Russians had such efficient trains that the original assumption, to  [<<73||74>>] the effect that they would be able to deploy only slowly, no longer applied. The relocation further back was also designed to enable better cooperation with the forces of the German eastern army.


Gerhard Ritter argued that Conrad would in any case not have risked a simultaneous war against Serbia and Russia without what seemed to him to be far-reaching agreements with the German General Staff.153 This must, however, be questioned. Conrad was, as described above, so very convinced of the necessity of the war and so inclined to wage the war offensively that he left the Austro-Hungarian army no other alternative. The firm will to engage offensively was linked to two considerations: first, Conrad wanted by means of a swift move to offensive warfare to grasp the law of action and begin operations in such a way that his troops dictated what would happen. Second, he saw only an offensive as offering the possibility of capitalising on the hoped-for head start in mobilising and preventing the enemy from calmly completing its own deployment. The offensive approach was also designed to take the war on to the territory of the enemy. In their agreements and, finally, also in July and August 1914 the Austro-Hungarian and the German general staffs accepted a good deal that hid considerable risks: Austria-Hungary accepted that Germany would use the mass of its forces against France in the hope of wrestling France down after about six weeks. The German Empire also initially agreed to Austria-Hungary being engaged in the Balkans and thus only being able to deploy in the Russian theatre in a weakened state. If the operational planning of the Central Powers, which – and this should again be emphasised – had not been agreed on in detail, was to be successful, then the German Empire in France and Austria-Hungary in Serbia would have to achieve rapid successes. Above all, however, the Imperial and Royal Army would have to avoid being encircled in the north-eastern theatre of war by the increasingly superior Russian forces. What would happen, however, if this did not succeed?


Both armies, the German and the Austro-Hungarian, were to be led into a two-front war. Both of them should be victorious in a short time in their respective theatre of war: the Germans in France and the Austrians in Serbia, in a campaign lasting 1,000 hours. Then Russia should also be defeated. It was thus a perfect military world that had been sketched out by the two general staffs. Speed would have to replace more detailed planning. In this way, ‘Plan XVII’ of General Joseph Joffre in France, the concepts of Schlieffen and the younger Moltke in the German Empire, the thoughts of General Mikhail Alekseyevich in Russia and the ‘Conrad School’ in Austria-Hungary all resembled one another.154 Even if Conrad had had doubts that the Moltke Plan would be successful, he had clung to it and, as far as it was in his power to do so, he wanted to contribute to Austria-Hungary fulfilling its part of the obligations.


If according to the general staff agreements Austria-Hungary largely subordinated itself to German plans, this was not quite so evident in the political arena and it could  [<<74||75>>] even be argued that Germany in no way dominated. On the contrary: Berlin became politically dependent on its main ally, a circumstance that the German Imperial Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg also noted, though without being able to do anything about it or even wanting to try. The German Empire did not want to risk losing its only real ally and in this way end up completely isolated. Thus, Germany also wanted to interpret the Dual Alliance treaty generously, even if it hid the danger that both states would be pulled into a major war.


Admittedly, doubts could often be heard in Germany as to whether the alliance with Austria-Hungary was prudent. Austrian capital competed with that of Germany in the Balkans and in the Near East. Was it wise to chain oneself to an empire that evidently had serious domestic conflicts to overcome and that was in essence a Slav-Magyar empire, whose German population only constituted a quarter of the overall total? Was it sensible to chain oneself to a stagnant and, perhaps, dying great power?


In some respects, the dilemma of the German Empire was no less great than that of Austria-Hungary. It was the German historian Fritz Fischer who drew our attention to the considerable German ambitions vis-à-vis the Orient, for the realisation of which German capital travelled across the Balkans and Turkey to the Near East and beyond.155 It was not exactly a ‘grab for global power’, in the words of Fischer, but it was a pronounced imperial tendency, which was then subsumed under the catchphrase ‘global politics’. These German global politics intersected with Austrian policy in the Balkans, the only area of foreign policy in which the Danube Monarchy became active.156 Added to these imperial interests were dynastic interests, which cannot be separated from the former and which repeatedly persuaded Germany to bind Romania more closely to the Triple Alliance. In this respect, Germany attempted to exert influence over the Ballhausplatz (Austro-Hungarian Imperial Chancellery). Likewise, Kaiser Wilhelm was interested in a stronger bond with Greece and argued the case for this, as his sister was married to the Greek king, Constantine I.


Yet,by and large,it would prove to be the case that the Dual Alliance, in its more dynamic and not just defensive moments, did not function in this way, and that Berlin set the agenda. The German imperial government confirmed, supported and executed. And the German Empire recognised more or less silently that Austria-Hungary – itself a Balkan power – understood more about events in south-eastern Europe than the German Empire, or at least claimed to. One of the most important observations here is that with the decline of the prestige of the German Empire – with respect to its role compared to that of France and Great Britain – the decisive voice in the Triple Alliance was transferred to Vienna. For the Austrian historian Fritz Fellner, this was the cause of the gradual disintegration of the alliance, for Vienna had always regarded the Triple Alliance as little more than a necessary evil. Austria-Hungary nevertheless relied on its old Dual Alliance partner and entangled it ever more in the Balkans.157


 [<<75||76>>] The German Empire willingly allowed itself to be embroiled, for it had not achieved the long sought-after equilibrium with England, aside from the agreement on naval armaments, but on the other hand believed that, if in possession of its full military strength, it could use this strength to force through its policies. Additionally, in Germany there was a different fundamental attitude than in Austria-Hungary. The arms race, the feeling of being encircled and diverse cases of rabble-rousing on the part of the press contributed to creating tension and a feeling that a general European ‘conflagration’ would be unavoidable in the near future. Germany found itself – in Moltke’s words – in a ‘position of hopeless isolation, which was growing ever more hopeless’, but believed that it had the strength to break out.


Perhaps the experience of the Triple Alliance, which, as discussed, exhibited clear weaknesses, contributed to the German Empire indulging in countless illusions regarding the sturdiness of the ‘Entente Cordiale’ between France and Great Britain. On the other hand, the functioning of the Franco-Russian collaboration was accepted as a certainty. A war was almost exclusively seen, therefore, as a two-front conflict, whereas Vienna continued to devote most of its thoughts to an isolated war in the Balkans.


German historians have argued in this context that Germany jumped, as it were, on the Balkan bandwagon in order either to meet its main opponents, France and Russia, via this detour or to provoke them in such a way that a war would be inevitable.158 This objective, they argued, had been fixed since the famous war council of 8 July 1912, and Berlin had simply been waiting for the opportunity to realise an objective that had been planned long before. The reasons for this stance, the German historians continued, were to be found in a series of economic-strategic setbacks, as the German Empire regarded itself as having been eliminated by French capital both in the construction of the Baghdad Railway and in the granting of loans to Russia. It was reasoned from this that the German encouragement of Austrian policy in the Balkans ultimately resulted in unleashing the very same crisis whose realisation in a direct confrontation with France did not appear advisable, since it would inevitably have brought Great Britain into play. It was thus imperative that the aim should be to achieve Great Britain’s neutrality in a European conflict.159 This interpretation was vehemently contradicted by others because German policy, as they claimed, was not made by a few bankers and merchants.160


The feeling of gradual stagnation also led Germany to engage in thoughts of a pre-emptive war. Again, not only Germany itself but also Austria-Hungary played a role here. The Chief of the German General Staff Helmuth von Moltke regarded the military strength of the two Central Powers as one whole. Considering Russian armaments, but above all with regard to the apparently so inhomogeneous Imperial and Royal Army, Moltke perceived that circumstances were deteriorating increasingly for the Central Powers. He regarded it as highly doubtful that Austria-Hungary would in the near future be in a position in the event of a war to engage in a strong offensive  [<<76||77>>] against Russia. And without such an offensive he regarded German war plans and the necessary freedom of manoeuvre to develop its main strength against France as threatened. In view of the deteriorating situation, Moltke – in an immediate audience with Kaiser Wilhelm – demanded almost as an ultimatum the ‘recruitment of all Germans fit for military service’. He recommended to the Permanent Secretary in the Foreign Ministry, Gottlieb von Jagow, that he seize any opportunity to initiate a pre-emptive war if Germany wanted to have a chance of military victory.161 In contrast to the political leadership, as well as to Kaiser Wilhelm, Moltke indeed expected an intervention on the part of England.


Pre-emptive War: Yes or No?


It should by no means be assumed that it was merely Moltke and Conrad who fostered ideas about a pre-emptive war. The senior soldiers and some politicians of other states also entertained ideas about a pre-emptive war and worked on polishing the alliance mechanism. The consonance of the ideas and the perceptions to the effect that a war was unavoidable, as well as the willingness to wage war, and indeed better today than tomorrow, was evident across Europe. But everyone had something different in mind.


Rarely, however, has the intention of a country to project domestic conflicts outwardly and to by-pass them by means of war been so evident as in the case of Austria-Hungary in 1914. And yet those in favour of a pre-emptive war did not get their way. In Germany, Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg rejected provoking a war in June 1914,162 and in Austria-Hungary Count Berchtold, like his predecessor Aehrenthal, was no less adverse towards demands for a pre-emptive war. And he at least had a powerful ally: the heir to the throne. The ambivalent image of Archduke Franz Ferdinand so often portrayed should be corrected in a number of respects. It would in particular be important not to confuse Ferdinand’s sometimes ‘iron-eating’ style and his overbearing character with his thoughts on war and peace.


Attention has already been drawn elsewhere to the fact that he indulged in the perhaps illusionary vision of a renewal of the League of the Three Emperors and thus sought to improve relations with Russia at a single stroke. His notion of cooperation between the three European empires was orientated towards the Holy Alliance and likewise towards phases of mutual understanding or at least respect during the latter part of the 19th century. The heir to the throne would only too gladly have abandoned the alliance with Italy in favour of one with Russia. Franz Ferdinand’s in any case limited plea for a war against Serbia in November/December 1912 was a rather isolated departure from both his earlier and his subsequent fundamental stance, for Ferdinand also envisaged a peaceful solution for the Balkans. During the course of 1913 it required  [<<77||78>>] considerable effort to obtain his agreement to the threat of violence. The reasons for this stance were certainly not pacifistic,163 but lay rather in the clear recognition that Serbia would be so blatantly supported by Russia that any attack on Serbia was bound to bring Russia into play. If, however, there was an attempt to achieve conciliation with Russia and a renewal of the League of the Three Emperors, a violent attack on Serbia was not the way to go about it. In the case of Franz Ferdinand, there were also clear signs that he did not want ties to the German Empire to become too close. Again, Russia must have played a role here, for she did not want to see herself confronted by a ‘phalanx’ of the Germans.


During the course of 1913 frictions increased between the heir to the throne and Conrad von Hötzendorf, whom the former had for a long time sponsored. There were both personal and professional reasons for this, expressed in the Archduke’s hurtful criticism of the Chief of the General Staff during the autumn manoeuvres of 1913. Conrad subsequently tendered his resignation. Yet Franz Ferdinand did not accept it, though not because he wanted to retract his remarks but rather because he claimed that it would not be a good thing if the occupant of the post of chief of the general staff changed three times in the space of two years. It was generally assumed, however, that Conrad would be otherwise employed by the end of 1914.164


It is worth asking whether following Conrad’s departure many other thoughts would have flowed into the military-strategic conceptions. Conrad was not alone in his demand for a pre-emptive war, but instead a ‘child of his time’. And many, if not most, of the Imperial and Royal generals in senior positions were advocates of Clausewitz’s interpretation that a pre-emptive war should be waged if the state is able to resist a deterioration of its future prospects only by means of a military offensive.165 A change in the post of chief of the general staff for the entire armed force of Austria-Hungary, therefore, could indeed have resulted in a man succeeding Conrad who would have incorporated the political dimension in his thinking far less than his predecessor had done. Conrad certainly only made allowance for partial aspects, but his ministerial colleague Blasius Schemua as well as Conrad’s successor from 1917, General Arz von Straußenburg, embodied the deeply apolitical, narrow-minded type of officer who only attempted to apply technified theories of war, described so emphatically by Hans-Ulrich Wehler in relation to the German army.166 As most politicians shied away from interfering in the innermost concerns of the military, such as operational planning, and there was moreover no attempt at such an intervention because the military resorted to the Emperor as the ‘Supreme Commander’, communication problems emerged between the senior politicians and the senior military leadership. The Chief of the General Staff undoubtedly wanted war, albeit limited to certain military scenarios. The state governors and the foreign ministers of the decades prior to 1914, on the other hand, had sought to avoid war. However, as they did not live in isolation from a mood of ‘war  [<<78||79>>] is in sight’ and could not make decisions detached from the consideration that an external conflict could solve domestic problems or even from the economic problems and military constraints, they must all have been aware that the next crisis could lead to war.


During the first half of 1914, events unfolded in a normal fashion, with no major crises and no particular tensions between the Cabinets. Only retrospectively, during the course of historical evaluation, were expressions found and interrelationships not only discovered but also created that revised this image of a peaceful Europe by making it clear that it had been sitting on a powder keg. It was shown how even before Sarajevo one actor or another held the fuse on the powder keg or even lit it.


In the ups and downs of major politics, one event in 1914 was lost from sight that would become for survivors both an irony of fate and a symbol. In Vienna, after years of preparations, the 21st Universal Peace Congress was due to take place. The Nobel Peace Prize laureate and President of the Austrian Peace Society, Bertha von Suttner, who was also one of the leading figures of the German and the Hungarian Peace Societies, had allowed herself to be persuaded by the second Austrian Nobel Peace laureate, Alfred Hermann Fried, to hold the Congress in Vienna. For a long time, von Suttner was reluctant to do so, since its preparation involved too much work. In the end, however, she agreed to do what was expected of her and once more act as the engine of the movement.


It was thanks to her – and only her – that members of the House of Habsburg as well as prominent representatives of politics and science were prepared to take part in or at least assume patronage of the event. It was of little importance that the whole affair had more a declamatory than an actual value. And it was of all people Alfred Hermann Fried, who had turned pacifism into more than just a mere emotion and who had given up simple anti-war agitation and instead begun to research the causes of war, who emphasised the appeal of the Vienna Peace Congress. To hold a major peace demonstration in one of Europe’s central focal cities should be at least an unmistakeable signal in a place that was home to the most important exponents of a pre-emptive war as well as the most important exponents of pacifism. In his championing of the Congress, Fried also used the argument that the multinational state of Austria-Hungary could be a model for the future cooperation of European countries. This suggestion was honoured by the fact that all the rooms of the Reichsrat building were placed at the disposal of the Global Peace Congress free of charge.167 On 21 June 1914, however, Bertha von Suttner died. This was not unexpected, since she had cancer and her health had long been in decline. Preparations for the Congress nonetheless continued, until the war prevented it from taking place. [<<79||80>>] [<<80||81>>]




3 Bloody Sundays




[image: image] [<<81||82>>]


Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie were laid out on 28 June 1914 in the official residence of the Governor of Sarajevo. On the following day, the bodies began their journey to Metković, from whencethe coffins were taken to the nearby flagship of the Imperial and Royal Navy Fleet, the Viribus Unitis, and from there, to Trieste. [<<82||83>>]








The Assassination


While Bertha von Suttner’s body was still being transferred from Vienna to Gotha for cremation, manoeuvres of the Imperial and Royal XV and XVI Corps began in Bosnia. Two divisions of the XV Corps were to defend themselves in the area of the Ivan Ridge on the border with Herzegovina, while two divisions of the XVI Corps were to attack them there. Archduke Franz Ferdinand wanted to be present at the conclusion of the exercise on 27 June.168 After a meeting with the German Kaiser at Franz Ferdinand’s chateau in Konopiště (Konopischt) south of Prague, the Archduke travelled with his wife Sophie to Bosnia via Vienna. The aim of his trip was not only to grant a visit by his own high-ranking person to the new province and the troops. Franz Ferdinand wanted more. As has been mentioned, since for personal rather than objective reasons, he no longer harmonised with the Chief of the General Staff Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, he wanted to observe in action the successor he had in mind for the post of Chief of the General Staff of the entire armed force of Austria-Hungary, the regional commander of Bosnia-Herzegovina, General of Artillery Oskar Potiorek, as part of a larger manoeuvre. To a certain degree, this was a test to help the Archduke make a final decision. His visit to the provinces, which had been annexed in 1908, was also intended as a demonstration. Potiorek had requested that they come, since in his view something had to be done for the image of the Monarchy and to ‘show our colours’. It was still not clear in the spring whether the visit would take place, since at that time, Emperor Franz Joseph appeared to be dying, and the heir presumptive was naturally required to remain in Vienna. However, the elderly monarch rallied once more, and the journey was fixed.


It was by no means the first time that a high-ranking person had travelled to Bosnia or Herzegovina. Visits of this nature had occurred relatively frequently. However, there was certainly cause, given the ever-recurring crises in the Balkans, to demonstrate the connection between the two southernmost provinces of the Monarchy with the Empire as a whole, and to pay them particular attention. There was therefore undoubtedly sufficient reason to go ahead with the journey. And the occasion itself, the observation of a manoeuvre by the Archduke, who in 1909 had taken over the role of Inspector General of the Troops ‘placed at the disposal of the Supreme Commander’, and who since that time had been making such troop inspection visits on behalf of the Emperor, was nothing new. The journey also did not appear to be more hazardous than other tours taken by the Archduke. However, assassination attempts against high-ranking officials  [<<83||84>>] in 1902, 1906 and 1910 had already made it necessary to introduce heightened security measures.169 No real objection was made to the visit from the political or military point of view. Neither Baronet Leon von Biliński, the joint finance minister who was responsible for the Austro-Hungarian central administration of Bosnia and Herzegovina, nor the governor of the two provinces, Oskar Potiorek, who took care of political and military matters on the ground, expressed concern or misgivings at any time. Quite the opposite: they were glad that the Archduke and his wife had decided to make the trip.


Here, too, it remained for later generations to conclude that a series of warnings had in fact been given. Numerous expressions of concern had indeed been issued, and reports had been submitted of imminent assassination attempts.170 The vice-president of the Bosnian National Assembly, Jozo Sunarić, had warned of a hostile mood among the Serbs, saying that the visit to Sarajevo appeared to be too risky. The Serbian envoy in Vienna, Jovan Jovanović, had apparently also heard rumours of a planned assassination. The head of the Evidenzbüro, (military intelligence service) of the Imperial and Royal Army, August Urbánski von Ostrymiecz, had also voiced his concern. Even the Archduke himself needed reassurance, and ordered his Lord Chamberlain, Baron Karl von Rumerskirch, to consult the Lord Chamberlain of the Emperor, Prince Alfred Montenuovo. He also had objections, although of an entirely different kind: in Montenuevo’s view, the visit by the Archduke, who would ‘only’ be present as Inspector General of the Troops and not as future Emperor, would not make a good impression on the population with its oriental mindset. For a visit by such a high-ranking individual, they would expect to see an appropriate degree of pomp.171 When the Emperor had visited the province in 1910, there was not only a splendid display, but safety measures were also taken, with double rows of soldiers positioned along the roads through which the monarch drove. The Inspector General of the Troops could not expect the same treatment, even though he was entitled to demand it.


All in all, numerous objections and misgivings were voiced. Some were only recorded in writing in memoirs after the fact. Overall, any serious assessment of the last journey made by Franz Ferdinand will conclude that it was not without controversy, and that warnings had been given. However, visits by prominent individuals, then as now, are always accompanied by such concerns. Ultimately, the word of the Archduke held sway: ‘[…] I will not be put under a protective glass cover. Our lives are at risk at all times. One simply has to trust in God.’172


In his book Die Spur führt nach Belgrad, (‘The Trail Leads to Belgrade’) Fritz Würthle analysed the warnings and misgivings in terms of their validity and came to the undramatic conclusion that they did not exceed the usual levels for such occasions. Warnings had been issued before almost every visit, and certainly not for Bosnia alone. Of all the warnings, however, there was none that was sufficiently severe as to clearly state the extent of the risk.


 [<<84||85>>] Another aspect was unequivocally clarified by Würthle, for which he also provided sufficient proof: it did not matter who came to Sarajevo. In principle, any visitor travelling from Vienna of any degree of prominence was to be the target of an attack at the next possible opportunity. It also did notmatter on which date they came. Only in the subsequent interpretation of events and, above all, in assessments of the particularly determined and symbolic nature of the act, was it emphasised that the visit by the heir to the throne was the sole reason for the formation of the group of assassins, and that the date chosen, 28 June, or ‘Vidovdan’ (St. Vitus’ Day), the day on which a Serbian-Albanian army had been beaten by the Ottomans in the battle on the Kosovo Polje in 1389 and the Turkish Sultan Murad I was murdered by the Serbian knight Miloš Obilić, would have been a particular provocation. However, it is likely that these notions were just as contrived as others that arose in connection with the double murder. One thing is certain: The conspirators had been inspired by a whole series of murders and attempted murders, most of all not by the murder of Sultan Murad, but by the more recent attempted assassination by Bogdan Žerajić of the former Austro-Hungarian Governor of Bosnia Marijan Varešanin in 1910. In Bosnia, the ‘Vidovdan’ was not a public holiday, and the large majority of the Bosnian population, Catholic Croats and Muslims, would certainly have had no reason to join in the chorus of Serbian nationalists. The assassins themselves also only mentioned St. Vitus’ Day in passing, if at all. In the official record of the event, they claimed that they would have attempted an assassination on any date. Also, they had already been planning the murder since March 1914, in other words, since the newspapers had begun reporting that the heir to the throne might visit Bosnia, without giving a specific date.173 In the end, the dates for the visit were arranged to coincide with the manoeuvres by the XVI Imperial and Royal Corps, and whether or not they were conducted depended solely on the level of training of the troops, the weather conditions and the acceptance of the exercise. The visit to Sarajevo was scheduled to take place following completion of the manoeuvre. This was a Sunday and – by coincidence – St. Vitus’ Day.


Last of all, there were moments that occurred during the sequence of events that made the assassination appear to be ordained by fate to an even greater degree. The manoeuvres were conducted to the full satisfaction of the Archduke. Potiorek had proven his worth, and could now hope for promotion. If Conrad, the Chief of the General Staff, were to be released from his duties as Franz Ferdinand wished, then Potiorek was the most serious contender for the post. The most important purpose of the visit had therefore been fulfilled. While Franz Ferdinand observed the manoeuvres, his wife, Duchess Sophie von Hohenberg, travelled several times to nearby Sarajevo from her temporary residence in Ilidža, opened an orphanage and took a tour of the city. It would, therefore, not have been absolutely necessary to visit the Bosnian capital. Indeed, Franz Ferdinand hesitated one last time before coming to Sarajevo. However, the lieutenant colonel  [<<85||86>>] sent to meet him by Governor Potiorek, Erich Merizzi, advised that a cancellation of the visit at the last minute would be such an insult to the supreme head of the military and civil administration, and therefore signify such a loss of prestige, that the heir to the throne set his doubts aside. Merizzi had not only argued on objective grounds however, but also because he was particularly friendly with Potiorek, and wanted to make sure that the high-ranking visit would be fully satisfactory.174 And so the heir to the throne and his wife departed from Ilidža by train, and in Sarajevo boarded their own car brought especially for the visit, a Graef & Stift that Count Franz Harrach had provided for Franz Ferdinand, and drove from the station into the city. The first attack occurred on the journey to the city hall when a hand grenade was thrown by Nedeljko Čabrinović. It fell on to the unfolded canopy of the car, either bounced off or was knocked aside in time, and exploded underneath a car driving behind. Merizzi was slightly injured and was brought to hospital. The Archduke appeared angry rather than shocked, and now it was Oskar Potiorek who persuaded him to change his plans. When the initial turmoil had died down, he suggested that they visit the hospital where his adjutant and friend Merizzi was being treated. Franz Ferdinand agreed and left the city hall with his wife and the accompanying party. A chain of events caused the car in which the Archduke was travelling to come to a standstill at the Latin Bridge over the Miljačka River, just where Gavrilo Princip, another of the assassins who were dispersed throughout the city, was sitting. He fired at the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne and Duchess Sophie. Both were fatally wounded.175


That day, 28 June, began like any other, and yet it was not to end the same way. The shots on the Latin Bridge in Sarajevo made world history. Six of the seven assassins standing ready in the city were Bosnian citizens of Serbian nationality, while the seventh was a Muslim from Herzegovina. They had been influenced and radicalised by the Greater Serbia movement that had begun to be known as ‘Mlada Bosna’ (‘Young Bosnia’), and supported its goal of destroying the Habsburg Monarchy in order to create a Yugoslav state. They referred to themselves as ‘Yugoslav nationalists’,176 and claimed that they had wanted to set an example. They were also willing to sacrifice their own lives. Čabrinović and Princip swallowed potassium cyanide that had been given to them as a precautionary measure by their contacts in Serbia. However, the poison failed to take full effect, and only caused them to vomit. Their terrorist act was intended as an expression of protest. Some members of the group had recoiled at the last minute, saying that murder was an inappropriate way of bringing a protest to public attention. This was of no interest to its younger members, who were keen to go through with the plan. However, they would not have known that their attack and, above all, the shots fired by Gavrilo Princip would trigger a world war and indeed herald the downfall of the Habsburg Empire. They were inspired by Mazzini, Marx, Bakunin, Nietzsche and others, had at times studied in Belgrade and had ardently participated in the discussion  [<<86||87>>] surrounding the ‘tyrannicide’. In time, a whole list of people began to be regarded as ‘worthy of assassination’: the Austrian Emperor, Foreign Minister Count Berchtold, Finance Minister Biliński, General of Artillery Potiorek, the ban of Croatia, Baron Ivan Skerletz, the Governor of Dalmatia, Slavko Čuvaj and naturally the heir to the throne Franz Ferdinand.177 There were cross-connections to Croatian and Bosnian exile circles in the USA, Switzerland and France, but the most stable link was to Serbia. The assassination was prepared not by the American friends of ‘Mlada Bosna’, but by the secret Serbian organisation ‘Ujedinjenje ili smrt’ (‘Unification or Death’) which was linked to the head of the Serbian military secret services, Colonel Dragutin Dimitrijević (or ‘Apis’). Some of its members gave the would-be assassins necessary lessons in shooting near Belgrade, and procured the hand grenades and pistols as well as the potassium cyanide. Even Dimitrijević could admittedly not have assumed that the successful assassination of Franz Ferdinand would lead to war. His goal was more modest: to send a signal to the southern Slavs in the Monarchy and to put pressure on the Serbian government. In his opinion, any further concessions to the Danube Monarchy on the part of Belgrade would cost Serbia its influence over the southern Slavs in the Monarchy. However, he of all people must have been aware that a hardening of policy towards Vienna could at some point mean war.


The Shock


28 June 1914 was a Sunday. Time and again, attempts have been made to capture the mood of that day far away from Sarajevo, and particularly in Vienna. It was a sleepy Sunday, but in contrast to today, when only a few people in positions of influence are likely to be found in Vienna on their day of rest, in 1914, there was a large number in the city – politicians, officials and members of the military alike. Only the Emperor and his household had already left for the royal holiday residence in Bad Ischl. On top of this, the following day, 29 June was a public holiday, offering the prospect of two days of early summer relaxation. However, shortly after midday, the peace was suddenly broken. Telegrams and telephone calls buzzed across the Monarchy. In fact, it was astonishing how quickly news of the murder of the heir to the throne and his wife was disseminated, reaching one person here and another there. Nobody was left unmoved. Shock, helplessness, anger and verbal aggression were expressed. Joyous reactions were also reported. Count Ottokar Czernin, the envoy in Bucharest at the time who would later become Foreign Minister, noted in his memoirs that in Vienna and Budapest, expressions of joy outweighed those of sorrow.178 Josef Redlich, already mentioned above, whose diary is one of the most important sources for this period, since it has the advantage of being authentic rather than having been written subsequently,  [<<87||88>>] noted the oft quoted words: ‘In the city [Vienna], there is no atmosphere of mourning; in the Prater and out here where we are in Grinzing, there has been music playing everywhere on both days [i.e. 28 and 29 June].’179 Joy was also reported in Hungary. And why should individuals here or there not have experienced a pleasant shock on hearing the news? The heir to the throne had certainly not only made friends. Quite the opposite! Hans Schlitter, the Director of the State Archives, who had been very close to the Archduke, noted in his diary: ‘When one looks back at the catastrophe with a philosophical calm, one could conclude that as a result of the satanic act, Austria has been saved from greater catastrophes and that a difficult problem has been resolved at a stroke. But this can never be proven.’180 The diplomat Emerich Csáky, who at that time was posted in Bucharest, made a simple assessment: Franz Ferdinand may have had ‘supporters, although they were very limited in number, but friends he had none. Instead, his enemies were all the greater in number; in Hungary, he was literally hated.’181 For this reason, no attempt was made in Hungary to hide the fact that the murder triggered a sense of relief. The aristocracy went one step further, arranging the requiem for Franz Ferdinand on the very same day as the grand wedding celebrations by members of the Szápáry and Esterházy families. No member of the upper aristocracy and top echelons of society wanted to miss the opportunity to attend the wedding, unless there was an express reason for staying away.182 Ultimately, the tables were turned, and the Viennese court was subjected to a barrage of criticism for rendering it impossible for the Hungarian nobility to pay its last respects to Franz Ferdinand. A lengthier interpellation on the matter was even made by Count Gyula Andrassy in the Hungarian Reichstag (Imperial Diet), demanding clarification from Prime Minister Tisza regarding the events leading to the assassination and its immediate consequences.183 Crocodile tears were shed.


Rumours began to spread, soon catching up with verified information: the assassin was the son of Crown Prince Rudolf, who had killed Franz Ferdinand because he believed he had murdered his father; the Freemasons were mentioned, as well as the German ‘secret service’, the Hungarian prime minister Count Tisza, who was in league with ‘Apis’, the Russian General Staff, etc.184


However, the predominant reaction was shock and a desire for revenge. The fact that the Archduke was a symbol, and that a hope had been destroyed, which was by all means intact, that the Habsburg Monarchy would have the opportunity to shake off the rigidity of the late Franz Joseph years, provoked a sense of outrage and gave cause for hatred. For those in authority, it became clear almost straight away that the trail led to Belgrade, and that accountability and atonement must be demanded from Serbia. Conrad von Hötzendorf, who until 27 June had accompanied the heir to the throne before departing for Sremski Karlovci, where he received news of the murder, expressed a view that was widely held: ‘The murder in Sarajevo was the last link in a long chain. It was  [<<88||89>>] not the work of an individual fanatic, but the result of a well-organised attack; it was a declaration of war by Serbia on Austria-Hungary. It can only be answered by war.’185


No mention was made of the fact that Conrad would have known how far-reaching the effects of the murder of Franz Ferdinand would be. No mention that Austria-Hungary suddenly had no prospects. No further reference to the fact that a reorganisation at state level could have reshaped the Monarchy from its foundations upwards and made it viable. At a single stroke, everything that Franz Ferdinand had planned and prepared with the aim of reforming the Empire was no longer of interest. And the fact that in the shorter or longer term, this would have brought about an end to dualism was also in effect considered irrelevant. After all, the alternative to reform of the Empire was collapse. No mention was made of the plan to seek an understanding with Russia. Suddenly, the ‘secondary rule’ by the Archduke, which had been the subject of repeated criticism, also no longer existed.


The murder in Sarajevo strengthened the position of the Emperor. Not that this was what Franz Joseph had wanted, since it had been clear to him, too, that preparations must be made for the transition to his successor. Yet now, suddenly, the entire structure, so laboriously assembled, had become obsolete. The words ascribed to Franz Joseph on hearing of the double murder in Sarajevo are: ‘A superior power has restored that order which I unfortunately was unable to maintain.’ In this context, they took on a stark double meaning. As it quickly transpired, Franz Joseph was not of a mind to experiment with ‘secondary rule’ a second time. The next in line, Archduke Karl Franz Josef, who automatically adopted the mantle of heir to the throne, was neither to take over the Military Chancellery run by his murdered uncle, nor inherit control of the staff of civilian advisors that Franz Ferdinand had sought. Now, there could also be no mention of the fact that Conrad von Hötzendorf had been due to be replaced half a year later. The Chief of the General Staff was the man who in terms of military matters had the fullest confidence of the Emperor, and who had the final say. He would also certainly be needed in the very near future. Domestic policy experiments were frowned upon, and not only that: the new heir to the throne was initially to be involved as little as possible and be given the role of observer at best. Just how thoroughly this was put into practice already became evident during the weeks that followed. This was by no means due to negligence, but was entirely deliberate: Emperor Franz Joseph was making one more attempt at a neo-absolutist about-turn. The hidden reality behind this apparent fierce determination and show of power was a terrible dilemma: at the top of the Habsburg Empire, a huge power vacuum began to spread – slowly, but surely.


Even after the news of the murder in Sarajevo had lost its novelty, and attention had turned to the new heir to the throne and above all the position taken by Austria immediately following the assassination, a certain degree of international goodwill could still be felt. It is also certainly not incorrect, as has been repeatedly remarked, to say that  [<<89||90>>] the community of European states would initially have fully understood any immediate action taken by Austria against Serbia. However, these simple sentiments, which were founded on a sense of solidarity, were not to be held for long.


Once the shock had subsided and emotions were superseded by rational thinking, in other words, when reactions were once again based on deliberation, everything was brought to bear that had been locked away over many years. As is so often the case, historical analogies were sought and the entire ‘Serbia file’ consulted. Perhaps this was due to the fact that a portion of the decision-makers were officials who were apt to draw on the ‘history file’ for information, or because it was simply human nature to agree with previous judgements and to replicate actions already taken. In short: in June and July 1914, the ‘Serbia history file’ for the period between 1908 and October 1913 was taken out of storage. Pressure was to be applied and war at least be threatened, although in contrast to earlier years, this time, force was to also actually be used. The ‘security’ theory also played a role. However, nothing was to be repeated from the past. Collective action was taken in the form of a range of different measures prepared by the respective groups of states that were bound together by the alliances they had created.


In Vienna, where nearly all the staff at the Foreign Ministry were already working at their desks on the day after the assassination, there was almost unanimous agreement as to what should be done: the Balkan problem, specifically the problem of Serbia, should be resolved once and for all. Minister Berchtold hesitated briefly before his advisors persuaded him to opt for a military solution.186 However, in fact, this was no longer necessary, since Emperor Franz Joseph, with whom Berchtold had an audience on the afternoon of 30 July, had already more or less decided. Subsequently, what later became known as the July Crisis unfolded, during which actions that had been long deliberated over were put to the test, and long-prepared decisions were taken. The war was precipitated. Not only that: it was deliberately unleashed. And it was Austria-Hungary that loosened the fetters. The German Empire offered a guiding hand whenever Austria-Hungary lost its nerve. However, Russia also bore no small share of responsibility for unleashing the war, and all other countries either took certain steps or omitted to take others that would later lead observers to claim ‘if only….’


The July Crisis


Within the space of 48 hours, the whole picture had changed. From that point onwards, the slow, almost sedate approach taken by the Habsburg Monarchy can be followed that led to the outbreak of the Great War. However, Austria-Hungary by no means acted in isolation, since the other European states that then entered into the war neither stood and watched nor were they even surprised. They set about taking coordinated action.  [<<90||91>>] The war could perhaps have been triggered and unleashed for another reason, but here one really does have to rein in one’s imagination and reconsider only the specific event that led to its outbreak.


On Monday 29 June 1914, which was a public holiday, as mentioned above, attempts were still being made to recall every decision-maker of any importance back to his post. The protocol procedures had to be decided, which then led to the over-hasty and in many respects unworthy farewell to the murdered couple in Vienna and the low-key burial in Artstetten in Lower Austria. For a short period, the whole process seemed to be conducted at an extremely hectic pace. Yet the haste only applied to the treatment of the dead. On 29 June, Emperor Franz Joseph returned to Vienna. A week later, the heir to the throne and his wife were due to be buried. If proper preparations had been made, it is likely that all important heads of state and heads of government of Europe, as well as several from overseas, would have been able to attend. Hardly anyone, least of all the monarchs, would have failed to accept an invitation to Vienna if they had been made aware of the fact that the murder was an attack on the monarchic principle, or at least as something that could happen to anyone in a position of power, or who represented it. Kaiser Wilhelm II, for example, had already travelled post-haste from Kiel to Berlin, and wanted to attend the funeral in Vienna with his brother, Prince Heinrich. However, after receiving a telegram from Vienna, the German Kaiser was suddenly found to be suffering from lumbago, and shortly afterwards, it was announced that Prince Heinrich would not attend either.187 The rumours began to fly – and with good reason.


The fact that no such gathering of leaders was called was an early indication that no event of this nature would be permitted to impose or to hinder the decisions that had to be taken. These measures were therefore not, as has occasionally been postulated, simply a product of scheming by the Lord Chamberlain, Prince Alfred von Montenuovo, which resulted in the excessive haste of the burial in a ceremony that hardly fulfilled the requirements specified by protocol. Ultimately, he was only empowered to fulfil the wishes of the Emperor. The Foreign Ministry was also at fault, since it wanted neither the Tsar nor the British King nor the French President to set foot in Vienna.188 While the bodies of the couple were brought to Trieste (Triest) with the flagship of the Imperial and Royal Navy, the battleship Viribus Unitis, and from there transferred to Vienna by train, at the Ballhausplatz (Austro-Hungarian Imperial Chancellery), there was already talk of war with Serbia. In a letter to the principle of the Military Chancellery of the murdered heir to the throne, Colonel Alexander Brosch von Aarenau, one young employee of Berchtold, Baron Leopold Andrian-Werburg, wrote that ‘very valuable fruit for the Monarchy should ripen’ from the blood of Franz Ferdinand.189 However, Berchtold and the Emperor did agree that it would not be possible simply to attack Serbia, as General Conrad had wanted. It would be far preferable to agree on the procedure with Germany, although the Emperor was clear that Serbia should be treated with  [<<91||92>>] a firm hand.190 The Austrian Prime Minister, Count Stürgkh, added his own opinion to the range of different responses by suggesting that the connection between the Slavs in the Monarchy and those outside it could only be broken by war, and that there would be dangerous consequences if this were not done.


The war atmosphere was so all-pervasive that the Hungarian Prime Minister, Count Tisza, found it necessary on 1 July to make the Emperor aware of the fact and to express his consternation.191 Here, it was not least the Hungarian newspapers and journals of the calibre of the Pester Lloyd’ that began a frenzied campaign to settle the account with Serbia. As on so many occasions, however, the newspapers simply captured a broadly prevalent mood and for their own part added to its intensity. However, Tisza was particularly disconcerted after having been told by the Foreign Minister on the same day, 1 July, that the murders in Sarajevo would be used as a reason for making Serbia pay, and wrote to the Emperor to inform him that something was being planned. The Emperor, however, was fully aware of the mood, as he was of the policy being pursued at the Ballhausplatz – and he also approved of it. Ultimately, the question now was merely how to put the decision in favour of war into action. In a study of the records made by journalist Heinrich Kanner, Robert A. Kann published a conversation between Kanner and the joint Finance Minister Baronet von Biliński, in which he attempted to find out when exactly the decision to go to war was made. Biliński replied: ‘We already decided to go to war at a very early stage; the decision was already taken right at the beginning.’ Kanner asked him about the precise date, and Biliński said that it was the period between 1 and 3 July.192 He could of course have been mistaken as to the exact day.193


It was by no means the case that the Ballhausplatz became caught up in a frenzy of bloodlust and was motivated in its deliberations by a desire for revenge. The decision to precipitate a war with Serbia was in fact probably founded on numerous experiences, assumptions and feelings. After all, how could a state be trusted that repeatedly made promises and failed to keep them, signed agreements and then broke them, that pursued power politics without taking account of the concerns of others, and with which it was simply impossible to negotiate by means of a policy without war? Another likely factor was that the important foreign policy decision-makers – the minister, his chief of staff, the first head of the department, as well as others – had gained their diplomatic and political experience mainly in Russia, Serbia or in other parts of the Balkans, and had therefore been ground by the mill of Balkan policy for years and even decades. Berchtold had become minister due to his experience with Russia. His chief of staff, Count Alexander Hoyos, the head of the presidential department, Count Forgách, and his closest colleague, the envoy Baron Alexander von Musulin, had all been influenced by the annexation crisis. Furthermore, they were keen to repeat a whole series of actions from the annexation crisis, but without making previous errors. They also remembered particularly well that the two states had already stood on the brink of war in October  [<<92||93>>] 1913, and that an outbreak had only been avoided when Serbia had backed down at the last minute.


Berchtold’s decisions were also based to no small degree on disappointment. He had after all hoped to be able to stabilise the situation in the Balkans, and had until June 1914 been optimistic that an agreement could be reached with Serbia. Now, he had failed, and indeed, felt that he had been humiliated. His policy to date could be interpreted as being weak. This time, he was disinclined to show weakness once again.


There were others, such as Conrad, who also brought their experiences to bear. For the Chief of the General Staff, the Balkans were associated with the only experience of war that he had been able to gain thus far, since he had been involved as a second lieutenant in the campaign of occupation in 1878. Thus, Conrad was able to draw on experiences gained at the beginning of his career. He now regarded the unfolding events as a confirmation of what he had been claiming for years: that the Monarchy must initiate a war at the earliest possible opportunity against Serbia, Italy, and – if it were to become necessary – even a civil war against Hungary. War scenario ‘U’ (for ‘Ungarn’, or ‘Hungary’) had in the interim been shelved, but the others were still relevant. While Conrad recognised that the ideal point in time for taking revenge action against Serbia had already passed, the problem now might still be tackled. For him, the decisive issue was whether or not Russia already felt itself sufficiently strong to enter the war as protector of Serbia. Until 1913, Conrad had hoped that an intervention by Russia could be ruled out, while in his annual memorandum for 1914, he already anticipated that the Tsarist Empire would act.194 The fact that Biliński and Potiorek were in favour of war is hardly surprising, since both bore their share of the blame for the success of the Sarajevo attack. Potiorek in particular was accused of gross neglect in failing to protect the heir to the throne. For Biliński, and for the head of the civil and military administration of Bosnia, the decisions taken at the Ballhausplatz and by the Emperor on war or peace thus had an additional, highly personal quality.


Attempts have been made to study the psychological factors of the July Crisis and how they affected Austria-Hungary, and the unsurprising conclusion has been reached that those in positions of authority were suffering from unimaginable stress.195 The pressure on each individual was certainly enormous, since the task they faced was not only to take some form of action, but to act correctly. They also had expectations to fulfil. And none of them was at first entirely sure of the Emperor’s genuine reaction to the murders. However, it can be assumed that no unpremeditated actions were taken, or that bad decisions were taken as a result of stress. Quite the opposite: it is striking just how cool and calculated those involved were. For example, Minister Berchtold read daily press reviews in order to keep up to date with reporting trends. Ultimately, they only confirmed his views, and he had no need to alter his decisions in line with the leading articles of the daily newspapers. However, on the day after he had expressed his  [<<93||94>>] condolences to Emperor Franz Joseph on the death of the heir to the throne, and in so doing had sensed the mood of the monarch, he let it be known that Sarajevo would be made ‘the grounds for settling our score with Serbia’.196


On the issue of how to proceed against Serbia, it was clear from the start that the Habsburg Monarchy would show determination. In light of the messages of support and sympathy from all parts of the Monarchy, it was a safe assumption that the double murder would not be used to provoke riots. Particular care had to be taken with other foreign powers. Here, attention was paid initially not to potential enemies, but to Austria-Hungary’s most important ally. The first discussions by Berchtold, Conrad, Stürgkh and Tisza already focussed on the German Empire, although the position taken by Berlin was also discussed beyond the framework of the official consultations between the prime ministers and ministers.


On 1 July, Berchtold’s chief of staff, Alexander Hoyos, presented his minister with a summary of an interview with the German journalist Victor Naumann, a man with excellent connections to the German Imperial Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, as well as to the permanent secretary in the Foreign Office in Berlin, Gottlieb von Jagow. Several interesting phrases were uttered during the conversation. According to Hoyos’ notes, Naumann had claimed that now, if Kaiser Wilhelm were to be asked in the right way, he would provide Austria-Hungary with every assurance and would ‘this time also hang on until war’, since he appreciated the risks to the monarchist principle. In the Foreign Office in Berlin, he said, nobody would oppose this attitude, since the current moment was held to be right ‘for taking the big decision’.197


It should have been conspicuous that Naumann did not speak specifically of ‘the Balkans’, but of a ‘big decision’. This was an early indication during the July Crisis that Berlin had more in mind than simply providing backing for Austria-Hungary in a war against Serbia. Naumann also added that the full seriousness of the situation must be explained to those responsible for taking decisions in Berlin, and that the conclusions that were being drawn in Vienna must be reported with full clarity. According to Naumann, nothing would be achieved in Berlin by ‘tiptoeing about’.198


Alexander Hoyos was an ideal partner for a clarifying discussion with representatives of the German imperial government. He had already been sent to Berlin during the annexation crisis and had at that time brought back the news that the Germans would provide backing. Hoyos also clearly believed that negotiations could be repeated and suggested to Berchtold that he undertake a new mission to Berlin. For the Foreign Minister, this suggestion came at the right moment, since his intention to go to war had been met with disapproval in some quarters. Since on 4 July a Cabinet courier was due to leave for Berlin anyway in order to deliver to the Berlin government an updated memorandum on the Balkan situation and policy, as well as a hand-written letter by Emperor Franz Joseph to the German Kaiser, Hoyos volunteered to travel to Berlin  [<<94||95>>] himself with the documents.199 He intended to use the opportunity to deliver a series of personal messages in order to provide as much detailed information as possible on the current assessment of the situation by the Ballhausplatz, and for his part, to gather information on the attitude of the German Kaiser and the imperial government.


Until this point, Vienna had known almost nothing about the prevailing attitude in Berlin. Kaiser Wilhelm II and Prince Heinrich had not attended the funeral of Franz Ferdinand. The German ambassador, Baron Heinrich von Tschirschky, had shown notable reserve. He had still received no instructions, and only said to Berchtold that to begin a war without being certain that Italy and Romania would not enter on the side of Serbia ‘appears to be a very hazardous undertaking’.200 Von Tschirschky reported to Berlin that he had used every possible opportunity to ‘warn in calm but unmistakeable and serious terms against taking overhasty steps’ – a classic formulation for a diplomat. Indeed, there were numerous and important individuals within Germany who were calling for moderation. However, they remained in the minority, and the criticism voiced by the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung newspaper of the war hysteria in the Viennese press was an exception.201 Pressure was then immediately brought to bear on the Frankfurter, and from 4 July onwards, all the German civilian press struck a harsh, anti-Serbian tone.202


Hoyos arrived in Berlin on Sunday, 5 July. He first delivered the documents to the Austro-Hungarian ambassador, Count László Szögyény and gave him information. He then met the deputy secretary in the German Foreign Office, Arthur Zimmermann, who apparently claimed that war would be 90 per cent likely if the Monarchy decided to take action against Serbia.203


Hoyos assured Zimmermann that the Monarchy was by no means prepared to accept the murder of the heir to the throne without acting. To this, Zimmermann literally replied: ‘[…] we have in fact been rather afraid that this might be the case.’ In the afternoon, the prepared documents were handed to Kaiser Wilhelm. He studied them, but instead of discussing them with only political representatives, chose to include Gustav von Krupp, who spoke for the armaments industry. When asked by the Kaiser whether German industry would be in a position to survive even a large war on several fronts, he answered with a clear ‘Yes’. Count Hoyos also met with the Imperial Chancellor, Bethmann Hollweg, as well as with the permanent secretary in the Foreign Office, von Jagow, who had apparently returned to Berlin from his honeymoon, as well as again with Zimmermann. On this occasion, the Balkan memorandum written by the Foreign Ministry in Vienna was discussed, which did not correlate with the German concept, particularly with regard to the passages relating to Romania. However, in reality, the statement that Romania would no longer side with the Central Powers in the event of war would not have come as a surprise. King Carol had even given official notice of the fact on 2 July, just a few days after the assassination, that the country did not intend  [<<95||96>>] to meet its alliance obligations should an emergency arise.204 For the time being, this announcement was not a source of much consternation. In Germany, the planners had however clearly already thought ahead and were agonising over war objectives. When asked what should happen to Serbia after an Austro-Hungarian victory, Hoyos allowed himself to make an unauthorised statement that was then most severely rebuked, above all by Tisza. Either Hoyos was improvising, or simply repeating the gossip circulating at the Ballhausplatz. At any rate, he told Imperial Chancellor Hollweg, von Jagow and Zimmermann that it would be advantageous to divide Serbia between Romania and Bulgaria.


Hoyos later claimed that it would not have mattered which aim he gave: the Germans simply wanted to be told of a clearly formulated goal. During the course of further discussions, he also claimed that he had left the issue open as to when exactly the war would begin, saying simply that it would be sooner or later. Bethmann Hollweg then replied that it was not a matter for the German Empire to give Austria-Hungary advice with regard to its policy towards Serbia. However, Germany would provide backing to the Danube Monarchy with all its force, and fulfil its alliance obligations in every way. In the report,he subsequently wrote for Emperor Franz Joseph, Hoyos said: ‘If I had wanted his [Bethmann Hollweg’s] personal opinion as to an opportune point in time, he would have said to me that if war were inevitable, then now would be better than later.’ With these words, Bethmann Hollweg simply added his own version of what the German Kaiser and the Imperial and Royal ambassador Szögyény had already said.


In Szögyény’s report, the decisive passage reads as follows: in Kaiser Wilhelm’s view, there should be no delay in taking action against Serbia. ‘Although Russia’s position would be hostile, he [the Kaiser] has been preparing for this for years, and even if it should come to war between Austria-Hungary and Russia, we can be sure of the fact that Germany would with her accustomed faithfulness be at our side. If however we have indeed recognised the need for belligerent action against Serbia, it would be a matter of regret to him were we to fail to seize the moment, which is currently so in our favour.’205 This statement contained two messages: Germany would provide backing, and it also regarded the earliest possible point in time for war as favourable. These agreements by Kaiser Wilhelm and Bethmann Hollweg were later described as a ‘blank cheque’, and were also understood as such. Hoyos returned to Vienna, as he wrote, ‘in high spirits’. Once again, it seemed, the die had been cast.


Hoyos had something else to tell his German hosts in passing. On behalf of the Ballhausplatz, he had been ordered to make it clear to Berlin that Austria did not wish to inform the Triple Alliance partner Italy of its plans to act against Serbia, since there was a risk of indiscretion and, that aside, Italy was likely to demand compensation. This fear was certainly not unfounded, since Italian diplomats frequently felt the urge to talk to the Russians, British and French,206 although it turned out to be a grave mistake that  [<<96||97>>] not a single attempt of any significance was made to address the issue with Italy. Clearly, it was felt to be preferable to risk the prospect that Italy would invoke the Triple Alliance agreement and remain on the sidelines.


During the days that followed, discussions were held and actions were taken in Vienna and Berlin both in parallel and independently of each other before being finally interconnected. The political and, above all, military strategy in Vienna remained focussed on the problem of Serbia, and the only other area of interest was the issue of the Russian position. By contrast, in Berlin the prospect of a wider war was under consideration. This war was envisaged on a European scale, and was therefore planned with a very different approach to the isolated ‘Third Balkan War’ for which the policymakers in the Imperial and Royal Empire were preparing.


In the German Empire, the Imperial Chancellor, Bethmann Hollweg, was the most influential person when it came to taking political decisions. In Austria-Hungary, it was Berchtold who played the key role, as did Tisza to a certain extent. Of course, they were all by no means free to make their own decisions, Berchtold and Tisza perhaps even far less so than Bethmann Hollweg, although they played a very active part in the process. German historians, particularly Fritz Fischer, Imanuel Geiß, Egmont Zechlin, Karl-Friedrich Erdmann and Andreas Hillgruber, have pointed to the role of the close confidante of Bethmann Hollweg, Kurt Riezler.207 His diaries have been regarded as key documents in understanding the decision-making process in the circles surrounding the German Imperial Chancellor. Riezler was and still is a good example of the mode of thinking in July 1914. The German was convinced of the fateful nature of war, sounding a chord that resonated with Social Darwinist thinking. Indeed, the role played by fundamental Social Darwinist principles in both Germany and Austria-Hungary during the July Crisis should not be underestimated. In both states, the basic formula on which these principles were based, namely that the stronger consume the weaker, and that a decisive showdown was inevitable, was widely accepted.


The ‘pre-emptive war club’ was composed of Social Darwinists. For that reason, Riezler’s views on the necessity of military armament could also have originated from Conrad von Hötzendorf, and were nothing other than a ‘modern form of deferment’ of armed conflict.208 ‘Supremacy is the goal, not so much as to be in a position to fight a successful war, but rather to conceive of it, and to have the enemy conceive of it, too’. Bluffing became the key requisite of diplomacy. Stagnating major powers in particular found it necessary to fend off their enemies through diplomatic manoeuvring and to gain time by applying the bluff theory. Accordingly, if a group that was hampered by a stagnant major power were to avoid all risk of war, those powers that were in a position to make time work in their favour, would inevitably triumph.209


However, Riezler then pursued a very different line of reasoning to Conrad or any other Austrian Social Darwinist. In his view, the dynamic of the increase in Russian  [<<97||98>>] power would make a battle between the Slav and Germanic peoples inevitable. In this, he reflected an attitude held by a broad section of educated and non-educated German middle classes, and also sounded an underlying tone which would then be formulated in a very similar way by Bethmann Hollweg and Kaiser Wilhelm: the war, which already appeared to be unavoidable, would be a conflict between Slavs and the Germanic peoples; in other words, a race war. Regional successes by Germany and Austria in a war of limited scope would only delay the Russian triumph. Proxy wars of this nature would ultimately only benefit Russia. For this reason, Austria-Hungary no longer had the option of staging a conflict in the Balkans as a proxy war. Now, everything was at stake. And here, an opportunity had presented itself: a war in the Balkans would ultimately only affect Russia’s interests, and not those of the west. With this in mind, why not also wage war against Russia? If, however, the interests of a western European power became involved, then it could only be France, which would then have to be forced to the ground. The war, according to German calculations, would not bring about hegemony for Germany, but would elevate the German Empire to the degree of power held by England and Russia, while at the same time consolidating the situation in the Habsburg Monarchy both domestically and with regard to the Balkans.210 Was this racial fanaticism? Dreams based on real possibilities? Flagrant militarism and imperialism? Wishful thinking, wanton irresponsibility, political incompetence, the logical continuation of a path already embarked upon, inflexibility? What was it that was being expressed? In any case, a new direction was being taken in world history.


However the message brought back by Hoyos from Berlin is interpreted, it certainly provided sufficient encouragement for taking further steps – as indeed was the case. Since it had been made so clear to Vienna that the German Kaiser and the imperial government wished not only for a targeted policy, but also to see it implemented unswervingly, and also that they were by all means prepared to enter the risk of a European war, the policymakers in the Ballhausplatz felt not only supported, but also somewhat pressurised. Now, they must also be seen by their alliance partner to act decisively.


Immediately after Hoyos’ return from Berlin, the next round in the decision-making process began. On 7 July, the Joint Council of Ministers convened. Before the meeting, Berchtold had one further conversation with the German ambassador in Vienna, von Tschirschky. The ambassador had originally been very cautious, and had by no means sought to inflame the mood for war. Indeed, some of his comments had indicated the need for deceleration and calm. However, in this he had incurred the displeasure of his Kaiser. He was issued with a warning, and had in the interim received new instructions from Berlin. In short: now von Tschirschky, too, argued in no uncertain terms for a ‘now or never’ approach.


In the Joint Council of Ministers, which Chief of the General Staff Conrad also attended for a certain period of time, there was only one person who still spoke out  [<<98||99>>] against an immediate war: Count Tisza. However, he had now modified his position since 1 July, the day on which he had still warned the Emperor in stark terms against allowing the Ballhausplatz to pursue a targeted pro-war policy. As has been shown in the studies by Norman Stone and F. R. Bridge, a key factor in Tisza’s gradual conversion to the line taken by Berchtold was the result of the Hoyos mission.211 For all other joint ministers, for the Austrian prime minister Stürgkh and for Conrad, it was in any case now no longer a question of if but simply of when they should go to war.


Berchtold, for example, referred to the diplomatic successes achieved by the Danube Monarchy in the past in relation to Serbia – which had come to nothing. ‘A radical solution to the problem that has systematically been created by the Greater Serbian propaganda operating from Belgrade, the corroding effects of which are felt by us all the way through to Zagreb and Zadar, is likely to be possible only through energetic intervention.’ In the view of Count Stürgkh, a situation had now arisen ‘that […] categorically drives us towards a military conflict with Serbia’. Finance Minister Biliński added that: ‘The Serb only understands violence; a diplomatic success would make no impression in Bosnia, and would rather be damaging than anything else.’ War Minister Baron Krobatin also claimed bluntly: ‘From a military perspective, he must emphasise that it would be more favourable to wage war now than later.’212 When one analyses the record of this Joint Council of Ministers, it is noticeable that the demand for war against Serbia was quite clearly made even before Conrad had presented the information on military strategy and operations as requested, although this was prohibited from being written down. One other thing is equally clear from the minutes: after Conrad’s presentation, everyone present must have realised that it was highly probable that the conflict would not be limited to Austria and Serbia, but would be a European war.


Conrad had three questions to answer. The first was whether it would be feasible to mobilise against Serbia and then later against Russia. The answer was: yes, it would be possible, if full mobilisation were to be implemented no later than on day 5 of the deployment against Serbia. The second question was whether larger troop contingents could be left in Transylvania in order to intimidate Romania. This was an issue that was of particular interest to the Hungarian Prime Minister. Conrad also replied in the affirmative. The third problem was whether it would be possible to take up arms against Russia. In response, Conrad presented his war scenario ‘R’. Months later, Conrad told the acting head of the Imperial Military Chancellery, Major General Marterer, that he had been ‘fully aware of the difficulty of the situation, but as a soldier, he could not advise against going to war.’213 The summary of the Joint Council of Ministers states that: ‘On the grounds of these explanations, a lengthier debate unfolds on power balances and the likely progression of a European war.’ Finally, only Tisza recommended that no overhasty action be taken, and it was he who pushed through the decision that mobilisation and later a war against Serbia should only be considered if, to quote the minutes  [<<99||100>>] of the meeting: ‘specific demands have been made on Serbia, these demands have been refused, and an ultimatum has been presented’. However, all participants in the Council of Ministers agreed that the specific demands on Serbia should be formulated in such a manner that only a rejection would be possible, and that therefore, a ‘radical solution in the form of military intervention would be forthcoming.’214


Despite his agreement in principle on sending a démarche to Serbia, Tisza felt it necessary to explain his position to the Emperor the following day. Ultimately, the Hungarian Prime Minister was aware of the fact that his opinion also differed from that of his monarch. His letter, which Berchtold took with him to an audience with the Emperor in Bad Ischl on 9 July, and which he read out to him, was therefore an apology and an explanation in equal measure. The démarche, said Tisza, could only serve to assign blame for a war to Serbia, ‘which has burdened itself with the risk of war by abstaining, even after the atrocity in Sarajevo, from honestly fulfilling the obligations of a decent neighbour.’ This was meant literally, and did not ultimately contradict the procedure that the Emperor had wanted to pursue. However, Tisza went further: ‘In order to avoid an embroilment with Italy, to secure the sympathy of England and to enable Russia to remain a spectator in the war, we must for our part at the appropriate time and in the appropriate manner issue a declaration that we do not wish to destroy Serbia, still less to annex it. After a satisfactory end to the war, it would namely in my view be advisable to reduce the size of Serbia by ceding its conquered territories to Bulgaria, Greece and Albania, while for ourselves, to demand at the most certain strategically important border regulations. Naturally, we would have the right to claim compensation for the war costs, which would provide us with a lever to keep Serbia under firm control for a long period of time.’215 Tisza, who had criticised Hoyos for the statements he had made in Berlin, ultimately said precisely the same thing as the chief of staff of the Foreign Minister. However, it was the Hungarian prime minister who prevented earlier action against Serbia, and who allowed the July Crisis to become what it remains to this day: incomprehensible. In the meantime, the Foreign Ministry was able to go on as before: purposefully and cautiously.


The Austrian envoy in Belgrade, Baron Wladimir von Giesl, was in France at the time of the assassination. Rather than returning straight to Belgrade, he headed first for Vienna in order to receive instructions before reporting his departure to Berchtold after the Joint Council of Ministers on 7 July. He was given a succinct directive: ‘However the Serbs react, you must break off relations and leave the country: war is surely coming.’216


On the day after the Joint Council of Ministers, Berchtold surprised the Chief of the General Staff with the suggestion that he and War Minister Krobatin should go on holiday for a certain period of time in order to make it appear to the general public that nothing was amiss. Although the Emperor disagreed, and demanded that holidays be  [<<100||101>>] deferred, the highest ranks in the military were no longer to be found in Vienna from 12 July onwards. The foreign press wrote of a ‘jaunty war mood’.217


It became increasingly clear that the positions taken by the Danube Monarchy and the German Empire concurred, and that the citizens of the two states shared identical expectations. The congruence of this attitude with the views held by the elites in Germany was blatantly expressed in a letter by the legation councillor at the Imperial and Royal embassy in Berlin, Baron Franz von Haymerle. On 8 July, he wrote to Hoyos: ‘Here at the Foreign Office, we are being pressured from all sides into taking action. The mood is overwhelmingly supportive of us if we get going, otherwise, I would almost say, we are likely to be abandoned as a hopeless case.’218 In his letter, Haymerle also made particular reference to a man on whom in his and others’ view much now depended, the head of the presidial department in the Imperial and Royal Foreign Ministry, Count Forgách. Haymerle wrote: ‘[…] if he wants something very much, the Minister and, above all, Tisza will do it.’ And there certainly was something that Forgách wanted. Perhaps this, together with his determined actions as head of the department, is partly the reason for Tisza’s change of attitude. He had been the only one who had to be completely ‘turned about’.


For the younger officials in the Foreign Ministry, as well as for many others, it was at any rate absolutely clear that the Monarchy would have to take a decisive step in order to secure the borders and the existence of the Empire. If this was not done, the Monarchy would dissolve and Berlin would lose its confidence in Vienna and possibly seek a new alliance partner. Those who held this view failed to understand why Berchtold took such a cautious approach, allowing so much time to pass instead of quickly unleashing the war against Serbia. However, Berchtold wanted to limit the war, and felt that the best way of doing so would be to demonstrate to the European powers the shameful role played by Serbia.


Here, there was certainly no small degree of wishful thinking involved, together with the narrowed view of power balances and interests in Europe mentioned above. This isolated view went so far that while Russia was repeatedly named as a potential war enemy, it was felt that it was at the least unlikely to take immediate action, and the chances of its intervening were put at even less than fifty per cent. Russia, France, Great Britain, Italy and whoever else it was felt to be appropriate, were to be informed of Serbia’s guilt by means of a dossier, and in this way, kept at bay. The hope at the Ballhausplatz was that if participation by the Serbian government in the murder of the heir to the throne could be irrefutably proven, hardly anyone could step forward and condemn the Austrian measures as excessive. In this scenario, Russia would perhaps still provide verbal support to Serbia, but would decline to act, since France and Great Britain would of course also regard such support as inappropriate and would have to refrain from offering it. The British Empire played no real role in the Austrian deliberations, however,  [<<101||102>>] and even France was only classified as being of little importance; necessary in terms of diplomatic activity but otherwise not really worth taking into consideration.


And so, work began in Vienna on compiling a dossier that was to prove once and for all that Serbia was guilty of the murder in Sarajevo and of anti-Austrian agitation in general. After all, in 1909, Serbia had expressly extolled good relations. The dossier was to include all the accusations and evidence that had been gathered in Vienna over time, as well as all the results of the investigation into the background to the Sarajevo assassination. On 4 July, the first meeting took place of a commission that subsequently became known as the ‘war factory’. Essentially, there were six top officials from the Foreign Ministry who with the aid of a former state attorney, the legation councillor Baronet Friedrich von Wiesner, had the task of compiling everything that could be used as evidence to portray Serbia in a certain light. War was the only thing on everyone’s minds. On the day after the Joint Council of Ministers, Wiesner was ordered to formulate specific demands on Serbia. They should not, however, be too easy to fulfil. Minister Berchtold even went one step further: he demanded that harsh terms be set that should end in a brief ultimatum.219 Wiesner requested more material before travelling to Sarajevo himself on 10 July.


Belgrade was all too aware of the precarious situation and demonstrated a clear willingness to cooperate. At the same time, however, those in authority in Serbia remained deliberately superficial and noncommittal, since they neither wanted to expose Dimitrijević, the head of the secret service nor to admit that a network had been formed, literally in plain sight of the government, that was agitating with the clear goal of destroying Austria-Hungary. In light of the risk of war, it was probably of little importance that some of the attackers who had fled to Serbia had been arrested, together with Mehmedbašić, another of their number who had fled to Montenegro.220 King Petar I ordered a six-day period of respect at court. King Nikola of Montenegro even decreed two weeks of national mourning. Notes of condolence were delivered to Austria-Hungary and the double murder was criticised in the severest possible terms, while celebratory demonstrations were expressly forbidden. However, this failed to have any effect on the mood in Serbia and Montenegro, which was one of profound joy in both countries. The double murder was regarded as a heroic act, something that was just as difficult to hide from the Austro-Hungarian diplomats as the fact that the Russian embassy was the only one in Belgrade that declined to fly its flag at half-mast.221 Already on 30 June, the chargé d’affaires of the Habsburg Monarchy in Belgrade, Baronet Wilhelm von Stork, wrote in a telegram that after what he had seen, it was time to pound on the table. This, he claimed, would be the only language the Serbian government would understand.222


Baronet von Wiesner compiled his investigation report in Sarajevo and summarised the results of his research in a two-part telegram sent to Vienna on 13 July. He concluded  [<<102||103>>] that: ‘There is nothing to prove or even to suppose that the Serbian government is an accessory to carrying out the assassination, or its preparation or the furnishing of weapons. On the contrary, there are reasons to regard this as altogether out of the question […]’ This part of the dispatch was frequently cited after the war as proof of how unfounded Austria’s suspicion of Serbia had been, and how maliciously it had acted. In reality, however, the situation was entirely different. After the war, the decisive passages from the telegram by Baronet von Wiesner were in fact deliberately rendered falsely or reproduced in truncated form by the new southern Slavic government. The passage mentioned came at the end of the first part of the telegram. At the beginning of the second part, he wrote that: ‘From statements made by the accused, it can hardly be contested that the decision in favour of the assassination was made in Belgrade, and was prepared […] with the involvement of Serbian state officials. The bombs originate from the Kragujevac Serbian army depot […]’ For Wiesner, the issue of the involvement of other Serbs in positions of authority, particularly members of the government and the high-ranking military, remained unresolved, as did the question of whether the bombs, Browning guns and ammunition had only recently been removed from the Kragujevac army depot or whether this had occurred some time previously. Wiesner left all those issues open for which he still had no irrefutable proof, while at the same time making a strong recommendation in the second part of his telegram for intensifying Austro-Hungarian demands on Serbia.223


The extent to which Serbian politicians and members of the military at the highest level were aware of the preparations for the assassination, however, really was impossible to prove in individual cases. The same applied to the level of knowledge held by Hartvig, the Russian ambassador in Belgrade. Such information was only partially disclosed in 1917 during the ‘Salonica trial’. In the interim, it has become possible to analyse the Serbian documents to the extent that there can be no further doubt that there was knowledge of the attack, as well as partial responsibility.224 The Serbian government overall had no idea, however, and naturally, it had also not ordered that the assassination should be carried out. However, it has already long been proven that the Prime Minister, individual ministers and members of the military, and, above all, the head of the Serbian military intelligence service, Colonel Dragutin Dimitrijević, had known what was happening. Not only that: in Belgrade, it was also soon known who had procured the bombs and pistols for the attack, while clearly no reason was seen to arrest the men responsible, Major Vojislav Tankosić and Milan Ciganović, let alone take action against the extreme nationalist secret organisation Narodna Odbrana (‘National Defence’). Steps such as these were only attempted after the Viennese government had presented the demands set out in its ultimatum on 23 July.


In his description of the chain of events, to which he gave the suggestive title Die Spur führt nach Belgrad (‘The Trail Leads to Belgrade’), Fritz Würthle considered why at  [<<103||104>>] that time the Austrian line of argument was not believed. Two events could have played a role here, namely the Friedjung trial and the ‘Prochaska Affair’. Both shattered the credibility of Austria-Hungary, since in the first case, evidence was procured that the Foreign Ministry in Vienna had gullibly used falsified Serbian documents, while in the second, the Austro-Hungarian press could be accused of boundless exaggeration when depicting incidents surrounding the Imperial and Royal consul in Prizren, Prochaska, in 1912. Here, at best, incompetence and a targeted campaign were to blame for this loss of prestige and credibility.


However, reference was not only repeatedly made by other countries to the Friedjung case or the Prochaska Affair because it was felt that the background to Sarajevo could be assessed in a similar way. This was also a conscious ploy to deflect attention. Probably the most incontrovertible proof would have made no difference, since the aim was to contradict the Austrian arguments on principle. The fact that initially, no demands of any kind were made on Serbia by Vienna, was regarded as confirmation of the validity of this assessment. However, those who issued warnings knew different, particularly those who benefited from the work of the cryptographers. This was the case in St. Petersburg, for example, where the Italian ambassador took it upon himself to express his concerns and on 16 July let slip the deliberate indiscretion that Austria-Hungary was planning to take steps against Serbia in the belief that Russia would limit itself to a verbal response. However, the Russians were also well-served in other ways, too. They had cracked the Austro-Hungarian diplomatic code and knew at least at the same time as the Imperial and Royal ambassador what instructions Vienna had given to its representative in St. Petersburg.225 There was therefore ample opportunity to prepare for what was to come, both in St. Petersburg and in Belgrade.


In the meantime, further war games were being planned. The acting Chief of the Imperial and Royal General Staff, General von Höfer, who was representing Conrad while he was away on leave, analysed the operational plans against Serbia and feared that the Serbs could remain gathered in the southern parts of the country, ‘which would be the worst possible scenario’.226 (In fact, the Chief of the Russian General Staff did indeed recommend a strategic withdrawal of this nature, although this did not go down well with the Serbs).227 Höfer was concerned that: ‘It could perhaps be three weeks following the call for mobilisation before decisive battles are fought’. If the Serbs were to back down, however, the dilemma would be even greater, since ‘having the mobilisation costs paid for and then making an about-turn would entail a vast amount of work.’ And so the speculations continued.


The Archduke and his wife had been buried, and the succession arranged. Via the Lord Chamberlain’s Office, Count Harrach had presented the car that he had placed at the disposal of the heir to the throne and his wife to the Emperor, who had then arranged for it to be transferred to the Military Museum in Vienna. The car arrived  [<<104||105>>] at the museum on 14 August. The upper echelons of the government and the military were on holiday, and the Emperor was in Bad Ischl. Surely nothing of any importance could happen now?


The days turned into weeks, and finally, the weeks turned into a month. One could of course be forgiven for asking why a country that was so sure of what it wanted as Austria-Hungary should have waited so long. While work continued at the Ballhausplatz, the date for ‘stepping forward’ always seemed to be unfavourable. In the ‘war factory’ at the Ballhausplatz, the note to Serbia had already been produced that was to demand an explanation and atonement for the double murder in the form of an ultimatum. The envoy, Baron Musulin, had undertaken the final editing of the Wiesner paper and had been honing it for several days.228 His work was monitored by the head of the presidial department, Count Forgách. Musulin was admired for the elegance of his style, regarded as linguistic expression at its most accomplished. As Emanuel Urbas, who was assigned to Musulin as his assistant, recalled in 1951 in his memoir Schicksale und Schatten (‘Fates and Shadows’), this obsession with linguistic perfection led him to make full use of the time available to him, and he polished away at his note ‘as at a gemstone’.229


In the first draft, which had been formulated before Wiesner’s mission, the demands on Serbia still sounded relatively harmless. First, it stated that the Imperial and Royal government assumed that the Serbian government condemned the murder of the heir to the throne and his wife in just the same way as the entire cultivated world. However, as a demonstration of goodwill, a series of measures would be necessary. The note ended with a request for a response. Count Forgách wanted a far more harsh formulation, and Musulin then added item 6 in particular, which ran: ‘The Royal Serbian government undertakes to bring to trial the accessories to the plot of 28 July who are to be found on Serbian territory; organs delegated by the Imperial and Royal government shall participate in the inquiries in relation to the matter.’ The aim was not, therefore, to allow Austrian organs to participate in the Serbian judicial administration, as it then sounded from the Serbian note of response, but to participate in the inquiry. In this respect, there had even been a precedent, since in 1868, following the murder of the Serbian prince Mihailo, Austria-Hungary had enabled Serbian functionaries to make inquiries within the territory of the Danube Monarchy.230 Even so: the demands had become significantly harsher, and the ‘request for a response’ turned into a 48-hour deadline. As Emanuel Urbas wrote so vividly decades later: ‘The intention was to produce a document that through the overpowering force and the succinctness of its language must conquer the world. We were after all contemporaries of Karl Kraus […] We had learned to believe in the autonomous magic of the word as the cradle of thought and deed.’231


Forgách had been concerned that his minister might eventually wish to back down. However, Berchtold’s motivation was very different. As he put it to the Emperor, a ‘feeble  [<<105||106>>] approach could discredit our position with Germany’, and in principle, the decisive factor was being able to exert control over Serbia in practice.232 Everyone feared that the other could give in and ‘become weak’. Thoughts continued to focus only on war, and the German Empire also persistently pressed for war. Ambassador von Tschirschky now began to issue continuous warnings and convey messages from Berlin that all, in countless variations, demanded the same thing of Vienna: war, and as quickly as possible!


In the interim, the resistance of the most prominent opponent of war, the Hungarian Prime Minister Count Tisza, had also evaporated. On 19 July, he agreed during the next Joint Council of Ministers to the dispatch of the note of request containing the demands on Serbia, and only wanted reassurance that no territorial demands on Serbia would be made. Here, Tisza also showed flexibility, when for example he regarded the separation of Ada Kaleh, a small island in the Danube near the Iron Gates, and other minor strategic border adjustments as fully appropriate. A further proposal suggested that Serbia be divided among other Balkan states. Perhaps Romania, Bulgaria and Greece would wish to take advantage of this opportunity, and would therefore support Austria-Hungary’s position and possibly also enter the war against Serbia. The Austrian Prime Minister, Count Stürgkh, also raised the possibility that the Serbian dynasty could be deposed. At any rate, there was unanimous agreement that the note of request should be sent to Serbia as soon as possible, and that it would have to be worded in such a manner that acceptance by Belgrade would be impossible.233 Item 6 was intended as the trap into which Belgrade would almost inevitably walk.


In the Hungarian Council of Ministers, the modalities for conscripting the Landsturm (reserve forces) were discussed and a recommendation sent to the Emperor.234 Again, one step further had been taken towards war, although outwardly, nothing had changed. By now, however, the opportunity had forever been lost of exploiting the shock generated by the murder of Franz Ferdinand as a chance to attack Serbia in a spontaneous reaction. In Berlin, there was an initial discussion as to whether by attacking Serbia quickly, Austria-Hungary could precipitate the capitulation of Serbia in a very short time due to its evident military superiority, with Russia and France entirely incapable of intervening. Then, it would be advantageous for Germany to act as mediator and bring Vienna to the negotiating table. In this way, the calculated risk would have paid off and a limited goal would have been achieved in the spirit of Riezler’s bluff theory, without having started a major war. As a result, Austria-Hungary, the remaining stagnating major power, would perhaps have reached a point at which it could overcome its weakness and together with the German Empire make strong progress. Yet now, the moment of surprise had been missed, and with its passing, the probability of intervention by Russia and France became more likely.


However, from the moment when it became clear to Berlin that Russia had recovered from the shock and had returned to its former policy of supporting Serbia, the  [<<106||107>>] old considerations regarding the relation between an eastern and a western front were again brought to bear. According to the operational plans of the German general staff, France should first be attacked with force, while the fighting against Russia would only be aimed at stalling the enemy’s advance. In order to ensure rapid victory over France, a strong right wing that would spread out over Belgium towards northern France would be used. By marching its troops on to neutral Belgian territory, Germany naturally risked bringing Great Britain into play. While German policy aimed at keeping the British Empire out of the war, the Schlieffen and Moltke Plan made no allowance for this. The dilemma could hardly have been more complete. The military leadership of the German Empire calculated that the chances were good that it would be possible to fight a war on two fronts – and to do so successfully – on condition that Great Britain declined to attack. Although the political leadership was also keen to do anything that would keep England at bay, it became so dependent on the military plans that this goal became no more than an illusion.


Since the German operational plans left no room for manoeuvre in terms of policy, but rather dictated it to a certain degree with all the consequences that this entailed, developments took on a dynamic of their own and ultimately spun completely out of control. This is the true tragic role played by the German Empire during the July Crisis: not that it agreed to support Austria-Hungary and indicated its unconditional assistance, but that in a parallel reaction to the impending war, it had equipped itself from the start for a war of global dimensions. What was planned and prepared for in Berlin was therefore entirely different from the limited – and probably also somewhat parochial – view taken in Vienna. After all, the notion that it would be feasible to ‘wage a bit of war’ demonstrated only too clearly the Danube Monarchy’s narrow, continental perspective that moreover was still focussed on just a few areas of Europe and was in no way attuned to the reality of alliance politics.


Elsewhere, too, there was a tendency to indulge in illusions. In Bucharest, for example, where there was already clear agreement that Romania would not side with the German Empire and Austria-Hungary were war to break out, a diplomatic effort was even initiated to persuade Serbia to back down. King Carol and the Romanian government appeared to favour this approach as the best way out of a dilemma that had arisen when Germany had made it clear that it would increase its support for Bulgaria, and would expose Romania by publicising its secret alliance agreement were it to be hostile.235 The Romanian government sent Nicolae Cantacuzino, the Romanian chargé d’affaires in Switzerland, as an envoy to Belgrade with the remit of convincing the Serbian government ‘in extremis’ to accept the threatening note from Vienna in order to avoid war.236


From St. Petersburg, the Austrian ambassador reported that it was evident that Russia was not yet entirely sure whether or not a certain degree of pressure should be  [<<107||108>>] applied to Serbia. This then led the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei Sazonov, to tell Count Friedrich von Szápáry that ‘Europe should not impede Austria in its dispute with Serbia […] Certainly, the provocations of Serbia, as a result of which Europe has now already been brought to the brink of war for the third time within the space of five years’ must be stopped once and for all.237 However, what statements like this actually meant in reality was difficult to assess, always on the assumption that they really were rendered correctly by Szápáry or whoever else received them. The diplomatic reports during the July Crisis clearly reflect the range of different sentiments that were prevalent: boundless pacifism and, to an equal degree, bellicose posturing, the desire to attempt a diplomatic solution at any price, and the resigned opinion that nothing more could be done. Hardly anyone held back from offering half-truths and, when no other option was available, from lying outright. It was almost as though preparations were even now being made to colour the way in which the situation would subsequently be portrayed, and to ensure that later, the blame would incontrovertibly be placed elsewhere.


Certainly, several governments in Europe were fully expecting Austria-Hungary to prepare a harsh démarche to send to Belgrade. The German ambassador at the court of St. James’s, Prince Karl Max Lichnowsky, informed the London Foreign Office that Austria-Hungary was planning something against Serbia. France, Russia and Serbia were immediately informed. In Rome, there was an awareness that action was being planned, even though the wording of the démarche was not known. Again, the information came from Berlin. The British ambassador in Vienna, Maurice de Bunsen, reported to London on 16 July that on the previous day, he had learned from an informant what was being prepared.238 Count Heinrich Lützow, the former Imperial and Royal ambassador in Rome, was the source of the information. However, Sir Maurice had other good sources elsewhere. The Russians knew about the Viennese ‘war factory’, and received from their allies any information that their cryptographers were unable to provide.239 In the end, everyone knew that everyone knew. Ultimately, it also probably no longer mattered that somebody knew the exact wording of the note destined for Serbia. It was evident that in Vienna, steps were being taken towards war, and this knowledge led to a bout of shadow-boxing in London, Paris, Rome, St. Petersburg and Belgrade. However, the British government still believed it was possible to avert the disaster and took up the ‘pledge theory’ that was clearly widely supported at the time: if Austria-Hungary were to attack Serbia, then it would be sufficient, in the view of London and subsequently also Paris, if the Imperial and Royal armies were to obtain a pledge, for example Belgrade, in order to then negotiate from a position of strength and be able to dictate peace terms to the Serbs.240 The ‘halt in Belgrade’ became a key factor of British policy.241 However, who would want to act as guarantor that Europe would stand by while Imperial and Royal troops occupied Belgrade? When was that  [<<108||109>>] even supposed to happen? Ultimately, it would still have to be proven that the ‘Balkan war scenario’, which had been devised in the Operations Division of the Imperial and Royal General Staff in a way that contradicted tried and tested strategies, would be successful. While since the time of Ludwig von Baden and Prince Eugen, Imperial troops had always pushed through across the Danube to take Belgrade quickly, in ‘war scenario B’, the main forces were to attack from Bosnia and Herzegovina, in other words, from the west, initially through low mountainous terrain, with dense forest and many gorges, that was difficult to surmount. While this may have been designed to achieve the desired strategic surprise that is an integral part of all campaign plans, cutting a virtual swathe through the Mačva region, it precluded the rapid seizure of Belgrade. The ‘halt in Belgrade’ was not possible, since the operations plan only provided for the occupation of the Serbian capital after large parts of Serbia had already been taken. In general, however, conclusive decisions regarding operational directions and goals, as well as the numbers of troops to be deployed against Serbia, could only be reached when it became clear whether the war really would remain limited to the Balkans or whether it would also be waged against Russia. If that were to happen, then everything would change.


However, this was just one of the dilemmas facing the Imperial and Royal Army. To this was added the fact that mobilisation had not even begun to be put into operation, since the diplomatic activity that would decide whether relations should be broken off and war would be declared had still not yet fully begun. An earlier mobilisation was prohibited for a number of reasons, however, not least due to financial considerations. Following two mobilisations within a very short period of time, the underlying message was: only mobilise when war really is imminent.


The Imperial and Royal General Staff has occasionally been accused of completely failing at the start of the war, because while it had always argued the case for pre-emptive military measures and vehemently rattled its sabre,242 when the time came it requested another 14 days in order to be fully ready for action. However, this criticism overlooks a number of different factors. Conrad was unable to initiate mobilisation measures on his own. While he had spoken to Count Berchtold of striking out immediately on 29 June,243 this ultimately held no sway. The decision regarding the war was not a matter for the military. When matters did come to a head, the army needed its time to conscript the reservists, stock up its formations and arrange for the troops to depart for their assigned staging areas, in other words, to mobilise them. Compared to the time still needed in Russia in April 1914 for general mobilisation, the Imperial and Royal Army was much faster.244 However, as it would later become evident, time was not really a decisive factor. The start of the war in 1914 cannot be measured against the standards of 1939, or any other later date.


In July 1914, some actively serving soldiers were on leave for the harvest. This may have been a particular feature of the Imperial and Royal Army, although a similar allowance  [<<109||110>>] was also given in France. The recall of these soldiers alone would already have attracted attention and would probably have also immediately caused all potential enemies to initiate countermeasures. In the light of later events, this may not have been of much consequence, but what is certain is that with the aid of the soldiers, a harvest was brought in that would otherwise no longer have been possible to gather. As a result, no soldier was recalled and harvest leave was only cancelled from that point onwards.


Hardly had this problem been considered and a solution found when the next one surfaced. The President of the French Republic, Raymond Poincaré, and the Prime Minister, René Viviani, who was also Foreign Minister, intended to travel to St. Petersburg on a state visit that had already been arranged some time previously. Now the issue was raised in Vienna as to whether it would not be better to allow the duration of the visit to elapse in order to deny France and Russia the opportunity of directly agreeing on the joint measures that would have to be taken at the highest level. This really was a naïve notion, since it by no means prevented the occasion of Poincaré’s visit from being used to obtain all the necessary assurances that would be needed were war to break out in the near future, as well as to compare the information that had been gathered regarding Austrian preparations. Moreover, the French President may perhaps not even have travelled to St. Petersburg if Austria-Hungary had already sent the démarche with its fixed deadline. It was Minister Berchtold who wanted the Austrian démarche to be deferred. The date under discussion was 25 July, and this information was passed on in confidence by the Foreign Ministry to the governor of the Austro-Hungarian Bank, Alexander Popovics.245 The Joint Council of Ministers on 19 July, at which Conrad again made a presentation, finally set the date for the delivery of the ultimatum at 23 July. Once again, time went by, and speculation was made as to whether the risk of war had perhaps passed.


By this time, it was already an open secret that Austria-Hungary was planning to present an ultimatum to Serbia. This fact was known not only by the members of the Joint Council of Ministers, but rather, it is likely that a large number of other people had been directly or indirectly informed, too – quite apart from Berlin and the major European state chancelleries. On 20 July, the finance ministers of the two halves of the Empire met with their closest advisers and the governor of the Austro-Hungarian Bank for a conference in Budapest in order to discuss the financial measures required for mobilisation. Right at the beginning, attendees of the meeting were informed under the oath of highest confidentiality that the date for the dispatch of the ultimatum had been pushed forward to 23 July. On this day, the French President Poincaré boarded the Jean Bart, the ship that would take him back to France. At around midday, the Austrian envoy in Belgrade, Baron Giesl, was given a sealed envelope with instructions not to open it before the afternoon. When he did so, he found inside a démarche that was not to be handed to the Serbian government before 6 p.m. It was the note containing the  [<<110||111>>] ultimatum that had been written about two weeks previously. The Serbian government was given a period of 48 hours to fully accept the demands.


Let us take another look at the time factor. The démarche had been agreed on 7 July, and was in essence ready for delivery on 12 July. Directly afterwards, its contents were reported to Berlin, though not with the final wording. In the light of the calculations made regarding the date, it was already recommended at this point in time that the note should not be presented until 25 July due to the visit to St. Petersburg by Poincaré. Kaiser Wilhelm wrote a marginal note – one of his many comments – on the dispatch informing him of the delay: ‘What a pity!’246 During the days that followed, the text of the note was perfected, while at the same time, diplomatic activity continued at many different levels. Naturally, the most important representatives of the press were also informed. On 16 July, the head of department, Count Forgách, called in the editor of Die Presse, Moriz Benedikt, explained to him the reasons for waiting, and already outlined the contents of the démarche. He mentioned the ‘harsh terms’, including #investigation and punishment of the guilty parties and similar demands’. Benedikt noted that according to Forgách, ‘It would have been better if we could have got going at once’, but as was the case with other countries in comparable situations, it would have been necessary to achieve mobilisation immediately and demands would have had to be made under the pressure of this mobilisation. ‘However, we did not want to start mobilising, since we have already done so twice before. Each time, the costs amounted to many hundreds of millions, and then no fighting occurred. We cannot afford to spend so much money for a third time and to disappoint the army. This is absolutely out of the question. Although this is a major disadvantage, we do not wish to do otherwise, in order not to lose sympathy, particularly in England, which until now has not been unfavourably disposed towards us.’ When asked by Benedikt whether any consultations had been made with regard to a localisation of the war, Forgách replied: ‘No. We cannot talk about it, in order to avoid admitting in advance that we may possibly go to war. We believe that Russia is not sufficiently prepared to wage a war.’ This view was also held by Germany, he said, the same Germany ‘that is very keen to take action and is already prepared, now if necessary, to liquidate the global situation. However, we do not believe that Russia will enter the war, since we cannot envisage the Tsar declaring war at the grave of the slain Archduke. France is […] peaceable’, and anyway, ‘war is not inevitable. A peaceful end may also ensue. This cannot be precluded. They may indeed agree to all our demands. We shall not negotiate for long. Yet it is possible that they will agree to everything, and then naturally, a peaceful end will be achieved. However, the terms will be harsh.’ The ‘general opinion’, he said, was in favour of war. ‘The hope is that the matter will be cleared up, so that we can finally rid ourselves of our own timidity and show that we are still capable of achieving something.’ There was no question of territorial expansion, he said, but Serbia must ‘naturally repay the costs of the war’. Benedikt  [<<111||112>>] concluded from this conversation that the Foreign Ministry was anticipating a peaceful solution after all. And he conceivably left feeling dissatisfied.247


In the days following the dispatch of the draft note to Berlin, German diplomats also believed that Austria-Hungary might be softening. Count Berchtold had also expressed his concern to ambassador von Tschirschky that Serbia might accept the ultimatum. What then? For this reason, Berlin proposed setting harsher terms that it would be simply impossible for Serbia to accept. Naturally, the German pressure for war was also linked to the fact that they wanted to exploit the situation, and in an overestimation of their own potential, regarded themselves as being by all means capable of keeping France and Russia in check. The Germans had superior artillery and German guns were better than those of the French and the Russians. In the view of the German General Staff, France had not yet overcome the transition from a two-year to a three-year period of military service. In the German Empire, the harvest had already been gathered. Why wait any longer? For this reason, concluded von Jagow, the permanent secretary at the Foreign Office in Berlin, ‘localisation cannot be accomplished, and if Russia attacks Austria-Hungary, this will be a casus foederis.’248


The German Empire also created the impression of being lulled to sleep. The sailing weeks at Kiel were hardly over before Kaiser Wilhelm embarked on a journey to Nordland that had been planned for some time. Politicians and members of the military were on holiday, while the latter declared that besides, everything was so well prepared that military action could be started immediately at any time. They also wanted to enjoy a few peaceful days on holiday before war broke out.


However, this policy of distraction and creating a sense of calm was not the most influential factor for France and Great Britain. In both countries, so much energy was consumed with their own affairs that neither Sarajevo nor the developments during July were considered worthy of notice. In France, greater attention was paid to the politically delicate trial of Henriette, the wife of the former Prime Minister Joseph Caillaux, who had shot the chief editor of the Figaro and had been released on the grounds of temporary insanity. The administration in France showed disinterest in events in Austria-Hungary and emphasised particularly that the murdered Archduke Franz Ferdinand had been extremely unpopular there. How could such a development possibly lead to a particular crisis?249 The cabinet led by Viviani, which at that time was still newly formed, had not yet gained an overview of the situation, and ultimately spent most of its time handling the visit by President Poincaré to Russia, during which entertainment was to play a not too minor role. A return visit by Tsar Nicholas II to France was planned for the summer of 1915. London, meanwhile, was being challenged by events in Ireland, where there was a threat of civil war. For this reason, developments there were of the uppermost importance for politicians and the military alike, and hardly anything else seemed to matter.250 However, this situation was to come to an abrupt end.


 [<<112||113>>] On 22 July, Berlin was informed of the final text of the Austro-Hungarian ultimatum. The text met with agreement, although it was also clear that the departure of the French state visit from Braşov (Kronstadt) would have to be postponed by about an hour. For this reason, Count Berchtold was informed that he should tell the Austrian envoy in Belgrade that the time for delivery of the démarche on 23 July should be 6 p.m. Aside from that, there was now also no doubt in Berlin that the Serbs would hardly be in a position to accept the Austrian note.


The delivery of the Austrian note had a shock effect. Perhaps the belief really had evaporated that Austria-Hungary would act in such a manner, or perhaps the leading state officials had been bluffing. To a large extent, the ensuing comments expressed outrage. In Belgium, the note was described as ‘unqualifiable’. The British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, spoke of ‘the most formidable document that was ever addressed from one state to another’. Italy let it be known in St. Petersburg that Austria had set ‘unacceptable’ conditions. And the response by the Russian Foreign Minister Sazonov to the démarche was: ‘This is war.’251 Clearly, every leader of every state chancellery had already chosen the fitting words for the occasion that would be passed down to later generations. After all, they had had enough time to do so. There was almost no-one who failed to offer a quotable statement as a reaction to the climax of the July Crisis. Ultimately, the whole affair amounted to a farce, however, since it had been known in advance that the ultimatum was being prepared. Many people had known that the terms would be harsh and even veritably impossible to meet, and several had also been informed of the wording.


Belgrade became a seething cauldron. Prime Minister Nikola Pašić, who had been away on an election campaign trip, raced back to the capital. A series of meetings, consultations and dispatches followed. Only now was one of the men behind the Sarajevo attack, Major Tankosić, arrested. Ciganović escaped. Romania put its special envoy to use and was probably the only party to advise Serbia to accept the Viennese démarche unconditionally.252 However, the French envoy in Belgrade believed he could foresee the problems on the domestic front that loomed if unconditional acceptance were to be made and what risks would be borne by those in Serbia who proposed capitulation when he said that if this were to occur, the King would be summarily murdered.253 France advised acceptance of as many of the Austrian demands as the honour of Serbia would allow. Otherwise, it was precisely President Poincaré who was of the opinion that in the light of German support for Austria-Hungary, no flexibility should be shown towards Berlin. Russia left no-one in doubt as to its readiness to support Serbia, and this was also communicated immediately to the Ballhausplatz. In Vienna, it was impossible to know whether or not this was a bluff. At any rate, the dominant mood was one of ‘full determination to wage war with Russia as well, if need be’.254


 [<<113||114>>] Of all the great powers, only Great Britain showed a willingness to mediate. After the first cabinet meeting to address foreign affairs at all since the assassination in Sarajevo, the Foreign Secretary, Edward Grey, suggested that four powers that were not immediately involved in the conflict, namely Great Britain, the German Empire, France and Italy, should take a joint initiative. However, since Sir Edward probably knew that time was running out, he proposed at the same time that Austria-Hungary should extend the deadline for the response to the ultimatum. After none of the powers addressed reacted positively during the course of 24 July, Sir Edward made a direct enquiry in Berlin as to whether it would be prepared to accept the Serbian note of response in Vienna. However, this thought had not occurred to Berlin. Quite the opposite: on one dispatch, Kaiser Wilhelm wrote a comment regarding a meeting with Foreign Minister Berchtold with the Russian chargé d’affaires in Vienna: ‘Entirely superfluous’.255


However, since Berlin had of necessity to retain an interest in keeping Great Britain out of the war, the overt reaction to British recommendations for mediation was at least positive, and it was agreed that a conference should take place. However, unequivocal rejections from St. Petersburg and Paris rendered German acceptance inconsequential. Kaiser Wilhelm repeatedly made it clear that he was now only waiting for war to break out. When a report reached Berlin that Austria-Hungary had made it clear that it had no territorial ambitions against Serbia – a demand that Prime Minister Tisza had forced through in the Joint Council of Ministers on 19 July – the German Kaiser, adding one of his famous marginal notes to the relevant passage, wrote: ‘Feeble.’ A shift in the balance of power ‘must come about. Austria must become preponderant in the Balkans.’256


On Saturday, 25 July, the war had in effect arrived. In a note delivered just a few minutes before the expiry of the 48-hour deadline, Serbia, while not rejecting the Austrian demands outright, set out a series of limitations designed to make it clear that surrender of Serbian sovereignty merely in order to enable Austria to pursue the men behind the assassination, including on Serbian territory, was out of the question. The relevant passage in the response written by Serbia on 25 July stated that the involvement of Imperial and Royal organs in the investigation would be ‘a violation of the constitution and of criminal trial law’. In so doing, it interpreted the Austrian demand for involvement in the investigation of the men behind the Sarajevo assassination as being tantamount to Austria-Hungary wishing to exclude Serbian authorities from the proceedings. Naturally, those in authority in Serbia were also aware of the fact that this was an arbitrary interpretation.257 However, they were certain of Russia’s support, and had as a precaution informed the Entente powers of the contents of their response in advance. They also thought that it might perhaps be possible to negotiate one or other of the items in the démarche.


 [<<114||115>>] The note of response was brought to the Austro-Hungarian embassy by Prime Minister Pašić in person. This served to underline the importance of the document to be delivered, as well as to express a certain degree of anxiety. Naturally, the note of response was not delivered mutely; instead, the Serbian position was explained using all available clichés. At this late stage in the day, Pašić was no longer concerned about his electoral campaign, and he would have been fully aware of the importance of the document.


The note of response – and this was the consistent view of nearly all state chancelleries – was extremely skilfully worded. It had been revised until just before being delivered. For this reason, it contains deletions – something highly uncommon for a document of this significance – that Prime Minister Pašić had still made at the last moment while being driven to the Austrian embassy. However, there was no question of this being an unconditional acceptance. Since the Austrian envoy in Belgrade had been given no room for manoeuvre, and he had only been given permission to accept a full agreement to the Austrian démarche, he was obliged in accordance with his instructions to leave the embassy, board a train and in this way to make it clear that diplomatic relations had been broken off. In Serbia, mobilisation had already begun hours before the note of response was delivered. [<<115||116>>] [<<116||117>>]




4 Unleashing the War




[image: image] [<<117||118>>]


On 28 July 1914, the transportation of the mobilised Imperial and Royal troops to the Serbian border commenced. From the beginning of August, the trains rolled to Galicia. More than a million soldiers had to be transported. The deployment of the ordinary troops was carried out using freight trains. The wagons bore the inscription ‘For 40 men or 6 horses’. Officers were transported with normal passenger coaches. The inscriptions were thoroughly auto-suggestive. [<<118||119>>]








July 25, 1914 was a terribly hot day.’ This is how Baron Wladimir von Giesl, the last Imperial and Royal envoy in Belgrade, began his portrayal of his departure from this city.258 Following the handover of the démarche containing the ultimatum he had arranged for two variations of his personal reaction to the Serbian response to be sketched out. One of them was for an unconditional acceptance and the other was for a conditional acceptance, in which case it was irrelevant whether the démarche was accepted only in parts or almost in its entirety. His unequivocal instructions stipulated an ‘unconditional acceptance’.


During the day on 25 July, at Giesl’s behest no member of the delegation was permitted to leave the building. Events then proceeded at a breakneck pace. Following the visit of the Serbian prime minister to the Imperial and Royal delegation and the handover of the response note, diplomatic relations were regarded as discontinued. A quarter of an hour later, Giesl was already on his way to the railway station with the members of the delegation. He heard calls of abuse in the streets. At the station, all accredited diplomatic representatives in Belgrade were gathered together; only the Russian representative was missing. A Serbian officer called: ‘Au revoir à Budapest!’ Then the scheduled train departed. Following the crossing of the Old Sava Bridge and, with it, the imperial border, Geisl was called to the telephone at Zemun station. It was Tisza, who asked him: ‘Did this have to happen?’ Giesl responded in the affirmative.


The soldiers of the Zemun garrison had taken up positions along the banks of the Sava River. Aside from this, however, there were of course no other visible developments, as the Austro-Hungarian mobilisation began only three days later. During the remainder of the journey, the train containing Giesl was greeted at every station by cheering people. At three in the morning, the envoy was led from the train in Subotica (Szabadka), in order for him to hear an excited address. In Budapest he met with Tisza. The journey continued via Győr (Raab) to Vienna. Everywhere there was cheering and relief. On the 26th Giesl reported to the foreign minister and on the 27th to the Emperor in Bad Ischl. As Giesl palliatively wrote, the Emperor supposedly then said: ‘You could not have acted any differently […] I must now accept the consequences.’ Returning to Vienna, Giesl reported to Archduke Friedrich, designated Commander of the Balkan Armed Forces. Here he was given his new assignment: the Baron had been chosen as the representative of the Foreign Ministry attached to the High Command.


Giesl’s portrayal of his journey through Hungary as far as Vienna on the night of 25/26 July and in the hours that followed reveals only a tiny segment of what really  [<<119||120>>] happened during those days. It is understandable that nothing more was felt of the convulsion caused by the murders in Sarajevo. The excitement was of a different kind, and it now gained ground and eclipsed everything else. Austrian newspapers such as the Reichspost had written already hours before the severance of diplomatic ties with Serbia that the latter would not accept the ultimatum. The announcement from St. Petersburg that Russia was ‘not able to remain indifferent in the Austro-Serbian conflict’ was correctly understood to mean that Russia would support Serbia and that as a result it would be very unlikely that the war would remain limited to Serbia and, perhaps, Montenegro. But who cared about that? On the evening of 25 July celebrations took place in Vienna and the large cities of the Dual Monarchy and even in Berlin multitudes of people gathered at the Austro-Hungarian embassy and sang the Emperor’s Hymn. The tune was well-known, as it was the same as that of the German patriotic song, the Deutschlandlied.


‘We have started this war, not the Germans, and still less the Entente – that much I know’, wrote Leopold von Andrian-Werburg. He had experienced the July Crisis at the Ballhausplatz.259 But years later he was still absolutely convinced that they had acted correctly in July 1914 and that it had not been possible to act differently. We can concur with Conrad von Hötzendorf: ‘Besides, the World War was one of those catastrophes that are neither caused by an individual nor can be stopped by one.’260 The roots of the war stretched back a long way and it could have broken out much earlier. During all the crises since 1908, Austria-Hungary had played an important role. It was always the Balkans that threatened to explode and brought about interventions on the part of the great powers. Everyone felt called upon to intervene and make clear the interests of his own country. Austria also had interests, and it also certainly had cause for greater consternation than any of the other intervening powers. The experience of a considerably longer period of time was reflected in the actions of those responsible in Austria-Hungary than just the few weeks of July 1914. The conviction was reflected of being partially encircled by opponents, or, in fact, enemies and being vulnerable everywhere and only being able to waste away, awaiting decomposition. The Sarajevo murders had been a humiliation. Yet it was the state of an actual inability to act that then entered the picture and the hope of putting an end to it all that then resulted in the decision to go to war. Ultimately, the honour of the Empire repeatedly played a role and this resulted in the saying of Emperor Franz Joseph to the effect that if the country did have to go under, it should at least do so ‘honourably’.


Franz Joseph I


One of the central questions in the context of the unleashing of the military conflict is of course the role played by the Emperor in the decision to wage war against Serbia.  [<<120||121>>] Already during the journey from Ischl to Vienna he had been convinced of the inescapability of war. During the first days after his return, however, matters of protocol had to be dealt with, as well as keeping foreign countries at bay. The determination to go to war hardened. The Chief of the Military Chancellery, Artur Bolfras, was received by the Monarch on an almost daily basis. On Sunday, 5 July, the Chief of the General Staff was summoned to give a lengthy presentation. The day after, the Foreign Minister and the War Minister, Berchtold and Krobatin, came and both of them were granted 20 minutes to confer with the Emperor and receive his opinion. This was without doubt too short to engage in a detailed evaluation of all aspects of the critical situation. The appointments were, in any case, no longer than the subsequent appointment with the aide-de-camp of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, Colonel Bardolff, who reported to the Emperor on the last days and hours of his great-nephew. Everything else was lost in the usual daily business. The heads of the Austrian and the Hungarian Court Chancelleries, Cabinet Director Baron Schiessl and Section Chief Daruváry, arrived with files and documents to be issued, the Lord Chamberlain Alfred, Prince of Montenuovo and the Emperor’s Adjutant General Count Egon Paar, also received a few minutes each. As usual, no minutes were taken; the assignments were issued verbally. Again, as usual, everything took place tête-à-tête.


During one of the appointments, probably during Count Berchtold’s audience on 30 June or 2 July, the word was uttered that was understood as the monarch’s consent: war! War was not to be waged at any cost, but the Monarch had resolved to put Serbia in her place. It was not until half a year had passed that Franz Joseph addressed this. Had it been the right decision? Retrospectively at least, he had his doubts.261 Of course, the Emperor’s vote counted and on 6 July at the latest everything necessary had been said. The next day Franz Joseph boarded his official train and travelled back to Ischl, as though Sarajevo and its consequences had been merely an irritating interruption of his annual summer vacation. This was all the more astounding, given that the session of the Joint Council of Ministers had been scheduled for the same day, 7 July. At this session the basic decision was due to be discussed regarding whether to go to war against Serbia, the consequences such a decision might have and which objectives the Austro-Hungarian monarchy should pursue in the event of war. Franz Joseph knew nothing in advance of the diverging opinion of the Hungarian Primer Minister Tisza, as the latter had only been with him for a few minutes on 30 June. Evidently, the Emperor relied on his foreign minister. And while the course was being set for war, the Emperor was sitting in his official train on his way to Ischl. If Austria-Hungary had been a constitutional monarchy, in which the monarch only had a representative function, the absence of the monarch during such a fateful consultation would perhaps not have been so important. But in the Habsburg Monarchy the Emperor had much more than just a representative function and specifically decisions over war and peace were dependent on a ruling by  [<<121||122>>] the Emperor. After all, he had defended his own prerogatives tooth and nail, especially in the military realm. He regarded himself as ruler by the grace of God and considered it a matter of course that every civil servant and, above all, every soldier swore a personal oath of loyalty to him: ‘I swear by God the Almighty […].’


Could it be mentioned in defence of the Emperor’s absence from the Council of Ministers on 7 July that he had not expected decisive resolutions? Did he assume that he would in any case be informed on time and asked for his consent? Perhaps he first had to reach a state of peace with himself. Ultimately, all these considerations can be discarded. The fact that a lot was at stake on 7 July 1914 was beyond dispute, and, as subsequent months would demonstrate, it was not Franz Joseph’s consistent intention to remain absent from the sessions of the Joint Council of Ministers, for he indeed later – admittedly only occasionally – attended such sessions. Even the argument that matters were discussed that had already been decided on, for example the question of a swift end to the war, is redundant because such a thing was never mentioned during a session of the Joint Council of Ministers during the war years of Franz Joseph, and the Emperor and King attended sessions at which far less important things were discussed but still possessed the character of Privy Council meetings. It can thus only be concluded that the old Emperor assumed that everything that was important had already been said. The joint Finance Minister, Biliński, was also certain that the Emperor had made a definite decision to go to war on the day before his departure for Bad Ischl. But the dice had already been rolled earlier. And the consequences were clear. The Emperor had demonstrated his will and assumed that actions would be taken accordingly. So he was free to leave Vienna. His absence was also designed to signalise that the Monarch was ready to defer personal considerations and rely on the judgement and the decisions of the most important representatives of his Empire. The latter was very much in fitting with a long-established practice, for Franz Joseph had adopted it as his basic principle to trust people to whom he had given responsibility and to let them bear this responsibility. Furthermore, he had contented himself for a long time with simply being informed. Another idiosyncrasy had evolved: Franz Joseph evidently shied away from conferences or even consultations that were attended by several people. The Austrian and Hungarian prime ministers were never simultaneously called to see the Emperor, even where important questions relating to the Compromise were concerned or when the consonance of political, legislative, social or other measures in the two halves of the Empire had to be ensured. Even that might have been a vestige of an absolutist notion of government; modern and, above all, in keeping with the unprecedented situation in July 1914 it certainly was not.


In Bad Ischl, away from the daily routine and yet with an only temporary link to the actual power centre in Vienna, the Emperor received reports. There he learnt of the proceedings of the Joint Council of Ministers on 7 July and received the memorandum  [<<122||123>>] drafted the following day by Count Tisza, in which the Hungarian Prime Minister argued in favour of not simply attacking Serbia but rather issuing ultimatums, on the fulfilment of which the further course of action should depend. The Foreign Minister had two opportunities to inform the Emperor of developments in his summer domicile. But when the Council of Ministers next met on 19 July, the Emperor was missing once again and apparently did not have any part in the decision regarding the actual issuing of the démarche containing the ultimatum. And when it was a question of finalising the declaration of war and thus the formal prerequisites for the war, which was regarded by Franz Joseph as inescapable, this took place without further consultations, without one last, dramatic conference and, naturally, without direct contact with the German Kaiser, as the monarchs never telephoned each other or used a Hughes microphone. The Kaiser simply signed the piece of paper presented to him. Thus, the declaration of war against Serbia was reduced to a simple administrative act.


The Calm before the Storm


In spite of Serbian mobilisation, the Austro-Hungarian military machinery still did not appear to bestir itself. This apparent inactivity and the sheer endless waiting led repeatedly to stinging comments: ‘A war has never before been provoked with such amateurism, than the war against Serbia in July 1914’, as Fritz Fellner wrote, and ‘this harsh judgement should finally be explained by a military-historical investigation on the part of the Austrian authorities. It had been known since 7 July that war was desired […] on 27 July Foreign Minister Berchtold requests the Emperor to sign the declaration of war, […] the Chief of the General Staff, however, declares himself in fact unable to begin the war, which had been planned for three weeks, before 14 days had passed.’262 Now we will examine how tenable this claim really is.


Aside from the campaign of occupation of 1878, which was truly an isolated and in military terms narrowly-defined event, the Habsburg Monarchy was preparing to wage a proper war for the first time since 1866. During the intervening period, most other states had waged bigger or smaller wars. All of them had attempted to plan ahead for a war and to prepare themselves for the demands of a major military conflict. Essentially, however, all of them were confronted within a short space of time with a very different reality. From practically the first day on, the World War burst the dimensions of anything that had come before and anything that had been planned for.


In respect of the approach to Serbia, the timing of the dispatch of the démarche containing the ultimatum and the expansion of the war to become one that included at least Russia, but which could potentially turn into a European and even a world war, military considerations naturally played an important role, yet they are only comprehensible  [<<123||124>>] within the overall strategic context. The Imperial and Royal Military Administration could only initiate mobilisation under certain very precise circumstances, for not only was it required that the mobilisation would result in certain developments, which would in turn trigger countermeasures from those affected or from those states tied to alliances, but also that the mobilisation had to take place on the basis of very specific war scenarios.


Conrad apparently refused to initiate preparatory mobilisation measures, as he, like many other soldiers, remembered only too well the consequences of the mobilisation of 1912. The Chief of the General Staff declared that ‘the army is so bitter as a result of the abortive mobilisation of 1912 that a mobilisation can only now be ordered if war is certain’.263 Regardless of this fact – as will be shown – preparations were indeed made. But only on the afternoon of 23 July was the army corps designated for the war against Serbia ordered to cease all exercises and to gather the regiments by the evening of 25 July at the latest in their peacetime garrisons.264 And these were only the preparations for a partial mobilisation.


On the evening of 25 July there was a first certainty: Serbia had not conformed to Austria-Hungary’s ultimatum. From this moment on, every effort was made to trigger war. But there can be no question of Austria-Hungary being unprepared. How consistently it pursued its objective and how quickly the certainty spread that there would be war can be seen with the aid of several key Austrian documents.265


Two documents, or rather two groups of documents, can be utilised here. The first document is the proclamation of the Emperor ‘To My Peoples’. This manifesto was prepared parallel to the Serbian note of demands in the Foreign Ministry. It was completed prior to 20 July and was passed on in strict confidence for the information of both prime ministers, Stürgkh and Tisza, on 21 July. Stürgkh then sent Berchthold a draft of a proclamation, which had been prepared a long time in advance in the office of the Imperial-Royal prime minister. As a comparison of the two texts shows, the Foreign Ministry did not take Stürgkh’s draft into consideration. This differed in the case of Tisza, who telegraphed his requests for alterations to Bad Ischl on 25 July, where Berchtold waited in order to implement all further steps with the Emperor once the 48-hour deadline granted to Serbia ran out. Tisza proposed two alterations that were then actually implemented. Finally, two further changes were made on the wishes of the Emperor. With that, the proclamation was ready. With the exception of these minor alterations, however, the proclamation of war had been prepared long before the dispatch of the ultimatum to Serbia. Even prior to 20 July 1914 the following words had been formulated: ‘It was My most fervent wish to dedicate the years that might still be granted to Me by God’s grace to works of peace and to preserve My peoples from the great sacrifices and burdens of war. The council of providence has decided otherwise. […] With such forgetful ingratitude the Kingdom of Serbia, which from the first  [<<124||125>>] beginnings of its official independence until the most recent times had been sustained and promoted by My predecessors and Myself, entered already years ago on the path of open hostility towards Austria-Hungary. […] We must call a halt to this unbearable attitude, and put an end to Serbia’s incessant provocations. […] My government has in vain made one final attempt to achieve the objective by peaceful means of inducing Serbia to change its ways by issuing a solemn exhortation. […] Thus, I must proceed to obtain the necessary guarantees by force of arms that will secure for My states inner quiet and lasting peace abroad.’ In conclusion, without reference to the ‘heritage of a glorious past’ proposed by the Foreign Ministry, the Emperor formulated the words: ‘I have faith in Austria-Hungary’s brave armed forces, filled with devoted zeal. And I have faith in the Almighty, that He will grant our arms the victory.’266


Now, we can certainly view this proclamation as the desire to be prepared for the rejection of the ultimatum by Serbia. Even so, none of those who worked on the document thought the Emperor was wasting his time. The genesis of the proclamation in any case contradicts the common view that the severance of diplomatic relations did not necessarily have to mean war, and it was above all the Emperor who – according to one of the adjutants in the Emperor’s entourage, Colonel Baron Albert von Margutti – had said that this did not have to be the result.267 This was one of many retrospective embellishments. The Emperor was absolutely aware of this. He wanted war.


A second indication pointed unmistakeably to the certainty of an impending war: on the day of the dispatch of the note of demands, i.e. on 23 July 1914, the senior military commanders began to keep a war diary. This is of interest because with the help of these war diaries we can reconstruct the course of military events in detail already from 23 July. On 25 July, Archduke Friedrich, who had already been placed at the ‘disposal of the Supreme Commander’ several days earlier, was named Commander-in-Chief of the Balkan Armed Forces.268 The powers of the commander-in-chief and his jurisdiction had been likewise fixed several days earlier. They only had to wait for something that could result in a declaration of war.


Instead, on 26 July the German ambassador in London, Prince Lichnowsky passed on another British offer to mediate. It came from King George V and the British government.269 They promised to provide compensation for Austria-Hungary at an ambassadors’ conference and added that it would not be possible to localise a war. It would become a general war. Serbia would most certainly not submit to Austrian pressure, but undoubtedly to the united will of the powers. Once Austro-Hungarian troops set foot on Serbian territory, however, ‘the world war’ would be ‘unavoidable’, according to Ambassador Lichnowksy. London thus distanced itself from the idea of a ‘halt in Belgrade’. This option had been discussed between the British ambassador in Vienna, Sir Maurice Bunsen, and his Russian colleague, Nikolai Shebeko, whereby the Russian ambassador apparently said that the Imperial and Royal troops should feel free to advance somewhat  [<<125||126>>] further to the south.270 The German Empire immediately rejected an intervention in Vienna along the lines of British proposals for the reason that it could not prostitute itself ‘to put Austria before a European court for bargaining over Serbia’.271 In rejecting the British offer to mediate, it becomes clear that Berlin regarded the July Crisis just as much as a vehicle for its own policies as Vienna pursued its goals on the basis of German backing.


On the same day, 26 July, the Chief of the German General Staff, Count Helmuth von Moltke, drafted the ‘warning’ to Belgium, in which he demanded that German troops be allowed to march through that country in order to engage with France. Germany definitely expected a major war. Even London abandoned all hope and merely stated that it was down to Germany and Germany alone to deter Austria-Hungary from pursuing its ‘great policies’, as London called them.272 London and Paris announced that if Berlin had a pacifying effect on Vienna, then the French and British governments would in turn exert influence on St. Petersburg. Days earlier, however, Russia had already initiated the first steps towards a mobilisation of its armies, and not only in several western military districts but, as it claimed, for ‘unavoidable technical reasons’ across the entire Empire.273 This was hard to believe. However, there was another indication that made the Russian stance clear: on 24 July, still before the deadline set by the Austrian ultimatum, the Russian embassy in Berlin received the instruction to dissolve its assets in Germany and to transfer the 100 million roubles parked in Berlin.274 Thus, it was yet again the financiers who were the harbingers of the approaching war. Russia also implemented the first mobilisation measures for its fleet, however, and this indicated even more unmistakeably that Russia did not only anticipate facing Austria-Hungary. France also initiated mobilisation on 26 July and in Great Britain the concentration of the First and Second Fleets was ordered. To negotiate now was almost impossible; developments were too far advanced. Neither Vienna nor Berlin, St. Petersburg or Paris wanted to take a step back. Instead, Count Berchtold submitted on 26 July the declaration of war against Serbia for the signature of Emperor Franz Joseph. He justified this by claiming that as a result of the Serbian response an attempt at mediation might still be made.275 This should be avoided by creating a fait accompli. The ground should be cut out from underneath any attempt to intervene. In any case, the first shots had already been fired. Franz Joseph was satisfied with this explanation. He signed the draft submitted to him and ordered the mobilisation of the corps designated for ‘war scenario Serbia’. It was only the fact that this happened on a Sunday and it was believed that it would not be possible to get the message through to everywhere due to the partially unstaffed regional post offices that prevented the alert from already being issued on this day. This was to be done on 27 July, a Monday.276 [<<126||127>>]
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