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CHAPTER 1

Sarajevo: The Shots That Still Ring Round the World

ONE of the last known photographs of the Archduke Francis Ferdinand of Habsburg, heir to the throne of his uncle, the octogenarian Emperor Francis Joseph of Austria-Hungary, shows him coming down the steps of the city hall in Sarajevo a few minutes after eleven on the morning of Sunday, June 28, 1914. Under the refulgent uniform topped with a plumed hat his stout body is rigid; his heavy features seem congested and his neck swollen above the tight-fitting collar; his thick, curling mustaches bristle like a wild boar’s. Beside him walks his morganatic wife Sophie, the Duchess of Hohenberg, her plump face looking pinched and taut. They are just about to step into a waiting car. Both are clearly uneasy, but not yet really frightened. The local Bosnian dignitaries who line the steps, framing the doomed couple, are not frightened either; many of them are Moslems—paradoxically the only friends the Catholic Habsburgs have in this seething, semi-Oriental province, only recently freed from the Turkish yoke, but already clamoring for a Yugoslavia which has not yet been born—and they know that man does not evade his fate. The knowledge is written on their faces; the photograph catches them with their gloved hands raised to their flower-pot hats in a gesture of awe and resignation, as one salutes a funeral.

The whole scene, captured for posterity by some anonymous cameraman, stands out so vividly across the years that in looking at it one almost has the impression of reliving a personal nightmare. As in certain nightmares, incredulity wrestles with the sense of doom. Surely someone will cry out a warning before it is too late, surely someone will try to do something. In fact, someone does, but it is the wrong thing, and already it is too late. In five minutes Francis Ferdinand and Sophie will be lying unconscious in their speeding car bleeding to death from an assassin’s bullets: an ancient dynasty—and with it a whole way of life—will start to topple; then another and another and another. Close to nine million men fell in World War I as a direct result of those two shots fired in a dusty Balkan town roughly half a century ago; then 15,000,000 more in a second, greater conflict implicit in the ending of the first one. The visit that the Habsburg heir and his wife paid to Sarajevo lasted only a little more than an hour—not quite the length of a normal feature film—but the drama of those 60 or 70 minutes has literally revolutionized the whole course of modern history; reconstructing it helps to understand many of the tragic dramas that humanity has witnessed since.

The view of Sarajevo as one approaches from the southwest is a lovely one. High but gently sloping mountains almost encircle it. The valley of the Miljacka, a shallow torrent that cuts the town in two, narrows at its eastern outskirts to a rugged gorge commanded by the ruined Turkish fort (serai) from which it takes its name. The old Moslem quarters crown the upper slopes of the natural amphitheater that rises nearly six hundred feet on both banks of the stream; the slender minarets of their hundred mosques soar like rhythmed prayer above whitewashed villas in walled, tangled gardens. The raw modern town below merely serves as a foil to their enchantment. This is Sarajevo today, and this—save for the faint scars left by Allied bombing in World War II—is how it appeared to Francis Ferdinand in the clear morning sunlight, as his open-topped car, with the gold and black fanion of the Habsburgs fluttering in the fresh mountain air, drove into town from the railroad station.

Though not a man normally sensitive to beauty, the archduke no doubt was gladdened by the scene. He demonstrated no more enthusiasm than he habitually displayed at the opera or at Court balls—a constant complaint of the artistic and pleasure-loving Viennese—but as he leaned stiffly against the leather-upholstered seat condescending to the view, his arrogant, morose face, with the sagging middle-aged jowls—he was fifty-one—seemed unusually cheerful. Francis Ferdinand had in fact every reason to be satisfied with life, and even to feel a little mellow that June morning. The ostentatious, almost provocative, military maneuvers along the Serbian border that had been the official pretext for his visit to Bosnia—he was Inspector General of the armed forces—had gone off well, at least from the Austro-Hungarian viewpoint. For once there had been no slackness—nothing like that disgraceful incident a couple of months earlier near Trieste when he had personally caught one of the sailors from his naval guard sneaking a cigarette behind a hedge (he had had the fellow put in the brig for a fortnight). Francis Ferdinand was a humorless, taciturn martinet with a mania for spit-and-polish who also took seriously the serious side of soldiering and administration; he had an almost Prussian phobia about schlamperei,1 the Austrian genius for insouciant inefficiency. The royal suite in the hotel of the little spa, Ilidze, where he had spent the previous night had been quite comfortable—no schlamperei there, either—and Sophie, whom he had brought along with him, in violation of all protocol, had enjoyed the respectful attentions of his young staff officers. The ceremonial visit to Sarajevo, promised, for all its tedium, to be even more satisfying; its timing had a private significance that in the Archduke’s mind may possibly have overshadowed the political one. June 28 was the anniversary of the most important date in his life.

Fourteen years ago on that day, Archduke Francis Ferdinand of Austria-Este (as he preferred to call himself) had married Countess Sophie Chotek, a member of a noble but comparatively obscure Czech family, and a lady-in-waiting to his cousin, the Archduchess Isabella. From the Habsburg viewpoint she might as well have been a chambermaid. “Love makes people lose all sense of dignity,” Francis Joseph exclaimed when he heard the news. The old Emperor had never quite forgiven his heir for this misalliance; it had taken a whole year of stubborn negotiations to win his consent to the marriage. But even Francis Joseph could not have softened the iron writ of Habsburg House Law, the supreme code of the dynasty. At a solemn assembly of the Court and the Privy Council in the ancient Hofburg Palace in Vienna, Francis Ferdinand had been obliged to renounce all rights of rank and succession for his children before taking Sophie as his morganatic wife. He had never forgotten the humiliation. He loved Sophie enough to swallow it, but it rankled all the same. The Archduke was no royal iconoclast or bohemian; he was a snob and a pedant obsessed—despite his marriage to a commoner—with the privileges of royalty generally and with his own dynastic rights in particular.

Oddly enough, the marriage had turned out happy. When Francis Ferdinand developed tuberculosis and was written off for dead by his uncle’s court—another slight he never forgave—Sophie with tireless devotion nursed him back to health. They had three children, Ernst, Max and Sophie, the last two known in the family as Maxl and Sopherl—whom the Archduke adored. Momentarily oblivious to all protocol, he enjoyed sitting on the floor to play with them, often receiving important visitors in this position—and woe to any visitor who did not instantly follow the royal example. The conjugal union of the Habsburg autocrat-to-be with the daughter of the empire’s despised Slav minority seemed a model of bourgeois felicity; actually it was in all probability something more than that: the day they took their last ride together it was still a love match.

In fact, this graceless couple—Francis Ferdinand looking more like the typical Prussian boor of the epoch than like a Viennese gentleman; Sophie a square-faced matron well past her prime, in no way improved by the overdecorated hat and the high, tight collar of her dress—sitting side by side on the back seat of their ungainly antebellum vehicle, en route to keep their rendezvous with death, were united by an undying tenderness as romantic in its way perhaps as any in history. The smiles they exchanged as the royal cortege approached the center of town and the first scattered cries of “Zivio” rang out were warm and intimate. It was in part for Sophie’s sake that the Archduke had organized the trip to Sarajevo, and she knew it.

In the stylized ballet of Vienna Court life, strictly regulated by an etiquette going back to the days of Maria Theresa, there was no place for Sophie. In 1906 the Emperor had given her the title of Duchess of Hohenberg and thereafter she was allowed to attend Court at the Schoenbrunn Palace, but never on the same footing as her husband. The Archduke’s numerous enemies exploited every weapon in the armory of protocol to vex and humiliate her. At Court galas, for example, when etiquette called for a “ceremonial entrance,” orders were issued that only half the folding door should be opened for her. Eventually Francis Ferdinand, a brooding, vindictive man, burning with ill-concealed impatience for his uncle to die and given to black fits of depression and rages so violent that Sophie sometimes feared he was going insane, set up a kind of rival Court at his Belvedere Palace on a hilltop overlooking Vienna. The great German and Magyar feudal families were but perfunctorily represented there; the Archduke particularly loathed the haughty Magyar nobles because of their independence, and surrounded himself with a paradoxical mixture of Slavs, reactionary clerics, and German Christian Socialists. This tended to split the aristocracy and officialdom of the empire into two factions without wholely solving the problem of the Duchess’s rank.

Unlikely as it sounds today, this tiresome and anachronistic imbroglio played a real part in setting the stage for a world disaster. It was to punish his detractors and to atone to Sophie for all the times she had been forced to walk at the tail of some court procession while he had headed it with an Archduchess on his arm, that Francis Ferdinand in 1914 hatched up a kind of protocol-putsch. He would take advantage of his new office as Inspector General of the armed forces—he was appointed in 1913—to attend the forthcoming maneuvers in the recently annexed province of Bosnia-Herzegovina. While there he would pay an official visit to its capital, Sarajevo, in his military capacity rather than as heir to the throne. But of course he would have to be treated like royalty. And he would take Sophie with him—on their wedding anniversary. She would be received like the wife of an Inspector General who happened to be the royal heir—that is to say, like a queen.

The political motivations back of the Archduke’s visit to Sarajevo were no less convoluted than his private ones. They were rooted both in Habsburg family history and in the complex human geography of the Danubian Basin. While these two subjects deserve fuller exploration, it is enough at this point to recall a few of their salient features. To begin with, there is the key fact that Austria-Hungary was called the Dual Monarchy because it was not a nation but two separate and theoretically sovereign nations ruled by a common King-Emperor and linked by rather sketchy joint, or imperial, administrative services (including the army). This, however, is a gross oversimplification; in many respects Austria and Hungary were less like nations than like two associated empires. In each a master race—in Austria, the Germans; in Hungary the Magyars—ruled more or less oppressively over a number of subject peoples. (Being a master race at home did not prevent the Magyars from complaining that they themselves were oppressed, or at least exploited, by the Germans throughout the Empire.) Most of the submerged nationalities belonged to the Slavic race, (though there were also many Italians and Rumanians) but they stemmed from several different branches of it, and instead of being grouped in one area they were scattered throughout Austria-Hungary along with various ethnic minorities, like the addled limps and features of the subjects in certain surrealist portraits. The Czechs lived in the part of northern Austria that had once been the independent Slavic Kingdom of Bohemia; their close kinsmen, the Slovaks, lived more to the east and therefore under the much harsher Hungarian yoke. Hungary also owned large parts of what is today Yugoslavia, and thus had an important South Slav—Serb and Croat—minority as well as the Slovak one. The Slovenes, another South Slavic people, were partly under Austrian dominion, however. The Habsburgs, as the feudal overlords of this anachronistic hodge-podge of peoples naturally, had the most trouble with their biggest and proudest vassals, the Magyars; therefore, they tended to favor certain of their Slav subjects as a sort of counterweight to Magyar ambition or stubbornness. Francis Ferdinand pushed this family tradition to extreme limits; he detested the Magyars, and whether to annoy them or for more statesmanlike reasons, constantly sought to appear as the champion of the Empire’s Slavs. (The fact that he had married a Czech noblewoman naturally facilitated, and perhaps inspired, this role.) Francis Ferdinand was undoubtedly more clearsighted than most high-ranking Austrian officials in recognizing the ominously growing strength of the nationalist movement among the empire’s Slav minorities, particularly among its South Slavs. At one time the Archduke apparently hoped to combat the separatist lure of the Yugoslav dream—which was being actively promoted by expansionist elements in the adjacent Kingdom of Serbia—through offering the South Slavs home rule in a separate state of their own within the Empire.
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Bosnia had a significant, if ambivalent, relationship to all such schemes, and it was a major factor in the general Balkan imbroglio. Vienna had administered the provinces—together with its sister province of Herzegovina—since 1877 when the native Christians (mostly Serb or Croat by race) had driven out their Turkish masters. The original legal basis for the arrangement had been a general European treaty, aimed precisely at preventing the freshly liberated territory from becoming a bone of contention among the powers, which had put it under Austro-Hungarian administration in a sort of mandate. (Juridically, Bosnia-Herzogovina remained part of the Ottoman Empire.) Then in 1908 the old Emperor’s ministers had persuaded him to sign a decree formally annexing the provinces to his empire. This irresponsible act had disturbed the great powers, enraged the pepper-patriots in free Serbia—who had hoped some day to annex Bosnia-Herzegovina themselves—and inflamed the pro-Serbian or Pan-Slav nationalism of the local population. In deciding his official visit to the Bosnian capital, the Archduke no doubt felt that it would have a soothing effect locally while attracting the favorable attention of Slav nationalists elsewhere in the empire. On the one hand the visit—together with the maneuvers near the frontier—demonstrated that the empire would tolerate no nonsense either from the Serbian irredentists in Belgrade or from the South Slav secessionists within its own borders. On the other hand, it would demonstrate—somewhat more cryptically it would seem—the future Emperor’s sympathy with the legitimate aspirations of loyal Slav nationalism, and his well-known love for his Slav subjects. By the same token, it would once more infuriate the Magyars.

This was how Francis Ferdinand and his wife happened to be riding together in a slow-moving open car in the heart of what was practically a zone of military occupation on the fatal Sunday. The regal-looking motorcade, the flaunting flags, the curious if rather silent crowds lining the wide avenue along the right bank of the Miljacka as the cortege turned into it—these were the Archduke’s anniversary presents to Sophie.

To most of the Bosnians who turned out to greet—or simply to stare at—their presumptive future monarch and his wife, the date marked a quite different sort of anniversary. June 28—actually June 15 by the Serbian Orthodox calendar—is the Vidovdan, the Feast of St. Vitus. To the Slav peoples of the Balkan Peninsula it is a holiday unlike any other. For centuries it was a national day of mourning because it commemorates the battle of Kossovo in 1389 when the Turks destroyed the medieval kingdom of Serbia and enslaved its Christian subjects. Since 1912 it has been the symbol of a glorious resurrection—the defeat of the Turks in the first Balkan War that led to their virtual expulsion from Europe.

Like all historic anniversaries that pluck men’s heartstrings with contradictory fingers, the Vidovdan looses deep, confused emotions among those who observe it: it is a day when good friends drink too much and fall to brawling, when even the stranger’s most tactful word grates as if on a nerve laid bare.

Francis Ferdinand, the least tactful of men and the most intrusive of all possible strangers, knew that the date he had picked for his first visit to Sarajevo was the Vidovdan. He was also aware that Bosnia and the Bosnian capital had remained under the Austro-Hungarian yoke what they had been under the Turkish—hotbeds of nationalist conspiracy and terrorism (the revolutionary tradition was gloriously revived against the Nazis in World War II). Perhaps he counted on his reputation as a champion of the Slavs within the Empire to disarm hostility. Its real effect was to make him seem dangerous as well as hateful to the fanatics of Slavdom; extremists always fear a moderate adversary.

“Suicide while of unsound mind,” would seem the most likely verdict on the visit to Sarajevo if Francis Ferdinand had not taken along with him the being whom he loved most in the world: his wife. Certainly he would not have exposed her if he had really believed there was danger. His fatal insensitivity to the public temper in Bosnia demonstrates how little human contact there was between the Habsburgs and their subjects. In the expressive Chinese phrase, the dynasty after ruling for six hundred years had lost the Mandate of Heaven (as the reader will see later, most of the other surviving twentieth-century dynasties had lost, or were about to lose it, too). Not only were the Habsburgs out of touch with their subjects, but communication had partly broken down between different organs of their state.

The civil authorities both in Sarajevo and in Vienna had picked up warnings of a plot against the Archduke. For a while one school of history believed that certain of these authorities, particularly those with Magyar connections, had deliberately allowed the heir to the throne to walk into a trap—perhaps had even encouraged the assassination plot. Today, with much hitherto secret evidence now available, the expert consensus is less dramatic but in one way stranger. The civilian and the military authorities of the empire were simply not speaking to each other, or at least the latter were not paying any attention to what the former said. Francis Ferdinand had not wanted to give the official Court a pretext for interfering with his plans to honor Sophie; he insisted on treating the visit as a purely military matter. His pigheadedness infuriated the Court and the joint Austro-Hungarian Ministry of Finance, which was responsible for the civil administration in Bosnia. The eighty-four-year-old Emperor disapproved so strenuously of the Archduke taking his wife to Bosnia that he had left in a huff for his summer palace at Ischl to avoid receiving the couple on their return to Vienna. The soldiers joined enthusiastically in the feud. Marshal Oskar Potiorek, the military governor of Bosnia and a superb Central European specimen of early Blimp, never reported to his nominal chief, the Finance Minister, that the visit had been arranged. Perhaps he did not trust the minister’s security; in any case, he attached no importance to the stories of political unrest in his territory. “Like most soldiers in occupied countries,” remarks the British historian A. J. P. Taylor, “they [Potiorek and his Staff] hardly acknowledged the local population except as cleaners in the barracks.”

The end result of this bureaucratic schizophrenia was that Potiorek assumed sole responsibility for the security of the Archduke’s party without having the means to assure it. Many of his soldiers and gendarmes had been drawn away to take part in the field maneuvers, and a recklessly sparse cordon held back the crowd when the royal cortege—six motorcars with the Archduke’s second—entered Sarajevo shortly after 10 A.M. on the Vidovdan.

The first portent came just after the royal car passed the Bank of Austria-Hungary on the avenue bordering the Miljacka embankment.

Franz, Count Harrach, the Archduke’s aide-de-camp, was in the front seat next to the chauffeur. Sophie was in the back on the right-hand side, nearest the embankment; Francis Ferdinand next to her. Opposite them sat Potiorek, a splendid self-important figure with a vacant military face. He was showing them what the army had done for the arts in Sarajevo—the newly built Austrian barracks in mustard-colored bureaucratic baroque across the river. Where his finger pointed there was a gap in the crowd on the sidewalk and standing in the gap, a tall dark young man, who, exactly at that instant, made a queer gesture with his hands. There was a small sound, no louder than cork popping from a bottle; then odd, disconnected things began to happen. Harrach thought—mistakenly—that he had heard a bullet whistle near his head. Sophie definitely felt something graze the back of her neck and put up her hand to touch it. Potiorek saw a black object float away from the young man on the embankment and land somewhere behind the royal car. The front tire of the following one blew out with a loud noise, spilling officers into the street. One of them, Lieutenant Erich von Merizzi, Potiorek’s aide-de-camp, could not understand at first why his face was suddenly dripping blood. On the embankment a confused scuffle broke out in the crowd and a tall figure raised a hand to its mouth, then jumped over the parapet into the bed of the stream; many bystanders craned their necks to see what was happening to him down there among the boulders. It was close to 10:30.

In the royal car the Archduke and his wife sat very straight. Potiorek, looking over their heads, reported that a bomb had gone off; Francis Ferdinand replied, rather surprisingly, he had been expecting something of the sort. Potiorek reported further that an officer in the third car had been hurt; it seemed to be Merizzi. Francis Ferdinand said to stop the car and look after him. Nobody protested this lunatic order, which was promptly obeyed. The lead car then halted, too. Down in the bed of the Miljacka several policemen were dragging along the dark young man—who now smelled of bitter almonds and vomit—while conscientiously beating him with the flats of their swords. His name, they were soon to discover, was Nedjelko Cabrinovic and he was a nineteen-year-old printer, born in Sarajevo.

Lieutenant von Merizzi turned out to be only slightly wounded; the car with the crumpled front wheel was quickly pushed off to the curb for whatever good that might do. Puzzling over the strange sequence of events, the military experts in the royal party came up almost at once with the right explanation. The first popping sound that had seemed to jar things off their course was the fuze cap or detonator of a small bomb or hand grenade blown off when the dark young man had purposely whacked it against a lamppost. Undoubtedly it was this fragment—too light to hurt anyone—that had grazed Sophie’s neck. The bomb proper, merely charged by the initial detonation, had gone off twelve seconds later, thus explaining why it had hit the wrong car. Though inexpertly handled in the present instance, the device seemed too complicated to be the handiwork of local artisans. Grenades of the type described were popular at the time in Serbia; the redoubtable comitadjis (Serb partisans) had found during the Balkan War that they worked nicely on Turks. The conclusion was not reassuring; Potiorek lost no time in ordering the remaining cars of the cortege to resume their route—this time at a much faster pace—and not to stop until they reached the city hall. If he had realized the true situation he would have ordered them to drive still faster, and in the opposite direction.

The brief reception by the city fathers at the Rathaus, a tasteless structure erected by the Austrians in the late Turkish bath style of architecture that now houses a museum of provincial handicrafts, was not a success. The mayor had hardly commenced his address of welcome when the Archduke furiously interrupted him.

“Mr. Mayor,” he nearly shouted, “I come here on a visit and I get bombs thrown at me. It is outrageous.”

It was only with difficulty that Francis Ferdinand was persuaded to make a short, extemporaneous speech in reply to the mayor’s. The son of one of the local aldermen who was present as a child at the ceremony described its strange, oppressive atmosphere to the British novelist Rebecca West when she visited Sarajevo between the two wars, collecting material for her Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, one of the most magical of all travel books:

“We were all silent, not because we were impressed with him [the Archduke] for he was not at all our Bosnian idea of a hero. But we all felt awkward because we knew that when he went out he would certainly be killed … we knew how the people felt about him and the Austrians, and we knew that if one man had thrown a bomb and failed, another man would throw another bomb, and another after that if he should fail … it gave a very strange feeling to the assembly.”

While the reception was going on upstairs, in the city hall, Cabrinovic, the would-be assassin, still alive despite the cyanide he had swallowed before jumping off the embankment and the subsequent beating by the police, was being questioned at the police station. He had information that could have saved the royal couple and his interrogators were not exactly gentle in trying to get it out of him, but he kept his mouth shut as long as was necessary.

Before leaving the city hall there was a huddle with Potiorek. The Archduke criticized the military governor for the inadequate protection given his party and enquired somewhat caustically if there were likely to be more attempts to assassinate him during the remainder of his visit.

Potiorek, according to a deposition he gave later, replied in pure Blimp that “I hoped not, but that in spite of all security measures one could not prevent someone standing in the vicinity of the car from attempting something similar.”

According to another version, Potiorek, forgetting the deference due to royalty even exclaimed testily,

“What, do you think the streets of Sarajevo are full of assassins?”

If he actually said anything like this he was, of course, technically correct, since it was determined later that there had been only five or six or at most seven, assassins in the streets—all stationed at intervals along the embankment of the Miljacka in the quarter mile or so between the bank of Austria-Hungary and the city hall. In any event neither Potiorek nor the chief of police, who was present at the impromptu conference, at first thought it advisable to cancel the rest of the scheduled drive through the town. It was only when Francis Ferdinand insisted that before going on to the museum, which was the next scheduled stop, he wanted to visit the military hospital to enquire about von Merizzi’s wounds, that Potiorek proposed evasive action. The ride to the hospital should be safe enough, he thought. It meant retracing part of the morning’s itinerary along the Miljacka embankment, and that was the last place where any hypothetical assassins who might still be at large would be expecting the Archduke to appear. However, it might be advisable to drive at top speed and after visiting the hospital to cancel the rest of the program in order to punish the inhabitants of Sarajevo for the morning’s outrageous events.

Nothing brings out the inevitability of the fall of the house of Austria more sharply than Francis Ferdinand’s prompt, condescending acceptance of the egregious suggestion that he punish the Habsburg-hating Bosnians by depriving them of his presence. Yet it might have saved his life if it had been efficiently carried out. A new car was brought up. The Archduke and Sophie got in—she had insisted on accompanying him—while Count Harrach, shielding his royal master with his body, stood on the left-hand running board, nearest the embankment; that is the direction the bomb had come from earlier. The chief of police and the deputy mayor took their places in the lead car. The Archduke’s again came second. Both lurched into gear and began to speed along the embankment, following the morning’s route in reverse.

Did the heir of the Habsburgs realize that death stood waiting for him a few hundred yards away? Rebecca West, who evidently loves wild animals and dislikes Habsburgs, recalls a gruesome anecdote about him. Like his royal cousin and crony, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany, Francis Ferdinand was an almost psychopathic butcher of game; not long before he had boasted of having shot his three-thousandth stag. He took special pride in a new technique of shooting hares that he had worked out; the improvement consisted in placing his beaters in a pear-shaped formation that brought the hares practically to the muzzle of his gun and enabled him to slaughter record bags. Miss West suggests that in the last moments of his life Francis Ferdinand may have discovered how it felt to be a beast at bay.

Actually, the hunters of men who earlier had set up their firing line along the Miljacka embankment had given up in panic or despair by the time their intended victim left the city hall. This is one of the weirdest features of the Sarajevo drama. In a sense Francis Ferdinand and Sophie were doomed from the moment they entered the town, but their fate was merely a mathematical probability. The assassination plot was one of those inept but nonetheless deadly conspiratorial operations combining professional planning with amateur execution. The executors were six untrained youths. It was virtually certain under the circumstances that some links in the murder chain would break down, but very likely that at least one would hold. This likelihood was nearly upset. A sort of statistical miracle almost occurred at the last moment; that it finally did not was due to a countervailing factor which was itself a foreseeable probability: that same Austrian schlamperei which was Francis Ferdinand’s particular bête noire.

As the lead car reached the Latin Bridge—it has a different name today—it turned right off the embankment up what was then named Francis Joseph Street—the originally scheduled itinerary for the party. Nobody had thought to tell the chauffeur that it had been changed. The Archduke’s chauffeur blindly followed. Even so, the royal couple might have escaped if Potiorek had not intervened to set things right.

“Not that way, you fool,” he yelled at the chauffeur. “Keep straight on.”

The rattled flunky stopped so he could shift into reverse—not two yards from a slight, hollowed-eyed boy of nineteen who had just come out of a coffeehouse where he had gone to steady his nerves; his world had collapsed about him half an hour before when the grenade thrown by his friend Cabrinovic went wild and there seemed to be nothing left to live for. He had a loaded automatic pistol in his pocket that he had given up the hope of being able to use. Now, though dazed by the miraculous second chance that fate had offered him, he drew it out and remembered to aim. He could hardly have missed. The range was less than ten feet and as long as Sophie sat straight there was no obstacle between the Archduke and the killer’s gun; he was at the curb on the right; Harrach was standing on the left side of the car, his useless sword dangling in his hand. It was 11:15.

The assassin fired twice. The first shot hit Francis Ferdinand, tearing through his chest and lodging against his spine. The second, aimed at Potiorek, hit Sophie in the abdomen, either because the gunman’s hand swerved or because she tried to jump up and shield her husband with her body. For a few seconds both of them continued to sit straight; Potiorek thought that the assassin—grabbed by neighbors in the crowd just as he was raising the automatic to put a bullet in his own head—had missed. Then, as the chauffeur finally got the car turned in the right direction and it leaped forward, the Duchess collapsed against the Archduke. He remained upright, but a thin dark rivulet of blood stained the front of his tunic, and the corners of his mouth were red.

Up to that moment the assassination drama had seemed almost more burlesque than tragedy; it had much of the sordidness and confusion of a third-class bullfight. But good breeding helps to tidy up many a messy situation, and real love redeems almost any squalor. Francis Ferdinand and Sophie Chotek had lived out their lives in a faded, tinsel Court during one of the most tawdry epochs in human history, but in their dying they attained the dignity of tragedy.

“Sophie, Sophie, don’t die; live for our children,” murmured Francis Ferdinand, trying to brace her unconscious body as the car sped toward the governor’s palace. Then, to a question from Harrach, he answered, “It is nothing.”

Six times, in a steadily more feeble voice he repeated: “It is nothing.”

And so it was.

Since October 1918 Sarajevo has been part of Yugoslavia; today it is the capital of the Yugoslav People’s Republic of Bosnia, and the house in front of which the Habsburg Archduke and his wife were shot is a museum dedicated to the memory of their assassins. Just opposite the curb where the royal car stopped a black marble tablet on the wall reads: HERE ON

THIS HISTORIC SPOT GAVRILO PRINCIP WAS THE ANNUNCIATOR OF LIBERTY ON THE DAY OF THE VIDOVDAN, JUNE 15 (28), 1914.

Considering everything that has happened in the world since the date of the assassination, this wording sounds a bit parochial, but the importance given Princip as an agent of destiny is not exaggerated. It is fitting that the marble tablet should mention only his name, and that the old Latin Bridge across the Miljacka is now the Princip Bridge. Not only did he fire the fatal shots himself, but—though he was only a nineteen-year-old high school student at the time—he was the moral leader, of the assassination conspiracy and its field commander. He is not just a Balkan folk hero but a twentieth-century one; by his act he ushered in a whole age of conspiracy, a time of assassins.

“I am not a criminal for I have suppressed a harmful man,” Princip said at his trial.

Resolute, fearless, singleminded and ruthless, Princip was a type of political fanatic that has become only too familiar to us. The son of a peasant from a small village in Herzegovina, he had never known anything but poverty, yet from earliest childhood he burned with a thirst for education that was like a fever.

He was sickly and frail; ill health—probably tuberculosis—often kept him from school but he read voraciously and had passed all but the last-year examination in the Belgrade high school, where the scholastic system was less rigid than in Austria. Living in free Serbia exalted his ingrained anti-Austrian rebelliousness into a mystical South Slav nationalism that took the place of the Orthodox faith in which he had ceased to believe; reading Bakunin and Kropotkin planted in his mind the cult of violence and destruction. He began to think of himself as a professional terrorist and one night paid a secret visit to the tomb of a famous young Bosnian terrorist in Sarajevo so that he could solemnly pledge himself to commit a similar deed.

At first glance the whole Sarajevo plot, despite its ultimate success, looks like a schoolboy escapade that somehow turned into tragedy, a mixture of Tom Sawyer and Blackboard Jungle. Counting Princip, six persons took part in the actual killing: five Serbo-Croats from Bosnia and one Bosnian Moslem. None was more than nineteen and one was only seventeen. The genesis of the crime is steeped in adolescent romanticism. It goes back to the cafes of the Green Crown and the Golden Sturgeon in Belgrade where Bosnian exiles and comitadji veterans of the Balkan War used to congregate to talk politics and murder over tiny syrupy cups of Turkish coffee or glasses of fiery Serbian slivovitz taken to wash down mouthfuls of even more fiery Serbian onions and slices of sun-dried raw beef. Among the patrons of these two colorful establishments (which were also popular with at least two competing secret services) were three youthful Bosnian ex-patriates—really refugees from the Austrian school system: Princip, Cabrinovic, who was then working at the Serbian state printing plant and who was to throw the bomb at the Archduke, and Trifko Grabez, the eighteen-year-old son of a Bosnian village pope. They came to hero-worship at the feet of the ex-comitadjis and to inflame each other’s imaginations with talk of someday themselves committing an attentat—a spectacular act of terrorism—like those that had won undying glory to the heroes of the anti-Turkish resistance throughout the centuries. Since Bosnia was no longer under Turkish rule the attentat clearly had to be directed against the Austrian oppressors.

At first they had no specific target in mind. The attentat—any attentat—was an end in itself. The decision to kill Francis Ferdinand was an afterthought—or so the boys believed—inspired by a newspaper clipping announcing his visit to Sarajevo which Cabrinovic received in the spring of 1914 from some anonymous correspondent in Bosnia. Kind comitadji friends whom they had met at the cafe supplied them all the approved equipment for an attentat—bombs, pistols, phials of cyanide—and instructed them in its use. They were even provided with reduced-fare tickets to the Austro-Hungarian border—somebody seemed to think of everything—and were given letters of introduction to a couple of freedom-loving Serbian border guards who helped them slip back into Bosnia.

Before they realized it the original three had collected quite an elaborate little underground organization around themselves—seventeen persons all told. Several of them were mature and politically sophisticated Bosnian nationalists—a mysterious, rather sinister schoolteacher named Danilo Ilic became the chief organizer and recruiting agent for the conspiracy but the triggermen recruited for the most active roles were even more pathetically immature than the Belgrade trio. One of them, a boy of seventeen, having flunked a math examination, felt there was nothing left for him but suicide and joined the plot as a means of achieving it. He had been given his weapons the day before in a park, after which he joined some school friends at a cafe for an ice and boasted to them of the desperate deed he was going to do. They shrugged their shoulders.

Cabrinovic himself had a tendency to giggle at the wrong moment and was considered too “naive” to be trusted with a revolver—that was why he had a bomb. On the eve of the attentat he had his picture taken for posterity at a photographers and startled his girl friend by sending her flowers.

When the time came for action the schoolboy conspirators—with the exception of Princip—behaved as might have been expected. Cabrinovic at least acted, though wildly and ineffectually. Three simply panicked and ran when they heard his grenade explode. Grabez waited for a while, then rushed to his uncle’s house where he hid his bomb under the toilet seat.

Only Princip kept his nerve. When he saw Cabrinovic being dragged away he toyed a moment with the idea of shooting him “so things would go no further,” then killing himself. He dropped the scheme when he saw the Archduke’s car speed by—too fast for a shot or a bomb—and realized that Cabrinovic had missed after all. For a while he walked around in a daze, not knowing what to do next, had his cup of coffee, and—as we have already seen—turned up by accident on the very spot where the royal car came to a halt. He was nearly beaten to death by police and officers of the royal party; a rib was broken and one arm so badly smashed that eventually it had to be amputated.

At the trial of the conspirators—most of whom were caught by the Austrians—Princip stood out both as the strongest personality and the clearest mind among them.

“I am a South Slav nationalist,” he explained in court, concisely summarizing the objectives of the conspiracy. “My aim is the union of all Yugoslavs, under whatever political regime, and their liberation from Austria.”

“By what means did you think to accomplish that?” the judge asked.

“By terrorism,” was the unhesitating answer.

Because of his youth Princip escaped the death sentence, as did all but six of the conspirators. He was given twenty years, with the medieval provisos that he be obliged to fast one day every month and that he be placed in solitary confinement for one day each year on the anniversary of his crime. He died of tuberculosis and bad treatment in the prison of Theresienstadt on April 28, 1918, a few months too soon to see the outcome of the world war that his act had precipitated.

Looking back from the vantage point of the present we see clearly today that the outbreak of World War I ushered in a twentieth-century Time of ‘Troubles’—in the expressive term of the British historian Arnold Toynbee—from which our civilization has by no means yet emerged. Directly or indirectly all the convulsions of the last half century stem back to 1914 and Sarajevo: the two World Wars, the Bolshevik revolution, the rise and fall of Hitler, the continuing turmoil in the Far and Near East, the power-struggle between the Communist world and our own. More than 23,000,000 deaths can be traced to one or the other of these upheavals; all of us who survive have been scarred, at least emotionally, by them. This much is plain.

But why and how did the romantic crime of a nineteen-year-old fanatic lead to such dramatic and far-reaching consequences?

The superficial answer, of course, is that the Austrians believed Princip and his fellow conspirators were simply the agents of an upstart, expansionist Serbian power which in the long-run constituted a real revolutionary and para-military threat to the empire. We know today that many of the specific accusations that served as basis for the brutal Austro-Hungarian ultimatum to Serbia after the murders in Sarajevo were unfounded, though enforced familiarity with conspiracy and subversion on a scale undreamed of by earlier generations suggests to us that there was, after all, some fire behind all that smoke.

The really significant factor explaining not only the crime of Sarajevo but its cataclysmic effects lies deeper, however, than any secret-service skulduggery in the Balkans, deeper even than the rivalry between Russian and Austrian imperialism, than the competition for commercial and maritime supremacy between England and Germany, than French irredentism or the general European armaments race. Francis Ferdinand and Gavrilo Princip typify not merely opposing national interests but two conflicting social orders, two ages of history, two incompatible patterns of human destiny. In a sense they were both victims—and so are all of us—of the same revolutionary process: the decline and fall of the dynastic system in Europe and of the social structures it supported. In necessarily broad strokes it is the story of this twentieth-century Goetterdammerung that the present book attempts to relate.


CHAPTER 2

Flashbacks to a Sunset World

ON the last Sunday of June 1914, a young Viennese man of letters sat reading under the chestnut trees at Baden, on the edge of the Wiener Wald, that green embossment of hilly forest which stamps the Danubian plain a few miles south of the capital. From time to time he put aside his book and looked about him in delight, only faintly tinged with irony. To the eye of a connoisseur, the little watering place had the charm of some tasteful bauble from an unfashionable period, offered at a bargain; its authentic Biedermayer villas and the neat, shady park where Beethoven loved to walk, were perfect in their kind. The sky was an even-tempered blue; the air was warm but light and elegant, correct for the season. The wives and daughters of Vienna’s insouciant bourgeoisie chattered as they strolled along the flower-bordered paths in the artful innocence of starched, frilly white; well-shined carriages rolled along the gravel drives, the polished brass of their fixtures blinking in the sun like heliographs. In the outdoor music kiosk of the casino the orchestra paid uninspired but respectful tribute to the less exacting masters of a high tradition.

Suddenly, the music stopped in the middle of a bar, jarring every Viennese ear within range. The man of letters, Stefan Zweig, then in his early thirties, looked up from his book. The musicians, as he later described the scene in his memoirs, were packing their instruments and beginning to walk out of the pavilion. Excited promenaders crowded around the little structure, reading or discussing the official communiqué which had just been tacked up on one of its columns: the announcement of the double murder in Sarajevo. It created a sensation, but as Zweig noted, a short-lived one, marked by only perfunctory sorrow. The disappearance of the grumpy ungemutlich heir to the Habsburg crown left no irreparable sense of bereavement among his prospective subjects. The circumstances of his death were, of course, shocking, but royal assassinations were not a rarity in pre-war Europe.

“They are shooting us like sparrows from the roofs,” Francis Ferdinand himself had remarked a couple of years earlier on hearing of the King of Portugal’s violent end.

Elsewhere throughout the Continent the sensation was even milder. News traveled at the time no faster than messages in Morse code could be tapped out on a telegraph key, and Sunday extras were frowned on by the relatively sedate journalism of the era. All over Europe the same brilliant sun that had beaten down in Sarajevo on the Duchess of Hohenberg’s parasol, shone on carefree throngs as it had already shone for many days, and would continue to shine, in what surviving Europeans later recalled with nostalgia as the most magical of all summers; on decorously covered bathers lolling beside the café-au-lait waters of the Danube; or upon the Dalmatian beaches; on Parisians promenading in the Bois; on Londoners strolling in Hyde Park; on straw hats in leafy beer gardens; on white sails skimming across the Baltic. To most of these millions the day remained in every way cloudless to the end.

Where the tidings from Sarajevo were known they produced some concern—the Balkan powder barrel was already an established journalistic cliché—but rarely any forebodings of doom. In Munich an unsuccessful student of architecture who had recently moved from Vienna in an inconclusive attempt to escape the loathed promiscuity of proletarian slum life, did experience a kind of somber tingling in his morbidly sensitive nerves when he heard the news, but was characteristically muddled as to its meaning.

“I was filled with muffled dread at this vengeance of an inscrutable destiny,” Adolf Hitler relates in his book Mein Kampf. “The greatest friend of the Slavs had fallen under the bullets of Slav fanatics.”

The other ultimate beneficiary of those same bullets, Vladimir Ilich Ulyanov, then forty-four and already better known in Russian exile circles under his pen name of Lenin, was more lucid in his reactions, but apparently no more clairvoyant. As the leader of the extremist faction of Russian Marxists who called themselves Bolsheviks Lenin was a professional revolutionary, and since the Czar’s police did not think highly of this profession, he spent most of his adult life exercising it from bases outside Russia. At the time he was temporarily installed in a remote village of Austrian Galicia (today part of Poland) at the foot of the Tatra Mountains, conveniently near the Russian border, and he learned about Sarajevo on returning from a Sunday walk with some Russian emigré friends. It was basic Marxist doctrine that war between the capitalist powers was inevitable, bringing revolution in its wake, but Lenin was chronically suspicious of the revolutionary romanticism bubbling under the dry crust of Marxist dialectic in the minds of his comrades, and he warned against basing any false hopes on the Archduke’s assassination.

“War between Austria and Russia would be very useful to the cause of the revolution in Western Europe,” Lenin had written a year earlier to one of the most incorrigible of the revolutionary romantics, the Russian writer, Maxim Gorky. “But it is hard to believe that Francis Joseph and Nicholas will give us this pleasure.”

The crime at Sarajevo had not invalidated this pronouncement, he maintained with his usual dogmatism.

“There is nothing to cause anxiety,” wrote General Zurlinden, the respected military commentator of the Paris Figaro, no less dogmatically.

“I cannot imagine the old gentleman in Schoenbrunn [the Emperor Francis Joseph] will go to war, and certainly not if it is a war over Archduke Francis Ferdinand,” Wilhelm II of Germany is said to have declared to intimates.

“It can either be a débarras or an embarras [an embarrassment or a disembarrassment],” was the diplomatically judicious comment of the Kaiser’s Chancellor, Prince von Bulow on Francis Ferdinand’s tragic end.

The most superbly uncomplicated—as well as genuinely human—reaction, was that of Britain’s King George V.

“Terrible shock for the dear old Emperor,” is the laconic notation in his diary.

Francis Joseph himself learned the news sitting at his desk in his summer villa at Bad Ischl, the fashionable watering-place of Vienna society. His seventy-seven-year-old aide-de-camp, Count Edouard Paar, had been called to the telephone—the Emperor refused to have any such newfangled contraptions in his office—and in accordance with standing instructions, had taken down the message from Sarajevo in writing. Breathing heavily, too overcome with emotion to speak, the elderly courtier returned and with trembling hand laid the hastily scrawled note in front of the imperial master he had served and loved for half a century. For a few moments Francis Joseph, to whom fate had already dealt so many cruel blows during his eighty-four years of life, sat woodenly, with his eyes closed, as if stunned by this latest one. When he finally spoke, however, it was not grief for the nephew he had always detested that thickened his voice, but awe at the Divine retribution which at last had punished the dynastic sin of Francis Ferdinand’s morganatic marriage, and erased a blot from the Habsburg genealogical table.

“Horrible,” he murmured, more to himself than to Paar. “The Almighty does not allow Himself to be challenged with impunity. A higher power has restored the order which I unfortunately was unable to uphold.”

No words could bring home more sharply the mental gap between our own age of political insomniacs and the generation of sleepwalkers that stumbled unawares over the ledge of doom during that halcyon summer of 1914.

Looking back during the tormented twenties on the pre-war Europe, of which he was one of the most brilliant survivors, Sir Winston Churchill in a few characteristically broad, vivid strokes painted a masterly if slightly nostalgic word portrait of this vanished world, so close to us in time, so distant in mood and temper.

“Nations and Empires, crowned with princes and potentates, rose majestically on every side, lapped in the accumulated treasures of the long peace,” he wrote in The World Crisis. “All were fitted and fastened, it seemed securely, into an immense cantilever. The two mighty European systems faced each other glittering and clanking in their panoply, but with a tranquil gaze. A polite, discrete, pacific, and on the whole sincere diplomacy spread its web of connections over both. A sentence in a dispatch, an observation by an ambassador, a cryptic phrase in parliament seemed sufficient to adjust from day to day the balance of the prodigious structure…. The old world, in its sunset, was fair to see.”

Due allowance must be made, of course, for the magic of the Churchillian prose. The sunset view was not so fair from every angle or to all observers, as Sir Winston remembered, nor—as we shall soon discover—was the old-world diplomacy quite so sincere. In stressing the importance of pre-war Europe’s dynastic institutions, however, the British historian did not exaggerate. Princes and potentates were in fact dominant—if not always quite majestic—features of the political and social landscape in what was then the heartland of the civilized world. In the first decade of the twentieth century, the monarchic-aristocratic order of society, based on a king by divine right and a ruling class largely recruited from the aristocracy which we carelessly tend to think of as having passed away with the eighteenth century, not only continued to coexist with nineteenth century bourgeois-nationalist democracy—itself beginning to feel the pressure of the nascent racial or collectivist movements—but in several parts of the world still overshadowed its supposed successor. It was not Marie Antoinette on the eve of the French Revolution, but Nicholas II on the eve of the Russian one, who, brushing aside the warnings of a friendly diplomat, said, “Do you mean that I am to regain the confidence of my people, Ambassador, or that they are to regain my confidence?”

The New World—taking the crypto-dictatorships of Latin America at their face value—was predominantly democratic and republican. So were France, Portugal (after 1910), Switzerland, Andorra and San Marino. Britain, Holland, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Scandinavian states were then, as now, constitutional, democratic monarchies—though considerably less democratic in the social sense, than they are today.

Even England’s easygoing Edward VII never forgot the royal blood that set him apart from ordinary mortals. While still Prince of Wales (as Virginia Cowles relates the anecdote in Edward VII and His Circle) he gave precedence at a ball over the Crown Prince of Germany to a visiting potentate from the South Seas: Kalakua, King of the Cannibal Islands. “Either the brute is a king,” Edward explained to the indignant Germans, “or he is an ordinary black nigger, and if he is not a King, why is he here?”

Elsewhere across the whole Eurasian land mass, kings or emperors not only reigned but ruled. From the Vosges mountains to Vladivostok, from the Arctic Ocean to the Arabian Gulf—with the exception of the turbulent peasant-principalities of the Balkans—they ruled, like their ancestors, by divine right, their absolutism tempered only slightly, if at all, by nominal constitutions and feeble, easily manipulated parliaments. So far from having withered away, the autocratic principle on the eve of the great conflict was enjoying, in parts of Europe, a kind of ideological Indian summer, thanks to the ingenious sophistries of various contemporary apologists of neo-despotism.

“Take my word for it Nicky,” Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany wrote to his imperial cousin Nicholas II of Russia to warn him against the danger of an alliance with regicide and republican France, “the curse of God lies heavy on that nation. Heaven had imposed a sacred duty … on us Christian kings and emperors—to uphold the doctrine of the divine right of kings.”

Yet industrialized Germany was socially and culturally the most enlightened of the great powers at the time and Wilhelm himself an exceptionally progressive representative of the imperial dynasties that constituted the pillars of the traditional European order. There were four of them: the Hohenzollerns in Germany, which then owned Alsace-Lorraine and part of Poland; the Habsburgs in Austria-Hungary, a vast mosaic of subject races and nations which stretched from Switzerland to beyond the Carpathians and from the Bavarian Alps to the Adriatic, including the territory of present-day Czechoslovakia and about half that of Yugoslavia; the Romanovs in Russia, including Finland and most of Poland; and the Osmanlis (Ottomans) in the Turkish Empire which in addition to modern Turkey, comprised Syria, Palestine, Arabia, Mesopotamia and, up to 1912, Libya and substantial parts of Thrace and Macedonia. The empires ruled by these families controlled the greater part of the Continent’s military and economic power. Between them they had some 400,000,000 subjects, belonging to hundreds of races and including proud, once sovereign peoples like the Czechs, the Poles, and the Finns.

Clustering around the great imperial powers in frequently shifting patterns of alliance were the minor dynasties of southern and southeastern Europe: Spain, Italy, Serbia, Albania, Montenegro, Rumania, Bulgaria, and Greece. Italy was allied with Austria-Hungary and Germany in the Triple Alliance, while other treaties linked Rumania and Turkey closely to this bloc of central powers; Albania—after 1913—and Bulgaria, originally oriented toward Russia, were more loosely attached. Serbia and Montenegro were clients of Russia, the ally of France; Greece felt the contrary tug of German and of British influence, as did Spain. Within their own realms, the monarchs held sway over vassal throngs of princelings, dukes, tribal chiefs, barons, and lesser nobility. (In Germany the imperial hierarchy included no less than twenty-two ruling dynasties, among them the royal houses of Bavaria and Saxony.) At least in the more civilized states, the nobles had long since yielded up their feudal powers to the central authority, but in most of the monarchies their social prestige—along with the de facto privilege it confers—remained enormous.

The rising new aristocracy of industry, typified by bourgeois dynasties like the Krupps, and the quasi-hereditary bureaucratic caste which earlier had challenged the old nobility, by the turn of the nineteenth century had come to terms with it. Rivalry had largely given way to partnership and partnership was producing an increasing intermingling. Both classes gained materially in the exchange; each seems to have been spiritually bankrupted by the contact. The aristocrats started on the moral decline into cafe society. The parvenu power-elites, only moderately attracted by the aristocratic cult of honor, enthusiastically adopted the blue-blooded vices, and aped the haughtiness of the high-born; the generous idealism that had animated their fathers in the revolutionary year 1848 and their great-grandfathers at the time of the French Revolution in 1789 became for many an increasingly dim, discreditable memory. The snobbery of wealth compounded, instead of countervailing, that of birth; the insolence of the successful climber reinforced the arrogance of the titled ancestor-worshiper. At a time when dangerous new pressures were building up from below, the European ruling classes, both supporting and supported by an outdated dynastic system, not only clung to the Victorian credo that social inequalities are somehow part of the divine plan, but following the example of their monarchs, drew on the dialectical resources of contemporary pseudo-science, or perverted the intent of unwary thinkers like Nietzsche, to bolster an already inflated sense of institutional self-esteem. The practical implications of these attitudes were sometimes quite monstrous. When the S.S. Titanic, the pride of early twentieth century marine technology, rammed an iceberg and quickly sank on its maiden trip across the Atlantic, most of the first-class passengers, including men as well as women and children, got away in half-empty lifeboats, but 53 children of third-class passengers—not to mention their parents—went down with the ship.

“I only realized that the situation was serious when I saw a working-class passenger on the first-class deck,” one of the survivors recounted later.

Our fathers’ generation not only recognized class privileges that we consider ludicrous or inhuman, but had a much sharper eye than ours for social frontiers. Pre-war European society was stratified like the passenger list of an ocean liner: first-class, second-class, third-class, and steerage. “To become an officer in the Prussian army,” remarks Kuerenberg, the biographer of Wilhelm II, himself a former member of this elite corps, “it was necessary … to furnish proof of good origin, and here the fact of having a father who was a shop-keeper was quite sufficient to ensure disqualification. An ambitious man in Germany could become a Commercial Councillor or even a Privy Councillor … he might even secure the ennobling ‘von’ but to become a reserve lieutenant was not so easy.” The caste system was pushed to its ultime refinements in Austria-Hungary, where the ruling classes were rigorously divided into the first and the second society, the former consisting only of the old nobility, the latter including the administrative, financial, and intellectual elites, and the newer aristocracy. The Austrian obsession with social status was reflected in the proliferation of honorific titles or appellations that survives to this day. Sigmund Freud’s son recalls that while doing his service in the pre-war Austro-Hungarian Army, which allowed him to keep private quarters in Vienna, he once notified the chambermaid at his lodging house that he was expecting a female visitor for tea.

“Ja wohl, Herr Einjahrfreivilliger [Yes, indeed, Mr. One-Year-Volunteer],” she replied, “I’ll put clean sheets on the bed.”

The social stability associated with such a keen sense of hierarchy had, of course, some real virtues to counterbalance its injustices. The security—or at least sense of security—enjoyed in pre-war Europe by most of its population, save for the poorest classes and for certain chronically unfortunate minorities like the Jews in Russia, or the Armenians in Turkey, can hardly be imagined in our anxiety-ridden generation.

The old world, as Churchill saw it in its sunset glory, had undeniable charms, along with some less attractive features. The need for colorful ceremonial to uphold the prestige of a way of life that every year looked more and more anachronistic to more and more men generated a bright social glitter. The two decades before 1914 were the heyday of conspicuous consumption, the age of jade and lobster. The long peace, with its accumulated Churchillian treasures, and a generally expanding economy, had furnished a solid underpinning for both civic display and for private self-indulgence; monuments and waistlines alike took on the bulge of opulence. The liberating influence of art nouveau—gradually merging into modern style as its lotus tendrils writhed up from the Paris métro—was partly responsible for the former; the latter owed something to Paul Poiret, the daring Paris couturier who freed the female body from corsets, and to Edward VII, who introduced a note of easeful elegance, suited to his favorite sports, into masculine attire.

(Edward indulged in various outdoor activities, such as racing, shooting, and romping with the wood nymphs—recruited for him by his faithful valet—in the bushes at Marienbad, where he took the waters every summer. He probably enjoyed himself most, however, at Maxim’s famous restaurant in Paris; to his cousin, King Leopold of Belgium and other wealthy or blue-blooded habitués of the establishment, he was noted as a connoisseur both of the cuisine and of the high-priced cocottes who at certain levels of contemporary society personified the feminine ideal. To one of these reigning queens of the demimonde, La Belle Otero, Edward once sent a billet-doux of truly regal brevity: his calling card with the dial of a watch scrawled on it, the hands at five o’clock. She accepted the rendezvous and was rewarded to her disgust with a valuable duck-shoot near the Channel Coast.)

The quickening pace of scientific and technological discovery, especially around the turn of the century, contributed to the prevailing euphoria. The revolutionary concepts worked out by the young German mathematician, Albert Einstein, in his General Theory of Relativity (published in 1905) might have no practical significance, but the handful of advanced thinkers able to appreciate their theoretical implications recognized them at once as milestones in the history of civilization. More popular and less esoteric ones in various fields of endeavor were the contemporary achievements of Freud, Marconi, the inventor of wireless telegraphy, Louis Blériot, who successfully attempted an audacious nonstop flight across the English Channel in one of the flying machines recently invented by the Wright Brothers, and Paul Ehrlich, the German chemist, whose discovery of salvarsan—the first effective specific against syphilis—in 1910 came too late, however, to save some of the age’s most noted boulevardiers from their chief occupational hazard (Archduke Otto of Austria whose youthful high jinks once included leaping stark naked, except for his sword belt, out of a private dining room at Sacher’s cafe in the path of a visiting English peeress, paid the wages of sin in later life by having to wear a leather nose at public ceremonies).

The intellectual and artistic life of the period was equally tonic, at least to bold young minds. The gilded youth of London, Paris, Berlin, and Vienna might generally be content to scandalize the elderly by sipping cocktails as it one-stepped through life to the ping of tennis balls and the gentle tinkling of bicycle bells, but earnest, intelligent—and wealthy—young aristocrats like the early friends of Lady Diana Duff Cooper enjoyed rarer pleasures. They thrilled to the audacities of social iconoclasts like Shaw and H. G. Wells; they cheered the standards of literary and aesthetic innovation or revolt hoisted by Rilke, Rimbaud, the French post-impressionists, Diaghilev, Richard Strauss, Schonberg; they nearly swooned at the thought of Isadora Duncan shedding her neo-Grecian tunic and dancing in prayerful ecstasy on the Acropolis.

“There was a general new look in everything in those last years before the first war,” Lady Diana wrote in her memoirs. “We felt it and revelled in it.”

The revel was not always joyous, however, even for the privileged. Little by little the optimism inherited from the buoyant nineties began to lose its bounce. As the omens multiplied—as social or political tensions grew sharper, as the war clouds rolled up from the Balkans, as the unsinkable Titanic went down in the Northern twilight with all her lights blazing and the band playing Nearer, My God, to Thee—a note of doubt and pessimism increasingly crept into the cultural concert. For some, up to the very end the time remained one of those June moments of history, in which to be young is very heaven; for others, of every age, it had never been anything but sheer hell.

Like most transitional periods, it was a paradoxical age, in which millions enjoyed unprecedented well-being and other millions lived in more than usually abject misery. Good taste flourished, and so did the pompous broad-buttocked vulgarity admired by drummers and monarchs. There was a morning tang in the air, and a midnight staleness. The social order was firmly knit, but subject to the torque of mortal stresses. Revolutionaries with murder in their hearts lurked among the geranium beds; counter-terrorists, in the guise of policemen, stalked them from behind the potted palms. Out of such contradictions the old world’s winding sheet was finally woven. They were apparent nearly everywhere in European society; but probably were most glaring, as well as most colorful, in Vienna.

We all know what peace is, but it is difficult for any of us now living even to imagine the long peace our fathers knew, the sleekness and the fat of it. At the time of Sarajevo there had not been a major war in Europe proper since the Franco-Prussian one in 1870, forty-three years earlier. Within the Habsburg Empire, which had not won a battle since 1848 or even fought one since 1866 (when its armies were brutally but quickly overwhelmed by the rising Prussian militarism) there were fifty-year-old subjects of Francis Joseph who had lived their whole lives without ever being belligerents or learning to call any nation the enemy. Such experiences mark a man, above all in Vienna; the enjoyment of peace has always been a special Viennese talent. In 1683 the city rendered a notable service to Christendom by withstanding a Turkish siege, which if it had been successful, would have opened all central Europe to infidel invasion. Vienna recalls the victory with modest pride, but in the collective memory of its citizens the really noteworthy event occurred after the Turks had withdrawn, when a quick-witted Polish mercenary picked up on the battlefield a sack of dark, aromatic beans, previously unknown in the West. A bronze plaque on the coffeehouse that the Pole founded still commemorates the occasion; from the exotic pleasure to which he introduced his adopted fellow countrymen, the Viennese have elaborated over the centuries an art of living and virtually a whole way of life. The coffeehouse culture that reached its apogee in Vienna before 1914 could flourish only in a peaceful world; to the Viennese, as to most other Europeans at the time, peace itself was something to be savored among habitués in an atmosphere of mild and unhurried sociability, sugared to taste, and with plenty of schlag floating on it.

Peace, in the Habsburg Empire was gemutlich—that untranslatable and typically Viennese compound of comfort, charm, and sympathy—but it was also gay and even dashing. The aura of romance which in the public imagination still haloes the vanished institutions of the Dual Monarchy, is a reflection not so much of their real or supposed splendor, as of the European and domestic tranquillity which they helped maintain for nearly five decades. The handsome young hussars who waltz their way through so many Viennese operettas are absurd because war had come to seem an absurdity, and this very absurdity made them figures of glamour as well as fun to their audience. In retrospect we tend to see the carefree social life of pre-war Europe as a kind of death waltz on the brink of doom, but to those who took part in it, it was not that at all. People did not throw themselves into a rout of pleasures to forget their worries; they simply joined in the dance to express their sense of well-being and to manifest their solidarity. In a society of the content—the only kind the social conscience of the age recognized—pleasure had come to seem almost a civic discipline.

Nowhere, of course, was this discipline more conscientiously observed than in Vienna. Scholars have estimated that one out of every three babies born in the pre-war Habsburg capital was illegitimate. Various factors contributed to this statistical exploit—the general social and economic backwardness of the Empire, Austrian schlamperei, and above all the red tape surrounding marriage and divorce, which made these formalities seem just too much trouble to many of the Emperor’s subjects. It would be an error to conclude from such evidence that Vienna was a city of unbridled license, but it was unquestionably easygoing.

On the whole the Viennese, despite their legendary sophistication, stressed the simpler pleasures: eating, drinking, flirting, and dancing. The dance, especially the waltz, was a general passion. Impoverished nobles skimped all year on their country estates to give one of the formal balls, with dancing until dawn, around which the social season in Vienna revolved. At more modest levels of society, the public dance halls were nearly always crowded. One, claiming to be the largest in Europe, maintained a fully equipped emergency maternity room for the convenience of its female patrons. Viennese past the age of romance, if there were any, could console themselves with such innocent pleasures as swaying above the trees of the Prater in one of the red gondolas of the Big Wheel. This giant steel toy was erected in 1898 to commemorate the fiftieth year of Francis Joseph’s reign, an eminently Viennese tribute to a much-loved monarch, and has been turning tirelessly ever since, for the pride and pleasure of those citizens who are not too filled with beer or whipped cream to enjoy the view of their beloved city.

The aristocracy and wealthy bourgeoisie of Vienna, like their peers in other European capitals of that day had no morbid inhibitions about letting the less-favored see that they were having a good time. As James Laver remarks in his delectable Edwardian Promenade:

“The Edwardian age was probably the last period in history when the fortunate thought they could give pleasure to others by displaying their good fortune before them.”

Extravagant entertainment was one of the forms of display whereby the privileged classes simultaneously kept up the morale of the lower orders and maintained their own station. Describing a ball at the palace of a great Austrian aristocrat, Lord Hamilton, a pre-war British ambassador to the Habsburg court reported the scene as follows:

“It was Prince S——’s custom on these occasions to have three hundred young peasants sent up from his country estates and to have them thrust into the family livery. These bucolic youths, looking very sheepish in their unfamiliar plush breeches and stockings, with their unkempt heads powdered, and with swords at their sides, stood motionless on every step of the staircase.”

(A less feudal, but probably no less expensive “Venetian Dinner” given by a British millionaire at the Savoy Hotel in London was served in a large, specially constructed gondola, moored in the flooded courtyard of the hotel, while smaller craft and live swans floated around it. At about the same time the Paris couturier, Paul Poiret, stirred local society writers to a high pitch of ecstasy by one of the balls he gave in his private hotel on the Fauborg St. Honoré. It was transformed for the occasion to an Arabian Nights palace guarded by half-naked blackamoors and enlivened by pink ibises, monkeys, and parrots in the trees, from which hung luminous fruit.)

Dress, of course, was an essential form of display. Being seen in the right clothes at the right time in the right place was one of the obsessions of the age. A male guest at a quiet British weekend party was expected to don, or change into, the approved costumes for breakfast and church, for lounging about in the morning, for eating lunch, for lounging about in the afternoon, for taking tea (a velvet jacket) and for dinner (white tie and tails). Female guests put on filmy tea gowns for the afternoon ritual; for dinner they wore formal dresses with trains and carried ostrich feather fans. For motoring, an increasingly popular sport but one that in 1914 still had considerable snob appeal, both sexes wore full-length sealskin coats, veils or mufflers, and goggles. In Vienna clothes were still more varied and splendid especially the uniforms worn by officers. The annual May Corso of fashionable equipages along the Ringstrasse and in the Pater outshone even such masterpiece group-exhibitionism as Britain’s Ascot or the Grand Prix in Paris. Monarchs were naturally expected to set a brilliant example to their subjects in matters of dress and decorations and they usually did; Germany’s Wilhelm II had the gaudiest wardrobe, and England’s Edward VII was unrivaled in the casual range, but the all-round champion of the sartorial mot juste was the veteran Francis Joseph.

A few years before the war the Swedes modified the cut of their uniforms at about the time King Gustavus Adolphus visited Vienna for the golden jubilee of Francis Joseph’s reign. “Great heavens,” the King of Sweden said as he stepped from the train and saw his host walking toward him, impeccably got up as a Swedish general, “the new uniform already? Why, I don’t have one myself yet.”

Travel was another fashionable form of display. Crowned heads visited back and forth as frequently as lesser mortals. The German Kaiser rarely failed to take his yacht to the Cowes Regatta, the climax of the social season in Britain, and occasionally won it. Going abroad held magic charm, providing it was at the right season. July was for Deauville, Biarritz, and Le Touquet; in August came the German baths season at Baden-Baden, Marienbad, Wiesbaden, and other fashionable resorts. In winter, after the close of the hunting and country house season, the fashionable migrated to the French Riviera, especially to Monte Carlo with its famed gambling tables. (Just before the war a small adventurous avant-garde defected to St. Moritz, where it soon became chic to be seen sliding down the slopes on skis, wearing knee breeches and with a balaclava helmet on one’s head.)

Passports were not yet required in most European countries, and the leading currencies could be exchanged everywhere; no customs inspector’s eyes turned hard if he heard the chink of gold sovereigns, francs or marks as a traveler’s luggage was shifted. This glorious freedom of movement has inspired some writers to draw an over-idyllic picture of pre-1914 Europe as a continent practically without internal frontiers. In reality much depended on who you were and what you were traveling for; there were few restrictions for wealthy and titled pleasure seekers, but some 400,000 of Francis Joseph’s poorer subjects were annually forced by economic pressures to slip by stealth through the primitive iron curtain set up to halt emigration from his realms, while the long Russian borders were policed almost as closely then as now.

Despite such necessary qualifications, the cosmopolitanism of pre-war Europe often seems amazing by present-day standards. As might be expected, Vienna, the polyglot capital of a multi-racial empire, outshone the rest of the Continent in this respect, too. Stefan Zweig relates how the great Belgian poet Emile Verhaeren shed tears when the German Count Zeppelin’s dirigible balloon crashed on its maiden flight after having circled the Cathedral of Strasbourg, and how the Viennese shouted with joy when the Frenchman, Blériot, flew the Channel. In the leading Vienna cafes anyone with the price of a cup of coffee and enough time on his hands could read every day not only the whole Austro-Hungarian press but all the important German and Swiss papers, the London Times, the Paris Le Temps and Journal des Débats and miscellaneous Italian, Russian, and American papers. The young Viennese intellectual with a penchant for the liberal arts could find there the foremost literary and art reviews of the whole world such as the Mercure de France, Studio, and the Burlington Magazine. He knew all about the latest avant-garde play produced in Paris and the newest trends in painting or sculpture everywhere; he could—and did—sit for hours with his friends arguing about European poets who had not yet been published in their own countries.

Admiration for the achievement of foreign writers or artists was enhanced by the reverence among Europeans at the time—above all in Vienna—for art and literature generally. The universal sneer had not yet been perfected; debunking had not come into fashion. To have crossed Gustav Mahler in the street, to have recognized Richard Strauss or Arthur Schnitzler or Hugo von Hofmannsthal sitting in a cafe, were events to be recounted to one’s friends like personal triumphs. If one had had the incredible good luck to meet a leading actor or actress of the Burgtheater, mere words could not suffice to communicate the intensity of the experience; one might be quite speechless with hero-worship. The theater was the great Viennese passion and actors were demigods, outside and above the rigid caste system of the Habsburg Empire. When the great tragedienne, Charlotte Wolters, died, Zweig’s old cook wept, though she had never seen her, nor set foot inside the Burgtheater.

Before we shed tears ourselves for having been born too late, or in the wrong place, to prove the pleasures of so refined a civilization, it might be well to note the dour comment of the greatest of all modern Viennese thinkers at the apogee of the city’s cultural flowering.

“Vienna,” Sigmund Freud wrote, a few years before the war to his German friend Wilhelm Fliess, “after all is Vienna, that is to say disgusting in the highest degree.”

Freud detested the moral squalor of an age and a society whose sexuality was simultaneously overheated and hypocritical; he was appalled by the submerged vestiges of primitive savagery that his new technique of psychoanalysis was constantly uncovering in the minds of supposedly civilized twentieth-century adults. The roots of Freud’s loathing for the city that was his home during seventy-eight of his eighty-three years were more personal, however, as Manes Sperber, himself a Viennese and a psychiatrist, has pointed out in a brilliant essay. By the last years before the war Freud was already famous throughout the medical world and beginning to be honored by intellectuals generally, but in Vienna intellectuals, with rare exceptions, were not considered hoffahig (literally, not worthy of being received at court, and by extension, not recognized in the highest social circles). For that matter, not all aristocrats possessed that precious grace; Countess Karoli, the wife of the Austro-Hungarian ambassador in Berlin, was greatly commiserated with in diplomatic circles because, having only twelve of the required sixteen quarters of nobility, she was not hoffahig. In England at the time, as the future Socialist, Lady Warwick, explained to the popular novelist Elinor Glyn, “Doctors and solicitors might be invited to garden parties, though never of course to lunch or dinner.” Vienna society was stricter, particularly in the case of Jewish doctors. The social and racial arrogance of the European ruling classes, which contributed so largely to the revolutionary upheavals of the following generation—above all to the anticolonialist revolution after World War II—flourished in its most anachronistic, if not in its most extreme form in the cultured, cosmopolitan capital of the Habsburgs before 1914. Moreover, the Viennese anti-Semitism that inflicted many bitter humiliations on Freud and provoked his undying resentment was not confined to the upper strata of Austrian society: it poisoned the whole atmosphere of the capital, in fact of the entire Empire. As a small child before his parents moved to Vienna, Freud once saw his father forced off the sidewalk by an anti-Semitic bully in the family’s native Galician town.

“Vienna, where Freud lived from his fourth to his 82nd year … was the most anti-Semitic of all the great cities of the world,” says Sperber. (Czarist Russia was the most anti-Semitic country, however.) “The American nation owes it to itself to confess its horror when it hears of massacres as terrible as those of Kishinev,” said President Theodore Roosevelt after a particularly atrocious pogrom in southern Russia. Hitler, who lived in Vienna from 1907 to 1913, did not have to look far to discover the elements of racial doctrine that he later elaborated into the most monstrous of twentieth-century ideologies. They were ready at hand, as William A. Jenks has demonstrated in the contemporary speeches and writings of Karl Lueger, the immensely popular Christian Socialist Mayor of Vienna, and in those of the Pan-German demagogue Georg von Schonerer. One particularly rabid follower of Lueger, Ernst Schneider, even foreshadowed the Nazi extermination camps by publicly recommending that all Jews be placed aboard a large ship which would then be scuttled on the high seas.

Vienna’s anti-Semitism—along with the conflicting nationalist passions that erupted in incessant student brawls at the university—was no doubt intensified by the social misery of which Hitler got such a bitter taste during his six years in the Habsburg capital. At the time the young would-be architect from Linz was walking the streets of Vienna trying to sell his uninspired water colors, followed—in his own self-pitying but accurate phrase—by his “faithful companion, hunger,” there was a grave housing shortage in the city, brought on by rapid industrialization. Some 45 per cent of the Viennese population in 1900 lived in flats of one or two small rooms; one Viennese in twenty had no room of his own at all, but lived as a bettgeher, sleeping, for a few pennies, in someone else’s bed while its regular occupant was at work, or spending the nights in one of the ghastly “warming rooms” (flophouses) maintained by private charity. The most miserable slept on the grass of the Prater in summer and lived all winter, as Hitler was able to observe, in the damp tepid stench of the sewage canals. Hitler himself was doubtless a bettgeher for a time, and Jenks believes that he probably slept on occasion in the Prater or in a “warming room.” In later life, the Nazi Fuehrer still shuddered to recall those “pitiful dens” and those “sinister pictures of dirt and repugnant filth, and worse still.”

Though housing conditions were worse in Vienna than in most European cities, they were bad nearly everywhere. Sunset to thousands of homeless men, women, and children in London meant the closing of the parks and the beginning of the all-night shuffle from doorway to doorway, from one temporary shelter to another, until the Green Park, the first to open, admitted them at 4:15 A.M. to its lawns and benches. They would still be huddled there, ragged, haggard, and sleeping fitfully, when the well-dressed inhabitants of the West End would turn out for their fashionable morning constitutional. The pitiful spectacle did not unduly distress the rudimentary social conscience of the day, no more than did the grim sociological data that writers like Shaw and Wells were beginning to publicize—the fact, for example, that one out of every three adult workers in contemporary London died on public charity, or that in the poorest areas of rural England, one infant out of four never reached the age of twelve months. The welfare state—except possibly in Bismarck’s Prussia—was still two generations and two wars in the future. Few, if any, public controls mitigated the ruthless functioning of the free-enterprise capitalism inherited from the nineteenth century, with its brutal alternations of insufficiently shared prosperity and all-too-widespread depression. Workers’ wages, even in good times, were shockingly low—thirty shillings a week, about $7.50, was considered good pay for a married working man in prosperous England. The living standards of farm laborers and poor tenant farmers were even lower, almost everywhere in Europe, owing in part to the competition of cereal grains and meat from the New World.

Rural conditions were specially bad in Russia and in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where there was a chronic farm problem. In Germany the working day for a farm laborer in 1910 was as long—18 hours—as it had been in 1820, but in the Habsburg lands, hundreds of thousands of peasants could not even find work, except at harvest time. The feudal backwardness reflected in the high rate of illiteracy—63 per cent in Austrian Galicia—was rendered nightmarish (as in Russia) by the social dislocations of a society in the frenzied early stages of industrialization. The result in Austria-Hungary was a steady flow of uprooted and demoralized peasants from the countryside into an already badly overcrowded capital. It was not surprising that the young Hitler, on the occasions when he found manual work, overheard his comrades “reject everything: the nation—an invention of the capitalist classes; the fatherland—the bourgeoisie’s instrument for the exploitation of the working classes; the law—a means for oppressing the proletariat; morality—a principle for turning men into sheep.”

On the whole it seems remarkable that the working class population of pre-war Vienna was not more revolutionary. The annual May Day parade of workers with red carnations in their buttonholes pouring in from the industrial suburbs and marching along the Nobelallee with their women and children gave some nervous bourgeois the jitters, but the Social Democratic notables who led the procession—Victor Adler, Otto Bauer, Karl Renner—were sober, civilized Viennese intellectuals who liked to be addressed as “Comrade Herr Doktor.” Leon Trotsky, an exile in Vienna for several years before the war and a member of the Social Democratic Party himself, listened with scarcely veiled contempt to their academic discussions in the smoky back rooms of the Café Central. In his memoirs he later derided these innocuous mandarins for not perceiving “that history had already poised its gigantic soldier’s boot over the ant-heap in which they were rushing about with such self-abandon.”

Trotsky was prescient, as he often was, but oversimplified the situation, as he not infrequently did. History’s boot was poised, but it did not stamp down in quite the way he and other doctrinaire Marxists had expected. As we shall see more clearly in a later chapter, it was not the forces of social revolution, mainly inspired since the mid-nineteenth century by the writings of Karl Marx and his disciples, but those of nationalist irredentism—within the Habsburg Empire and elsewhere—that doomed the traditional European order handed down from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. And even the death sentence pronounced on this order by the nationalist fanatics might not have been irrevocable had it not been for the invisible but fatal processes of decay at work inside the dynastic structures of the four great European autocracies. Before taking up the story of their downfall, let us pause for a moment longer to study a single revelatory incident that was at once a significant milestone on Europe’s road to war and an illustration, among other things, of certain fatal weaknesses in the old world diplomacy that Churchill admired.


CHAPTER 3

Dynasts and Diplomats

IN the last week of July 1905, the long white and gold yacht Hohenzollern, flying the imperial pennant with its sable cross and the subsequently famous motto, Gott Mit Uns, steamed into the Bay of Bjorkoe, off the Finnish coast, and dropped anchor in the clear waters of the Baltic, a cable-length from another luxurious pleasure craft that already lay there. Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany, with the Kaiserin, and several guests, had arrived to pay a neighborly call on his cousin Nicky—Nicholas II, Czar of all the Russias—who awaited him, with the Czarina, their daughter and the year-old Czarevitch abroad the Romanov yacht Stella Polaris. The seemingly casual encounter of two vacationing monarchs and their families was actually the culmination of intense and ultrasecret diplomatic preparations. Last-minute arrangements had been settled by an exchange of wireless messages, in the private cipher of the two Emperors after their yachts were on the high seas.

“Not a soul has the slightest idea,” read the text of a final top-priority eyes-only signal from the Hohenzollern. “All my guests think we’re bound for Gothland … have important news for you. My guests’ faces will be worth seeing when they suddenly behold your yacht. Tableau! What sort of dress for our meeting? Willy.”

This almost giggly communication expressed the Kaiser’s inmost personality; the style here was unmistakably the man. A born ham with a compulsive urge for the mock-heroic gesture, Wilhelm ranted and postured like some men drink. His whole life was a series of charades that he acted out with self-applauding zest before a captive audience of European diplomats and crowned heads unable to take their eyes off the grotesque performance for a moment lest fate punish the mountebank by accepting one of his impersonations at its face value, thus turning farce into real tragedy. This, of course, is what finally happened in 1914; the Bjorkoe affair was to be a kind of warning.
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In stressing the secrecy of his rendezvous with the Czar, Wilhelm had exaggerated only a little. His long-suffering Chancellor, Prince Bernhard von Bulow, knew about it, but no other German official at the policymaking level had been informed. On the Russian side no minister had been taken into the Czar’s confidence. Yet the diplomatic implications of the encounter were sensational. Though international tensions were not yet acute in Europe, the two sovereigns belonged to opposing European coalitions. Germany already headed the Triple Alliance, which linked her national ambitions and disquietudes with those of Italy and Austria-Hungary, Russia’s traditional rival in the Balkans. Russia was the military ally of a France still mourning over lost Alsace-Lorraine and haunted by dreams of revenge for 1870. In the circumstances any personal contact between the two Emperors other than routine exchanges of civilities when they happened to meet at royal weddings, funerals, and similar occasions was calculated to plunge all the foreign offices of the Continent into orgies of speculation.

Wilhelm, however, had not slipped off to Bjorkoe just to enjoy a family outing with his Russian cousins away from prying journalists and monocled gossipmongers. He had come to make history. He was going to outdo his old mentor Bismarck, who, after forging German unity and seating Wilhelm’s grandfather on the Imperial throne, had gained the admiration of all Europe’s professionals by his adroit diplomacy.

Bismarck had once taken out reinsurance against the dangers of encirclement and the fundamental insecurity of the European security system by signing a secret nonaggression pact with Russia. The dream of European, or world hegemony based on reconciliation between Slav and Teuton has recurrently tempted some of the strongest as well as the weakest minds in Germany up to the present day; the undulations of Russian Foreign policy, from Alexander I to Nikita Khrushchev, show that it has some appeal to Slavic ones as well. Moreover, in the nineteenth century diplomatic tradition inherited from the princely courts of an earlier day, making a deal with a potential enemy behind the backs of one’s friends or allies had an almost irresistible attraction; diplomacy and the comedia dell’ arte had emerged from Renaissance Italy at about the same time and the two art forms had retained certain basic similarities as they evolved. The young Kaiser, however, shocked by the cynicism of Bismarck’s foreign policy, had allowed the Russian treaty to lapse when he dropped the ageing pilot of Germany’s imperial destiny after a row over domestic questions in 1890. Now Wilhelm at forty-three was back on the same easterly tack the Iron Chancellor had tried, maneuvering with the same deviousness, but not, unfortunately, with the same prudence or dexterity.

The Kaiser had already made a tentative and inconclusive move in this direction in the course of an earlier meeting with the Czar aboard the Hohenzollern.

“I wish you would assume, from now on, the title of Admiral of the Pacific,” he had said to Nicholas on that occasion. “I shall call myself Admiral of the Atlantic.” Steaming away from the meeting the Kaiser had ordered the Hohenzollern to make the signal, “The Admiral of the Atlantic salutes the Admiral of the Pacific.”

Annoyance with his British cousin, Edward VII, had helped Wilhelm’s diplomatic evolution. The year before, Edward, already a virtual ally of France in the Entente Cordiale, had been the Kaiser’s guest at the Kiel review and had displayed a lack of enthusiasm bordering on rudeness at the spectacle of Germany’s nascent naval might. Since then the British press had been filled with insolent warnings to Germany not to challenge Britain’s supremacy on the seas. To punish England for thus spurning the knightly hand of German friendship, and to neutralize French hostility, Wilhelm had finally come up with his super-Bismarckian brainwave. Egged on by his gray eminence Baron Holstein, a diplomatic spider who sat day and night in his obscure lair in the Wilhelmstrasse (the German Foreign Office) covering Europe with his endless webs of intrigue, the Kaiser had written the Czar around the end of 1904 suggesting an alliance between their two empires as the best way to safeguard European peace. France, as Russia’s ally, would virtually be obliged to join in, Wilhelm had pointed out to his cousin; the proposed Berlin-St. Petersburg axis would thus become in effect a new continental coalition against Britain, Russia’s hereditary rival in Asia.

The immediate reaction had been disappointing to Wilhelm. The Czar had shown the letter to his ministers; they had consulted the French allies. The project was quietly pigeonholed while a discrete snicker ran around the chancelleries of Europe. By July, however, the Kaiser felt that the changing European situation justified another try. The Russo-Japanese War, which had broken out in February 1904, was lost. The virtual annihilation of the main Russian fleet in the Straits of Tsushima on May 27, 1905, had deprived the Czar of his last hope. Revolutionary unrest was mounting in Russia. Nicky would be looking for friends.

Wilhelm accordingly proposed the joint yachting excursion in the Baltic, and when Nicholas accepted, ordered Bulow to dust off the draft treaty worked up six months earlier and send it to him (Holstein, its real author, for some reason, was not in on the secret this time). The document was wirelessed to the Hohenzollern and Wilhelm copied it in his own hand, incidentally altering the text at a critical point, without informing his Chancellor. Just before the meeting—on July 24—the Kaiser retired to his cabin and placed himself in God’s hands.

“And at the end,” Wilhelm later reported to Bulow, “I also uttered the prayer of the Old Dessauer [Leopold Prince of Anhalt-Dessau] at Kesseldorf, that if He did not wish to help me He should not help the other side either. Then I felt wonderfully strengthened … and decided within me ‘You will put it through, no matter what the cost’.”

Thus fortified in spirit, the Kaiser went abroad the Stella Polaris, wearing a German admiral’s uniform, his famous spiked mustaches bristling martially, a manic glitter in his dark eyes. He was warmly embraced by Nicholas, dressed like a British yachtsman and looking, with his gentle blue eyes and neatly trimmed chestnut beard, astonishingly like his distant cousin the Prince of Wales, the future George V. The talks got off to a brilliant start. Overcome by emotion, the Czar’s court chamberlain, old Count Fredericks, tearfully exclaimed, “At a moment when we are abandoned by the whole world, ay, despised, and not even a dog will take a bone from us, your Majesty has come as a true friend to comfort us and lift us up again.”

The first greetings had hardly been exchanged before Nicholas spontaneously brought up the name of Edward VII, whom he described as “the greatest mischiefmaker and the most dangerous intriguer in the whole world.”

The Czarina was a granddaughter of Queen Victoria—who was also Wilhelm’s grandmother—and Nicholas himself was the nephew of Edward’s consort, Queen Alexandra, but family ties had become strained during the current war by Britain’s manifest sympathy with its Japanese allies, especially since the previous October. At that time the Russian naval forces in the Baltic, running at night through the English Channel en route to their distant Pacific doom, had inadvertently shot up a British fishing fleet (and some of their own ships) in the fog off the Dogger Bank. The British Government and public had not been amused by the tragi-comic incident, and a major crisis in relations with Russia had narrowly been averted.

Wilhelm naturally sympathized with the Czar’s feelings about Edward, and slyly added that the latter had “a passion for concluding a little agreement.”

“Well,” Nicholas shot back, “I can only say that he shall not get one from me, and never in my life against Germany or you, my word of honor on it.”

Nicholas then went on to complain about the way his French allies had let him down over the Dogger Bank affair and in closing the coast of Indochina to the Russian fleet, at England’s behest. Wilhelm rubbed salt into this wound, too, with what he thought was extreme cleverness.

The day passed deliciously, and that evening the Kaiser was host at a gay little dinner party aboard the Hohenzollern for the Czar and his family. Nicholas seemed cheerful and relaxed; the famous charm that captivated everyone who had not had occasion to do business with him was radiating warmly. Wilhelm, himself, was a little tense, his mind seething with Machiavellian plans for the morrow. The next morning, after another consultation in his cabin with God, the Kaiser again went aboard the Stella Polaris, where, at the end of an excellent lunch, the two blue-blooded amateurs, each as gullible in his own fashion as he was undependable, got down to the serious business of outwitting each other and double-crossing their respective allies. Somehow the theme of British perfidy and French unreliability came up again. Wilhelm hinted that Edward was cooking up another of those “little agreements” of his with France, behind Russia’s back.

“That is too bad,” the Czar answered, “what shall I do in this disagreeable situation?”

“How would it be if we were to make a little agreement, too?” Wilhelm suggested.

That reminded Nicholas that Wilhelm had sent him a draft along these lines a few months before, but unfortunately he had forgotten its details and had not thought to bring the text along with him on the yacht. The Kaiser quickly reassured his cousin.

“I possess a copy,” he said, “which, by an extraordinary chance, I happen to have in my pocket.”

The incident would seem unbelievable if Wilhelm himself had not recorded it in his subsequent report to Bulow. The scene that followed was even more fantastic. Here are the essentials of it related in the Kaiser’s own inimitable prose:

“The Czar caught me by the hand and drew me out of the saloon into what used to be his father’s cabin, then he shut all the doors himself. ‘Show it to me, please’—and his dreamy eyes lit up. I drew the envelope from my pocket, unfolded the paper on Alexander’s own writing table, right in front of the Empress-Mother’s photograph … and laid it before the Czar. He read it once, twice, thrice. I sent up a fervent prayer to the good God that He would be with us in this moment, and guide the young monarch aright.

“There was a dead calm; only the gentlest murmur from the sea, and the sun shone bright and clear into the pleasant cabin, while right before my eyes lay the Hohenzollern in her dazzling whiteness, and the Imperial Standard fluttering high in the morning breeze. I was just reading there on its sable cross, the words Gott Mit Uns, when I heard the Czar’s voice beside me say: ‘That is quite excellent. I quite agree!’ … My heart beat so hard that I could hear it; but I pulled myself together and said, quite casually, as it were: ‘Should you like to sign it? It would be a very nice souvenir of our interview!’

“He ran over the pages again. Then he said ‘Yes, I will.’ I flung back the cover of the ink well, handed him the pen, and he wrote with a firm hand, ‘Nicolas’ and gave the pen to me. As I rose he clasped me in his arms, deeply moved, and said, ‘I thank God and I thank you’ … tears of joy stood in my eyes—to be sure drops of perspiration were trickling down my brow and my back—and I thought, Frederick Wilhelm III, Queen Louisa, Grandpapa and Nicholas I must surely be near in that moment.”

To avoid disappointing this celestial audience, Wilhelm hastily reminded the Czar that documents of such import should be countersigned. One of the Kaiser’s guests, a minor diplomat named von Tschirschky took care of this formality for the German side by writing his signature below that of his imperial master. For want of anyone more qualified the Czar sent for the doddering old man who was his Minister of the Navy, Admiral Birilow, and waved the folded document before his face.

“Do you trust me, Alexis Alexeivitch?” he asked. “In that case, sign here. Here, under my signature.”

The admiral was so overwhelmed with the mysterious honor bestowed on him that he kissed the Kaiser’s hand, exclaiming, “God bless you, Sire; you are Russia’s guardian angel.”

The treaty of Bjorkoe, considered by Wilhelm as a landmark of modern history, provided for a defensive alliance between the two empires which was to come into effect as soon as peace had been concluded between Russia and Japan. The Kaiser had written in a stipulation restricting its scope, originally world-wide, to Europe, where each signatory was pledged to come to the aid of the other if it was attacked by a third party. Article Four laid down that after the treaty had come into force the Czar should invite France to join the pact.

In a letter to the Czar immediately after his return from the Bjorkoe meeting—which he characterized as “a cornerstone of European politics” and a “new leaf in the history of the world”—Wilhelm outlined the role he envisaged for France in the new European order:

“Marianne [France] must remember that she is wedded to you and that she is obliged to lie in bed with you and eventually to give you a hug or a kiss now and then to me, but not to sneak into the bedroom of the ever-intriguing touche-à-tout on the Island [Edward].”

Despite the proviso for French adherence, the agreement was a flagrant betrayal of the alliance signed with France fifteen years earlier to support her against Germany. Theoretically under the Bjorkoe treaty Russia could find herself at war with France if the latter was considered to have attacked Germany. Yet France and Russia were already bound by a secret military convention, whose existence and sinister import both came to light in 1914, whereby each partner was pledged to mobilize immediately and automatically if the other did. Somehow the Czar had failed to grasp this implication of the document his wily cousin had handed him to sign, though, as always with Nicholas II, it was hard to tell how much of his shiftiness was due to weakness of mind or character and how much to a kind of passive, feminine guile. In any case, the whole Bjorkoe affair horrified his ministers when he was finally obliged to let them in on the secret. “Monstrous!” We shall be dishonored in the eyes of the French,” was the immediate reaction of the professionals in St. Petersburg.

The French themselves speedily realized that some sort of skulduggery was going on when their intelligence agents in Russia learned from a French chef employed by the imperial kitchens that on July 20 orders had been handed down to rush the gala table service, only used in entertaining royalty, to the Czar’s yacht. A few days after Nicholas’ return from Bjorkoe a French spy overheard old Admiral Birilow mutter, “I’ve signed something, but the devil only knows what,” and flashed the news to Paris, where it provoked extreme agitation. Finally, the Russian ambassador in Paris was instructed cautiously to sound out the French attitude toward the idea of a Franco-Russo-German defense pact, and the reaction being as expected, the Czar was wheedled by his ministers into writing the Kaiser to insist on an amendment that rendered the Bjorkoe agreement inoperative.

Wilhelm had not fared much better in Berlin. Even Holstein castigated Bjorkoe as “operetta politics” and Bulow flew into a rage because the Kaiser, after altering the original text of the draft treaty—the limitation of its scope to Europe—had signed it without consulting his Chancellor. Tears, tantrums and hysterics became daily occurrences at the imperial court. Bulow handed in his resignation; Wilhelm, refusing to accept it, whined and sniveled like a jilted schoolgirl.

“To be treated like this by my best and most intimate of friends,” the deflated would-be Bismarck wailed in a reproachful letter to his disgruntled Chancellor. “It has dealt me such a terrible blow that I feel quite broken and cannot but fear I may have a serious nervous attack. Telegraph ‘All Right,’ as soon as you get this, and then I shall know you are not going. For the day after I receive your resignation, the Emperor will no longer exist! Think of my poor wife and children.”

When the Czar’s embarrassed letters weaseling out of the Bjorkoe agreement reached the Kaiser, his overwrought nerves were subjected to a further strain. After ranting to his entourage about the “schoolboy ideologue in St. Petersburg,” he took up his pen for a last solemn appeal to his defaulting partner.

“We have joined our hands together religiously,” he wired Nicholas. “We have given our signatures before God, who has heard the promise we swore. I consider, therefore, that the treaty is still in force. If you desire some alterations of detail, propose them to me. But what is signed is signed. God is our witness.”

Nicholas did not reply. He never forgave Wilhelm for having duped him. Consciousness of the shabby role he himself had played, whether from weakness or from duplicity, probably added to his bitterness. The affectionate relations which had existed between the two cousins for ten years were at an end, and the Anglo-Russian accord of 1907, completing the encirclement of Germany and the definitive crystallization of Europe into two hostile power-blocs, was in sight. Wilhelm had indeed succeeded in making history at Bjorkoe, though not in the way he intended.

“To such a man was entrusted so great a part of the destinies of the world!” comments the Italian historian Luigi Albertini. The remark applies with equal force to Nicholas. The two emperors, the most powerful rulers of contemporary Europe, undoubtedly bear a heavy share of responsibility for the catastrophe that eventually shattered both their empires and so much else besides. It would be alike misleading and unfair, however, to exaggerate the personal guilt of either Wilhelm II or Nicholas II, as rival propagandists did after the war. Each in his muddle-headed and disastrous fashion was trying to safeguard peace.

OEBPS/Images/f06-01.jpg
SRR R R R e s I I THITHT]
B O S N J A

| Also showinng Racral Distributiornz
ir1 Surroundig Territory

il

=
e

I

Germdis

1
Croats and Serbinns (Siavs) Magyars

ES=1 sroveries cSlavs) E=2 Riomanians
EEEEl slovaks (sSlavs) Albanians






OEBPS/Images/titlepagef.jpg
THE FALL
OF THE
DYNASTIES

THE COLLAPSE OF THE OLD ORDER:
1905—1922

by Edmond Taylor

Skyhorse Publishing
A Herman Graf Book





OEBPS/Images/f036-01.jpg
EUROPE
1914

THE POLITICAL CAMPS

The Triple Alliance

The Triple Enfente

Piack SEA
@\“ﬂo}’le

PORTUSAL






OEBPS/Images/Frontcover.jpg
The Fall ot Dynasties

EpMonD TAYLOR





