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Introduction

On 4 February 2012, Florence Green died. Born in Edmonton, London in 1901, she was 110 years old. Having been a member of the Women’s Royal Air Force, she was also the last veteran of the First World War. The ‘Great War’, as it was originally called, had truly passed from living memory into history.

It all started in southeastern Europe, in the corner of the Balkans, an area known for its volatile tendencies but isolated enough for it not to concern the average person on the streets of London, Paris or Brussels, let alone the citizens of Sydney, Wellington or Madras. Yet within just over a month of the assassination of the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, as the efforts of negotiation and diplomatic bluffs failed, war had erupted, spreading across Europe then across the globe. But no matter, it would be a short war – finished before the fall of the autumn leaves or over by Christmas. Motivated by patriotism and nationalism, and peppered, in varying degrees, by ambition, prestige, fear, revenge, obligation or simply survival, nations went to war.

In 1914, the war of people’s imagination lay in the previous century – colourful uniforms, military bands playing, flags flying and men on horseback, and short, sharp conflicts. But 1914 proved to be different, a watershed, as old notions of war were trampled in the mud. No one could have perceived such a war of unimaginable horror, fought on such an unprecedented scale; a war fought with terrifying new weapons, of death on an industrial magnitude, a war that involved so many nations and reached into the very fabric of society; a war that brought to an end the Belle Époque of Edwardian life. The events of 1914, and the war that followed, changed the world and shaped the twentieth century.

This, in an hour, is 1914.







Turn of the Century: States of the Nations

Europe in the early twentieth century was a continent of superpowers and would-be superpowers. Motivated by ambitions of self-aggrandizement and self-preservation, they eyed each other with suspicion, envy and often fear bordering on the paranoia.


Germany

Germany was the cause of much of this fear. A unified country only since 1871, Germany, under the careful management of its chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, had rapidly built itself up into a modern, militaristic, industrial powerhouse. It looked to the colonial assets of its neighbours, especially the vast, sprawling empire of Great Britain, and set on a course of obtaining its own empire, colonies, its own ‘place in the sun’. And for that, it needed a navy that could rival Britain’s, whose naval supremacy had ruled the waves since the days of Nelson a century before. The German Kaiser, Wilhelm II, had, as a boy, admired the ‘proud British ships’, and wished as an adult to ‘possess a navy as fine as the English’.
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Kaiser Wilhelm II, 1905

Germany realized that Russia was becoming stronger, building its military and industrial capacity and extending its network of railways – a vital factor in moving huge armies across large distances. If there was to be war, the longer it was delayed, the greater the strength of Russia: ‘Every year we wait, lessens our chances,’ said the German chief-of-staff, Helmuth von Moltke (the Younger).




Great Britain

Great Britain, on her part, wanted nothing more than to protect her empire – which, as every British schoolchild was taught, covered a quarter of the globe’s landmass – and the associated opportunities for commerce the empire provided. For much of the latter half of the nineteenth century, Britain had remained aloof from international affairs, concentrating only on matters of self-interest and its empire consisting of 400 million people – a situation it called its ‘splendid isolation’. The emergence of Germany as a perceived new threat, to both Britain’s colonial holdings and to the nation itself, changed that.

Knowing the importance of its navy not simply for the empire but for home security as well, and increasingly fearful of Germany’s expansive desires, Britain was determined to maintain its dominance. In 1906, Britain launched the first of a much-feared new class of battleship, HMS Dreadnought, which was far superior to anything that had previously sailed. As well as this, Britain implemented legislation to ensure continual commitment to naval expansion, despite the enormous cost involved, thus engaging in an arms race with Germany. (By 1914, Britain’s fleet of battleships numbered forty-nine, outstripping Germany’s fleet of twenty-nine.)

Britain’s fears of German intent were also fuelled by the widening of the Kiel Canal. The sixty-mile canal, originally opened in 1895, cut through the base of the Jutland peninsula, linking the Baltic Sea on the east and the North Sea on the west. Its widening, and deepening, completed in early 1914, allowed the passage of German warships, giving them easy access into the North Sea, a prospect viewed with dismay in Britain.

Britain’s sense of military superiority had been temporarily dented following the Second Boer War of 1899 to 1902. Technically, Britain had walked away the victors, but that it took three years and some unethical, ungentlemanly tactics to defeat a perceived ragamuffin collection of white South Africans of Dutch origin had shaken the British military and political establishment to the core. But calls in Britain to introduce military conscription in order to be better prepared in the event of a future war, and not suffer another humiliation as experienced in South Africa, were continually dismissed by Herbert Asquith, Liberal prime minister from 1908.
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Austro-Hungarian emperor, Franz Joseph, c. 1915




France

France was a nation that was still licking its wounds since the humiliating defeat to the Germans in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1. The Prussians, Germany’s predecessors, had taken as a spoil of war the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine and extracted massive reparations to the tune of 5 billion francs, and for the French this was the cause of much indignation. It was a wrong that needed to be righted. But the French knew full well they were no match for the expanding might of Germany. And this was the cause of much anxiety.




Russia
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Tsar Nicholas II of Russia

Russia also harboured dreams of expansion – towards the Pacific in the east. But, after a two-year war, the Russians, like the British in South Africa, were humbled by a supposedly inferior foe, the Japanese. The Russian tsar, Nicholas II, had hoped the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–5 would distract his people and quell the simmering unrest infecting his empire and restore national prestige. Instead, defeat merely intensified the sense of dissatisfaction with the tsar and his autocratic rule, leading to unrest and public demonstrations. Nicholas responded to what became known as the Russian Revolution of 1905 with the promise of democracy and reform, promises he reneged on almost as soon as they had been implemented.

On the western side of its empire, Russia relied on the imports and exports transported across the Black Sea. In order to reach the Black Sea, Russian ships needed continual access through the Turkish Straits, including the Dardanelles. When, in 1912, the Ottoman Empire had closed the Dardanelles, it caused temporary chaos to the Russian economy. Thus, Russia eyed the disintegrating Ottoman Empire with both interest and concern.




Austria-Hungary

While Britain’s empire was still flourishing, notwithstanding the odd reverse, the empire of Austria-Hungary, once the Holy Roman Empire, was slowly crumbling. Ruled since 1848 by the elderly Franz Joseph, the empire encompassed several ethnic groups, and not all of them happily included. Particularly resentful were the Bosnian Slavs. Bosnia, having been shackled for three centuries to the Ottoman Empire, had become, in 1878, part of Austria-Hungary and, from 1908, a fully annexed part of it. The Slavs of Bosnia wished unification with their fellow Slavs to the south, in Serbia. But the loss of territory, and thereby status, and the example it would provide to other disgruntled ethnicities within the empire, was not something the Austro-Hungarian leadership was prepared to contemplate.




Serbia

Serbia itself had only been a fully independent nation since 1882, but had flexed its military muscle in defeating first the Ottoman Empire and then Bulgaria in two Balkan Wars between 1912 and 1913. It viewed the empire immediately to its north with mounting hostility. As a landlocked nation, Serbia desired access to the Adriatic but with Bosnia annexed by Austria-Hungary, and Albania, also recently established as an independent nation, blocking the route further south, they were to remain frustrated.




Italy

Italy, like Germany, was a new country, unified in 1861, and, like Germany, it desired its own empire. An excursion to capture Tunisia was thwarted in 1881 by the French and worse still for Italy’s reputation was a humiliating defeat to the Ethiopians in 1896. But Italy did gain sovereignty over Libya, having defeated the Ottomans in 1912.




Belgium

Belgium wished to remain aloof from these undercurrents of international manoeuvring, putting its faith in the 1839 Treaty of London where, among the signatories recognizing its neutrality, were Great Britain and Germany. Meanwhile, between 1885 and 1908, the Belgian king, Leopold II, put his efforts into running his own empire, the Congo Free State, an enterprise which caused the death of over 10 million Congolese.








Treaties and Alliances
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Military alliances in 1914

These various ambitions and fears resulted in a number of treaties and alliances as governments sought to take sides in the name of defence and national security. Germany and Austria-Hungary signed the ‘Dual Alliance’ in 1879, a pledge to aid one another in case of an attack, with Italy adding their signature in 1882 to make it the Triple Alliance. (In 1902, Italy also secretly signed a similar agreement with France, in which Italy agreed to remain neutral should Germany attack France.)

Although technically a defensive agreement, the Triple Alliance caused much alarm. In 1894, as a direct consequence of the three-way treaty, France and Russia ratified a military alliance, resulting in what Germany feared the most – a potential enemy on both its western and eastern borders. In 1904, Britain signed an agreement with France, the Entente Cordiale. Although it was not a military alliance and did not commit either side should the other be attacked, the agreement did signal greater understanding between the two nations, recognizing their respective African territories and ending traditional rivalries.

Three years later, in 1907, Britain signed a similar agreement with Russia, partly to acknowledge their spheres of influence in Central Asia, where Afghanistan, in particular, had been a source of conflict for almost a century. So, in responding to what was happening in Europe, Britain had managed to forestall colonial enmity with two of its longstanding rivals. Thus the three nations, Britain, France and Russia, had, through the Triple Entente, formed a powerful counterbalance to the Triple Alliance. The powers of Europe had now set their stall and committed themselves to one side or the other.

Further afield, in 1902, Great Britain had signed an alliance with Japan with the aim of discouraging Russian expansionism in the Far East.

Despite the multiple failsafes against potential hostilities, war was nevertheless regarded by many civilian members of these states as inevitable and, for some, even desirable. War was seen in intellectual circles as a process of national rejuvenation, a means by which to cleanse the ills of society. In the 1890s, the German historian, Heinrich von Treitschke, wrote, ‘If the flag of the State is insulted, it is the duty of the State to demand satisfaction, and if satisfaction is not forthcoming, to declare war, how trivial the occasion may appear.’ The German Youth League, the Jungdeutschlandbund, declared, ‘War is beautiful.’ We must wait for it with the manly knowledge that when it strikes, it will be more beautiful and more wonderful to live for ever among the heroes on a war memorial … than to die an empty death in bed, nameless.’ While in Great Britain, Robert Baden-Powell, the founder of the Boy Scouts’ movement, urged young British boys to play their part in protecting the empire: ‘Play up! Play up! Each man in his place and play the game!’ Writing in 1899, British writer, Sidney Low, spoke for many when he wrote, ‘A righteous and necessary war is no more brutal than a surgical operation. Better give the patient some pain … than allow the disease to grow upon him until he becomes an offence to himself … and dies in lingering agony.’

War, when it came, resulted from discord in the Balkans, as Otto von Bismarck had predicted sixteen years earlier: ‘If there is ever another war in Europe, it will come out of some damned silly thing in the Balkans.’ But even Bismarck could not have predicted a war of such magnitude. Not many could. The exception perhaps was the political philosopher, Friedrich Engels, who in 1887, wrote, ‘Eight to ten million soldiers will swallow each other up and in doing so eat all Europe more bare than any swarm of locusts … Crowns will roll by dozens in the gutter.’ A prediction that would prove uncannily correct, but even within this apocalyptic vision, Engels predicted a silver lining – the ‘establishment of the conditions for the final victory of the working class’.







Assassination of an Archduke

Following his father’s death in 1896, Franz Ferdinand found himself next in line to the Austro-Hungarian throne. His relationship with his uncle, the emperor, was fractious and was not helped when, in 1900, he insisted on marrying a commoner, Sophie, Duchess of Hohenberg. Franz Ferdinand got his own way but at a price, having had to sign away the right of any future sons in succeeding him, and agree that Sophie – as a non-royal – would never become empress. To add to the indignity, Sophie was barred from attending royal occasions. The only exception was in regard to the archduke’s position as field marshal when, acting under his military capacity, he was allowed to have his wife at his side.

And so it was that Franz Ferdinand, together with his wife, arrived in Sarajevo, capital of Bosnia, to inspect the troops on Sunday, 28 June 1914. The date was also a significant day for Serbia – it was their national holiday and the anniversary of the 1389 Battle of Kosovo, when an invading army of Ottomans inflicted a defeat on the Serbian nation, which, 525 years later, still held an important place in the Serb identity. Franz Ferdinand’s visit was, for the Serbian nationalists, the ideal occasion to use terror as a form of protest against Habsburg rule. An organization called the Black Hand, sometimes known as ‘Union or Death’, prepared accordingly. The leader of the Black Hand had written two years previously that ‘If Serbia wants to live in honour, she can only do this by war’, referring to the Habsburg Empire as ‘aliens from the north’.
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Moments before: the assassination of Franz Ferdinand and his wife, 28 June 1914

As the archduke’s procession of open-top cars passed slowly down the city’s main avenue, six members of the Black Hand joined the crowds, each armed with a bomb, a revolver and, in the case of capture, a vial of cyanide. Among them was 19-year-old Gavrilo Princip. It was eleven in the morning. The first of Princip’s colleagues lining the route lost his nerve, but another held his and threw his bomb before jumping in the river where he was soon caught and arrested. The bomb fell on to the back of Franz Ferdinand’s car, bounced off and landed beneath the vehicle following and exploded, injuring twenty people but not the archduke or his wife. Disheartened by the failure, Princip trudged to a nearby tavern.

Franz Ferdinand, unsurprisingly, was not impressed. On arriving, as planned, at the City Hall, he complained to the city mayor, ‘Mr Mayor, I come to Sarajevo on a visit, and I get bombs thrown at me. It is outrageous.’ Then, in delivering a speech, he ended with the words, ‘I see in [the people of Sarajevo] an expression of joy at the failure of the attempt at assassination.’
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Arrest of Gavrilo Princip following his assassination of Franz Ferdinand

Later in the day, on the duchess’s suggestion, Franz Ferdinand declared his wish to visit the injured lying in hospital. On leaving the hospital, his chauffeur, unfamiliar with this part of the city, turned down a one-way street (which was ironically named after the emperor, Franz Josef). On realizing his mistake, the chauffeur tried to reverse but stalled next to the tavern where Princip was still cursing his bad luck. On seeing the royal car in front of him, Princip leapt on to its running board, drew his revolver and fired. The first bullet killed the duchess instantaneously. ‘Sophie, don’t die,’ cried the archduke. ‘Stay alive for the children.’ The second bullet caught him in the throat. As the car rushed to the governor’s residence, a member of his entourage asked him if he was in great pain, to which the archduke replied several times, ‘It is nothing’, before expiring. Princip was wrestled to the ground, his revolver snatched from his hand. He managed to swallow the cyanide but the poison, being so old, had no effect.

Austria-Hungary reeled in shock: the heir to the throne was dead, killed by Serbian terrorists. There were anti-Serb riots in Vienna. For the Austro-Hungarian government, it provided the perfect pretext to enforce its authority on its Slav neighbour. It was too good an opportunity to miss.

The assassination of Franz Ferdinand brought a premature end to the 1914 Kiel Regatta. Although Germany and Britain may have been in the midst of a naval arms race, a fleet of British ships, having been invited, attended the annual celebrations in Germany. British and German officers traded compliments on their respective ships, abiding by an unspoken rule not to ask too many searching questions of each other. Wilhelm, dressed in the uniform of a British Admiral of the Fleet, was guest of honour aboard the British dreadnought, the King George V, signing its visitors’ book and being taken on a tour. On the afternoon of 28 June, Wilhelm was racing his yacht, Meteor, pitting his sailing skills in an Anglo-German yacht race. A telegram arrived. Folded in a cigarette case, it was tossed over to the Kaiser. Written by the archduke’s chauffeur, it made for grim reading. The Kaiser’s friend, Franz Ferdinand, whom he had visited only a fortnight before, had been assassinated. The yacht race was aborted; the party was over.







The Road to War

The Austro-Hungarians took their time on deciding how best to exploit the situation, conscious of not rushing into overcommitting themselves. Indeed, the cabinet did not meet again until 7 July. First, they sought the support and approval of their ally, Germany. On 5 July, Wilhelm II sanctioned Germany’s support, often since referred to as Germany’s ‘blank cheque’, then promptly disappeared on his annual cruise around the Norwegian coast. Beyond the Balkans, few people took much notice of the assassination in Sarajevo – the killing of dignitaries was not an uncommon occurrence in that part of the world.

It took almost three weeks but finally, on 23 July, the Austro-Hungarian government sent its ultimatum to Serbia. There is no evidence that the Serbian government was complicit in the assassination, and the Serb prime minister, Nikola Paši´c, may indeed have tried to warn the Austro-Hungarian government. The ultimatum, a list of ten demands, was not designed to be accommodating or in any way conciliatory; they were designed to humiliate the Serbian nation or, if refused, to provide the excuse to declare war. In the words of Britain’s foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, it was the ‘most formidable document ever sent from one nation to another’.

The Serbian government was given forty-eight hours to respond. In the event, the Serbs accepted eight of the ten demands and suggested the remaining two be decided by international tribune. Within thirty minutes of Serbia’s response, the Austrian ambassador to Belgrade returned home, and the Serbian government ordered the mobilization of its army and moved its headquarters out of the capital to the town of Niš, which, until November 1915 and the defeat of Serbia, became the nation’s wartime capital.

On 27 July, Britain proposed a four-nation conference – with Britain, Germany, France and Italy – to find a solution to the unfolding crisis and the means to prevent its escalation. Germany spurned the offer. But not all was lost – on the same day, the Kaiser, uncharacteristically, declared, ‘We are not at war yet, and if I can, I shall prevent it.’

The following day, 28 July, the Kaiser returned to Berlin from his Norwegian cruise and, on reading Serbia’s reply, was delighted with their positive response, writing: ‘A brilliant solution – and in just 48 hours! This is more than could have been expected. A great moral victory for Vienna; but, with it, every reason for war is removed.’ But it was too late. Although more reasonable than was expected, Serbia’s response was not acceptable to the belligerent Austro-Hungarians. At the same time as the Kaiser was writing his optimistic response, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. (The Serbian chief-of-staff, Radomir Putnik, happened to be in Budapest that day and was detained. Emperor Franz Josef, in an act of chivalry, ordered Putnik’s immediate release and safe passage back home.)

Events now moved quickly as the alliances and promises of the previous three decades and beyond fell into place. On 29 July, the first Austro-Hungarian shells started falling on Belgrade. The Serbian government looked to Russia, the self-appointed protector of all Slavs. The Russian leadership, which felt it had failed to support Serbia during the Balkan Wars, knew it had to offer its backing now or risk losing all influence in the Balkans. Hence, Russia heeded Serbia’s call and on 31 July began to fully mobilize its armies claiming it could not ‘remain indifferent’ to Serbia’s plight.







The Willy and Nicky Telegrams

[image: ]

Kaiser Wilhelm II (left) and Tsar Nicholas II together in 1905

The European heads of state – despite the familial relations linking many of them – failed to reach an understanding. Britain’s King George V, Kaiser Wilhelm II and Tsar Nicholas II (Georgie, Willy and Nicky) were all cousins. George and Wilhelm were both grandsons of Queen Victoria, and Nicholas’s wife was her granddaughter. They had all attended Queen Victoria’s funeral in 1901. Wilhelm once remarked of Nicholas II, ‘The Tsar is not treacherous but he is weak,’ adding, ‘Weakness is not treachery, but it fulfils all its functions.’

Between 29 July and 1 August, the Tsar and his German cousin sent ten telegrams to each other, each written in English and signed off ‘Willy’ or ‘Nicky’, attempting to diffuse the situation their countries now found themselves in. The first telegrams crossed but both were conciliatory. ‘To try and avoid such a calamity as a European war,’ wrote Nicholas, ‘I beg you in the name of our old friendship to do what you can to stop your allies from going too far’; while Wilhelm wrote that he was ‘exerting my utmost influence to induce the Austrians to deal straightly to arrive to a satisfactory understanding with you’.

Both acknowledged that mobilization did not necessarily mean war, and immediate mediation was necessary and urgent. ‘As long as the negotiations with Austria on Serbia’s account are taking place,’ wrote Nicholas, ‘my troops shall not make any provocative action. I give you my solemn word for this.’ But as their respective governments failed to compromise the situation quickly disintegrated. ‘In my endeavours to maintain the peace of the world,’ wrote Wilhelm, ‘I have gone to the utmost limit possible. The responsibility for the disaster which is now threatening the whole civilized world will not be laid at my door.’

The final telegram, from Wilhelm, dated 1 August, states, ‘Immediate affirmative clear and unmistakable answer from your government is the only way to avoid endless misery. Until I have received this answer alas, I am unable to discuss the subject of your telegram.’

They were never to speak to one another again.

For Germany, the mobilization of Russia was an alarming but not unexpected response. On 31 July, Germany sent Russia a twelve-hour ultimatum – cease mobilization with immediate effect otherwise we will declare war. On 1 August, the same day that the Kaiser sent the final telegram to his cousin and when the twelve hours had lapsed without response, Germany duly declared war on Russia. Wilhelm ordered Germany’s mobilization, signing the necessary documentation on a desk made out of oak from Lord Nelson’s HMS Victory and reputably lamenting, ‘To think George and Nicky should have played me false! If my grandmother [Queen Victoria] had been alive, she would never have allowed it.’ German trade unions agreed to suspend all strikes and protest. The Reichstag endorsed the Kaiser’s decision, much to Wilhelm’s delight, who proclaimed proudly, ‘I know no parties any more, only Germans!’
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Adolf Hitler in Munich, 1 August 1914, the day war is announced in Germany

In Germany, crowds gathered in city centres to hear the news. In the Bavarian capital of Munich, a photographer captured the moment of enthusiasm as people cheered and threw their hats in the air. Among them, a 25-year-old Austrian drifter who had recently settled in the city. His name was Adolf Hitler. (Hitler had moved to Germany to evade conscription into the Austro-Hungarian army – not because he wanted to avoid military service but because of his hatred of the Habsburg Empire. With the outbreak of war, he applied to join a Bavarian regiment and was rejected on account of his nationality. Undeterred, Hitler wrote a persuasive letter to King Ludwig of Prussia and, as a result, was accepted into the List Regiment.)

Meanwhile, the Tsar immediately renamed the Russian capital, St Petersburg, to the less Germanic-sounding Petrograd and appointed his uncle, the Grand Duke Nicholas Nikolaevich, a man of limited military experience, the commander-in-chief of the Russian army.

Elsewhere, the news of war was greeted enthusiastically. The British philosopher and pacifist, Bertrand Russell, was horrified to witness ‘cheering crowds’ in London and people ‘delighted at the prospect of war’. Austrian writer Stefan Zweig, despite his ‘hatred and aversion to war’, was enraptured: ‘everywhere one saw excited faces … the young people were honestly afraid that they might miss this most wonderful and exciting experience of their lives … that is why they shouted and sang in the trains that carried them to their slaughter.’

On the same day, 1 August, France, Russia’s ally, began its mobilization; thus on 3 August, Germany declared war on France. But what about the third partner in the Triple Entente – Great Britain? The alliance certainly did not commit Britain to war but was it, the British government debated, a matter of honour? If they failed to support Russia, would it reopen Anglo-Russian antagonisms in Afghanistan and, ultimately, India? Both the Russians and the French pressed Britain for a response. The British vacillated. As late as 1 August, it seemed as if Britain would remain neutral. Possibly, had Britain committed herself much sooner, the Germans may have thought twice about being at war with the might of Great Britain and its empire, and pulled back.

On 1 August, Italy, despite its 1882 alliance with Germany and Austria-Hungary, decided for now, at least, to remain neutral. Its obligations, as agreed in the signing of the alliance, only committed her to a war of defence, not, as was the case, a war of aggression. Three days later, on 4 August, the USA also announced its neutrality; President Woodrow Wilson declaring that the USA would remain ‘impartial in thought as well as in action’.







The Schlieffen Plan
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The Schlieffen Plan indicated by large arrows; France’s Plan XVII small

The Germans had long anticipated a war on two fronts: against France on its western border and Russia to the east. In 1905, the then German chief-of-staff, Count Alfred von Schlieffen, had devised a plan to meet such an eventuality. The Schlieffen Plan assumed, correctly, that Russia, with its vast armies and its still-backward infrastructure and lack of railways, would take some six weeks to fully mobilize its armies, numbering 6 million men, and be ready for combat. During those six weeks, the Germans would attack France – not via the Franco-German border, which the French had heavily fortified following the Franco-Prussian War – but north, through the flat plains of Belgium, ignoring the fact that Belgium was neutral. The German armies would knock out Belgium, then advance into France along the coast (‘let the last man on the right brush the Channel with his sleeve,’ wrote Schlieffen), seizing the Channel ports, before swinging southwards towards Paris. Once Paris had been defeated – the whole process taking five weeks, according to Schlieffen’s plan – the German armies would have a week to transfer to the eastern German border, ready to face the Russians. They would thereby defeat one army before having to face the other, and avoid the costly prospect of a war on two fronts.

Helmuth von Moltke knew that for the plan to work, and with the Russian mobilization already under way, there was no time to lose. Straight away, on 2 August, German forces marched into Luxembourg, meeting no resistance from the Luxembourg army that consisted of no more than 400 soldiers, and began an occupation that would last the entire length of the war.







Belgium

On 2 August, also, Germany sent Belgium a twelve-hour ultimatum, demanding permission to march through their country. The Belgian king, Albert I, refused, and turned to the Treaty of London, which Britain and Germany, among others, had signed in 1839, guaranteeing Belgium’s neutrality. Germany had no intention of honouring the treaty, and could not believe that Britain would go to war with a ‘kindred nation’ over what the German chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, described as little more than a ‘scrap of paper’ signed seventy-five years before. However, for ‘poor little Belgium’, Britain was prepared to do exactly that.

On 3 August, Sir Edward Grey, gazing out from the Foreign Office, remarked, ‘The lamps are going out all over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.’

When, on 4 August, Grey sought Germany’s assurance that they would respect the Treaty of London, he received no reply. At 11 pm that day, Great Britain declared war on Germany. Eight days later, on 12 August, it declared war on Austria-Hungary.

Bethmann-Hollweg felt uneasy: ‘We were forced to ignore the rightful protests of the governments of Luxembourg and Belgium. The wrong – I speak openly – the wrong we thereby commit we will try to make good as soon as our military aims have been attained.’ In other words, once Germany had conquered France and Russia, it would pull out of Luxembourg and Belgium.

On 4 August, a few hours before Great Britain declared war on Germany and thirty-seven days after the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, 1.7 million German troops crossed the border into Belgium and began shelling the fortified city of Liège, which lay on the principal route to France.
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German ‘Big Bertha’ artillery







Battle Begins

Leading the German charge against Liège was Erich Ludendorff, pounding the city and its twelve surrounding forts with ‘Big Bertha’ artillery. (Big Berthas were forty-three-ton howitzers used by the Germans and named after the wife of the designer, Gustav Krupp. They could fire a 2,000-pound shell a distance of 9.3 miles.) The city itself fell within two days but Ludendorff still had to subdue the city’s forts before he could progress. This proved more problematic. Although the forts had been poorly maintained and had become antiquated, they held up the German advance long enough – the last fort falling on 16 August – to give the French and British armies time to mobilize.

By 20 August, the Germans had taken the capital, Brussels. King Albert and his government fled north to the port of Antwerp. The following day, the Germans offered the British nurses working in Brussels safe passage to the Netherlands. For the most part, they declined. They included forty-eight-year-old Edith Cavell, who, in October 1915, would be executed by the Germans for helping Allied troops escape from Belgium. Ludendorff’s next obstacle in Belgium was the city of Namur, which fell within three days on 23 August. Baron von Stumm, of the German legation in Brussels, described Belgians as ‘poor fools’: ‘Why don’t they get out of the way of the steamroller? We don’t want to hurt them, but if they stand in our way they will be ground into the dirt.’

The Allies saw the invasion of Belgium as nothing less than a war crime, the ‘Rape of Belgium’. It was certainly against the rules of engagement as set out in the Hague Convention of 1907, which forbade the invasion of a neutral country.

Traditional conduct demanded that civilians should play no part in attacking an enemy army, and resistance should cease once their own army had been defeated. That Belgian civilians, out of uniform, maintained an active resistance – shooting at soldiers, setting up ambushes and slowing down the German advance into France – angered the Germans who reacted by exacting revenge in a policy they called Schrecklichkeit (‘awfulness’), although the extent of its implementation remains debatable. In the city of Dinant, on 23 August, the Germans summarily executed 674 residents, including women and children. The executions at Dinant were far from being an isolated case. On 25 August, German soldiers killed 248 inhabitants in the city of Leuven, and burnt the University library, destroying over 200,000 medieval books and manuscripts before ousting the entire population of 10,000.

Having subdued Belgium, the German forces marched into France. But then came a problem that Schlieffen, for all his planning, had failed to take into account – supplies: food, ammunition (much of it, more than expected, used up in Belgium), petrol and forage for horses. With the nearest railheads receding the further the armies advanced, none of it could keep pace with the one and a half million German soldiers who entered France and were exhausted by the incessant orders to maintain the momentum. Overworked packhorses died of fatigue and for lack of food. The German horses needed 2,200,000 pounds of feed per day.

On 7 August, the French commander-in-chief, Joseph Joffre, had poured troops into Alsace Lorraine with the objective of pushing German troops back into the Rhine. It was all part of his ‘Plan XVII’, the French equivalent, although certainly less ambitious, of Germany’s Schlieffen Plan. It was also a matter of national pride – to regain the territory the French felt was rightfully theirs, snatched by the Prussians in 1871. Twice the French captured the town of Mulhouse; twice they were pushed back. Despite getting to within ten miles of the Rhine, Joffre’s forces, sporting bright uniforms with red trousers, were soon rebuffed. Rather than pursuing a lost cause, Joffre transferred his men westwards to defend Paris and had them in place before the anticipated arrival of the Germans. (The red trousers, deemed too visible, were soon replaced.)

The French were to be joined by the small, professional British army, the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), under the command of Sir John French. The arrival of British troops was not a foregone conclusion simply because Britain had declared war on Germany. Indeed, foreign secretary Edward Grey had hoped it wouldn’t become necessary. But once it was decided, its purpose, John French was told, was merely to act as an adjunct to the French army and to take orders from Joffre.
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Lord Kitchener’s recruitment poster, 1914

Consisting of little more than 90,000 men, only half of whom were regular soldiers, the other half being reservists, the BEF had famously, and allegedly, been dismissed by the Kaiser who, on 19 August, ordered his army to ‘exterminate the treacherous English and walk over General French’s contemptible little army’. Hence British soldiers took pride in calling themselves the ‘Old Contemptibles’. The BEF differed from its continental counterparts by being the only professional army; they were highly trained, perhaps, but also by far the smallest, dwarfed by the size of the huge European armies of conscripts. Even during war, Britain’s Liberal government was still against conscription and only introduced it, reluctantly, in January 1916. Making up the numbers was a matter of urgency, thus the British government embarked on a recruitment campaign. From 5 September 1914, Horatio Kitchener’s poster appeared the length and breadth of Britain. (Kitchener, appointed secretary of state for war on 5 August, warned of a long, protracted conflict, a warning dismissed by his cabinet colleagues.) On what would become an iconic image of the First World War, Lord Kitchener’s stern face and pointing finger urged British men to join the armed forces: ‘Your country needs you.’

Conscientious objectors, pacifists and those who, for whatever reason, refused to volunteer were often labelled as cowards – handed white feathers, abused in the street and refused service in shops.

But, for most, the prospect of gainful employment and adventure overseas was certainly an attractive one, especially for young men stuck in dull jobs or unemployed. Thousands immediately answered the call, forming long queues at recruitment centres throughout the nation. For those who passed the physical examination (the minimum height was five foot, two inches) and were accepted, it was a moment of celebration. But once in uniform they were dismissed by their professional colleagues as amateurs, or ‘Kitcheners’. Such was the surge in volunteers, the country lacked the means to supply them. Men trained wearing their civilian clothes, using walking sticks in place of rifles.

Whole communities, workplaces, towns and villages were encouraged to enlist together with the promise of being allowed to serve side-by-side. From this came the concept of the ‘Pals’ Battalions’. The first to form, in August, was a battalion of workers from the City of London, the Stockbrokers’ Battalion. The first town, a few days later, to form its own battalion, was Liverpool. Within eight weeks, some fifty towns across Britain could claim at least one Pals’ Battalion. From towns and City workers, the concept broadened to include trades, associations, the arts and sports and even football supporters. Very popular to begin with the unforeseen drawback soon became evident when whole groups of neighbours or friends were killed together, causing collective anguish back home. While men signed up, women took their jobs in factories, heavy industry, on the farms, public transport, postal services and businesses. Although only paid half the male rate, the war would arguably advance the cause of women’s liberation far more than the suffragette movement had pre-war.

By the end of 1914, almost 1.2 million men had volunteered. Meanwhile, the BEF, escorted across the English Channel by a number of battleships, landed on the Continent on 7 August. Their first task, as ordered by Joffre, was to advance against the Germans in Belgium.







Mons

On 21 August, Private John Parr of the Middlesex Regiment, a reconnaissance cyclist, was shot and killed. He was the first British soldier killed during the First World War. He was 16, although his gravestone states 20; his grave, near Mons, faces that of George Ellison, killed at 9.30 am on 11 November 1918, the last British soldier killed during the war.

On 23 August, along the Mons-Condé Canal in Belgium, the BEF ran into the Germans heading towards France. The Battle of Mons was Britain’s first battle in Western Europe since Waterloo ninety-nine years before. The Battle of Mons signalled the death knell for the cavalry. Both the British and Germans employed men on horses wielding swords but such was the intensity of machine-gun fire facing them that the cavalrymen were forced to dismount. Although outnumbered three to one, the British and French held up the Germans’ advance, caused heavy casualties, and further disrupted the Schlieffen Plan. But with the numerical disadvantage beginning to tell, the Allied forces embarked on a fighting retreat in the hot August sun.
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The Retreat from Mons, August 1914

The Retreat from Mons was, as legend would have it, guided by the ‘Angels of Mons’, ghostly apparitions who safely led the British soldiers away from the battlefield. The legend began with a short story, ‘The Bowmen’, written by a journalist, Arthur Machen, published in the London Evening News on 29 September:


And as the soldier heard these voices he saw before him, beyond the trench, a long line of shapes, with a shining about them. They were like men who drew the bow, and with another shout, their cloud of arrows flew singing and tingling through the air towards the German hosts.



Although Machen quickly denied any truth in the tale, it soon caught on to the point that soldiers were stating it as fact. At a time when news from the front was heavily censored, the belief that God was on their side brought a degree of solace to both the soldiers on the front and relatives waiting at home.

As the BEF retreated, it split into two. One division, under the command of General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien paused near the French town of Le Cateau-Cambrésis and prepared to meet the pursuing Germans. Having held up the German advance yet further, Smith-Dorrien resumed the retreat. The Battle of Le Cateau, on 26 August, went down as a British victory but Smith-Dorrien was censured by John French for having acted on his own initiative. French forces made a similar stand and retreat at the Battle of St Quentin.





Marne

The Allied forces fell back towards the River Marne, which runs to the east of Paris, with the Germans never far behind them. Within thirteen days, they had retreated almost 150 miles. On 3 September, Joffre halted the French retreat, south of the river. The French army had suffered terribly during the first month of the war, losing 75,000 men, 27,000 of whom were killed on one day alone at the Battle of Charleroi on 22 August, the worst day in French military history.

Now, in September, the French government, fearing the capture of Paris, bolted to Bordeaux as German planes bombed the city. It was, the government’s proclamation read, ‘In order to watch over the national welfare.’ Panicked Parisians fled south in a mass exodus. Joffre, determined to save the capital, decided to counterattack, aided by the British (although John French, for the sake of his exhausted men, had been contemplating a complete withdrawal and on 1 September received a visit in person from Horatio Kitchener who ordered him to obey Joffre’s command).

Hence, the First Battle of the Marne began on 5 September. It was to be, according to Joffre, ‘the battle upon which hangs the fate of France’. Almost a million and a half German troops faced one million French, with 125,000 British soldiers in support.

On the first day of the battle, Thomas Highgate, a 19-year-old British private, was found hiding in a barn dressed in civilian clothes. Highgate was tried by court martial, convicted of desertion and, in the early hours of 8 September, was executed by firing squad. His was the first of 306 executions carried out by the British during the First World War. A week earlier, the French had executed their first soldier for desertion, a colonel, Frédéric Henri Wolff. Officially, the French executed 600 men throughout the war, although unofficially the figure was probably much higher.
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German soldiers at Marne, September 1914 (possibly a staged photograph as the men are wearing their medals)

As the Germans, only fourteen miles from Paris, turned to face the French attack at Marne, a thirty-mile gap developed between the two main German armies, spotted by Royal Flying Corps reconnaissance planes. The BEF exploited the gap, crossing the Marne and forming a wedge between the two German fronts. Nonetheless, the situation appeared perilous for Paris until, on 7 September, the capital’s military governor, Joseph Gallieni, saved the day.

The 65-year-old Gallieni, persuaded out of retirement, was anointed as Paris’s protector: ‘This task I shall fulfil to the end,’ he announced. Gallieni was old enough to remember 1871 when the Prussians had besieged the capital to the point of starvation. He had no intention of allowing the Germans anywhere near Paris again. But while he had the troops he had no means to transport them to the battlefield. In a flash of ingenuity, he seized every available Parisian taxi, 600 of them, crammed each one full of soldiers and sent them on their way to meet the army of Joseph Joffre. Gallieni’s taxis forced the Germans into retreat.

Paris had been saved and by 9 September, the Germans feared a complete encirclement. The German chief-of-staff, Moltke, suffering a nervous breakdown, ordered a retreat and reported to the Kaiser, ‘Your Majesty, we have lost the war.’

The Germans retreated north. The Allies, so long the pursued, were now the pursuers. But dogged with exhaustion and poor weather, they did so slowly. Having retreated forty miles and reaching the high ground on the north bank of the River Aisne on 13 September, the Germans stopped. The German defeat at the Battle of the Marne marked the ignoble end of the Schlieffen Plan – the possibility of a fast victory in the west and avoidance of a two-fronted war. On 14 September, Moltke, who was heavily criticized for his lack of effective leadership, was replaced as chief-of-staff by Erich von Falkenhayn.

Marne also marked the end of the war of movement, for it was at the River Aisne that the Germans dug in. The First Battle of the Aisne (more would follow), starting on 13 September, saw the Allies, having caught up with the Germans, trying to dislodge them from their defensive positions. Failing to do so, the Allies began to dig their own trenches. Lacking the necessary equipment, they had to plunder local farms for spades. Almost overnight, trenches were dug, barbed wire laid, and machine guns sited.

Moved, and disturbed, by the high number of British casualties at the Battle of the Marne, a 45-year-old English poet called Laurence Binyon felt compelled to compose a poem. Entitled ‘For the Fallen’, it was first published in The Times on 21 September 1914. Its fourth verse soon became, and remains, synonymous with the act of remembrance:


They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old:

Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.

At the going down of the sun and in the morning

We will remember them.



Both sides soon realized the uncomfortable truth that was to puzzle generals for the next four years – that offence was largely ineffectual against well-entrenched defence. Frontal attacks, with infantrymen advancing on the enemy, were simply liable to be mowed down by continuous and deadly machine-gun fire. The Battle of Aisne, which by 28 September had fizzled out, was a foretaste of what was to come.

Having abandoned battle, both sides now attempted instead to outmanoeuvre, or outflank, the other. First one side, then the other, extended their trenches steadily northwards through France and into Belgium, an area known as Flanders. And so it went on, a continuous line of trenches advancing towards the coast in what became known as the ‘Race to the Sea’. Of course, reaching the sea was not the objective, but soon the North Sea coast was reached. Along the way, the enemies engaged in battles which, with the exception of the First Battle of Ypres, were little more than skirmishes but still exacting a heavy toll in death and casualties.

While the greater part of the German army had marched into France, a small contingent remained in Belgium and, from 28 September, pounded Antwerp, another Belgian town surrounded by a string of forts. But, as with Liège, the forts were no match for the German heavy Big Bertha guns. The British government, fearful that if Antwerp should fall, the Germans would have access to the Channel ports and could threaten Britain itself, sent Winston Churchill, the first lord of the Admiralty, to assess the situation. Arriving in Antwerp on 3 October, Churchill spent three days in Belgium. On his recommendation, 3,000 British marines were sent to Ostend and Zeebrugge with the idea of relieving the Belgians besieged within Antwerp. But, too late, the city fell on 6 October and surrendered four days later.

With its capitulation, Belgium, as a nation, surrendered and, like Luxembourg, was to be occupied by the Germans until the armistice of November 1918.







The First Battle of Ypres

On 19 October, nine days after the surrender of Antwerp, the Battle of Ypres began, a fight for the last stretch of Belgium soil that had not fallen to the Germans. Erich von Falkenhayn, the new German army chief-of-staff, aimed to capture the town, thereby completing the total defeat of Belgium, and from there gain easier access to the Channel ports of Calais and Dunkirk, denying Britain its most direct route to the Continent for supplies. The Race to the Sea was still on. A gritty British defence blocked the Germans’ advance on Ypres. The Kaiser, determined that victory had to be won, visited his troops several times, hoping to boost morale and provide the impetus for a successful breakthrough. On 29 October, the Belgians opened the sluices to the River Yser, flooding the plains and impeding the German advance. The Germans put into battle a large number of young, inexperienced recruits, many of them students that had volunteered. Twenty-five thousand of them would die in what became known in Germany as the ‘massacre of the innocents’. After a month of fighting, from 19 October to 22 November, the Allies claimed the victory but at a high cost to all sides, totalling over a quarter of a million men killed or wounded.

While the line of trenches extended north through Flanders and to the coast, a similar pattern extended the line south from the River Aisne to the Swiss border. The war of movement had come to an end. The consolidation of defence had triumphed over attack. Stretching 450 miles, from the English Channel to Switzerland, lay a network of trenches. They were to remain, by and large, in place for four long years.







Eastern Front

While, in the west, the Germans tried to implement the Schlieffen Plan, hostilities broke out in the east, committing Germany to the very scenario it wanted to avoid – a war on two fronts. On 17 August, two Russian armies finally arrived and bore down into East Prussia and won a minor victory over the Germans at the Battle of Gumbinnen on 20 August. The German commanders, panicked by the onslaught and with troops outnumbered two to one because of Germany’s commitment on the Western Front, considered withdrawing and abandoning entirely East Prussia to the Russians. Germany’s high command forbade such an action and instead chose to replace its defeatist commanders on the Eastern Front with Generals Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff, the latter fresh from his successes in Belgium, while Hindenburg, a respected 66-year-old veteran of the Franco-Prussian War, was called out of retirement to lend his vast experience.

The gamble paid off – in part because of the German army’s renewed offensive spirit but mainly down to mistakes within the command of the enemy. The commanders of the two Russian armies, Alexander Samsonov and Pavel Rennenkampf, disliked each other intensely. In 1905, the two men had met on a railway platform and argued so bitterly, they came to blows and had to be pulled apart. Their feud was to have a devastating consequence nine years later on the Eastern Front as, out of principle, they refused to communicate with one another.
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Pavel Rennenkampf

When their armies did condescend to communicate, they did so by sending uncoded messages via telegraph, easily intercepted by the enemy. Thus the Germans, in full possession of Russian plans, attacked Samsonov’s army. Samsonov, encircled, did not call Rennenkampf for help – was it pride that stood in the way? His army was routed with 40,000 men dead or wounded, and a further 90,000 taken prisoner. ‘The Tsar trusted me,’ wailed Samsonov. ‘How can I ever face him again?’ He didn’t – on 30 August he walked into a nearby wood and shot himself. The Battle of Tannenberg, as it became known, although the town of Tannenberg was some twenty miles away, was a terrible defeat for Russia. Rennenkampf fared no better – losing the Battle of the Masurian Lakes, for which he was dismissed. (Four years later, in 1918, Rennenkampf was shot by the Bolsheviks.) Although brief, the two battles were to be the last time a foreign invader stepped foot on German soil for the rest of the war.







Austria-Hungary

Austria-Hungary also planned on a dual offensive: one against Serbia (after all, it was their fight against Serbia that had set the whole conflict off) and the other against the Russians. The Austrian chief-of-staff, Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, decided that with his numerically inferior army, he needed to attack Russia quickly before Russia managed to fully mobilize. But first he would deal with Serbia; then, with that objective completed, Conrad could transfer his army’s full strength against the Russians. That, at least, was the plan. But like so many other plans in 1914, it transpired rather differently.

First, on 13 August, confident of an easy victory, Austria-Hungary launched its armies against tiny Serbia. The Austrian commander, Oskar Potiorek, who happened to be a passenger in the car when Franz Ferdinand and his wife were killed, hoped to deliver a victory in time for the emperor’s birthday on 18 August. The Austro-Hungarians displayed their barbaric side – shooting civilians and raping women. After four days of fighting at the Battle of the Jadar (16 to 19 August), Potiorek was forced into a humiliating retreat.

Vowing to return to Serbia at a later date, Austria-Hungary now prepared to face Russia. On 23 August, its armies struck at Poland from the Austrian province of Galicia. (Poland for the past century had not existed as a country but a region split between Russia, Germany and Austria.) Despite some initial successes, the Austro-Hungarians were again thoroughly defeated. The Russians counterattacked and took Galicia’s capital Lemberg, modern-day Lviv in the Ukraine (although the Austrians would recapture it in June 1915), and laid siege to the Galician town of Przemy´sl (now part of modern day Poland). The siege, which lasted (with a break in October to November) until the Austrian surrender in March 1915, was, at 150 days, the longest siege of the First World War.

In November, Austria-Hungary tried again against Serbia. This time they managed to capture the Serbian capital, Belgrade, entering the city on 2 December and embarking on a campaign of terror against its inhabitants. Less than two weeks later, on 15 December, it was back in Serbia’s hands and again, the armies of Austria-Hungary were forced into retreat by Serbian forces. Any joy in Serbia, however, was short-lived as hundreds of thousands of Serbs succumbed to a typhus epidemic.

Austria-Hungary was devastated by these defeats. For the remainder of the war, the once-great empire needed the continual support of its German ally. It was, for the German high command, akin to being ‘shackled to a corpse’.







War Crimes
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US newspaper highlighting Germany’s ‘Rape of Belgium’

Rumours that German soldiers were raping women and children, hacking off limbs and breasts, and indiscriminately killing and torturing civilians were seized on by the British press. For the large part it was just that – rumour. News reporting was severely censored and war reporters were barred from the front. The Tribunal, a pacifist newspaper, was shut down. Thus, speculation and rumour made up for what fact lacked. A million Russian troops had landed in Scotland and were marching through England – you could see the snow on their boots; the corpses of German soldiers were being used by the Germans to make candles and boot polish; and later, in 1915, stories of a Canadian soldier crucified to a barn door were readily accepted as truth.

Anti-German feeling ran high, and Germans living in Britain or Britons of German descent were interned on the Isle of Man. Shops with Germanic-sounding names were attacked and dachshunds, according to popular legend, kicked in the street. On 8 August, four days after Britain’s entry into the war, the government passed the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA), which used emergency powers to censor letters from military personnel and contain press freedom. It imposed restrictions on activities that, from the outside, seemed trivial, such as kite flying – which they deemed might be a signal to enemy aircraft. The German spy, Karl Lody, was arrested under DORA. Lody, who spoke perfect English with an American accent, reported back to Berlin on Britain’s naval and air defences. He was the first of eleven German spies to be executed by the British during the war, shot by firing squad on 6 November 1914.

In France, thousands of pre-war German-produced posters across the country advertising Bouillon Kub, a German soup, were suspected of containing coded messages for the invading German armies. The posters were hastily removed.







The Wider War

The conflicts on the Western and Eastern Fronts may have been the primary theatres of the First World War, but, as we shall now see, the war was truly global in its reach. From Africa to the Middle East, and the Pacific Ocean to the South Atlantic, other powers, and the dominions of the European empires, were soon to play their part.


The Ottoman Empire
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Enver Pasha 

On 2 August, Germany and the Ottoman Empire signed a secret alliance but for now, at least, Turkey wished to remain neutral. When on 11 August two German ships, the Goeben and Breslau, were being pursued by the British Navy, Enver Pasha, Turkey’s pro-German minister for war and the sultan’s nephew by marriage, allowed them access to its waters in the Dardanelles and sanctuary within the harbour of Turkey’s capital, Constantinople. However, as a proactive action, this would have brought Turkey into war, hence Germany ‘sold’ the ships to the Turks and changed their names to Turkish ones. The German crews, now donning fezzes, sailed their ships under the Turkish flag along the Dardanelles.

France and Britain’s attempts to keep Turkey out of the war came to nothing when, on 29 October, the Goeben and Breslau bombarded the Russian Black Sea ports of Odessa and Sevastopol. Consequently, Russia declared war on Turkey on 2 November and France and Britain followed suit on 5 November. In return, on 11 November the Ottoman sultan, Mehmed V, declared jihad on the Allies.

A British Indian force, concerned for the supply of oil in the Middle East, advanced on the city of Basra, now part of Iraq but in 1914 part of the Ottoman Empire. After a few skirmishes on the approach to the city, the Turks abandoned Basra, allowing the Anglo-Indian force to capture it unopposed on 22 November.




The Far East

The war began to take on the dimensions of a global conflict when, on 23 August, Japan declared war on Germany and, two days later, on Austria-Hungary. Japan had been Britain’s ally since 1902, and was keen to seize Germany’s Pacific territories. Meeting limited resistance, Japan soon captured a number of islands in the Pacific that Germany had acquired in the late nineteenth century as part of its efforts to build a colonial empire. On 2 September, Japanese forces landed on China’s Shandong Province with the intention of capturing the German port of Tsingtao. They were soon joined by a small contingent of British troops. The Japanese advanced on the port and from 31 October laid siege to it. The Kaiser, concerned for Tsingtao, said, ‘It would shame me more to surrender Tsingtao to the Japanese than Berlin to the Russians.’ But, on 7 November, surrender they did. From Tsingtao, the Japanese captured numerous German islands in the North Pacific, including the Marianas, Carolines and the Marshall Islands.




The British Empire at War

With Britain’s entry into the war on 4 August, its dominions were, technically, also at war. None demurred. India, Australia, New Zealand, Canada and South Africa all committed themselves to the motherland’s conflict.

In August 1914, Britain asked New Zealand to capture the island of Samoa in the South Pacific, thereby providing Great Britain a ‘great and urgent Imperial service’. New Zealand complied and on 30 August took the island without resistance.
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The Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force embarking for New Guinea 

Australia’s prime minister, Joseph Cook, declared, ‘Remember that when the Empire is at war, so is Australia at war.’ His successor, Andrew Fisher, in September, offered a similar message, stating, ‘Australians will stand beside our own to help and defend Britain to our last man and our last shilling.’ On 21 September 1914, the newly formed Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force (ANMEF) seized the German island colony of New Britain, part of Papua New Guinea, suffering six dead and four wounded – the first Australian casualties of the war – before going on to capture German New Guinea.




The War in Africa

Germany had, in the latter years of the nineteenth century, acquired a number of African colonies. With the outbreak of war in 1914, and Germany’s commitment to a war on two fronts, the colonies knew not to expect German help. The British and its dominions now sought to dismantle the German African empire colony by colony.

The West African colony of Togoland (a territory now split between Togo and part of Ghana) was invaded by an Anglo-French force on 6 August and surrendered on 26 August. The German colony of Cameroon was also attacked on 6 August and much of it fell within a few weeks, although pockets of resistance continued until February 1916.

On 13 September 1914, South African troops attacked German South West Africa (now Namibia). The defeat of the colony might have happened more quickly had there not been a rebellion among some of the South African officers who saw an opportunity to revenge their defeat by Britain during the Boer War twelve years earlier. Having suppressed the rebellion, German South West Africa fell to the Allies in July 1915 with the loss of only 113 casualties.
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General Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck, the ‘Lion of Africa’

But it was the colony of German East Africa (now Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi) that caused the Allies the biggest difficulty. Commanded by General Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck, the ‘Lion of Africa’, with only 3,000 German and about 11,000 native, ‘Askari’, troops, the colony held out for the entire duration of the war. The British sent various armies, sometimes numbering up to 40,000 men, to try to defeat the maverick general. The first confrontation of the East African war, the Battle of Tanga, or the ‘the Battle of the Bees’, took place between 3 and 5 November 1914. Both sides were attacked by swarms of angry bees, hence the name. (The British believed the bees to be an elaborate German ploy.) The British and colonial armies, despite vastly superior numbers, were beaten back. Following the battle, the opposing commanders met under a white flag and shared a bottle of brandy.

Throughout the war, Britain’s high command received much criticism for expending such effort and manpower into what was no more than a side issue. (Von Lettow-Vorbeck only surrendered on 25 November 1918, a whole two weeks after the end of the war.)

While most of Germany’s campaigns in Africa were defensive, they did attack Portuguese-controlled Angola. Although Germany did not officially declare war on Portugal until 1916, skirmishes took place in Angola from October 1914 until July 1915 when the Germans surrendered.










The War at Sea and in the Air

Britain’s first casualties of the war happened at sea. On 6 August the British cruiser, HMS Amphion, struck a mine in the North Sea and sank. One hundred and fifty sailors were killed.

The first naval battle of the war took place on 28 August, at Heligoland Bight on the northwest coast of Germany. Intending to attack German patrols, a British fleet, under the command of Admiral Sir David Beatty, scored an impressive victory and returned home to a hero’s welcome.

The Royal Navy gained an unexpected boost on 26 August, when the Russian navy sunk a German ship called the Magdeburg off the coast of Estonia. On boarding the stricken vessel, Russian sailors discovered two sets of German codebooks together with their corresponding encryption keys. One copy they kept for themselves; the other they sent to the Royal Navy. Britain’s naval intelligence and decryption arm was based in room forty of the Admiralty’s headquarters in London, and was called ‘Room 40’. Although the German navy increasingly relied on its U-boats, the codebooks allowed the Royal Navy to know the position of almost every German ship for the rest of the war.

A German fleet commanded by Admiral Maximilian von Spee caused much damage to British ships, both merchant and troop, culminating on 1 November with the defeat of a British fleet at the Battle of Coronel, off the coast of Chile. The British, determined to hunt Von Spee down, got their revenge on 8 December at the Battle of the Falkland Islands. Von Spee, together with his two sons, was killed. The consequence of their defeat in the South Atlantic was that the Germans decided to limit the use of their warships in direct clashes with the might of the British navy and instead concentrate on better utilizing their submarines, or U-boats.
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British propaganda poster following the German navy’s shelling of Scarborough, 16 December 1914

But the ships still had their uses to the Germans. On 3 November, the German navy shelled Great Yarmouth, the first attack on the British mainland for 250 years. Then, on 16 December, a fleet of German ships cruised the North Sea and shelled the seaside towns of Scarborough, Hartlepool and Whitby. One hundred and thirty-seven people were killed and almost 600 wounded, the first wartime casualties on British soil for over two centuries. The British public was outraged that the Royal Navy had failed to protect them and equally outraged that the German navy should attack civilians, vilifying the German admiral, Franz von Hipper, as a ‘baby killer’. (When Admiral Hipper tried a similar raid in January 1915, the Royal Navy, pre-warned by Room 40, intercepted his fleet and defeated it at the Battle of Dogger Bank.)

German ships caused much havoc to Britain’s merchant navy transporting food and materials and troopships carrying troops from across Britain’s dominions. On 20 October, the SS Glitra became the first British merchant ship sunk by a German U-boat. One German ship in particular did so much damage that the British sought her out. Captained by Karl von Müller, the German cruiser SMS Emden had destroyed thirty Allied vessels on the Indian Ocean and shelled a petroleum plant in Madras. She was finally destroyed by the Australian cruiser HMAS Sydney near the Cocos Islands in the Indian Ocean on 9 November.

While German U-boats menaced British supplies, the Royal Navy, in turn, imposed a blockade on Germany. Minefields stretched across the North Sea, declared a military zone, and the Straits of Dover in the English Channel. British ships intercepted and boarded neutral vessels and confiscated anything that might remotely aid Germany’s war effort, then escorted the ships to their destinations. The USA, in particular, who wished to continue trading with all its European partners, complained that Britain was interfering with its ocean-bound trade. Within months, Germany’s imports and exports, vital for Germany’s economy, had both fallen by almost fifty per cent.

The use of aeroplanes during 1914 was largely limited to reconnaissance. The Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) were the air branches of the British Army and Royal Navy respectively until their merging into the Royal Air Force on 1 April 1918. Sir John French saw their value, commenting as early as 7 September 1914 that the RFC’s ‘skill, energy, and perseverance have been beyond all praise. They have furnished me with the most complete and accurate information which has been of incalculable value in the conduct of operations.’

On 22 September, the first British air attack on Germany took place when four aircraft attacked Zeppelin sheds in Dusseldorf and Cologne. The mission failed but the precedent had been set. On Christmas Eve, a German plane dropped a bomb over Dover, the first air raid on Britain during the war, although no one was hurt.







The Christmas Truce
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German and British troops fraternizing on Christmas Day, 1914

On Christmas Day, 1914, British troops in the frontline trenches could hear the Germans singing ‘Stille Nacht’, ‘Silent Night’. The British joined in. Cautiously, soldiers on both sides climbed out of their trenches and walked towards each other across no man’s land. They shook hands, exchanged cigarettes, cap badges and alcohol, and took photographs of each other. Further up the line, a group of Scots played the Germans at football, with helmets used as goalposts. The Germans won 3–2. But the festivities had to end. With reluctant handshakes, they each returned to their trenches and grudgingly took up their arms. This fraternization was very much against orders. The following year, sentries on both sides were posted with orders to shoot anyone tempted to try a repeat performance.

However, Christmas Day still saw much fighting. Joffre launched attacks against the Germans in the Champagne and the Vosges but his attempts to finish the year with a resounding French victory failed. The Turks and Russians fought a fierce battle in the Caucasus, the Battle of Sarikamish, which took place over Christmas and into the New Year. The Tsar sent an appeal to Britain, asking for a diversionary attack that would ease the pressure on his troops. Britain responded and in April 1915 started its ill-fated campaign in Gallipoli.

And so, 1914 drew to a close. The anticipated short, sharp war had not materialized. The Western Front, 450 miles long, had stabilized, ending the war of movement, and, although more haphazard, the Eastern Front extended over a thousand miles. Offence was no match against deeply fortified defence. These lines would remain, by and large, in place for the next four years. Only during the last months of the war did the frontlines become more fluid.

Throughout the warring nations of Europe, the initial enthusiasm for war evaporated as it soon became clear that there would be no quick victory. Horrendous casualty figures and the sight of severely wounded men brought home the reality of modern warfare.

Almost 750,000 Germans and 850,000 Frenchmen had been killed, and few of the original 90,000 members of the British Expeditionary Force remained. But as 1915 dawned, generals on all sides planned their New Year offensives that would bring about a decisive conclusion to the conflict people were already calling the ‘Great War’.

By 1918, the Russian Revolution had taken place, taking Russia out of the war; the Americans had joined the Allied cause; and both the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires collapsed. Germany, isolated and exhausted, sought an armistice. It duly came at precisely eleven o’clock in the morning of 11 November 1918. The Great War was over.







Appendix 1: Key Players

Franz Ferdinand 1863–1914
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Franz Ferdinand was born in Graz, Austria, on 18 December 1863, the eldest son of Karl Ludwig who was the younger brother of Franz Joseph, the Austro-Hungarian emperor. Ferdinand joined the Habsburg army as a 20-year-old and was quickly promoted through the ranks, becoming a general by the time he was thirty-three.

Franz Ferdinand had become the heir apparent to the Austro-Hungarian throne as a result of a number of personal tragedies that befell the emperor, Franz Joseph. In 1889, Franz Joseph’s son, the Crown Prince Rudolf, shot himself in an apparent suicide pact alongside his 17-year-old mistress. Franz Joseph’s wife was stabbed to death, while his brother, Ferdinand Maximilian, was executed in Mexico. His younger brother, Karl Ludwig, father to Franz Ferdinand, died of typhoid in 1896. Thus the succession passed to Franz Ferdinand, the emperor’s nephew.

In 1889, Franz Ferdinand fell in love with and declared his intention to marry Sophie, the Duchess of Hohenberg. The emperor, however, forbade the union on account that Sophie was a commoner. Various foreign dignitaries, including Pope Leo XIII, intervened on Ferdinand’s behalf. The emperor finally relented but on the condition that, as a non-royal, Sophie was barred from all royal events and, when the time came, prohibited from calling herself empress. Also, in the event of the couple bearing any children, the children were to be barred from becoming the monarch. Agreeing to the conditions, Franz Ferdinand married Sophie on 1 July 1900. Franz Joseph did not attend the wedding, nor any of his family. The couple had three children, all of whom were later interned by the Nazis in Dachau concentration camp from 1938 to their liberation in 1945.

Ferdinand was a keen traveller and obsessive hunter. One recent source cites the precise number of kills claimed by the archduke – an astonishing 274,889 animals, including, during a visit to Australia in 1883, a number of kangaroos and emus.

Ferdinand, considered a rather dull-witted man, was, nonetheless, quite progressive in his political views. He proposed replacing the dual Austro-Hungarian monarchy with a triple one, bringing in as an equal partner, the empire’s Slav element. Even more radical was his idea of forming a federal government consisting of sixteen states, the ‘United States of Greater Austria’. Neither idea enamoured him to his uncle nor came to fruition.

In 1913, Ferdinand was appointed inspector of the Austro-Hungarian army, and it was in that capacity he was invited to Sarajevo on 28 June 1914 to inspect his troops. Sophie may have been forbidden to accompany her husband on royal occasions but within his military capacity she was permitted to be at his side. Thus she was with her husband in their car when Gavrilo Princip appeared on the running board with a revolver in his hand. Franz Ferdinand was 50 years old, his wife 46.

Franz Ferdinand and Sophie are interred in Artstetten Castle. Franz Joseph did not attend the funeral.

Princip’s gun, the car in which the archduke and the duchess were riding, Franz Ferdinand’s blood-stained sky blue uniform with a bullet hole in the collar, his plumed cocked hat, and the chaise longue on which he died, are on permanent display in the Museum of Military History in Vienna.

Gavrilo Princip 1894–1918
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Born to an impoverished family in Bosnia in 1894, Gavrilo Princip was one of nine children, six of whom died during infancy. Suffering from tuberculosis, the frail and slight Princip learnt to read, the first in his family to do so, and devoured the histories of the Serbs and their oppression at the hands of the Ottoman and Habsburg Empires.

In 1910, a friend of Princip’s, Bogdan Zerajic, had tried to assassinate the Austro-Hungarian governor of Bosnia. He failed and shot himself. But it provided the young Princip with an inspiration. He tried to enlist in various terrorist groups but was turned down because of his short stature.

Eventually he was accepted and tasked to join a group called the Black Hand. Its explicit purpose was the assassination of the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand. Each member of the gang was given a vial of cyanide in order to kill themselves afterwards.

The plan to assassinate Franz Ferdinand was known to the Serbian prime minister. Although sympathetic, he feared the consequences and ordered the arrest of the Black Hand conspirators. His orders came too late.

Having assassinated the archduke and his wife, Princip tried to shoot himself but was wrestled to the ground where again he tried to kill himself by swallowing his cyanide but the poison, so old, failed to work.

At the time of the assassination, Princip was a month short of his twentieth birthday. His age saved him from execution as Austro-Hungarian law decreed that the death penalty could not be applied to those aged under 20. Princip therefore was sentenced the maximum penalty of twenty years. While imprisoned at Theresienstadt, later used by the Nazis as a concentration camp, he suffered a resurgence of his tuberculosis and, because of the poor hygiene and his inadequate diet, had to have an arm amputated. His condition worsened and he died, aged 23, on 28 April 1918.

Horatio Kitchener 1850–1916 
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Lord Kitchener’s face and pointing finger proclaiming ‘Your country needs you’, often copied and mimicked, is one of the most recognizable posters of all time.

Born in County Kerry, Ireland, Kitchener first saw active service with the French army during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1 and, a decade later, with the British army during the occupation of Egypt. He was part of the force that tried, unsuccessfully, to relieve General Charles Gordon, besieged in Khartoum in 1885. The death of Gordon, at the hands of Mahdist forces, caused great anguish in Britain. As commander-in-chief of the Egyptian army, Kitchener led the campaign of reprisal into the Sudan, defeating the Mahdists at the Battle of Omdurman and reoccupying Khartoum in 1898. Kitchener had restored Britain’s pride.

His reputation took a dent, however, during the Second Boer War in South Africa, 1899–1902. Succeeding Lord Roberts as commander-in-chief, Kitchener resorted to a scorched-earth policy in order to defeat the guerrilla tactics of the Boers. Controversially, he also set up a system of concentration camps and interned Boer women and children and black Africans. Overcrowded, lacking hygiene and malnourished, over 25,000 died, for which Kitchener was heavily criticized.

The criticism, however, did not damage Kitchener’s career, becoming first commander-in-chief of India, promoted to field marshal, and, in 1911, consul-general of Egypt, responsible, in effect, for governing the whole country.

At the outbreak of hostilities in 1914, Kitchener was appointed secretary of state for war, the first soldier to hold the post, serving under Herbert Asquith’s Liberal government. Bleakly, he predicted a long war, a lone voice among the government and military elite, for which Britain would need an army far larger than the existing professional army in 1914, the British Expeditionary Force (BEF). So Kitchener spearheaded a recruitment drive, appearing himself on the famous poster. Hugely successful, Kitchener’s campaign had recruited 3 million volunteers by the time conscription was introduced in January 1916.

Popular with the public but less so with the government, the failure of the Gallipoli campaign of 1915 saw Kitchener’s prestige fall. In June 1916, Kitchener was sent on a diplomatic mission to Russia aboard the HMS Hampshire. On 5 June, the ship hit a German mine off the Orkney Islands and sank. Kitchener’s body was never found, leading to several conspiracy theories that he had become too much of an embarrassment and liability, and had been assassinated. That David Lloyd George, at the time the minister for munitions, was supposed to have been accompanying Kitchener but cancelled at the last minute merely added to the speculation.

Joseph Joffre 1852–1931 
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Born in the Pyrenees on 12 January 1852, Joseph Joffre, known affectionately as ‘Papa Joffre’, was the son of a cooper. He first saw action as a junior officer during the Siege of Paris in the Franco-Prussian War. He served in various French colonial outposts in Africa and Indochina, which included a daring attack on Timbuktu, until his appointment as chief of the French general staff in 1911. His promotion came as a surprise to observers as Joffre had never commanded an army. A great believer in armies acting on the offensive, his first act was to purge the higher command of those he considered to be overly defensive in attitude, replacing them with men of his own ilk.

In 1913, Joffre formulated his Plan XVII in the event of war. The plan was to retrieve the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine, lost to Germany in 1871, and push the Germans back to the Rhine before swinging north to intercept the anticipated German invasion through Belgium. Plan XVII floundered very quickly but Joffre managed to retrieve his reputation by transferring troops from eastern France to check the German advance at the Battle of the Marne. His success at Marne, the first time in more than a century that a French army had defeated the Germans, earned him much credit.

During 1915, Joffre launched major attacks against the Germans in Champagne and Artois, which, although costly in terms of casualties, brought no gain. A resolute man, and calm under pressure, Joffre always refused to be told how many casualties his men had suffered, for it would only ‘distract him’.

In early 1916, Joffre was slow to respond to the anticipated German attack on the French town of Verdun. The exasperated French prime minister, Aristide Briand, paid a night-time visit to Joffre, waking him from his slumber, and insisting that Joffre take the situation more seriously: ‘You may not think losing Verdun a defeat but everyone else will.’ French casualties at Verdun were severe and on 13 December 1916 Joffre was replaced as chief-of-staff by Robert Nivelle. As compensation, Joffre was awarded the ceremonious title of Marshal of France but his role for the rest of the war was restricted to a series of sinecure posts.

In 1920, Joffre was invited to Barcelona to preside over a Catalan celebration called Jocs Florals, which involved floristry and poetry.

Joseph Joffre died in Paris on 3 January 1931, aged 78. His two-volume memoir was published the following year.

Helmuth von Moltke 1848–1916

[image: ]

Helmuth von Moltke was the nephew of a Prussian field marshal with the same name (hence the two men are usually differentiated by being referred to as the elder and the younger).

Helmuth von Moltke the Elder, who died in 1891, is generally considered to have been a military genius, Helmuth von Moltke the Younger less so.

Born 23 May 1848, the young Moltke was named after his famous uncle. Like many of his German, and French, contemporaries, he first saw action during the Franco-Prussian War where he won an Iron Cross. From 1882, he served as a personal adjutant (military assistant) to his uncle who was, then, chief-of-staff. Following the death of Moltke the Elder, Moltke the Younger was appointed as an aide-de-camp to the German Kaiser, Wilhelm II.

In 1906, Moltke succeeded Alfred von Schlieffen, the originator of the Schlieffen Plan, as the army’s chief-of-staff. Moltke, with limited command experience, was considered a curious choice for such a vital position, accused of having secured the appointment purely by dint of having such an illustrious name.

With the outbreak of war, Moltke immediately put Schlieffen’s plan into action. But as August turned into September, Moltke had to modify the plan. That, and his failure to keep contact with his field commanders as they pressed further into France, was cited as the primary reason for Germany’s failure to win the war in 1914. An inability to maintain authority during the Battle of the Marne, which saw the German advance degenerate into a retreat, lost Moltke his nerve and effectively cost him his job.

On 14 September 1914, Wilhelm II replaced Moltke as chief-of-staff with Erich von Falkenhayn. Moltke, by now a broken man and with failing health, took retirement. Moltke died in Berlin on 18 June 1916 while attending a memorial service for a colleague.

John French 1852–1925
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John French spent much of his early military career, like many of his contemporaries, in Africa and India. He was part of the failed 1884–5 mission to relieve General Gordon in the Sudan, and from 1891 served in India. In India, French first met his future rival, Douglas Haig, then a captain. Indeed, Haig later lent French a large sum of money to help the latter stave off bankruptcy. While in India, French had an affair with the wife of a fellow officer. The scandal almost ended his career. He survived and went on to serve with distinction as a cavalry officer during the Second Boer War where, most notably, in 1900 he lead the force that relieved the British garrison besieged in the town of Kimberley.

French was appointed Britain’s army chief-of-staff in 1911 and given command of the British Expeditionary Force and, in 1913, promoted to the rank of field marshal.

With the outbreak of war, the BEF crossed the Channel, landing on the Continent on 7 August. French’s orders, from Lord Kitchener, minister for war, were to work alongside the French but not to take orders from them. The BEF first saw action during the Battle of Mons on 23 August 1914.

Following the Allies’ Retreat from Mons and with the Germans advancing on Paris, Joseph Joffre, the French commander-in-chief, decided to counterattack, aided by the British. But French, concerned for his exhausted men, even at the cost of French soldiers, instead contemplated a complete withdrawal. On 1 September French received a visit in person from Kitchener who ordered him to obey Joffre’s commands.

Nineteen fifteen, a year of continuous stalemate and the disastrous Battle of Loos, did little for the failing reputation of French, whose mood swung from one extreme to another. In December 1915, he was told to resign and was replaced as commander-in-chief by his deputy, Sir Douglas Haig.

By way of compensation, French was showered with various titles and awards, and given command of the British Home Forces until 1918, during which time he had to deal with the 1916 Easter Rising in Ireland.

French, resentful that he had been usurped by his former deputy, devoted much energy to criticizing Haig, to the point he was summoned to Buckingham Palace and told in person, by the king, to desist.

John French died in 1925.

His older sister, Charlotte Despard, was a constant embarrassment to John French. She was, at various times, a suffragette, a Labour Party candidate, a pacifist, an Irish republican, a member of Sinn Féin, a vegetarian, a fan of Mahatma Gandhi, a communist and an admirer of the Soviet Union. One thing that remained constant in her life was Despard’s animosity towards her famous brother.

Karl Lody 1877–1914
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Karl Lody was a German spy and the first to be executed in Britain during the First World War.

Born 20 January 1877, Lody spoke perfect English with an American accent, having been married to an American and having lived in Nebraska. Having obtained a US passport under the name Charles A. Inglis, which allowed him to travel freely, Lody arrived in Edinburgh on 27 August 1914. Staying in a hotel, he cycled each day to the docks at the Firth of Forth and Rosyth’s naval base, both of strategic importance during the war, in order to observe and take notes.

MI5, who had been monitoring letters sent abroad, intercepted Lody’s very first message back to Germany. The address in Stockholm that Lody had used was well known to MI5, which instantly aroused their suspicion. But they did not arrest him immediately, preferring, instead, to monitor his activities. Lody’s letters were usually signed ‘Nazi’, an abbreviation of the name Ignatz, the German form of Ignatius, and nothing to do with Adolf Hitler’s Nazi party which did not come into existence until after the war. ‘Nazi’ was also a generic term for an Austro-Hungarian soldier, akin to ‘Tommy’ for a British soldier or ‘Fritz’ for a German one.

Many of Lody’s letters, some of which were coded, contained misleading information, which MI5 were more than happy to allow through. One example was Lody’s assertion that thousands of Russian troops had landed in Scotland on their way to the Western Front, which may have led to the infamous ‘snow on their boots’ rumour.

On 29 September, fearing his cover was about to be blown, Lody moved to Dublin. He travelled via Liverpool and while there made notes describing the Liverpool docks and the ships he saw. This letter, sent without coding, revealed pertinent information. It was at this point that MI5 decided Lody had to be stopped.

He was arrested on 2 October in Killarney, County Kerry, and charged with two offences under the Defence of the Realm Act. Initially, Lody tried to pass himself off as an American citizen but police found a trove of incriminating evidence in his hotel bedroom, including drafts of his letters and telegrams.

Tried in public at London’s Old Bailey, unlike later spying trials, the case was widely reported in the national press. Lody was declared responsible for the sinking of a British cruiser whose movements were known to Berlin thanks to his information. Lody tried to argue that he was an unwilling spy but evidence showed that he had voluntarily signed an agreement with the German admiralty. He refused to name his contact in Berlin: ‘that name I cannot say as I have given my word of honour’. His activities, he said, would ‘hopefully save my country, but probably not me’. Lody’s gentlemanly conduct in court won him much admiration in Britain but it came as no surprise when he was found guilty and sentenced to death.

Karl Lody was executed on the morning of 6 November 1914. When the warder came to take him from his cell, Lody asked him, ‘I suppose you will not care to shake hands with a German spy?’ to which the officer replied, ‘No. But I will shake hands with a brave man.’

 ‘To the very end,’ wrote the Daily Mail, ‘Lody maintained the calm imperturbability which characterized him throughout the three days’ trial.’ A warder, describing Lody’s walk to face execution, wrote that the condemned man seemed ‘unconcerned as though he was going to a tea party’. Refusing to be blindfolded, Lody sat down on the wooden chair, folded his arms and crossed his legs. He was executed by an eight-man firing squad.

Karl Lody was the first of eleven German spies to be executed in Britain during the war, and the first person to be executed at the Tower of London since 1747, 167 years before.







Appendix 2: 1914 Timeline

Pre-1914


	1861	Unification of Italy

	1870–1	Franco-Prussian War

	1871	Unification of Germany

	1879	Dual Alliance between Germany and Austria-Hungary

	1882	Triple Alliance between Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy. Kingdom of Serbia proclaimed

	1894	Franco-Russian Alliance

	1899–1902	Second Boer War

	1902	Anglo-Japanese Alliance Secret Franco-Italian agreement

	1904	British and French sign the Entente Cordiale

	1904–5	Russo-Japanese War

	1905	Revolution in Russia

	1907	Anglo-Russian Entente signed, thereby forming the Triple Entente between France, Russia and Great Britain

	1912–13	First Balkan War

	1913	Second Balkan War




1914


	28 June	Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to Austria-Hungary’s throne, and his wife, Sophie, are assassinated in Sarajevo by Serbian nationalist Gavrilo Princip

	5 July	Austro-Hungarian government seeks, and receives, German support before pressing its claims on Serbia

	23 July	Austria-Hungary submits its ten-point ultimatum to Serbia, giving Serbia forty-eight hours to respond

	25 July	Serbian government orders mobilization

	28 July	Austro-Hungarian Empire declares war on Serbia

	29 July	Austria-Hungary starts shelling Serbian capital of Belgrade

	31 July	Russia, in support of Serbia, starts general mobilization Germany gives Russia twelve hours to halt its mobilization

	1 August	Germany declares war on Russia Italy announces its neutrality Belgium announces its neutrality

	2 August	Germany invades Luxembourg Germany demands passage through Belgium
Germany and the Ottoman Empire sign a secret treaty

	3 August	Germany declares war on France and Belgium

	4 August	Germany invades Belgium
Great Britain, and thereby its dominions, declares war on Germany
The USA announces its neutrality

	5 August	Germans start shelling Belgian city of Liège

	6 August	Austria-Hungary declares war on Russia
Serbia declares war on Germany
HMS Amphion is sunk
Allies attack German colonies of Cameroon and Togoland

	7 August	France attacks German provinces of Alsace and Lorraine

	11 August	France declares war on Austria-Hungary
German warships, the Goeben and Breslau, enter the Dardanelles

	12 August	Great Britain declares war on Austria-Hungary

	13 August	Austro-Hungarian forces begin first invasion of Serbia

	16 August	Liège falls

	16–19 August	Serbs defeat Austro-Hungarians at the Battle of Jadar, Balkans

	17 August	Russians invade East Prussia

	20 August	Brussels surrenders
Russians defeat Germans at the Battle of Gumbinnen, Eastern Front

	23 August	Battle of Mons, Western Front
Japan declares war on Germany
Austria-Hungary launches attack against Russia through Galicia

	23–30 August	Germans defeat Russians at the Battle of Tannenberg

	24 August	Start of the Retreat from Mons

	25 August	Japan declares war on Austria-Hungary
Belgian city of Namur falls

	26 August	German colony of Togoland falls to the Allies
Battle of Le Cateau, Western Front

	26–30 August	Battle of Tannenberg, Eastern Front

	28 August	First naval battle of the war, the First Battle of Heligoland Bight

	29 August	Battle of St Quentin, Western Front

	30 August	German colony of Samoa falls to New Zealand forces

	5 September	Lord Kitchener calls for volunteers to join the British army

	5–12 September	First Battle of the Marne, Western Front

	9–14 September	First Battle of the Masurian Lakes, Eastern Front

	12–28 September	First Battle of the Aisne, Western Front. Trench warfare established as soldiers on both sides dig in and start the ‘Race to the Sea’.

	13 September	South African troops attack German South West Africa

	21 September	German New Guinea falls to the Australians

	22 September	First British air attack on Germany

	24 September	Start of the Siege of Przemy´sl, Eastern Front

	28 September	Start of the Siege of Antwerp, Western Front

	10 October	Antwerp surrenders

	19 October	First Battle of Ypres begins, Western Front

	20 October	SS Glitra becomes first British merchant ship sunk by a German U-boat

	29 October	Turkey enters war on the side of the Central Powers and bombards Russia’s Black Sea ports

	31 October	Japanese siege of German-held Tsingtao begins

	1 November	Battle of Coronel, naval battle

	2 November	Russia declares war on the Ottoman Empire

	3 November	German naval raid on Great Yarmouth

	3–5 November	Battle of Tanga, East Africa (also known as the Battle of the Bees)

	5 November	Britain and France declare war on the Ottoman Empire

	6 November	Execution of Karl Lody, first WWI German spy executed in Britain

	7 November	Japanese forces capture Tsingtao in China

	9 November	German cruiser Emden destroyed by HMAS Sydney at the Battle of Cocos

	11 November	Ottoman Empire declares jihad on the Allies

	22 November	Anglo-Indian force occupy Basra, part of the Ottoman Empire
End of the First Battle of Ypres

	2 December	Austro-Hungarian troops occupy Belgrade

	8 December	Battle of the Falkland Islands, naval battle

	15 December	Austro-Hungarian troops ousted from Belgrade

	16 December	German cruisers bombard Scarborough, Hartlepool and Whitby

	22 December	Start of the Battle of Sarikamish, Middle East

	25 December	Unofficial Christmas truce on the Western Front
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