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INTRODUCTION

My earliest memory of my grandparents’ large but ramshackle country house in the Welsh Borders is of the broad staircase up to the first-floor landing where two imposing pictures always caught my attention. Both were of serious young men in uniform, wearing smart military caps, Sam Browne cross-belts and moustaches. Later I discovered they were my grandmother’s two elder brothers, and that both had fought in the First World War. 

Another prominent image in my grandparents’ house was of an elderly man sitting with a Springer spaniel at his feet. He was not in uniform, and was clearly too old to fight, yet I surmised from his faraway, slightly doleful expression that he had seen things he would prefer to forget. The photograph was of my paternal great-grandfather who survived four years of service on the Western Front.

The fortunes of my ancestors during the First World War were fairly typical: some paid the ultimate price; others had the good luck to return from the fighting, sound in body if not always in mind. But all played their part, as did the millions of Britons mobilized on the Home Front, in gaining for the Allies the consolation of eventual Victory. 

My family, like so many others, was both bystander and participant in the Great War, a war supposedly to end all wars. It now seems scarcely credible that more than five million British men were sent to fight (and 702,000 of them to die) in battlefields as far afield as Flanders, Greece, Mesopotamia, Palestine, Egypt, German East Africa (Tanzania), Italy, Turkey, Bulgaria and China. Even in Britain the effects of this first industrialized or total war were far-reaching. Civilian communities were bombed from the air and bombarded from sea. With so many men in uniform, women took on traditional male jobs as firemen, coalmen, bus conductors, munitions workers and so on. They joined the Women’s Land Army to help with agricultural production, and were recruited as nurses into the Voluntary Aid Detachments (VADs) or First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY), and as drivers, cooks and telephonists in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC), the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS) and the Women’s Royal Air Force (WRAF). This huge female contribution to the war effort was to have profound social, economic and political consequences in Britain, not least the introduction of female suffrage in February 1918. 

The government realized what as at stake in 1914 by appealing for enormous numbers of volunteer soldiers and, when that proved insufficient, introducing conscription for the first time in our history (a move that was opposed on religious and moral grounds by 16,000 conscientious objectors). It passed the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA), which gave it wide-ranging powers to censor and suppress sensitive information, try suspected spies by court martial and commandeer economic resources for the war effort. It worked with trade unions to prevent strikes and set up vast state-run munitions factories to feed the seemingly insatiable demand for shells and bullets. It introduced rationing and Daylight Summer Time (to give more working hours). And it made a vital, if heavy-handed, contribution to the propaganda war by censoring soldiers’ letters, closing down radical newspapers (including the socialist Tribune), spreading misinformation about enemy atrocities, and using posters and information films (notably The Somme) to boost morale and bolster public support for the war.

Today the overriding popular perception of the fighting – particularly on the Western Front where more than two million British soldiers were killed or wounded – is still one of futility and waste, a case of ‘Lions led by Donkeys’. In fact, as this book will show, the truth is much more nuanced: many mistakes were made by senior commanders but, far from all being ‘Donkeys’, some like Haig, Allenby, Plumer and Byng made a positive contribution in very difficult circumstances; battles like the Somme and Passchendaele may have exacted a terrible cost in lives lost, but they also played a vital role in wearing the Germans down in a long war of attrition; and the trench warfare on the Western Front was not simply a case of two sides banging their heads unimaginatively against a brick wall, but rather an extraordinarily fertile period of military innovation in terms of weapons, tactics, training, logistics and the treatment of casualties – innovations that in 1918 would help the Allies to pierce the German lines and win the war.

Moreover the vast majority of ordinary soldiers never stopped believing in the justice of the cause they were fighting for. The trenches were for many a brutal and inhuman experience. But even combat soldiers – a small proportion of the total number in uniform – spent only a third of their time in the front line, with the remainder spent training, resting and in reserve; and some were even invigorated by the comradeship and excitement of ever-present danger.
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Captain Markham David, the author’s great-grandfather.

All of these themes are covered by my choice of the hundred key dates and events – some directly involving my family – that best illustrate the lasting and irrevocable impact the war had on civilians and soldiers across the globe. While all the entries concentrate on a single day, they necessarily include information from a broader time span to give the narrative its context. In this way, and by combining a variety of first-hand sources with the most recent scholarship, I have tried to produce a one-volume history of this highly complex and much misunderstood conflict that is modern, vivid and accessible.

*   *   *

No aspect of the war is more contested by historians than its origins. In the space of exactly a month – from the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914 to the Austro-Hungarian declaration of war on Serbia on 28 July (a step that, thanks to Europe’s alliance system, was almost bound to drag in the other great powers) – Europe went from peaceful prosperity to the brink of a war that would bring down four empires and cost more than fifteen million lives. It would also, thanks to the harshness of its peace settlement (signed at Versailles in 1919), sow the seeds for a second and even more destructive global conflict, which in turn gave rise to the Cold War.

The causes of the war in 1914 are therefore immensely significant. Was it inevitable after the Sarajevo assassinations, or did Europe’s monarchs and politicians have an element of choice in their decisions? Convinced of the former scenario was a near-destitute twenty-five-year-old Austrian artist who for the previous year had been eking out a meagre living as a watercolourist in the Bavarian capital of Munich. A fervent German nationalist, he later described the political atmosphere in Europe, prior to the assassinations, as ‘oppressive and foreboding; so much so that the sense of an impending catastrophe became transformed into a feeling of impatient expectance’. He added:

When the news came to Munich that the Archduke Franz Ferdinand had been murdered, I had been at home all day and did not get the particulars of how it happened. At first I feared that the shots may have been fired by some German-Austrian students who had been aroused to a state of furious indignation by the persistent pro-Slav activities of the Heir to the Hapsburg Throne and therefore wished to liberate the German population from this internal enemy … But soon afterwards I heard the names of the presumed assassins and also that they were known to be Serbs. I felt somewhat dumbfounded in the face of the inexorable vengeance which Destiny had wrought. The greatest friend of the Slavs had fallen victim to the bullets of Slav patriots.1

The young artist’s relief at learning the identity of the assassins was matched by a conviction that war was now both ‘absolutely inevitable’ and welcome. It would not be, in his view, merely a war of retribution against the independent state of Serbia – which was perceived (with some justification) to be behind the killings – but ‘rather a case of Germany fighting for her own existence’.2 The artist’s name was Adolf Hitler.

Contrary to Hitler’s assertion, however, the outbreak of a European war was not bound to follow the Sarajevo assassinations. Internal politics, the weight of public opinion, a complex system of alliances and a sense in some European capitals that it was better to fight sooner rather than later encouraged European monarchs and politicians to take their countries to the edge of the abyss. What prevented them from drawing back, and ultimately tipped them over, was the urgency of mobilization timetables.

Austria-Hungary’s tardy reaction to the assassinations was to present Serbia, which it accused of complicity in the plot, with a harsh ultimatum on 23 July. Its demands included the denunciation of all separatist activities, the banning of publications and organizations hostile to Austria-Hungary and co-operation with Habsburg officials in suppressing subversion and conducting a judicial inquiry.3 ‘A state accepting such terms,’ declared Sir Edward Grey, the British Foreign Secretary, ‘would cease to count among independent states.’4

Yet Serbia’s measured reply, delivered shortly before the expiry of the forty-eight-hour deadline, was to agree to almost all the demands. The only caveat was that the joint Austro-Serbian judicial inquiry would have to be subject to Serbia’s constitution and international law. This was enough for the Austrians to reject the ultimatum, break off relations and, on 28 July, mobilize their troops in the Balkans and declare war on Serbia.5 Emperor Franz Joseph signed the declaration with an ostrich-feather quill at the desk of his study in the imperial villa at Bad Ischl. It read: 

To my peoples! It was my fervent wish to consecrate the years which, by the Grace of God, still remain to me, to the works of peace and to protect my peoples from the heavy sacrifices and burdens of war. Providence, in its wisdom, has decreed otherwise. The intrigues of a malevolent opponent compel me, in the defence of the honour of my Monarchy, for the protection of its dignity and its position as a power, for the security of its possessions, to grasp the sword after long years of peace.6

Why did the Vienna government take such a hard line? Firstly because its suspicions of Serbian complicity were, at least in part, justified. Sarajevo was the capital of Bosnia-Herzogovina, part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. More than two-fifths of Bosnia’s population was ethnic Serb, many of whom yearned for independence from Austria and union with a Greater Serbia. Nor were the secret organizations dedicated to achieving that end – like the ‘Young Bosnia’ group to which the Sarajevo assassins belonged – to be found solely on Austrian territory. In Serbia itself, many army officers and government officials belonged to the Black Hand, a group determined to unite all Serbs by violence. The Austrians – swallowing the red herring told them by the assassins during interrogation – blamed a Serb propaganda body known as the Narodna Odbrana (‘People’s Defence’) for orchestrating the assassinations. In fact it was the Black Hand, led by Colonel Dragutin Dimitrijević (or ‘Apis’), the Serbian military intelligence chief, that provided Gavrilo Princip and the other assassins with weapons, trained them in their use and helped to smuggle them back into Bosnia. While there is no evidence that the Serb government of Nikola Pašić was part of the plot – he, after all, was a political opponent of Dimitrijević – the Austrians were right to accuse some Serb officials of working to destabilize their Slavic provinces. The irony is that Dimitrijević and other Serb hardliners sanctioned Franz Ferdinand’s killing because they regarded him as a hawk dedicated to Serbia’s destruction. In fact, as Hitler also recognized, he was ‘the foremost advocate of restraint’.7

Pasić’s moderate response to Austria’s ultimatum was based on a sober assessment of Serbia’s military capacity. The recent successful Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913fn1 may have doubled Serbia’s territory and increased its population from 2.9 to 4.4 million, but they also emptied its treasury and military arsenal. Rifles were in particularly scarce supply. Needing time to rearm, Pasić was determined to avoid a war.8

Many in the Austro-Hungarian government and military, on the other hand, felt the time was opportune. They were convinced that unless Serbia’s intrigues were stopped by force, their polyglot Empire – made up of no fewer than eleven ethnic groupsfn2 – was in danger of disintegration. They feared a Pan-Slav movement, spearheaded by Serbia (and backed by its great-power ally Russia), and were determined, in the words of Foreign Minister Leopold von Berchtold, to ‘tear away with a strong hand the net in which its enemy seeks to entangle it’.9 

Yet before Austria-Hungary could risk a war with Serbia, it needed Germany’s backing. Their defensive alliance dated back to 1879, and was directed primarily against Russia. The Russians, in turn, had concluded a similar treaty with France in 1894 to counteract the threat from Germany. One by one the other European powers had joined or become loosely associated with one alliance bloc or the other: Italy with the Central Powers – that is, Germany and Austria-Hungary – in 1882; and Britain with France and Russia in 1904 and 1907 respectively (a bloc known as the Triple Entente).

Only too aware of these alliances, the German government knew it had to tread carefully in the days following the assassinations if it wanted to avoid a continental (which of course, given the extent of the European powers’ imperial possessions, meant a global) conflict. Instead, at least at first, it encouraged Austria to take firm action. On 5 July, responding to Emperor Franz Joseph’s assertion that Serbia needed to be eliminated ‘as a political factor’,10 the German Kaiser Wilhelm II assured the Austrian envoy Count von Hoyos that his country had Germany’s backing to ‘march into Serbia’, even if war with Russia resulted. A day later, the German Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg repeated this secret assurance, known to historians as the ‘blank cheque’.11 

In many ways, Germany had the most to lose from a general war. ‘In the previous round of wars,’ noted a leading historian of the period, ‘it had humbled Austria and France and expanded its territory: its economy was one of the fastest growing in Europe. Otto von Bismarck, the first Chancellor of united Germany, recognized that it stood to gain nothing from a new war, unless it be to forestall French recovery after 1870; but the French rebuilt their defences and the moment for pre-emption passed.’12

The key moment was Bismarck’s forced retirement in 1890. Thereafter (and particularly during the years 1897–1908) the Kaiser became the dominant force in German politics, exerting ‘considerable influence over diplomacy and in military and naval matters’.13 It was his vainglory that authorized the disastrous Weltpolitik (‘world policy’) in the late 1890s, ushering in a naval arms race against Britain, the dominant maritime and imperial power, which Germany could not win. The policy, moreover, had serious financial, political and diplomatic consequences for Germany’s ruling elite: it pushed the imperial budget into deficit, triggering political infighting over the inevitable tax increases, and ensuring that the left-wing Social Democratic Party (SPD) was by 1912 the largest in the Reichstag; and it drove a resentful Britain into the arms of its former enemies France and Russia, thus completing the ‘encirclement’ of the Central Powers.

With Austria its only ‘dependable’ great-power ally, and fearful that a huge increase in Russian military expenditure (announced in 1910) would jeopardize its secret war strategy of avoiding a war on two fronts by first defeating the French Army before turning to deal with the less sophisticated Russians,fn3 Germany’s political and military leaders became convinced that the sooner a European war began the better. Helmuth von Moltke the Younger, Chief of the German General Staff, said as much during the infamous ‘War Council’ of December 1912, to which no civilians were invited. His naval counterpart Alfred von Tirpitz was more circumspect, saying the navy needed another twelve to eighteen months to prepare. That time had now elapsed and even Bethmann saw the need to back Austria in its showdown with Serbia.14 The ideal outcome for him and Gottlieb von Jagow, the German Foreign Secretary, was a localized Balkan war that neutered Serbia, bolstered Austria and split the Triple Entente. But they also knew that if Russia intervened a continental war was inevitable. 

The question on everyone’s lips following Austria’s declaration of war on Serbia on 28 July was how would St Petersburg react? There was no alliance treaty that impelled Russia to come to Serbia’s assistance; nor did it have much of an economic stake in the Balkan country. On the other hand, Russia did have a vital strategic interest in the region, notably the passage of its trade through the Straits of Constantinople (which its military leaders had been planning to seize from the Ottomans since the 1890s), and it needed a strong and independent Serbia to counterbalance Austro-Hungarian forces in the event of war. Yet perhaps the most telling issue for Tsar Nicholas II and his ministers, in the immediate aftermath of Austria’s declaration, was the strength of Russian public opinion. Responding to Kaiser Wilhelm II’s belated attempt to mediate, the Tsar replied on 29 July: ‘An ignoble war has been declared on a weak country. The indignation in Russia, fully shared by me, is enormous. I foresee that very soon I shall be overwhelmed by the pressure brought upon me and be forced to take extreme measures which will lead to war.’15

The Tsar was referring, of course, to troop mobilization: the calling up of reservists – a measure that, typically, would increase the size of a European standing army by three to four times – and providing them with horse and motor transport.fn4 Already, on 24 and 25 July, he and his council of ministers had ordered four military districts – Kiev, Odessa, Moscow and Kazan – to take preliminary steps such as cancelling leave and clearing the frontier railway lines. A day later the Russian army recalled its reservists; and towards midnight on 29 July, in response to Austria-Hungary’s mobilization against Serbia, the four districts already alerted were told to mobilize.16 This partial mobilization was seen by Russian ministers, according to historian Hew Strachan, as a ‘buttress’ to diplomacy, rather than an ‘inevitable progression to war itself’.17 A similar tactic had been used during a previous Balkan crisis in November 1912 and did not lead to war. It was deemed necessary because the Russian Army was notoriously slow to mobilize, with a minimum delay of fifteen days from the mobilization order to the point at which the army could actually start fighting (and almost a month needed to complete full mobilization). During this time, reckoned Russian ministers, there would be plenty of opportunity for further negotiation.18

Yet even partial mobilization – while questionable from a military point of view because it did not involve the key area of Warsaw that bordered both Germany and Austria-Hungary – produced a momentum of its own. It gave Serbia an assurance that it would not fight alone; and, more importantly, it put pressure on Germany to mobilize. Germany’s plan to defeat first France before turning on Russia depended upon ‘that very delay in Russian mobilization which the decisions of 24 and 25 July were calculated to eliminate’. If they allowed the Russians to get too much of a head start, ‘they would risk defeat in the east before they had won in the west’.19

It was for this reason that Count Pourtalès, the German ambassador to St Petersburg, warned the Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Sazonov on 29 July that if Russia continued its military preparations, Germany would be forced to do likewise. Viewing the threat as an ultimatum, the Foreign Minister replied: ‘Now I am in no doubt as to the true cause of Austrian intransigence.’20 This was the moment, according to the historian Christopher Clark, that Sazonov became convinced of the need for full mobilization against both Austria-Hungary and Germany. If Austria’s aggression towards Serbia ‘was in fact German policy’, he reasoned, partial mobilization was pointless. The Foreign Minister was also influenced by the claim by the Russian high command (or Stavka) that it was technically impossible to combine ‘partial mobilization (for which no proper plan existed) with the option of a general mobilization thereafter’; and he was emboldened by the assurance given on 28 July by the French ambassador, Maurice Paléogue, that the Russians could count ‘in case of necessity’ on ‘the complete readiness of France to fulfil her obligations as an ally’.21

By the evening of the 29th, Sazonov had convinced the Tsar of the need for general mobilization and the necessary telegrams were minutes from being despatched when, incredibly, Nicholas II changed his mind. He had been swayed by the timely arrival of a telegram from Kaiser Wilhelm II, his third cousin, which suggested that ‘a direct understanding between your Government and Vienna is possible and desirable’, and that Germany was ‘continuing its exertions to promote it’.22 This brought the Tsar to his senses. ‘I will not be responsible for a monstrous slaughter,’ he exclaimed, before ordering the mobilization to be scaled down from general to partial.23

The following day, in an attempt to explain his mobilization of troops against Austria-Hungary, Nicholas II wrote to the Kaiser: ‘The military measures which have now come into force were decided five days ago for reasons of defence on account of Austria’s preparations. I hope from all my heart that these measures won’t in any way interfere with your part as a mediator.’24

The Kaiser’s response, also sent on the 30th, was to repeat the threat his ambassador had made the day before:

Count Portales [sic] was instructed to draw the attention of your Government to the danger and grave consequences involved by a mobilization … Austria has only mobilized against Serbia and only a part of her army. If, as is now the case, according to the communication by you and your Government, Russia mobilizes against Austria, my role as mediator, which you kindly entrusted me with, and which I accepted at your express prayer, will be endangered if not ruined. The whole weight of the decision lies solely on your shoulders now, who have to bear the responsibility for Peace or War.25

It was this telegram that persuaded the Tsar that Sazonov was right. ‘They [the Germans] don’t want to acknowledge that Austria mobilized before we did,’ he told his Foreign Minister at an afternoon meeting in the Peterhof Palace. ‘Now they demand that our mobilization be stopped, without mentioning that of the Austrians … At present if I accepted Germany’s demands, we would be disarmed against Austria.’26

This was a miscalculation. At this stage, Austria had confined its military preparations to defeating Serbia. But the Tsar was not alone in assuming that the Austrians were mobilizing against Russia by stealth: most of his ministers and generals thought likewise. Having listened to Sazonov’s arguments, the Tsar concluded: ‘You are right, there is nothing else left than to prepare ourselves for an attack. Transmit to the chief of the general staff my orders of [general] mobilization.’27 The relevant telegrams were despatched from St Petersburg at 6 p.m. on 30 July. 

The German government’s reaction on 31 July was predictable: having ordered an intensification of its own military preparations, it sent the Russian government an ultimatum to cancel its mobilization within twelve hours or face the consequences. Russia refused and on 1 August, the same day it and Austria-Hungary began their own general mobilizations, Germany declared war. ‘If Germany threw down the gauntlet,’ wrote the historian David Stevenson, ‘Russia picked it up.’28

What, though, of Russia’s ally France? Was there a possibility of it staying neutral in a Russo-German war, as the Germans demanded on 31 July? Not if it wanted to remain a great power, its leaders reasoned, convinced as they were that the preservation of the Triple Entente ‘was a more important objective in French foreign policy than the avoidance of war’ (not least because they feared that the loss of Russia as any ally would have made France extremely vulnerable to German aggression).29 They had made no attempt to restrain their ally Russia in the crucial days after the delivery of Austria’s ultimatum to Serbia, and were not about to abandon it now. They duly rejected Germany’s ultimatum and began their own mobilization, though the army was ordered to keep ten kilometres back from the Franco-Belgian border (the anticipated direction of a German attack) so as not to threaten Belgian neutrality. With the die cast, and using the pretext that French troops had violated its territory, Germany declared war on France on 3 August. The date of no return, however, and the day a European (if not yet a world) war became inevitable, was when the Tsar authorized full Russian mobilization on 30 July 1914. 

Who, then, was chiefly responsible? Since the publication of Fritz Fischer’s groundbreaking Germany’s Aims in the First World War in 1961, historians have tended to blame the Kaiser and his chief military advisers.30 More recently the spotlight has shifted towards the Austro-Hungarians, the Russians and, to a lesser extent, the Serbians.31 A recent book on what is known as the July Crisis, by Christopher Clark, has claimed that the governments of all the main powers preferred war to diplomatic defeat that month, and it is hard to point the finger at any single participant. ‘There is no smoking gun in this story,’ wrote Clark, ‘or, rather, there is one in the hands of every major character. Viewed in this light, the outbreak of war was a tragedy, not a crime.’ He added: ‘The protagonists of 1914 were sleepwalkers, watchful but unseeing, haunted by dreams, yet blind to the reality of the horror they were about to bring into the world.’32

This is going too far. None of the major powers worked as hard as they could have done to prevent war; but the decision taken by Austria-Hungary, crucially backed by Germany, to emasculate Serbia by either diplomatic or military means in the wake of the Sarajevo assassinations was the moment at which a general conflict became very likely if not inevitable. It was taken in the firm belief that if the Entente powers chose to fight they would be defeated; and if they did not the Entente would collapse. Either way, the Central Powers could not lose – or so they thought.

The reaction to the war across Europe was mixed. A young Heinrich Himmler, living in Landshut in Lower Bavaria, complained in his diary about the number of locals openly weeping.33 Yet in many large cities – from St Petersburg to Berlin, Paris to Vienna – the news of the war was greeted by cheering crowds of all social classes. In a photograph of one, taken in Munich on 2 August, can be seen the distinctive face of the young Adolf Hitler. ‘I was carried away by the enthusiasm of the moment,’ he wrote in Mein Kampf, ‘and … sank down upon my knees and thanked Heaven out of the fullness of my heart for the favour of having been permitted to live in such a time.’34 Three days later, though of Austrian nationality, he volunteered for service in the Bavarian Army. When word of his acceptance came through on the 16th, he was ecstatic. ‘No words of mine’, he wrote, ‘could now describe the satisfaction I felt on reading that I was instructed to report to a Bavarian [infantry] regiment. Within a few days I was wearing that uniform which I was not to put off for nearly six years.’35


PROLOGUE

‘Sophie, Sophie, don’t die, stay alive for our children!’

At 9.20 a.m. on 28 June 1914, shortly before leaving the Hotel Bosna in Ilidze for the train that would take him and his wife to Sarajevo, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir apparent to the Austro-Hungarian throne, dictated a telegram to his eldest daughter Sophie (named after her mother): 

Mama and I are very well. Weather warm and fine. We gave a large dinner party yesterday and this morning there is the big reception in Sarajevo. Another large dinner party after that and then we are leaving on the Viribus Unitis. Dearest love to you all. Papa.1 

At 9.50 a.m., exactly on schedule, the royal couple arrived at Sarajevo railway station and were welcomed by General Oskar Potiorek, military governor of Bosnia-Herzogovina, and a guard of honour. The fifty-year-old archduke was wearing the elaborate uniform of a general of hussars: black shiny boots with spurs, black trousers with a red stripe down the outer seam, a blue serge tunic with three stars on its raised collar, white gloves and a black peaked helmet topped with light-green peacock feathers. His wife Sophie was in a full-length white dress, gathered at the waist by a red sash, and a fur of ermine tails, her face partly obscured by a wide-brimmed hat and veil.2 

At 10 a.m., having inspected the guard of honour, the couple joined General Potiorek in an open-top Gräf and Stift sports coupé for the short drive down the Appel Quay, a broad boulevard that runs through the centre of Sarajevo, to the town hall where a welcome reception was planned. Their car – with the archduke and his wife in the back seat, and facing Potiorek who was on a pull-down bench – was the third of seven; the remainder contained aides, gendarmes and sundry local officials. 

The sun was shining, after two days of cold drizzle, and the bulk of the watching crowd was gathered to the left of the procession, sheltering in the shade of the houses and trees on the city side of the quay. Only a handful of people were standing on an unshaded narrow pavement to the right of the quay where a low embankment separated the road from the River Miljacka, fifteen to twenty feet below. Despite the warnings of the local police chief, who feared an assassination attempt, there had been no repeat of the elaborate security precautions for the Emperor’s visit four years earlier when a cordon of soldiers had lined the streets. Instead, 120 policemen and a handful of gendarmes were dotted along the route, facing the crowd in case of trouble.

With the cars spaced fifty yards apart, the procession moved past cheering Sarajevans and houses and shops flying the Habsburg black and yellow and Bosnian red and yellow banners. The archducal car was about halfway down the quay when the driver heard a bang and noticed a dark object flying towards him from the right. Suspecting a bomb had been detonated, he accelerated, causing the missile to hit the folded roof of the car, bounce off and fall to the ground. Seconds later it exploded in front of the next car’s left rear wheel, injuring two of its occupants and seven spectators, and leaving a small crater in the road.

Even before the bulk of the motorcade had come to a halt – the first two cars, unaware of the drama, continued on to the town hall – the would-be assassin, a nineteen-year-old Bosnian Serb ultra-nationalist called Nedeljko Čabrinović, had taken a double-dose of cyanide and jumped into the neighbouring Miljacka River. But the poison failed to kill him, the water was shallow, and he was quickly arrested. Did he have any accomplices? he was asked in a nearby police station. He refused to answer.

Meanwhile the archduke, the target of the attack, had bravely decided not to cancel the rest of the day’s engagements, including a reception in the town hall, the opening of a new museum on Franz Josef Street, and lunch in the governor’s palace, the Konak. ‘I thought something like this might happen,’ he told Potiorek. ‘The fellow must be insane, let us proceed with our programme.’3 

Franz Ferdinand can only be admired for his sangfroid. But was it wise for him to have travelled to Bosnia-Herzogovina in the first place? He had been warned as early as 1911 – just three years after they became Austrian possessions – that the twin Balkan provinces were ‘politically unconsolidated, culturally and economically underdeveloped, rent by political dissension and wide open to foreign subversive influences’.4 Moreover the date chosen for the royal couple’s visit to Sarajevo, 28 June, was not an auspicious one. It was St Vitus’ Day, the anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo Field in 1389 when a Serb-led army had been defeated by the Ottoman Turks (marking the end of the Serb Empire in the Balkans and the start of five centuries of Muslim domination), and a date heavy with symbolism for the many Bosnian Serbs who yearned for inclusion in a Greater Serbia. They remembered not only the defeat, but also the aftermath when a single Serb penetrated the enemy camp and assassinated the Turkish Sultan.

Yet the archduke was determined to fulfil his role as inspector-general of the Austro-Hungarian Army by attending the annual manoeuvres in Bosnia, and felt that his liberal reforming politics and pro-Slav leanings – he supported, for example, the creation of a south Slav kingdom under Austrian suzerainty – made him an unlikely target for Serb terrorists. The trip had another attraction for Franz Ferdinand in that its military nature would allow his Czech-born wife Sophie, styled the Duchess of Hohenburg but not accorded royal status by the now octogenarian Emperor Franz Joseph (nor were their children allowed to succeed him to the Austrian throne), to accompany him as an equal.

The first two days of the visit passed without incident as the archduke watched the army go through its paces in the hills west of Ilidze, while his wife made two visits to Sarajevo. During the evening of the 27th, following a sumptuous dinner in the Hotel Bosna, some of the archduke’s staff advised him to cancel his own trip to Sarajevo the following day. They were worried about hostile crowds at a time of heightened national emotion for the Serbs, they told him, and felt a third visit to the Bosnian capital would be tempting fate. The archduke seemed convinced by the argument until a local official, Colonel Merizzi, pointed out that an early departure would offend the Bosnian Croat loyalists and be seen as a sign of weakness. This persuaded the archduke to stick to the original schedule.

Now, in the wake of the bomb attack, he must have regretted that decision. Yet so determined was he to appear unruffled that, after a somewhat muted reception at the town hall, he rejected Potiorek’s advice to cut short the visit by proceeding straight to the Konak, or even back to his hotel at Ilidze. Instead Franz Ferdinand – described by one historian as ‘an unattractive man, authoritarian, choleric, and xenophobic’5 – insisted on visiting the most seriously wounded officer in the hospital. Only his wife would be taken to the safety of the Konak. But when told of this she demurred: ‘I will go with you to the hospital.’6

To avoid driving through the narrow streets of the city centre, the archduke’s staff decided to take the long way round to the hospital by retracing their steps down the Appel Quay. Only this time Count von Harrach, the archduke’s bodyguard, would move from his place next to the driver to the left running board from where he could shield the heir to the throne. He could do nothing, however, if an attack came from the right side.

It was 10.45 a.m. as the procession – now just six cars with the Archduke’s second in line – left the town hall and proceeded down the Appel Quay. But as it drew level with the Latin Bridge to its left, the lead vehicle turned right into Franz Josef Street, as originally planned, instead of continuing straight ahead. Confused, the archduke’s driver began to follow until Potiorek shouted at him to stop. ‘This is the wrong way! We are supposed to take the Appel Quay!’ 

The driver braked and put the car into neutral (it had no reverse gear) so that it could be pushed back on to the main thoroughfare. As fate would have it, the car had come to a temporary halt opposite Schiller’s general store, in front of which stood one of Čabrinović’s accomplices, the nineteen-year-old Gavrilo Princip. Described by an eyewitness as short and hollow-eyed, Princip was barely six feet from the unprotected right side of the royal car when he drew a Browning semi-automatic pistol from his pocket and fired twice. He later insisted that the presence of the duchess had caused him to hesitate. ‘Where I aimed I do not know. But I know that I aimed at the Heir Apparent,’ he told investigators. ‘Whether I hit the victim or not, I cannot tell, because instantly people turned around to hit me.’ He claimed he had then raised the gun to his head, intending to commit suicide, but it was knocked away by a spectator who, with others, tried to lynch him. Eventually rescued by gendarmes, he was beaten ‘again, in order not to be unavenged’.7

Princip’s shots, however, had found their mark. The first had passed through the car door and into the duchess’s abdomen, severing the stomach artery; the second had hit the archduke in the neck, tearing the jugular vein and lodging in his spine. As the car swept over the Latin Bridge towards the Konak, Sophie collapsed on to the archduke’s lap. Fearful that he himself was mortally wounded, Franz Ferdinand implored his wife: ‘Sophie, Sophie, don’t die, stay alive for our children!’ But she was silent and, after assuring Harrach who was still on the running board that he was not in pain, the archduke also lost consciousness.8

Sophie had stopped breathing by the time they reached the Konak. Her husband survived her by a matter of minutes, his blood staining the clothes of his valet as the latter cut open his uniform to ease his breathing. They were both pronounced dead at a few minutes past eleven.9 As the bells of Sarajevo tolled in honour of the slain, and the news of the assassinations spread by telegraph across Europe, few could have anticipated that within five weeks of this act of terrorism the world would be at war.
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