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“History is the result of unintended consequences.”

—Attribution unknown


AUTHOR’S PREFACE



THERE HAVE BEEN ONLY TWO WORLD Wars until now. But many people believe that a Third World War is inevitable—partly because the Digital Age has placed our worst neighbors on our doorsteps, and partly because of the flaws in the human condition. And history demonstrates the problems they have already caused us for centuries. So it should pay us to explore why the First World War erupted and what could have been done to prevent it from happening, or halt it before it was too late.

Since one man played a pivotal role in both World Wars, this book describes what he learned about war and the flaws in human nature while fighting in several wars as a young soldier, as a war correspondent at the frontline, as an aspiring young politician, and also as First Lord of the Admiralty who contributed to the Allied victory in the First World War. (My previous book, How Churchill Saved Civilization, shows how he led the free world to victory as an older man of fifty-nine in the Second World War).

Seventy years after Winston Churchill led the Allied Forces of the free and democratic world to victory against fascism, a false mythology has grown about him, so that new generations are given a misleading image of a portly middle-aged and somewhat conservative statesman with old-fashioned sentiments. In fact, he was a thoroughly modern, imaginative, and adventurous young man, who fought coolly on several battlefronts as a professional army officer, where he learned that enemies have to be crushed instantly with even greater force and determination than before, until they can do no more harm. He never gave in, and argued that war is preferable to slavery. He possessed a killer instinct, which he sought from his generals in the Second World War. He was a Liberal in politics, a champion of the marginalized, the poor and needy, the old and infirm, and the underdog.

The First World War still contains mysteries which have not been satisfactorily explained. They are described here for readers to understand the complexities that face historians. They reveal so many poor judgments, and so much irrational and self-destructive behavior on the part of leaders who influenced events, that it is hard for most historians to credit so many mistakes, so much incompetence, folly, and muddling through that led to one disaster after another and resulted in the gruesome deaths of millions.

In 2013, historian Margaret MacMillan—the great-granddaughter of David Lloyd George, Britain’s Prime Minister during much of the First World War—wrote a new book on World War I in an attempt to discover why it began, because it is still so much of a mystery. Many historians agree, however, that the cause was the network of treaties and alliances that were set in motion when the heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire was assassinated and Austria mobilized its troops for war against Serbia. But not everyone agrees. One of the most esteemed military historians, the late Captain Sir Basil Liddell Hart, who served in the First World War, attributed it to Pride, Fear and Hunger.1

Margaret Macmillan writes:


We also remember the Great War because it is such a puzzle. How could Europe have done this to itself and to the world? There are many possible explanations; indeed, so many that it is difficult to choose among them. For a start the arms race, rigid military plans, economic rivalry, trade wars, imperialism with its scramble for colonies, or the alliance systems dividing Europe into unfriendly camps …2



And there are other factors that could have triggered the eruption of the First World War. I have set out many of them for readers to examine like clues in a murder mystery: Who had the motive to start the war? And what did they expect to gain?

All histories and biographies are selective. This one is written for general readers in the digital age, instead of in the traditional formula for specialists, academics, or historians, in which every possible detail is meticulously recorded. Intelligent and busy readers today demand facts that are easy to read and about one-third of the traditional length of biographies or histories. Sir Winston Churchill’s official biography, for example, is eight volumes long, or 25,000 pages. Its abridged version by the same biographer runs to a thousand pages.3 This book is deliberately around only 300 pages, without excluding anything significant that might prevent readers from understanding the events and their consequences, and arriving at reasonable conclusions.

A reasonable prediction for the eruption of a possible Third World War was used as a title for a 1987 book by Robert McNamara (former US Secretary of Defense under Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson). He called it Blundering into Disaster. When literary critic Martin Amis reviewed it, he wrote, “Our experience of World Wars is confined to just two models—Sarajevo and Munich, critical accident and unappeasable psychosis.” World War III, he implied, “will more likely be some kind of mixture. The only thing that could precipitate general nuclear attack would be the fear of general nuclear attack. You would never go first unless the enemy looked like going first; and, in a crisis, he would look like going first, and so would you.” In the meantime, as he observed, we continue living in a “dangerous dream,” in which our political and military leaders continue to make much the same mistakes as before.

Perhaps the most powerful influence on Winston Churchill’s worldview was what he learned as a young professional soldier, and what he drew from his studies of history and Social Darwinism. It was that, whatever the political or military, or cultural or social situation today, it had all happened many times before in one way or another. The key to the future could be found in what happened in the past. Powerful nations rose and fell, and crumbled into dust that was swept away by the winds of time, as we all are. There was nothing new in trivial human affairs. It was no use making a fuss about it - you had to stare reality in the face without blinking and outwit the challenges that life created.

—John Harte, Ottawa, Canada, April 2017


1

JENNIE



WHEN BABY JENNIE CRIED OUT WITH surprise and not a little dismay at her change of venue as she emerged into the world of 1854, she drew in her first breath of the exhilarating air of New York City and decided she loved it. She was named after the much beloved opera singer Jenny Lind, who was reputed to be one of her father’s mistresses. Leonard Jerome had been well off financially, but invested a great deal of money in railroad stock, which fell sharply in value, leaving him penniless. He had no choice but to declare bankruptcy.

But the New York Stock Exchange was a handy bank to draw on for risk-takers of his flamboyant and fun-loving personality. So his investments soon did well again by buying short on the upward swing of the market before laying out any money, and becoming a new-rich millionaire. There were plenty of them about in America at the time, and Jennie was spoilt by easy money from the beginning. So were her two sisters.

Who could fail to spoil Jennie at fifteen? She was appealingly beautiful. Her eyes were warm as amber-colored honey, her hair dark brown. Her figure was alluring and graceful, with its tiny fashionable waistline and full bosom and hips—all calculated to initiate and maintain a full social life with society’s trendsetters. She was always a spendthrift and wore the most fashionably seductive Paris gowns. Men turned their heads to watch her, and were drawn to her, not only for her beauty but also for her lust for life. They found her irresistible. Wherever she went, she attracted new lovers. Jennie was always the talk of the town.

All three sisters naturally learned the skills required of young ladies, like piano-playing, riding, and ice-skating, while their parents entertained extravagantly, and Leonard bought a large yacht. Their neighbors were billionaires, and included the Vanderbilts. Leonard Jerome even built a private theater in his mansion in order to parade his opera-singing mistresses. He also owned shares in an influential newspaper and supported President Abraham Lincoln in his efforts to free the slaves. So that with all the social and political activity, Jennie—who was his favorite daughter—became aware of current events and foreign affairs by the time she was sixteen.

With her father’s interest in thoroughbreds and horse-racing, Jennie had been riding horseback since she was a child. The Jockey Club of America first met in her father’s house, called Jerome Park. It was the social event of the year. So Jennie was accustomed to socializing with the smart and wealthy set. Leonard Jerome leased his home to the Jockey Club thereafter as a speculation. That was the point at which her mother tired of her bon viveur husband’s lifestyle with his mistresses and took Jennie and her sisters away to Paris.

The women were excited to leave for Paris, which was the fashion center of the world. Although the move was partly to escape from her husband’s garish lifestyle with his mistresses, it was also partly to find wealthy husbands for Clara’s three marriageable daughters. Clara was evidently a self-confident and independent woman, and Leonard had no qualms at leaving them on their own there—the girls at a fashionable finishing school, to continue with their piano lessons and learn court etiquette and ceremony. Now Jennie rode on the Bois de Boulogne and mixed with French royalty and the aristocracy, and listened with fascination when her older sisters regaled her with their own glamorous experiences.

When German troops crossed the frontier into Alsace and also annexed Lorraine in August 1870, as part of the German Empire, France was diminished and dismayed. German Chancellor Bismarck intended to keep the French that way, to avoid another experience like the Napoleonic Wars which had torn their destructive way through Europe. A French attempt to save Bazaine resulted in their defeat at Sedan. The French Emperor was deposed and the Prussian Army marched through Paris to demonstrate who was in charge of Europe. It was time for the Jerome women to leave France.

They fled to London, where Leonard Jerome booked a suite for them in Brown’s Hotel, that well-run and discreet establishment off of Piccadilly for the well-bred who dislike glitter and show and the new-rich. Leonard employed a governess to chaperone the girls in London’s central parks. Since Jennie had always been surrounded by money and attention it was natural for her to assume she always would be. And, since she was a remarkable beauty at eighteen, her good fortune continued.

Cowes on the Isle of Wight, where Leonard Jerome settled them, was a small, exclusive world of its own, known mostly for the Royal Yacht Squadron and yacht racing with its attendant social life. Queen Victoria lived on her country estate on the island for the summer months at Osborne House. Visitors to Cowes included other royalty and the aristocracy. There was the fun-loving Prince of Wales—the future King Edward the Seventh—who enjoyed horse-racing, yachting, and a flutter at cards, as well as his favorite mistresses. Cowes was at the center of the social calendar each and every August.

It took no time for the three Jerome women to become a feature of the social scene. They were presented to the Prince and Princess of Wales. And the alluring Jennie was invited to meet the twenty-three-year-old Lord Randolph Churchill, who was one of the Duke of Marlborough’s sons. His family was as dazzling socially as the Jerome family in America. They engendered a similar atmosphere of glamour and charm. With it came the usual attraction of arrogant power. The two young people fell in love instantly when she was eighteen and he twenty-three. Nevertheless, it took a settlement of a quarter of a million dollars for her father to win over the Marlboroughs to the marriage.*

Her wedding to Lord Randolph took place at the British Embassy in Paris, where they had already indulged in an amorous affair. So that, when their first child was born two months early, and far too soon for Victorian propriety, the event was brushed off as the result of a fall during a pheasant shooting party and then riding on horseback afterwards. Her son, whom they named Winston, showed none of the typical signs of a premature birth.

The family name of the Dukes of Marlborough was Churchill. They lived at the huge Blenheim Palace in Oxfordshire, which was in a typical state of disrepair. Typical, because land, which had once been a good investment if used wisely, had fallen in value, and so had the finances of the English aristocracy. The Industrial Revolution had changed the economy and society, as new technologies always do, often with unfortunate consequences. So it had become an acceptable custom and a sign of the times for the aristocracy’s young sons to marry wealthy American heiresses and restore their estates. Money changed hands, and a title was bestowed on the heiress, so that Jennie Jerome was transformed into Lady Randolph Churchill. Her son was Winston Churchill.

Randolph

Randolph was the third son of the seventh Duke of Marlborough and Lady Frances Vane. His full name was Lord Randolph Henry Spencer-Churchill. He had been born in one of the best streets in London and educated at Eton where, it was alleged, the future leaders of England were taught how to lead. He was described there as vivacious and unruly, but perhaps simply lively or high-spirited would have been a better description for the Churchillian form of energetic enthusiasm. Randolph went on to Merton College in Oxford. He possessed a reputation as a keen reader and took a degree in modern history and jurisprudence. He was also initiated in membership of the Freemasons, and would naturally have expected his son Winston to follow suit.

Lord Randolph was elected to Parliament as a Conservative in 1874, the year he married Jennie, on April 15, and in which his son Winston was born on November 30. Lord Randolph was complimented on his maiden speech in the House by Benjamin Disraeli, who became Conservative Prime Minister for the second time in that same year.

A year later, Lord Randolph visited his doctor several times for what was later alleged to be the most common venereal disease of the times, syphilis.1 It was later claimed to have been nothing of the sort, and that neither his wife nor his sons were infected with it. It was far more likely to have been a brain tumor in the left side of the left lobe. Either would be consistent with the symptoms which would gradually become noticeable, particularly when he rose to speak in Parliament and showed a deficit of attention, sometimes forgetting by mid-sentence what he had begun to say. It has been attributed to the secondary or tertiary stages of syphilis, because the Harley Street doctor he visited was a leading specialist in treating that particular disease.

Either way, the symptoms of whatever he was suffering from were not observable for some time. Meanwhile, it took four years for his speeches in the House to be taken seriously, despite his fluency and audacity and the sting in his attacks on members of the Administration. By the time he was noticed as a serious politician, he had developed what became known as “Tory Democracy,” or what later became Progressive Conservatism. After ten years of public service in Parliament, the Tories had become progressive and Randolph was now a leading figure in the Party.

The word democracy is significant in that it reflected a horde of people who made up Victorian Britain, particularly London and the industrial cities of the north. But, although London was the biggest metropolis in the world, it had not yet been subjected to an official census of all its inhabitants, who suddenly became entities when Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli referred to the English as “Two Nations.” There were those who were recognized by society, and a huge number of inhabitants who had so far been ignored as invisible or beneath society’s notice. In short, there were the haves and the have-nots. The only individual who had taken the time and care to interview them had been Henry Mayhew in 1861. He had called the other half “London Labor and the London Poor.”

As a result of Lord Randolph’s recognition by the establishment, he was appointed Secretary of State for India in 1885 in Lord Salisbury’s cabinet. It was in that capacity that he arranged for Viceroy Lord Dufferin to invade Upper Burma and then annex the remainder of that country so that it became a province of the British Raj in 1886 and increased the size of the British Empire for Queen Victoria, who enjoyed being its Empress. Lord Randolph was thought to be the best Secretary of State that Britain ever had.2 When at his best, he was considered tactful and dependable, before he suddenly resigned on a matter of principle at the end of that year. It was thought to be the unfortunate result of a power play in which he had over-reached himself.

Lord Randolph failed to return to the front line of politics with his previous political attacks over the following years, while his health deteriorated seriously. He planned a trip around the world with Jennie, and wrote a book about South Africa after travelling there and to Rhodesia.3 But the trip was not the cure he had hoped for. He was so fragile by the time they reached Cairo that he had to hurry back to England to die. He was buried at Bladon in Oxfordshire in 1895. Although he left a considerable fortune, his widow Jennie was still a spendthrift and as hard-up as ever, since money meant nothing to her.

Five years later, Jennie married again, and Winston Churchill’s mother became known as Mrs. George Cornwallis-West. But her life was not to be suddenly devoted to domesticity or the mundane, or retirement, in 1900 or thereafter. Captain George Frederick Myddleton Cornwallis-West was twenty-six, and an officer in the Scots Guards. Jennie was forty-six. George was only a few days older than Winston.

Despite George’s eye for pretty women, Jennie felt secure in her new marriage, since she and George were congenial by temperament and shared the same sense of humor. Salisbury Hall, their elegant country house, offered what each wished for; easy entertaining—an important matter then—and the popular pastime of their class, first-class shooting. “They came to London often and danced happily together at all the big balls.” But they were forced to rent it, since they did not have enough capital to buy it. King Edward paid a number of informal visits to Salisbury Hall, although he stayed there only once. He was getting too heavy to walk upstairs.4

She was still strikingly beautiful, with her amber eyes, her dark brown hair, full breasts, and an irrepressible lust for life. Jennie was still irresistible to men. It was from her that Winston inherited his exuberance for life. And, since Jennie was always in full charge of her relationships, it is clear whom he inherited his leadership quality from, too. He was pushy and gifted, with an innate desire and ability to lead. Even more was her ability to get society to accept her on her own evaluation of herself—as Winston Churchill would. All those attributes would stand him in good stead when he rushed cheerfully onto the world stage and conquered everyone he encountered—or almost everyone, since he made a number of serious enemies too.

Winston

Winston lived in Dublin until the age of six, where his grandfather was the Viceroy and Lord Randolph was his secretary. Even then, the infant Winston would have been conscious of regular military parades passing to and from the Viceroy’s impressive residence. It was customary then for upper class and aristocratic mothers to pass their newborn babies to a nanny. Then, as they grew up, to a governess. It was not a result of cold-heartedness—although there was plenty of that about in England—but more a recognition that they were experts in bringing up children, whereas young mothers were inexperienced. It also allowed parents to make full use of their time in service to the country, like Lord Randolph to the Viceroy, or the social life and admiration that Jennie enjoyed so much.

Babies and infants were considered poor company for adults, since they had nothing of value to say. Infants would frequently be warned, when on display to friends or guests, that they should be seen, but not heard. So communication between offspring and parents was stalled at the first hurdle. It may well have been the moment when children began to suffer from an inferiority complex. On the other hand, it was almost traditional for infants molded by their nannies to give them the kind of affection otherwise reserved for a mother. Since the opposite was true of the majority who were working class families, or lived on small farms in rural areas, this English custom also separated social classes from the beginning. So it is not surprising that Winston formed a special bond with his nanny. She taught him to read, write, and do his sums. And they played together in Dublin’s beautiful Phoenix Park.

Winston’s school was Harrow, which seems to have left no deep mark on his character except that he hated it. It is said that he remained close to the bottom of the lowest class for most of his time there. But far too much is made of such general observations at a time when a great deal of trust was placed in boarding schools by parents, but rarely fulfilled by the school. Teachers were more incompetent than not. Management of schools was generally poor, and so was the standard of teaching. In some schools, beating boys with a cane was such a regular occurrence that no great issue was made out of prefects’ beatings, beatings by house masters, or by schoolmasters, and certainly not by the threatening figure of the headmaster, whose beatings were likely to leave a lifetime scar on the minds of his victims as well as on their posteriors.

Writing, later on, of his experiences of the prep school for entry to Harrow (St. James’s School), Winston would explain:


Flogging with the birch in accordance with the Eton fashion was a great feature in its curriculum. But I am sure no Eton boy, and certainly no Harrow boy of my day, ever received such a cruel flogging as this Headmaster was accustomed to inflict upon the little boys who were in his care and power … My reading in later life has supplied me with some possible explanations for his temperament. Two or three times a month the whole school was marshalled in the library, and one or more delinquents were hauled off to an adjoining apartment by the two head boys, and flogged until they bled freely, while the rest sat quaking, listening to their screams.5



It would be easy to smile at what we might imagine was typical Churchillian hyperbole in his later style, to entertain and amuse, but that would be an erroneous assumption—for what he described was the norm at British boarding schools in Victorian times, and often right up until the 1940s, rather than the exception.

Many a house-master or a headmaster had lost sight of the fact that they were paid to educate. Poor administrators became so frustrated at their incompetence, or their overwhelming workload, that they took out their frustrations on the schoolboys. Sadism was rife, and so was homosexuality. Every strike of a cane on a boy’s bare behind was an admission of the schoolmaster’s incapability to teach or to keep schoolboys focused on their lessons, since they were generally incompetent at their jobs.

Prime Minister Lord Salisbury was just one other example of a dispirited and gloomy man who had observed as a child how evil others can be from his school, which was Eton, where he had been bullied mercilessly, and left because of it. He had suffered from a loveless childhood and received brutality at boarding school from the age of six. It produced in him a pessimistic outlook and he was often filled with depression and even feelings approaching paranoia.

Churchill’s recounting of a conversation with his form master is, similarly, unlikely to be an exaggeration, but more likely to be repeated again and again throughout Britain’s school system: it was the clash between a bright little boy (probably at the age of nine or ten) and a somewhat wooden-headed adult schoolmaster attempting to explain a Latin declension to him:


“O table,—you would use that in addressing a table.” And then seeing he was not carrying me with him, “You would use it in speaking to a table.”

“But I never do,” I blurted out in honest amazement.

“If you are impertinent, you will be punished, and punished, let me tell you, very severely,” was his conclusive rejoinder.’6



It could mean a flogging, since schoolmasters of the time seldom missed an opportunity to regale the whole school with their power by thrashing a boy in front of them in order to warn any others not to be insolent.

Teachers were all male and poorly paid. For some it was a last-ditch attempt to find employment, since they were generally unemployable. Most did not enjoy their jobs and hated the boys. Those who had to take on extra work to pay their bills by also teaching at some other, commercial night-school, were too tired to teach in the morning. They created useful ways of fobbing off the children by telling them to read a textbook in class while they took the opportunity to recover their senses or quietly drop off to sleep in front of the class. Many were extraordinarily ignorant, despite their academic degree, and few knew the subject they had been hired to teach or how to teach it. It was commonplace that many had only been employed because of their ability at sports; so that all they could do was run around a muddy football field in their boots and blow a tin whistle.

Several books written by author and satirist Evelyn Waugh feature such incidents even later on, in the 1920s and 1930s. Waugh himself applied to teach after he left university: “That’s what most of the gentlemen does, sir, that gets sent down for indecent behavior,” says a college porter in one of his best-selling novels.7 Waugh admitted freely that he wasn’t any good at it, and nor was anyone else who came through the teacher employment agency, which took the dregs at the bottom of the employment market that no one else would hire. Winston’s earlier life was, after all, almost concurrent with the novels of Charles Dickens, in which we are regaled with schools of ignorance and cruelty, greed, and cost-cutting at the expense of the pupils. There are only about sixty years between the barbarous times that Dickens wrote about and Churchill’s school days, several of which describe the cruelty of schoolmasters that resulted in the pitiful mental or physical state of their pupils. We have only to read Nicholas Nickleby with its sadistic fictional schoolmaster named Wackford Squeers, which was based on a real-life Yorkshire schoolmaster whom Dickens knew named William Shaw. And there are also David Copperfield and Oliver Twist, where schoolmasters reach for a bundle of canes to release their frustration by thrashing another helpless childhood victim.

Unfortunately, respect for authority had been instilled as a priority into Victorian parents and boys. It would not be until the 1960s in Britain that people began to see through the pretense to their incompetence. Winston was ahead of his time in recognizing it at school, in the War Office and the Admiralty, and in Parliament.

Meanwhile, other intelligent boys who had previously shown promise found it easy to despise their teachers, and soon lost interest in studying. It is likely that Winston was one of them, and that was the reason he hated Harrow, which he entered when twelve and attended for four and a half years, three of which were in the Army Class. Although Churchill hastened to mention that boys were not thrashed there, like at the prep school where he studied, we should remember that the headmasters of such schools wielded total power over their charges, not only when small, but possibly for the rest of their lives. They were taught not to sneak when small—which effectively concealed any misdemeanors or abuse of the school staff. And after they left, a hesitant reference to a possible employer, or faint praise from the headmaster, could effectively have them turned down for a job in the civil service; so boys had little choice but to show loyalty to their school.

Perhaps most importantly, intelligent or intellectual boys had to keep quiet or risk showing up their class teacher in front of the other boys. That was why some of the more intelligent boys were given poor marks. So we should not attach too much importance to Winston’s low grades, since the schools could not be trusted to provide a good education. No wonder it took him three attempts to pass his exams for Sandhurst. It was less likely to be a reflection on him than on the school.

What he loved was the English language. But he felt lonely. His father had been distant before he left for boarding school, and now Winston kept writing to his mother to visit him, or to come home. But there was no response to his entreaties to Jennie. Blame has been laid on Lord Randolph because of today’s very different attitude. But this was a commonplace situation a hundred and fifty years ago, when it was thought that separating children from their family at the earliest age was good for them. Since they would not be spoilt later on by the world or the army, or employers, it was a rehearsal for when they’d be on their own. In one satirical book written by Waugh, the British Public Schoolboy hero finds it easy to settle down when sentenced to prison toward the end of his career, since he was already conditioned to its ghastliness by boarding school.

Strangely enough, most fathers had an erroneous idea of the value of teaching in such schools, despite the fact that they had endured the same indifference and ignorance from the same school, and the same thrashings when they were children. They thought there must be something in their nostalgia for their old school, but failed to understand it was really nostalgia for their youth. And mothers like Jennie were cautious about interfering between their husbands and their nostalgia for their schooldays.

What was more, Winston suffered from a lisp that he failed to eradicate entirely throughout his life. But he enjoyed the songs at Harrow. Perhaps that was because the massed chorus of schoolboys’ innocent voices, filled with hope, instilled hope in all. He was dismissive of the one song he mentioned that was unique to Eton, perhaps because it equated rowing down a river to chaining him for life to the school and the woolly juvenile interests it conditioned boys to.


Jolly boating weather, And a hay-harvest breeze,

Blade on the feather, Shade off the trees,

Swing, swing together. With your bodies between your knees—

Swing, swing together, With your bodies between your knees.

Rugby may be more clever, Harrow may make more row,

But we’ll row for ever, Steady from stroke to bow,

And nothing in life shall sever The chain that is round us now.



Singing that song enough times together as a ritual in the Great Hall appeared to bond Old Etonians together for life. And Churchill would become very suspicious of that in later years when he saw them covering up each other’s ineptitudes in politics and the army—for it was Rugby’s famous headmaster Dr. Thomas Arnold who, in 1827–41, established a pattern for British public schools. “The public schools and, thereafter, Victorian Oxbridge, set out to produce Christian gentlemen, like knights in Burne-Jones stained-glass, to govern the empire, join the church or the law or the public service: not to produce hard-driving technologically aware leaders of an industrial nation in a tough, competitive world.”8

After leaving Harrow in 1893, Winston entered the Royal Military College at Sandhurst. He applied to train in the cavalry because its grade was lower than for the infantry—although his father preferred the infantry. Winston obtained his commission as a subaltern, or second lieutenant, in the Hussars in 1895. The pay was poor and had to be augmented by another sum from Jennie. He was always behind on payment of his bills, as a consequence of the high cost of the lifestyle required of an officer. He needed more money, and thought of a way to obtain it. That and other events taking place in the world outside would shape his destiny.



* A 2008 television documentary about Jennie (Winston Churchill’s mother) was screened on Britain’s Channel 4, on November 11, at 9 p.m. It hinted that she was known as “Lady Randy,” because of hundreds of lovers whom she was alleged to have slept with. But who would know how many lovers she had! The allegation was simply a bitchy remark by author George Moore, who thought he was being witty.


CHAPTER TWO

THE SHOTS THAT ECHOED AROUND THE WORLD



WHAT SUDDENLY STOPPED EVERYTHING IN ITS tracks and changed the course of people’s destinies, including Winston’s, was an incident that took place in a backwater of the Balkans, an area that had so far managed to remain a dead end in European history. Although it is generally accepted by historians that the First World War arose as a consequence of treaties and alliances between the major superpowers in 1914, the incident that triggered it took place in the unlikely town of Sarajevo in Bosnia, a recently annexed territory of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

Even when we have all the facts before us, some people are hesitant to credit the eruption of the Great War to the stubborn and rebellious act of one half-educated teenage rebel. And some British historians have shown themselves to be not entirely satisfied with such glib answers. They worry that there are so many other possible alternative causes, even though none seems to be entirely reasonable. But nations are led by people, and people have never been known to be entirely rational. Perhaps social psychologist Gustave Le Bon was the first intellectual to point out, long ago, that the same problem confused past historians into misunderstanding why the French Revolution erupted—because historians had not examined the minds of the leading figures.

To understand the full significance of all the possibilities, a little history helps to paint a more realistic picture of the Austro-Hungarian Empire than we are normally accustomed to, since it describes the assassination of a head of state that ultimately resulted in the loss of more than seventy million lives.

The dual monarchy of Austria-Hungary was the second largest country in Europe, after only Tsarist Russia. It consisted of Austria, Hungary, Bohemia, Moravia, Galicia, Styria, Tyrol, Carinthia, Bosnia, and Herzegovina. Despite its huge territory and a population of close to 53 million by 1914, it was ruled by a dynastic family of Habsburgs, several of whom were considered to be mentally unstable due to interfamily marriage and inbreeding which kept money and power in the family.

Like most empires at some stage of their development, the Austro-Hungarian Empire suffered from economic and military problems. But its biggest problem by far was nationalism—which largely meant what to do about ethnic and religious minorities who always tended to be abrasive. One typical solution followed by authoritarian regimes was nationalism, for which it is necessary to create a fictional “enemy” from outside (or inside), to hold the population defiantly together against them. But the Emperor, “Franz Joseph stood above the interests and prejudices of his peoples.” For example, “He abhorred the populist anti-Semitism of Karl Lueger …”1 Lueger had gained followers from the illiterate and superstitious masses by slandering Jews as the imaginary enemies. But there was a wide choice of other identifiable people who would have been far more justified in being described as “enemies” in Austria-Hungary.

Most, if not all those others, with their different languages, religions, and cultures, wanted independence. But the views of most populations tend to swing like a pendulum between what is desired for the sake of liberty, and what is desirable for national security. Franz Joseph had compromised with the desires of the biggest and most militant language group by agreeing to equal rule with Hungary under a dual monarchy in 1867. But compromise had unintended consequences, because Hungarians were not the only aggressive ethnic group which was nationalistic. German was spoken by 24 percent of the population, Czech by 13 percent, and Polish by 10 percent. Other languages were Ruthenian, Romanian, Croatian, Serbian, Slovak, and Slovene. Although the Serbian language was spoken by only 4 percent, it didn’t stop them from being carried away by a primitive culture of blood vengeance in order to “wash their national honor clean.” They felt it had been tarnished on June 28 in 1389 when the kingdom of Serbia had been conquered by the Turks, who enslaved the Serbs. That particular anniversary date was deeply engraved in the heart of every Serb. They kept alive conflicts from the past, and learned nothing new, except for race and religious hatred towards everyone else. It would lead in the end to ethnic cleansing.

Magyarization

After Austria merged with Hungary in what was known as “The Compromise,” the government encouraged Magyarization by language, culture, and even family names. Hungarian, which had been spoken by only 20 percent of the population before Magyarization, became used increasingly, so that 15 percent of non-Hungarians also spoke Hungarian as a second language by 1910. Twenty-three percent of the population of Budapest was Jewish, and most spoke Hungarian and supported Magyarization, even by agreeing to Magyarize their names in support of the government’s nationalist policy. But others were not so accommodating.

Ethnicity identified itself with each traditional religion. It meant that the so-called “ethnic problem” not only involved confrontation between nationalists and not even in accordance with geographic borders—but also between religious cultures, from Roman Catholics to the Orthodox Church, Calvinists, Muslims, and Jews. It seems that nobody could get along with each other because of nationalist interests that encouraged religious hatreds, born out of envy or fear of the other “foreign” groups.

Since each church claimed to be the only true religion, other people’s religious beliefs were viewed as a threat that diminished the value of their own identity. Language, culture, and religion fostered nationalism. It created a serious problem, since nationalism was triggered by a psychic epidemic that Jung and other Austrian psychoanalysts would describe years later as xenophobia or paranoia. Austria’s ethnic groups could be likened to a squabbling family at the dinner table, each one watching the others’ plates suspiciously to ensure that no one else was served a bigger helping than theirs.

Typical of the fragile line between reality and romantic illusions in the human condition, The Times, like most media, saw foreign politics through rose-colored spectacles. They knew it was how English readers preferred it. The Austro-Hungarian Empire was, after all, the inspiration for popular romantic novels like The Prisoner of Zenda and Rupert of Hentzau,2 and comic operas like The Merry Widow. As The Times correspondent wrote in 1908:


On June 12 there passed before the Emperor, in a procession which lasted more than three hours, 12,000 of his subjects, of all races and tongues, in costumes of historic periods, shouting their loyal greetings. Nobles and warriors have assembled before the monarch before but never before has there been so complete a muster of the peoples of the empire. The Austrians, who are a nation without knowing it, found themselves that morning, and the people of Vienna cheered each race and clan, in the consciousness that not only common loyalty to a common dynasty personified in a venerable Sovereign, but also a common history, common interest, common enemies and a common destiny, all unite them.



It was all nonsense. In fact, “On December 2, 1908, the day of Franz Josef’s anniversary, German students grabbed fellow students at the cafeteria of Vienna University and threw them out, because nationalistic German students didn’t want to mix with Slavs, Jews, Italians, or any other group, and forced them to set up their own segregated cafeterias according to their own language and culture.”3 The Austro-Hungarian Empire would cease to exist only ten years later, after the heir to the throne, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, was assassinated.

The Archduke

The Archduke was puffed up with even more vanity and ego than most privileged members of the Habsburg family, or the government, or the military. Even so, Austrians considered he had married a commoner, because she was a Slav. In fact, Sophie was a noble in her native Czechoslovakia, where she was the Duchess of Hohenberg. But Czechs were just another ethnic minority and not to be taken seriously by others. Racism was rife, and based—as is often the case—on myths and fantasies and libelous propaganda. Nevertheless, for marrying a commoner in a love match, the Archduke lost most of his privileges and was kept on a very tight budget—or so he endlessly complained to whoever would listen to him.

One of the privileges they both lost was that they could not appear in public gatherings together except at military parades. So she was thrilled to be able to accompany him on the military parade through the streets of Sarajevo on the Feast of St. Vitus, which fell annually on June 28—a date so incendiary that it had its own special name, the Vidovdan.

It was on that fateful day of Vidovdan in 1914 that the royal couple sat together in an open motor car, with the Governor of Sarajevo sitting in front of them—instead of in a traditional open carriage drawn by splendid horses—since it was the beginning of the modern era.

28 June, 1914: Sarajevo, Bosnia

They step into the third of six automobiles in the procession at 10:45 that morning. The Archduke is as pleased as Punch, whom he somewhat resembles. It is a grand opportunity to show off to his wife and posture to the public in his vainglorious uniform with its medals and a heavily plumed hat that resembles a miniature waterfall.

Crowds of holidaymakers gather in their Sunday-best suits or traditional peasant costumes on a typical blistering hot Balkan day, when bare feet could be burnt on hard earth walkways or cobblestones, and pedestrians withdrew to the shaded side of the street to shelter from the harsh midday sun. Despite being on the threshold of modern times, the royals are met by an enchanting display of cavalry in splendid colorful uniforms from the past, with rakish shakos on their proud military heads and sabers worn at muscular thighs clad in white tights, as their riders sit arrogantly erect on the polished leather saddles of well-groomed horses.

Seven men stroll in a casual group through the crowds in the street, toward one of the bridges that cross the River Miljacka. They all wear customary hats to keep off the heat of the sun. Some even wear three-piece suits, despite the heat, to show they are middle-class students. Danilo Ilic walks ahead of the others in the group of friends, accompanied by Trifko Grabezh, who is clean-shaven like Ilic and looks very smart in his Homburg hat and dark suit. Three more conspirators follow the pair at a reasonable distance from where they cannot lose sight of the others in the festive crowds. Gavrilo Princip keeps well behind them all, as if on his own. He is nineteen, but has grown a meager beginner’s moustache to make him look older. Bringing up the rear is Muhamed Mehmedbasic. Several of them carry lunch bags.

The young revolutionaries settle themselves in unobtrusive positions by the embankment and wait patiently for something to happen that will signal the right opportunity to spring into action. They are part of a larger group of twenty-two assassins chosen and placed along the route at intervals of five hundred yards. They planned this dramatic response to the insult on their honor in a modest café named Zeatna Maruana. Bosnia-Herzegovina had only recently been annexed by the Habsburg Empire, and they were offended that the crown prince had arrogantly chosen to enter the Bosnian capital on Vidovdan, the day of shame and national celebration for Bosnian nationalists.

The First Bomb

The young men hear louder and louder cheers from the jovial crowd lining the street in a holiday mood, and cavalry hoof-beats accompanied by the jingle of harnesses, as an entourage of soldiers on horseback appears. The procession of soldiers is followed by several motor cars. Seated comfortably in one of them, which is open for their tour of the small town of Sarajevo, is the Archduke Ferdinand of Austria, with his shiny waxed moustache twisted at the ends into two triumphantly elevated points. By now, he has exchanged his ceremonial plumed hat for a more workaday glossy leather cylindrical shako. His wife Sophie sits eagerly beside him, intensely happy that he has brought her along. She holds up a bouquet of flowers with which she has just been presented, and sniffs at it with evident pleasure. Then she turns to her husband to remark happily on their favorable reception.

They are smiling intimately at each other and gazing into each other’s eyes when the first bomb hits the rear of their car and glances off it without exploding. They barely notice a second bomb aimed at them from a different direction, because it too misses them and glances off of something or other that they can’t quite see, to explode harmlessly in the road beyond their carriage, without harming anyone. But the explosion alerts them to danger, just before Princip rises from his momentary concealment and desperately fires two shots at each of them. The first hits the Archduke’s jugular vein. The second strikes Sophie in her abdomen.

The Archduke and his wife collapse as Princip empties his revolver in their direction. Soldiers rush at him, and he tosses the firearm away and stands his ground defiantly in the face of the onslaught. It is his proud moment in the sight of history. As they grab hold of him roughly, he remembers to shout out the lines he’d prepared:

“I am not a criminal! I am a fighter for freedom. Not a criminal! Freedom for the Slavs! Freedom for Austria!”

A Fighter for Freedom

That, at least, is how the romance or mythology, or propaganda of history, was presented. And the bridge from where he fired his shots was named after him for fifty years, because Serbs continued to view him as a nationalist hero and not a murderer.4 But romantic notions that historians have handed down to us were vehemently resisted by the down-to-earth and prescient investigative reporter Rebecca West, who seems to have been watching from every vantage point at the time.

“Dear God,” she wrote, “is nothing ever what it seems?”

In fact, the Sarajevo police had been warned beforehand that attempts would be made on Franz Ferdinand’s life. Notwithstanding the glowing report of the royals in The Times, many of the population were angry at Austro-Hungarian misrule, corruption, and despotic injustices. Many were racists or religious bigots, or both. So Princip brought a revolver with him from Belgrade. He justified the assassination in his own mind as an “honor killing.”

As for the sentimental picture of the Archduke, Rebecca West’s disgust is clearly evident from her description of him as a butcher, killing as many animals as he could when out hunting, to show off his double-barreled Mannlicher rifles. Shooting wild animals was considered to be a sport, a passing fashion of the times among aristocrats and landed gentry. Two thousand, one hundred and fifty pieces of small game in one day! In her opinion it sublimated “the hatred which he felt for nearly all the world.” (With the exception only of his wife and three children.) His frustration and anger at life simmered because of his tuberculosis, and because he felt imprisoned by the Habsburg establishment—in spite of his whole life having been supported by “the privileges that were given to the members of the Habsburg family.”5 To his fury, he was restrained on all sides by government administrators who kept him short of money. Evidently he was not well-liked.

Treachery

Rebecca West suspected treachery in his entourage. But what in fact transpired could just as easily have resulted from typical Austrian sloppiness. There had already been an attempt on his life by another young bomb-thrower named Cabrinovic, in which the Archduke’s aide-de-camp had been bloodied. So the Archduke had asked the Military Governor of Sarajevo beforehand if he thought any bombs would be thrown at him during the drive. The Governor’s reply was not reported, but evidently he thought it unlikely, since he chose to share the vehicle with them.

In the previous drama, one of the schoolboy would-be assassins—the reluctant Mehmedbasic—never threw his bomb at all. He just waited until the carriage had passed him by and hurried off to catch a train to Montenegro in order to escape from the scene as quickly as possible

His companion, young Popovitch, claimed he was too close to a policeman to risk throwing his bomb, so he too gave up. Grabezh assumed that Cabrinovic had already succeeded, and missed his own chance. And Princip, hearing a bomb explode, thought it had hit its intended target. But when he saw the royals still alive, he wandered off to a café in a daze of failure and despondency.

Cabrinovic came round for a second attempt, but threw his bomb far too wildly. Then he hurried off to swallow the prussic acid they had all been told to take, to avoid capture and torture—in fact, to avoid them giving the game away as to who was behind the plot and why. Cabrinovic’s bomb failed to be effective, and he resisted taking the poison after all his heroic posturing, and was arrested.


Franz Ferdinand would have gone from Sarajevo untouched had it not been for the actions of his staff, who by blunder after blunder contrived that his car should slow down and that he should be presented as a stationary target in front of Princip, the one conspirator of real and mature deliberation, who had finished his coffee and was walking back through the streets, aghast at his failure and the incompetence of his friends, which could expose the country to terrible punishment without having inflicted any loss on authority. At last the bullets had been coaxed out of the reluctant revolver to the bodies of the eager victims.6



Or, to put it more prosaically, Gavrilo Princip pumped all his bullets at the two figures who suddenly and unexpectedly appeared before him in their open car, as the moment he had planned for finally arrived as a consequence of sloppiness by the Austrian administration.

Tortured

The soldiers closed in on him immediately, and Princip was beaten viciously and bloodily. He and Grabezh were tortured in prison to make them condemn everyone who had helped them, but without success. The garrulous Cabrinovic, on the other hand, never stopped talking but invented fictions. It was Ilic who told everything under torture. So their associates and helpers were soon rounded up in jail to await trial. In the meantime, no connection was ever found to link the conspirators to the Serbian government.

Whoever attempts to make sense of what really happened, and why they did it, is in for disappointment, and must end by making conjectures of their own, since most terrorist episodes are senseless. But two significant clues help to clarify the background to the situation. One is that three of the conspirators—Princip, Grabecz, and Cabrinovic—knew their lives would be short anyway, because they suffered from tuberculosis, which was a death sentence in those days. And, like many suicide bombers and terrorists, they may have chosen to go out in a blaze of romantic glory, instead of being forgotten forever. The reluctant Cabrinovic expressed probably genuine regret at his trial, and received a letter of forgiveness from the three orphaned children of the assassinated Archduke and his wife.

There were two possible charges in Austro-Hungarian law: conspiracy to commit high treason by a Serbian official, for which the sentence was death by execution, or conspiracy to commit murder, for which the sentence was a maximum of twenty years in prison. All three conspirators died of tuberculosis while behind bars.

The other clue to the motivation of the conspirators came from the bearded Cabrinovic, who claimed he had only been persuaded by Princip because he realized that, if he didn’t do what Princip told him, the organization behind Princip—the Black Hand gang—would destroy his house and his family. No doubt others were also coerced by threats. Mehmedbasic, for example, was also seen by the court to have been genuinely reluctant to take part, but had been blackmailed into the affair. He was sentenced to fifteen years in prison.

So it appears that Princip was the only one filled with eagerness to die for an imaginary cause, and completely unconcerned about his friends being tortured or killed, or any other deaths that might occur as a consequence of the assassination.

Just a Poor Boy from the Mountains

Like the other conspirators, Gavrilo Princip was a student, the grandson of a Slav immigrant; “just a poor boy come down from the mountains to get his education here in Sarajevo, and he knew nobody but his school fellows.”7 He appears to have been a teenage idealist hoping to find a perfect world. Disillusioned by what he saw, he turned to nationalism—one of three dominant factors in history, according to Dame Rebecca West: Nationalism, Imperialism, and Love of slaughter for its own sake.

He became weary of school life made chaotic by fellow students who were overcome by political discontent. Wanting to prove his worth as a hero in the Slav cause, he became friendly with a volatile nineteen-year-old printer named Nedeljko Cabrinovic, who was a persuasive talker who preached anarchism—one of those who is happy to get things going and then let others take all the risks. Other friends included the angry young schoolteacher, Danilo Ilic, whom they met in cafés as well as at school. Ilic was attempting to form a terrorist organization to commit what he romantically called desperate deeds.

It was a youngster named Pushora who showed Princip a newspaper announcing the proposed visit to Bosnia by the Archduke. Princip informed Cabrinovic by sending him the press cutting. With only a few enquiries, they found they could obtain bombs from the leader of “The Black Hand” society of assassins, led by a man known as “Apis,” whose real name was Dragutin Dimitrijevic. It was a Serbian revolutionary organization which had either been infiltrated by Serbian military intelligence or set up by them from the start. So-called “secret” societies were notoriously deceitful, complex, fickle, and not to be trusted because of their double agendas. For example, it was the same year that Russia’s Chief of Secret Police, Feliks Dzerzhinsky, set up a similar trap as a counter-revolutionary society in Moscow, called “The Trust,” to attract dissidents who wanted to join, and then murder them on arrival. One of his victims was the British spy Sidney Reilly, who disappeared when he arrived in Moscow soon after the Russian Revolution began.

Apis was the epitome of those “who love slaughter for its own sake.” After their meeting, their training, although limited, was carefully planned and organized by The Black Hand. Apis would be tried and shot to death by a firing squad in 1917, with two other conspirators.

The Trial

During the trial of the student conspirators, one was asked, “Don’t you realize that your religion [Orthodox Church] forbids the killing of a man?” What he meant was, did his traditional faith play any role in the assassination? For example, had anyone’s religious susceptibilities been offended? The boy stated that there was no religious motive for the crime.

Once in court, Princip showed more common sense and wisdom than most of his co-conspirators. He claimed he represented the tragedy of the peasants who “resented the poverty that Austrians had brought to his kind.” Cabrinovic apparently enjoyed all the attention and muddied the waters by continuing to spread fictional stories of mysterious plots by Freemasons (a useful myth that Adolf Hitler would borrow for his own use later on in Austria and Germany when inventing so-called enemies from outside). In a more serious mood, Cabrinovic blamed his act on the oppression of minority populations in some ethnic provinces—which was true. He claimed it turned honest men into rebels, in which “assassination became a display of virtue.”

As far as Princip was concerned, there were no outside plots, either by Freemasons or Serbs. “We originated the idea,” he insisted. “[A]nd we carried it out. We loved the people.” That action by one teenager precipitated the first ever World War which, in turn, resulted in the Second World War.

Princip, Cabrinovic, and Grabezh were each sentenced to twenty years in prison, since they were under twenty-one. Two of them were dead by 1917. And Princip—who was kept in irons—suffered horribly and attempted suicide three times. One of his arms had to be amputated. He died in 1918, the year the Great War he had triggered finally ended, leaving millions dead.

Squandered Lives

If we hope to find common factors among the seven conspirators, we know they were all young. Rebels and revolutionaries nearly always are. Freud’s contention that all revolutionaries are rebelling against their father was very likely in this case. We can also observe that whereas assassins, like Luccheni, had nothing to lose but a miserable life of poverty, humiliation, and despair, the Sarajevo students were provided with an education intended to lead to a better life, but they chose to squander it.*

We can touch all the bases: uncontrolled hormones at pubescence, inexperience, lack of parental guidance, ignorance of the world, a little knowledge from a little formal education but not enough, their lives dominated by political unrest and ethnic persecution, and coercion. Added to that were frustration and all the uncertain tremors that arise, grow, and accelerate toward the end of an era, or on the edge of war. But didn’t their own personality characteristics play a part?

What about Princip’s total unconcern that the bullet with which he killed the Archduke ricocheted and resounded all over the world and murdered millions of innocent people? World War I would have been unlikely to have happened without Princip deliberately firing wildly into the open automobile at point-blank range and not caring about anyone else. And the Second World War would have been unlikely to have broken out without the first one. For every action there is a reaction. It is part of the law of unintended consequences—a fact that most adolescents appear to be ignorant of when they are focused solely on pleasing themselves.

The Protagonists

If we consider that Princip suffered from a personality disorder that either motivated or resulted in antisocial or psychopathic actions, he would probably be described by psychologists as erratic and emotional. In which case, they would classify him as “histrionic.” The symptoms of that disorder are “pervasive and excessive emotionality and attention-seeking behavior.” Such individuals feel unappreciated when they are not the center of attention. Often lively and dramatic, they tend to draw attention to themselves. And, if not the center of attention, may do something dramatic, like making up stories or creating a scene.8 Environmental factors are opportunities for a histrionic individual to exploit by making a scene in which he plays the central role.

The most significant act that defines his real motive is the consistent factor in all other assassinations. The assassin make no plans to escape. None attempts to run away after achieving what he set out to achieve, because of a delusion of martyrdom and the primary aim, which is suicide. The real motive of the assassin is not the kill, but the preparation for his own melodramatic death. Every assassin who managed to murder a head of state was triumphant at what he had achieved for himself, which was a form of suicide in which someone else could be relied on to end his life and also be blamed for the incident, while feeling relieved at avoiding any disgrace, or sin, of self-murder. It could be described as peevish juvenile spite that says, “Now look what you made me do!”

The Bungler

Whom he kills is almost immaterial because it is only the means to that end. But the advantage of murdering a celebrity is that he transfers the celebrity to himself.9 So the success of the theatrical performance is important to the entire ritual, since the murder is only the assassin’s secondary goal. The identity of his target is merely the third factor in importance, because whoever he targeted was only a figurehead, most probably an ineffectual bungler who only got in people’s way.10

Perhaps we should leave the last word on the conspirators to author Joseph Conrad, who was more mature, unromantic, and wiser than Princip or any of the other assassins. As a former merchant sea captain who knew the bare-knuckle truths of the world, he wrote in his best-selling novel about anarchists in England, “These people are unable to see that all they can effect is merely a change of names.”11

What the conspirators were up against was an indifferent and uncaring society, represented—not so much by the unimaginative and well-intentioned, hardworking, bureaucratic Emperor Franz Joseph—but rather the heir to the Habsburg throne.

The Archduke was as indifferent and insensitive as the assassins to the entire population of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, except only for his wife and children. He was entirely self-absorbed with his own vanity and privileges, and inflated by his own perceived self-importance. He lived in a fantasy world, which was more like a silent movie directed by Erich von Stroheim than reality. Von Stroheim remembered from his own youth in Austria the overweening vanity, ambition, vainglorious posturing, and extraordinary ignorance of powerful men and woman like the Archduke and his wife, senior government officials, and military officers—anyone, in fact, with a little power to exploit to his or her own advantage. Only their own personal splendor and egotistical fantasies and follies concerned them. As for their questionable ability to lead a nation, or organize, or administer it—although Austro-Hungary should otherwise have been a model multicultural society—it was carried on in the typical sloppy Austrian manner, long described as shlamperie. The job was far too big for them. And they were far too little for the job.



* Luigi Luccheni was a poor and jobless Italian laborer who assassinated the Austrian Empress Elizabeth on September 10, 1898 in Switzerland. He harbored a grievance against society and swore to kill a royal for it. He was thought to be mentally defective.


CHAPTER THREE

PRELUDE TO WAR



ALTHOUGH THE ASSASSINATION OF THE ARCHDUKE at Sarajevo is generally accepted as the trigger which launched the First World War, it is clear that there were other longer-term factors involved which had been simmering for some time. Princip was not the first partisan, or rebel, or terrorist to protest Austrian rule over Bosnia. Franz Ferdinand had been warned that his visit could spark riots, but he stubbornly disregarded the advice and toured the city in an open car, in the customary way. His choice of bravado might even have been deliberately prepared as a show of strength in front of his dear wife. Pride, vanity, and ego were hallmarks not only of the Habsburgs in Austria and elsewhere, but also of the Romanov dynasty in Tsarist Russia and the Hohenzollerns in Germany. Ego can act on the senses like an intoxicating drug that makes people act irrationally.

While the heir to the Habsburg throne intended to demonstrate that the Habsburg dynasty was in control, the Bosnian rebels decided to show him that he was not. Ego played a crucial role in starting the First World War. But there was also the usual incompetence when the Archduke decided to change the route, and the driver didn’t understand; so he drove them to the most dangerous point where he lost his way, then tried to reverse the car directly in front of the most dangerous revolutionary, Princip, who happened to come out of a café and see them appear before his startled eyes. The war which followed was caused by a bizarre accident.

Another factor that stirred up ripples which would move out in all directions across the world was a photographer who happened to be nearby and took a picture of Princip at the moment he was grabbed by soldiers and arrested after the shots rang out. His photo appeared in newspapers everywhere. This clear evidence of a political assassination ensured that something would have to be done, if only out of national pride. But what would assuage injured pride? By whom? Where? And for what specific purpose?

Austria instantly blamed Serbia for the murders, since it seemed to make sense at the time, in terms of motive. And the Austrian Emperor decided the whole nation should be punished by invading Serbia. It was now that the alliances between nations came into play. Serbia was too small to resist Austria, so its government called for help from Tsarist Russia. Austria was too small to overwhelm the armed forces of Russia with double its population, so the Emperor called on Germany for help.

Now the German “Schlieffen Plan” came into its own. Von Schlieffen had designed his military strategic plan with suitable tactics, out of fear of encirclement on the continent of Europe by the two strongest military powers—France and Russia—based on his conviction, and that of the German chiefs of staff, that they could not fight a war on two fronts. This third alternative cause for making war involved fear and anxiety to a very high degree, even though it may have been completely imaginary.

Two out of those possible reasons for the war are ones chosen as part of three by military historian Liddell Hart—pride and fear.1 And there was a possibility that timing might be made to be on their side. They estimated that Russian troops could not arrive for six weeks, because they would be slow and ponderous in mobilizing. Meanwhile, the Germans could attack and beat the French quickly, to provide time to turn on the Russians. But that simplification relied on being in complete control of the situation, whereas no one could forecast what the French or the Russians might decide to do. And the German army always liked to be in complete control. Instead, it might be compelled to react to unforeseen events, instead of taking the initiative.

Nevertheless, they prepared to put the plan into action. And the moment France mobilised its army, Germany was left with no choice but to initiate the Schlieffen Plan, which was to attack France through Belgium. Since Britain had an alliance with Belgium, to protect it by declaring war on its enemy, the question uppermost in the minds of the German General Staff was, would Britain honor its guarantee?

Now, within only a matter of weeks after the assassination in Sarajevo, five of the six nations involved had signed treaties and were about to erupt in war. Since speed was of the essence, Germany invaded Belgium on August 4, 1914. Britain duly declared war on Germany. And France and Russia became Britain’s allies. Germany’s sole ally was Austria, since Italy had not yet revealed its hand. Each of them was certain that—to judge from previous European wars—this one would be all over by Christmas.

Kaiser Wilhelm

Few people in England expected war, except for Winston Churchill and the War Cabinet. But Kaiser Wilhelm cast envious eyes on the naval superiority of the British fleet that ruled the waves around which its empire sat complacently. Germany didn’t require a huge fleet because it had no empire spread across the world, as Britain did. Nevertheless, the Kaiser had directed German industry to swiftly organize itself to produce modern battleships with the speed and firepower to compete with Britain’s dreadnought class that made all other navies obsolete. What began as a deterrent to war initiated an arms race between the two nations that would end in one. In some people’s minds, it was the arms race that caused the war, providing a fourth possible reason.
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