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“I feel … not the slightest doubt that Russia is systematically preparing for war against us and I shape my policy accordingly.” 

-Kaiser Wilhelm II, Late 1913

“War was inevitable and that the sooner it came the better for Germany.”

-Helmuth von Moltke the Younger,

Chief of the German General Staff, December, 1912 

“What we need right now is a war, but I am afraid [emperor of Austria-Hungary] Franz Joseph 
and little [Tsar] Nicholas won’t do us the favor.” 

-Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, in a letter to Maxim Gorky, 1913                                                                                                                  
“The whole nation must accustom itself to the idea that we arm ourselves for a war of annihilation against the Germans.”

- Imperial Russian Army newspaper, in the last week of 1913 

“Germany is deliberately following a policy which is essentially opposed to vital British interests, 
and that an armed conflict cannot in the long run be averted” 

-Eyre Crowe,                                                                                                                                                                      
Senior British Foreign Office official,                                                                                                                                    
 in a 1907 memo that guided British foreign policy until 1914

INTRODUCTION:

The Great Powers of Europe stumbled or sleepwalked into the war of 1914, according to a commonplace narrative. German, Russian, Austria-Hungarian, British and French politicians were apparently shocked by it, awoken as if from some peaceful reverie. Afterwards, when the First World War had killed or wounded 37 million people, ripped apart the fabric of society, uprooted oppressive regimes and set the planet on course for the bloodiest century in human history, they all claimed, with differing degrees of insistence and self-delusion, that the Great War was inevitable, or ‘necessary’, and beyond their powers to contain or avoid. They variously portrayed it as a grotesque visitation, the ‘hand of destiny’, an inevitable Darwinian struggle, or simply ‘God’s will’ and ‘providence’. Whatever the cause, they were not to blame: the Great European Powers later pleaded that they had done everything humanly possible to avoid the guns of August, but were incapable of stopping the steamroller. All protested, after the event, that they had embarked on a ‘defensive’ war, for which they were innocent of responsibility.

1913 was the culmination – on economists’ charts at least – of a European golden age of prosperity, inventiveness and artistic genius that began in 1870 and ended in 1914. In terms of economic growth (if not artistic efflorescence), 1870-1913 was exceeded in the 20th century only by the period 1950-73. And there was reason to believe that war, was in fact, a great surprise. After all, the Anglo-German Naval Race, once the tinderbox many feared would spark a European war, had petered out, leaving Britain the undisputed winner. Colonial grievances were settling down, with Germany less belligerent over Africa, conciliatory towards France and eager to befriend Britain. The German Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg was anxious to befriend Britain and Germany, meanwhile, was enjoying a ‘festive year’, awash in the exuberance of prosperity and political self-confidence. The Russian economy was strong as the stock market surged to record levels by 1913. Thousands were drawn to the market in the hope of amassing great wealth. In a 1913 census, 40,000 Russian people described themselves as ‘stock market speculators’. 
“WHAT WE NEED IS A GOOD WAR…”:
But behind closed borders, national identities, dogmas, stereotypes, and international projections of others were rating. Germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm II cast himself as another Frederick the Great, leading a holy crusade of his people against ‘those who dare encroach upon her!’ (i.e. the French). In 1913 German industries were the most advanced in Europe, German cities were rapidly expanding, and the nation confidently entertained huge ambitions. German mines and factories now outpaced Britain’s in the production of pig iron, iron ore and steel.”

In Russia, Vladimir Lenin longed for a war with Germany, because he believed it would help destroy the Russian ruling class and facilitate the rise of Bolshevism. In this, he was chillingly accurate: ‘A war between Austria and Russia would be a very useful thing for the revolution,’ he wrote to Maxim Gorky, a fellow writer and political activist, in January 1913, ‘but it’s not very probable that [Austro-Hungarian emperor] Franz-Josef and [Tsar] Nicky will give us this pleasure.’”

The Russians, too, rejoiced at the prospect of war, as recorded in the Imperial Russian Army newspaper in the last week of 1913, to Germany’s dismay: ‘We all know we are preparing for a war in the West. Not only the troops, but the whole nation must accustom itself to the idea that we arm ourselves for a war of annihilation against the Germans…’ The commanders of the Russian Army, though short of guns, shells, boots and uniforms, declared, ‘We are ready.’”

In France, ‘a supreme confidence animated politics, military affairs, culture and fashion. More duels were fought in Paris in 1913 than in any other European capital, mostly between readers and journalists who had offended them. An unusual rise in cases of crimes passionnels – the murder of unfaithful lovers – led to a new law recognizing crimes of passion” The French governing animus was hatred for, and fear of, Germany, gleaned when German occupying troops forced millions of families to abandon their home in the Alsace-Lorraine region.
French president Raymond Poincaré’s distrust of Germany breathed through his deliberations in the last months of 1913. His speeches consistently appealed to the people to build ‘a strong France’ and a ‘great France’ – explicitly over its eastern neighbor – and this fuelled, as fellow political leader Georges Clemenceau feared, an outpouring of extreme nationalist sentiment not seen since 1870-71.
Nostalgia-laden hindsight has imposed on the pre-war years the notion of an artistic revolution that touched everyone. It did not. Old-fashioned conservatism and respect for tradition were making strident returns, chiefly among the young. In European schools and universities, French and German students were reacting against the dilettantism [def: “amateur” attempts be skilled in everything] to and indulgence of their parents’ Bohemian generation, and rallying to the standards of the old world: patriotic, Christian and authoritarian. The autocratic powers of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia, and the relatively liberal governments of France and Britain, were determined to preserve their systems, political privileges and power. They were genuinely afraid of social reforms and ennobled the rush to arms as a moral response to a revolutionary era. The tired expression, ‘What we need is a good war’ was common enough: ‘a good war’ that would preserve the old world, conservative certainties. In short, the prospect of war offered a grand opportunity to ignore difficult domestic reforms and bind the people against a common foe.
KILL, MAIM, AND TERRIFY:
Though the leaders of the Great Powers proclaimed that they had done everything humanly possible to avoid the guns of August, its commencement was, in fact, far from shocking the rulers of Europe. In truth, it was widely anticipated, rigorously rehearsed, immensely resourced and meticulously planned. By 1913, the leaders, if not the led, were anticipating and planning a major continental war, and to some extent those plans were so entrenched as to become self-fulfilling. After all, this was an age replete with an unprecedented burst of inventiveness. From the end of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 to Christmas 1913, the civilized nations witnessed, in awestruck wonder, the inventions of

1. the phonograph (1877), 
2. the first synthetic fibre (1883), 
3. the Maxim machine gun (1885), 
4. the Kodak box camera, 
5. the Tesla electric motor (1888), 
6. cordite (1889), 
7. the Diesel engine (1892), 
8. the Ford automobile (1893), 
9. the cinematograph (1894), 
10. Roentgen’s X-rays, Marconi’s radio telephony and the Lumière movie camera (1895), 
11. radium, sound recording and the Wright brothers’ powered flight (1903), 
12. and, in 1909, the first flight across the English Channel by the Frenchman Louis Blériot.
New kinds of weapons hastened militarism. Trains, planes, automobiles, cannons and machine guns would unleash seemingly endless opportunities for people to kill, maim and terrify each other. Before the invention of long-range bombers and nuclear weapons, the chief form of mass slaughter would be the howitzer cannon, which could rain shells containing shrapnel (and later, gas) onto the heads of armies. Germany pioneered the development of heavy artillery and by the end of 1913 had built the most powerful big guns on earth. Armed with such weapons, nations would fight over greater and more precise ranges, above the heads of the infantry who would surge forward under the raining bombs in a wave, or ‘front’ – the term was first used in the 1900s to describe the advance of huge lines of troops.
Crucial to every war plan was the railway. Between 1870 and 1914, European track length tripled from 65,000 to 180,000 miles. Steel rails replaced iron, and double-tracked lines rapidly replaced single-tracked ones. By the end of 1913, only 27% of Russia’s train lines were double-tracked, compared with 38% of German lines, 43% of French and 56% of British. These may seem like boring statistics, but consider what they meant: at least twice the number of trains, carrying twice the number of soldiers, bearing down on a distant front line, there to be disgorged and sent straight into battle. In Russia, 14 trains a day rattled along a single-tracked line, and 32 along a double. The proliferation of railway networks up to 1913 then was an arms race, as lethal in its intent as the ballistic-missile race in our own time.
THE PLAN OF ATTACK:
If war were ever to commence, it would Alfred Graf von Schlieffen and his “Schlieffen Plan” that would deliver the opening blow and a complete victory in a very short period of time. How would this be achieved? A small German and Austro-Hungarian force (9% of the total) would temporarily hold the Russian advance on the eastern front, while the bulk of the German Army (91%) would crash across the French border and destroy the French forces via a vast encircling motion through Belgium. And then Germany would hurl her remaining military might on the eastern front and destroy the Slavic armies. It was an ‘all or nothing’ gambit that critically depended on defeating France within the first few weeks of battle.
Schlieffen first openly named Belgium as the corridor for the invasion of France in his Great Memorandum of December 1905, which would apply (with revisions) in 1914. It envisaged the bulk of the German Army – some 700,000 troops – wheeling across southern Belgium to reach the French border within 22 days. Within 10 days of that the invaders would surround Paris from the west, and then drive eastward, to meet up with the German left wing. The remains of the French Army would then be crushed within this ‘great semi-circular pincer’. Within 42 days the war on the western front would be over, and Germany would be free to turn her forces on Russia. The Schlieffen Plan was, as historian Hew Strachan concludes, the ‘definitive statement’ on German thinking and the closest thing to the military equivalent of a prescription for war. Schlieffen died on 4 January 1913, 19 months before the outbreak of war. On his deathbed, the grim old general seemed to anticipate the cause of the failure of his plan. His last words were said to have been, ‘Remember: keep the right wing very strong.’
THE PROBLEM WITH GERMANY: 
In England, novels portraying a German invasion were bestsellers. German publishers, of course, knocked out the same fantasies about annihilating wars between England and Germany. ‘The extraordinary point,’ writes Niall Ferguson, ‘is how seriously the scaremongers’ allegations were taken by senior British officials and ministers.’ 
But contrary to the assertions of England’s Germanophobes, Germany would never pose a serious threat to the British Empire. Indeed, it was Germany’s very inability to acquire a colonial empire that made her so dangerous. Thwarted by the British and French on the world stage, Berlin decided in 1913 to concentrate Germany’s military objectives in Europe. That year Germany grew into a singularly dangerous continental presence: besieged, paranoid and armed to the teeth.
Germany’s curious political (and economic) duality – i.e. she was influential in Europe but weak overseas – arose out of her late development as a colonial power. In the 1880s, Chancellor Otto Von Bismarck, having unified Germany, was opposed to the creation of a German colonial empire. He focused instead on building German economic and political power at home. The chief goal of his concept of ‘revolutionary nationalism’ (Realpolitik) was to carve out Germany’s pre-eminence in Europe, while at the same time preserving the balance of power to assure continental peace. To acquire power peacefully: that was the Iron Chancellor’s guiding animus. But, from the end of the 19th century to the outbreak of hostilities, Germany brooded on the fact of being the fastest-growing industrial power in Europe with the weakest claim to an empire. Her burgeoning power at home stood in stark contrast to her impotence abroad, creating a dangerously unstable diplomatic psychology. Germany demanded a seat at the high table, based on her rising industrial strength in Europe, but lacked the imperial prestige to propel and consolidate it. In 1913 it was this very weakness that made the country so volatile.
And this is perhaps the reason why London refused to strike an alliance with Berlin. German weakness, and not, as is commonly supposed, German strength, destroyed the possibility. London saw little of value in it, as Ferguson explains: ‘It was, after all, the British who killed off the alliance idea, as much as the Germans. And they did so not because Germany began to pose a threat to Britain but, on the contrary, because they realized she did not pose a threat.’ No doubt at the end of the race, Germany was an awesome naval power, if not a rival to Britain. By 1913 the Tirpitz Plan (named after Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz) had endowed Germany with the second-largest navy in the world, albeit 40% smaller than the Royal Navy. It contained 17 modern dreadnoughts, 5 battle cruisers, 25 cruisers, 20 pre-dreadnought battleships as well as over 40 submarines. 
But it was soon realized by German Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg that, ‘because of the navy, we have neglected the army, and our “naval policy” has created enemies around us.’ The army would now be brought up to full strength: ‘We cannot afford to leave out any recruit who can wear a helmet.’ The Kaiser faithfully relayed this message in his 1913 New Year’s address: ‘The navy will surrender to the army the major portion of the available funds.’
THE GOATHERDER PENINSULA: 
Why then did the interests of the Great Powers now converge on the bucolic Balkan Peninsula, home of fierce goatherds, family madness and addled aristocrats? Why was their collision here so dangerous for Europe? Between 1880 and 1914, vast power blocs, divided by religion and ethnicity, would crash into each other and wage a vicious fight for supremacy. Embedded in the Balkan mess were three fierce racial and religious rivals: Turk/Muslim; Nordic/Protestant-Catholic; Slav/Orthodox. But the most persuasive explanation for the Balkan mess arises from Russia’s ancient mission to liberate the Slavs from Turkish occupation, and fulfill its claim on the Dardanelles Straits of the Aegean Sea.

‘Eight wars at least,’ Italian politician Gabriele Albertini reminds us, ‘[Russia] had waged on the Turks either to take their territory or to help Orthodox Slavs and Greeks to throw off the Turkish yoke.’ The Slavic states of Serbia, Bulgaria and Bosnia-Herzegovina shared Russia’s racial and religious blend. Orthodox Christianity was the faith of a majority of Russians, Serbs, Bulgarians, Greeks, Montenegrins and Macedonians. But St. Petersburg’s pro-Slav rhetoric aside, Russia’s goals were self-interested: to seize the Straits and the Black Sea from Turkish control and ensure Russian ships a direct passage to the Mediterranean. 
Turkey’s retreat from the Balkans during the waning years of the nineteenth century threatened anarchy and revolution and drew deep into the power vacuum another old imperial player: Austria-Hungary, the most loyal of German allies and an inveterate Slav-hater. The last thing the Northern European powers wanted in the Balkans was an expansive Slavic realm led by Serbia and sponsored by Russia (with French support), whose designs on the Dardanelles were painfully clear. So Germany moved quickly to reassure Austria, its ally in the region. 
In June 1913, Bulgaria declared war on Serbia over the spoils of the previous conflict. Once again hundreds of thousands of young men were subjected to terror, dismemberment, capture or death, in the name of a line on a map. The reaction of Austria-Hungary to back Bulgaria as a proxy with which to conquer the Serbs concerned Berlin and Rome, who they sought to restrain their Viennese ally. Bitterly for the Austro-Hungarians, Germany refused to give its assent to any intervention in the second Balkan skirmish.
The spoils of the First and Second Balkan wars were shared out at the Treaties of Bucharest and Constantinople in August and September 1913. Once again, the Peninsula was carved up. Communities, villages and towns awoke to find themselves living inside new borders, with new flags, without any recourse to their feelings on the matter. Bulgaria lost most of the ground it gained in the First Balkan War. Serbia, Montenegro and Greece were the outright winners: whole regions suddenly found themselves part of Serbia or Greece. Greece increased her territory by 68%; Serbia almost doubled in size and her population rose from 2.9 million to 4.5 million. Yet the Serbs lost any hope of an outlet to the Adriatic Sea, after Austria insisted on the independence of Albania.

But by 1913, the whole of Europe had not fought a general war for a hundred years. But young men were still receptive to the thought of war: ‘If the youth of the rival countries howled for war in 1914,’ argues the historian Michael Howard, ‘it was because for a generation or more they had been taught to howl:’
1. The horrors that haunted French and German veterans of 1870–71, the nightmares of Russian troops who survived the disastrous war with Japan in 1904–05, barely impinged on the minds of the new generation. 
2. They glorified the ideal of youthful self-sacrifice, which the old establishment – politicians, editors and the church – ennobled with their traditional, unthinking reflex. 
3. The ‘new’ Frenchman was a ‘patriot’ in that he was willing, ‘even eager to give up his life, if that sacrifice would lead to the revival of his country and the throwing off of the unbearable German yoke’, according to an influential survey of young Frenchmen published in 1913.

4. Germany similarly rehabilitated the old slogan ‘For throne and altar’ to rally German youth to the cause of war. “Through this ‘change of blood’, Germany hoped for a national revival, ‘an insurrection of the sons against the fathers’, observed Arthur Moeller van den Bruck, a cultural critic (who later influenced the rise of Nazism). The rustic life aimed to turn frail young men from the cities into the torchbearers of a spiritual rejuvenation of Germany. They were the tools with which to ‘revolutionize’ German minds and shake off their ‘sleeping sickness’.
5. In England ‘there was a new interest in war and the tools of war’, revived by the Boer conflict in South Africa and the naval rivalry with Germany.
The same traditions reached the lower classes, through the Boy Scouts, the Boys’ Brigade and the Church Lads’ Brigades. These organizations imbued in the boys of poorer families the idea that the nation’s survival depended on patriotism, manly virtue and self-sacrifice. As one historian said:

The word “War!” has attained a sudden prestige. It is a young, entirely new word, tricked out with the seductive fascination which the eternal warrior instinct in the heart of man keeps reviving. These young people invest it with all the beauty for which they long and which their daily life does not give them.  War, in their eyes, is above all the opportunity for the display of virtues which they feel to be supreme, energy, leadership, devotion to a cause that matters more than themselves.
“…LIKE PLANETARY BODIES…”: 
In the years leading up to 1914, several developments had pressed the belligerents into their corners: 

1. the Anglo-German naval race; 

2. the two Balkan Wars (1912-1913); 

3. the perception of Russia’s military strength; 

4. and Britain’s failure to commit itself to the defense of its Entente partners leading Germany to hope that the British would remain neutral.

The ministers and commanders knew, more or less, what was happening. They had traced the web of alliances. They had entrenched their plans. The domino effect of the Balkan Wars was plain for all to see. Later they all identified the effect but failed or refused to identify its causes. They weren’t to know the date it would erupt, or that it would engulf the world; but they felt it was imminent.
Understanding and, dare we say, empathy between the great powers was noticeably absent. No doubt their channels of communication were weak, and telegraphs were delayed, or often crossed. A babel of voices spoke in code, in different languages. That hardly excused the awful silence at the top table. Nobody proposed a summit to discuss the European crisis.
 The ‘hammer of destiny’ brought the world to war, claimed English Prime Minister David Lloyd George, for whom ‘the nations slithered over the brink into the boiling cauldron of war.’ Profound magnetic reactions’ drew nations together ‘like planetary bodies’, claimed Churchill. ‘No human individual could have prevented it’
There were many chances to pull back from the brink: Germany might have softened their terms on Serbia, or agreed to England’s attempt to mediate. German ambitions and paranoia might have been appeased, accommodated, soothed, had there been the political will to do so. There was not. The simple truth is: men in power planned, chose – or weakly acquiesced in the choice – to go to war; only they could have avoided or stopped it. And there were many opportunities to do so. They were all, more or less, responsible. They were not somnambulant pawns under the spell of some malign Zeus.
