
C H A P T E R  T W O

The July crisis, 1914

On 28 June 1914 the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the
throne of Austria-Hungary, was assassinated by a member

of a group of Serb and Croat nationalists. He was on a visit to Sarajevo,
the capital of the formerly Turkish province of Bosnia which had been
administered by Austria-Hungary since 1878 and annexed to the mon-
archy in 1908. The murder of prominent people – kings, presidents, leading
politicians – had been for some three decades a familiar technique used by
groups and individuals anxious to draw attention to what they believed to
be national or social injustices, but no previous assassination within living
memory had provoked a major international crisis, as the killing of the
archduke was to do. To understand why this was so, we must look at the
development of the July crisis and at the crucial decisions that led from an
isolated act of terrorism to the outbreak of a world war. In this chapter we
shall try to give a narrative of the decisions in terms of the way in which
the participants themselves described and discussed them. Later in this
book we shall examine some of the explanations at a deeper level that
have attempted to go beyond the evidence in the diplomatic and political
documents on which this account is based, but for the moment we shall
look at what the responsible political leaders said they were trying to
achieve in their handling of the crisis and the reasons they themselves gave
at the time to justify these decisions.

The governments directly involved at first were those of Austria-
Hungary and Serbia, since it was immediately assumed by the Austrian
authorities that the assassins had been operating from inside the kingdom
of Serbia and with the connivance of the government and its officials.
Since 1903, when a new ruling dynasty had seized power in Serbia with
the support of a group of intensely nationalist officers determined to
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expand Serbia’s frontiers so as to include those Serbs still living under for-
eign rule, the Austrian emperor, Franz Josef, and his advisers had become
increasingly worried by the attraction that Serbia could exercise over the
South Slavs – Croats as well as Serbs – within the Habsburg Monarchy.
His worries were justified: maps drawn by Serb nationalists included
Croatia, Slovenia, Dalmatia, Istria, Bosnia, Herzegovina, Montenegro and
Macedonia in a future Serbia; they went back to medieval maps and texts
to argue that all South Slav lands should be incorporated and that all
‘Slav’ peoples were in fact ‘Serbs’ – including the Croats who were but a
tribe of Serbs.1

The survival of the Habsburg Monarchy was believed to depend, if not
on solving the problem of the subject nationalities (which may well have
been impossible), at least on keeping them in what one Austrian statesman
had called ‘a balanced state of mutual dissatisfaction’.2 Any move by the
Serbs to encourage separatist national feelings among the South Slavs
inside the monarchy was therefore seen as a direct threat to the existence
of the Austro-Hungarian state. The assassination of Franz Ferdinand
seemed to provide an excellent excuse for taking some sort of action
against Serbia in order to remove this threat. Perhaps surprisingly, the
emperor was not outraged by the killing, which he viewed as divine 
retribution for Franz Ferdinand’s defiance of dynastic duties when he
insisted on marrying a woman of merely noble, rather than royal, birth.
Only slowly did the implications for Austrian prestige and the opportunity
to ‘settle’ the Serb threat dawn on him.3 During the days immediately after
the murder, the Austro-Hungarian government was discussing what form
this action should take. There was an additional argument for vigorous
action against Serbia in that the Austro-Hungarians had been unable to
prevent the Serbs from winning substantial territorial gains in the two
Balkan wars of 1912–13, so that Serbia was by 1914 considerably larger
than it had been two years before. The conclusion that the Austrians drew
from this was that while Serbia would pose a greater long-term threat
than previously, in the short term it would be weakened as it attempted to
assimilate 1.5 million people and incorporate 34,000 square kilometres
into its military organization and strategic planning.

The solution proposed by the chief of the general staff, Franz Baron
Conrad von Hötzendorf, was to call for immediate mobilization so as to
force the government of Serbia to exercise more control over the terrorist
groups and to recognize that any subversive action against Austria must
be stopped. There were two arguments against this course. One, soon
abandoned, was that the threat of military action against Serbia might
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provoke other subject nationalities in the monarchy, especially the Czechs,
into attempting a revolution. The other, advanced by Count István Tisza,
the Hungarian prime minister, was that there were quite enough Serbs in
Austria-Hungary already (and especially in the Hungarian half of the
monarchy), so that in no circumstances must action against Serbia involve
the annexation of Serb territory and increase the number of Serbs directly
under Austro-Hungarian rule. By 3 July Tisza was the only senior policy-
maker who was not ready for a military confrontation – not because he
was opposed to war as such, but because he believed the circumstances of
the moment were not favourable.4

The success of any action undertaken with the intention of reducing
Serbia to the position of a satellite state depended on this being man-
aged in such a way as to avoid provoking a major international crisis in
which Russia might intervene in support of Serbia. Although the Austro-
Hungarian government was aware of this danger they hoped that Russian
intervention could be prevented if Austria had a firm promise of German
support. They had good reason to think this: a precedent had been set
when, in 1908, at the moment of the Austro-Hungarian annexation of
Bosnia, Russia had given way when Germany made it clear that it was
backing Austria. Perhaps the Austrians underestimated the bitter taste
that this affair had left in the tsar’s mouth; he had complained that
Germany’s action had been brutal ‘and we won’t forget it’. Perhaps the
Austrians simply believed that the risk of war with Russia was one that
had to be run; perhaps the Austrians were simply fatalistic, believing that
there would never be a better time to ‘solve’ the ‘problem’ of Serbia –
which would explain why the question of Russia’s response was barely
discussed at the Council of Ministers of 7 July, an absence that seems 
to indicate that the decision to go to war had already been made, and 
that the only question was whether they should mobilize and attack 
without warning or first make demands on Serbia which, if rejected,
would bring war.5

Immediately after the archduke’s funeral, therefore, the Austro-
Hungarian foreign minister, Count Leopold von Berchtold, and Conrad,
the chief of the general staff, had decided to ask for German support.
Count Josef Hoyos, the head of Berchtold’s private office and himself one
of the younger diplomats convinced of the necessity of vigorous action
against Serbia, was sent to Berlin with a personal letter from Franz Josef
to Wilhelm II that was delivered on 5 July.6 After lunch in the royal palace
at Potsdam, the kaiser assured the Austrian envoy that Austria could
count on full German support even if Russia were to be involved. At this
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point the kaiser seemed certain and clear: the next day he told the indus-
trialist Gustav Krupp that the Austrians intended to wipe out Serbia and
that Germany would support them even at the risk of a war with Russia;
he then embarked on his yacht, the Hohenzollern, for his annual three-
week cruise.7 On 7 July the Austro-Hungarian Council of Ministers met to
consider the reply from Berlin and to decide on the next step. It was now
that Tisza expressed some of his reservations, but the consensus of the
meeting was that a mere diplomatic success in humiliating Serbia was
insufficient to solve finally the threat posed to the integrity of the mon-
archy and that they should therefore present demands that would justify
military action should the Serbs refuse to accept them. Tisza consented 
to this arrangement, maintaining, however, that the demands should be
‘reasonable’ and not destroy the sovereignty of Serbia. With this agreed,
Berchtold set out to report to the emperor, who was spending the summer
as usual at the resort of Bad Ischl in the Salzkammergut, while continuing
to persuade Tisza to drop his reservations about taking military action
against Serbia. He succeeded. He claimed that the German ambassador
had received a directive from Wilhelm II encouraging Austria-Hungary 
to take decisive action against Serbia. He convinced Tisza that if they 
vacillated this ‘would be taken as a sign of weakness in Berlin’, and that
this would have a negative impact on Germany’s future policy within the
Triple Alliance – knowing that Tisza regarded the German alliance as
essential for the survival of the Dual Monarchy.8 Berchtold thus succeeded
in overcoming Tisza’s hesitations.

On 14 July the Austro-Hungarian government agreed on a draft 
ultimatum to be sent to Serbia, the text of which was finally approved on
19 July. The note demanded that Serbia should agree to a number of
Austrian conditions including the suppression of anti-Austrian propa-
ganda in Serbia, the dissolution of the Serbian nationalist association
Narodna Odbrana (National Defence), the purging of officers and officials
who were guilty of propaganda against Austria, the arrest of named
officers suspected of aiding and abetting the conspirators who murdered
the archduke, and the tightening up of controls on the border between
Serbia and Austria-Hungary. It also demanded that representatives of 
the Austro-Hungarian government should participate in the inquiry that
the Serbs were to carry out into the origins of the assassination plot, as
well as in the suppression of subversive activities directed against the
Austro-Hungarian state. This stiff list of demands was to be handed to the
government of Serbia on 23 July, which was to be obliged to reply within
48 hours.
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Throughout these days the German leaders repeated on several occa-
sions their support for Austria-Hungary and pressed on the Austrians the
advantages of rapid action. The Austrian ambassador in Berlin reported
that government circles there believed that the moment was a favourable
one even in the case of Russian intervention, since the Russians were not
yet fully prepared militarily and not nearly as strong as they were likely to
be in a few years. At the same time Gottlieb von Jagow, the state secretary
for foreign affairs in Germany, while recognizing Austria’s internal weak-
ness, thought that Germany must support its ally at all costs if Austria
were to survive as a Great Power and an effective partner in the alliance.
Jagow also hoped, as the Austrian leaders did, that vigorous action would
make the Russians less likely to intervene rather than more so. While 
the discussions about the precise terms of the ultimatum were going on in
Vienna, the allies in Berlin were repeatedly urging the need for action 
and leaving their own willingness to risk war in no doubt, and they even
showed some anxiety at the delay in dispatching the ultimatum.

So far, during the three weeks or so since the archduke’s murder, 
there was little popular awareness of any impending international crisis.
In Germany, for example, there had been considerable excitement imme-
diately after news of the assassination arrived but things quickly returned
to normal until 23 July, when the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia was
reported.9 Those Europeans who could afford it set off on their summer
holidays as usual. The Serb army commander went to take the waters 
at an Austrian spa;10 the British ambassador to France went to England
for his annual three-week vacation, returning to Paris only on 20 July.11

Moreover, the Austro-Hungarian government and their German allies 
had two good reasons for delaying the dispatch of the ultimatum to
Serbia. First, this would give more time for the completion of the harvest
before the disruption to agriculture that mobilization was bound to cause.
Secondly, the dispatch of the ultimatum on 23 July would ensure that it
did not arrive in Belgrade during the visit to St Petersburg of the presid-
ent of France, Raymond Poincaré, and his prime minister, René Viviani,
which had been arranged some time before as part of a regular series 
of meetings between the French and their Russian allies and which was
planned to take place between 20 and 23 July. As Berchtold put it to 
the German ambassador in Vienna ‘under the influence of champagne . . .
a fraternal relationship might be celebrated which would influence and
possibly determine the attitude of both countries. It would be good if the
toasts were over before the transmission of the ultimatum.’12
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Certainly there had been little sense of impending disaster in St
Petersburg. The perspective on the assassination crisis provided in the
immediate aftermath by the Russian ambassador in Vienna, N.N. Shebeko,
was calm if misleading: ‘There is already reason to suppose that at least in
the immediate future the course of Austro-Hungarian policy will be more
restrained and calm. That is what they believe here and beyond question
that is what the Emperor Franz Josef will strive for.’13 Sergei Sazonov, the
Russian foreign minister, departed for his country estate on 14 July for a
short holiday before receiving the French visitors. But even before the
arrival of Poincaré and Viviani on 20 July, the Russian government was
beginning to suspect that the Austrians were preparing some sort of 
decisive action against Serbia and Sazonov was already thinking that
Russia might have to take some precautionary military measures. They
had broken the cipher used by the Austro-Hungarian foreign ministry and
were presumably aware of the contents of the telegrams between Vienna
and the embassy in St Petersburg. In any case, by 16 July the Italian
ambassador to Russia was warning a senior official in the Russian foreign
office that ‘Austria was capable of taking an irrevocable step with regard
to Serbia based on the belief that, although Russia would make a verbal
protest, she would not adopt forcible measures for the protection of
Serbia.’14 And on the same day the Russian ambassador in Vienna was
reporting much the same thing. It was therefore in an atmosphere of 
some apprehension and uncertainty that Poincaré arrived in Russia on 
the afternoon of 20 July.

We know surprisingly little of the conversations between the leaders 
of the French and Russian governments. The French representatives had
been briefed on a number of points by their foreign office, and especially
on some questions affecting French business enterprises in Russia. The
president of the republic was greeted with great fanfare as the entourage
made its way along the route to the Winter Palace in St Petersburg,
although the ambassador there, Maurice Paléologue, was not fooled by
the display: ‘The police had arranged it all. At every street corner a group
of poor wretches cheered loudly under the eye of a policeman.’15 The
German ambassador concurred, reporting that, although Poincaré was
treated with great ceremony, there was little genuine popular enthusiasm
when he appeared in public, while a printers’ strike reduced press com-
ment on the visit. But both the Germans and the Austrians were worried
that the nationalist and anti-German figures in St Petersburg, such as the
Grand Duke Nicholas, whose Montenegrin wife had passionate pro-Serb
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feelings, reinforced by Paléologue, might be effectively influencing the
decisions taken; and even if nothing concrete was in fact decided, the visit
gave the impression of close and cordial cooperation between the two
governments. Poincaré, Viviani and their party left by sea late in the
evening of 23 July. The timing of the delivery of the Austrian ultimatum 
to Serbia hung in the balance: the Germans had advised them to delay its
presentation until the French leaders had departed from St Petersburg.
The ultimatum was duly presented at 6 p.m. Central European Time – 
8 p.m. in St Petersburg, during which time a farewell dinner was being
held aboard the France, which was to set sail by 11 p.m. When Sazonov
received the text of the ultimatum at 10 a.m. the next morning he was
shocked: ‘C’est la guerre européenne,’ he exclaimed.16 The tsar was less
alarmed; his minister of finance (who saw him the same day) recorded 
that he ‘remained quite calm’, and that he thought Sazonov, who was
exaggerating the gravity of the situation, ‘had lost his nerve. In latter years
conflicts had frequently arisen in the Balkans, but the powers had always
come to an agreement. None of them would wish to let war loose in
Europe to protect the interests of a Balkan state.’17

Sir Edward Grey, the British foreign secretary, described the Austro-
Hungarian note as ‘the most formidable document I had ever seen
addressed by one State to another that was independent’.18 The permanent
secretary of the Second International immediately telegraphed members of
the International Socialist Bureau to enquire whether he should organize 
a meeting. The reaction of the Serb government was, not surprisingly, one
of confusion and dismay. They were in the midst of a domestic political
crisis (see Chapter 4) and were about to hold a general election. Their 
military position had not yet recovered from the efforts of the two Balkan
wars. At the moment when the ultimatum was delivered, the prime minis-
ter, Nicholas Pasic, was away on an election campaign and indeed plan-
ning to take a few days’ holiday. It was only with some difficulty that he
was contacted, and he arrived back in Belgrade early in the morning of 
25 July. In the meantime, the instinct of the Serbian Cabinet was to play
for time and to place their hopes in the possibility of mediation, perhaps
by the king of Italy, an uncle of Prince Regent Alexander of Serbia. But
because of the rigidity of the Austrian time limit, their immediate problem
was to decide whether they had any choice other than to accept the 
ultimatum in its entirety. There is some evidence to suggest that they con-
sidered doing this; but, in the event, the reply they sent, while extremely
conciliatory in tone, raised objections to the participation of Austro-
Hungarian officials in the Serbian inquiry into the plot to assassinate
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Franz Ferdinand. This was enough, for the Austro-Hungarian minister in
Belgrade had been given precise instructions that any Serbian reply other
than unconditional acceptance of the terms of the ultimatum would lead to
the breaking off of diplomatic relations. The Serbian reply was delivered
to the Austrian representative, General Baron Wladimir Giesl von Gieslingen,
just before the expiry of the time limit at 6 p.m. on 25 July. Giesl at once
declared it unsatisfactory and left by the 6.30 train for Vienna.

There has been much speculation about Serbian policy in these crucial
48 hours and the topic is still controversial among Serb politicians and
scholars. Some people have argued that it was Pasic’s fear that Austrian
participation in the inquiry would reveal the extent of the Serbian govern-
ment’s complicity or connivance in the assassination plot that made him
insist on the unacceptability of that part of the ultimatum. Others have
suggested that it was an offer of Russian support that changed the mood
of the Serb ministers from one of resigned acceptance of the whole ulti-
matum to its acceptance with reservations. Certainly, on 24 July the regent
of Serbia addressed a personal appeal to the tsar in which he complained
that the Austrian terms were unnecessarily humiliating and the time limit
too short. ‘We cannot defend ourselves. Therefore we pray Your Majesty
to lend help as soon as possible. Your Majesty has given so many proofs
of your previous good will and we confidently hope that this appeal will
find an echo in your generous Slav heart.’19 Even before this message was
received at St Petersburg it was clear what the Russian response would be.
As soon as Sazonov heard the terms of the ultimatum to Serbia from the
Austrian ambassador, he accused the Austro-Hungarian government of
deliberately provoking war: ‘Vous mettez le feu à l’Europe!’ (‘You have
set fire to Europe’).20 He at once consulted the chief of staff, General
Nikolai Yanushkevich, with the result that on the next day, 25 July, the
tsar authorized preparations for partial mobilization, though the actual
orders for mobilization were not yet issued. These steps were reported
enthusiastically by the Serbian minister in St Petersburg to his government
in Belgrade.21 The tsar and his advisers were fully aware of the con-
sequences that mobilization would entail: as far back as the negotiations
of the Franco-Russian military convention in 1892, the chief of the Russian
general staff had pointed out to the prime minister that:

Whoever first concentrates his forces and strikes against a still un-
prepared enemy has assured himself of the highest probability of 
having the first victory, which facilitates the successful conduct of 
the entire campaign. The undertaking of mobilization can no longer 
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be considered as a peaceful act; on the contrary, it represents the most
decisive act of war.22

It was on 24 July – nearly four weeks after the assassination of Franz
Ferdinand – that the scale and implications of the crisis began to be real-
ized outside Berlin and Vienna. Throughout the crisis the German and
Austrian governments had accepted the risk that the Austrian demands on
Serbia might well lead to the intervention of Russia, which in turn might
lead to a European war. However, they had believed that the more decisive
Austrian action was and the firmer Germany’s backing of its ally, the less
likely the Russians would be to intervene. Yet the risk had to be run, first
by the Austro-Hungarians because, as Tisza put it to the German ambas-
sador, ‘The Monarchy must take an energetic decision to show its power
of survival and to put an end to intolerable conditions in the south-east,’23

and secondly by the Germans because many of the responsible leaders
shared the view summed up by the Bavarian representative in Berlin after
talks with the undersecretary and other senior officials in the foreign 
ministry that ‘people are of the opinion that it is a moment of destiny for
Austria and for this reason we have unhesitatingly agreed to any measures
which might be decided on there, even at the risk of danger of a war with
Russia’.24 Over the next few days after the presentation of the Austrian
note in Belgrade on 23 July, it became increasingly clear that those people
in Berlin and Vienna who thought that vigorous action by Austria and a
clear declaration of support by Germany would deter Russia were deeply
mistaken.

By 24 July the British government began to be seriously worried about
the situation. On the previous day, Count Albert von Mensdorff, the
Austro-Hungarian ambassador in London, had given Grey privately some
idea of the Austrian demands and in particular of the time limit that 
was to be set for Serbia’s acceptance of them. For a moment Grey had a
frightening picture of the implications:

The possible consequences of the present situation were terrible. If 
as many as four great Powers of Europe – let us say Austria, France,
Russia and Germany – were engaged in war, it seemed to me that it 
must involve the expenditure of so vast a sum of money and such an
interference with trade, that a war would be accompanied or followed 
by a complete collapse of European credit and industry. In these days,
in great industrial states, this would mean a state of things worse than
that of 1848, and, irrespective of who were victors in the war, many
things would be completely swept away.25
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The result was that on the next day Grey began to explore the possib-
ility that Britain, Germany, France and Italy ‘who had not direct interests
in Serbia should act together for the sake of peace, simultaneously in
Vienna and St Petersburg’.26 By the time he had spoken to the French and
German ambassadors, Grey was already beginning to assume that a war
between Austria and Serbia could not be localized, and he spent most of
the next day trying to arrange some sort of joint mediation before setting
off for his usual weekend’s fishing in Hampshire. During the afternoon 
of 26 July he authorized, from his cottage at Itchen Abbas, the issue of a
formal invitation to the governments of Italy, Germany and France to
instruct their ambassadors in London to join him in a conference ‘in order
to endeavour to find an issue to prevent complications’.27

By the time Grey’s invitation was despatched two of the countries
directly concerned in the crisis were already planning military action, even
though no irrevocable step had yet been taken. On 25 July, the German
government was pressing for immediate Austrian military operations against
Serbia because ‘any delay in commencing military operations is regarded
. . . as a great danger because of the interference of other powers’.28 On
the next day, however, General Conrad had to point out that his mobil-
ization plans did not allow for an attack on Serbia before 12 August,
which raised the question of whether there was any point in a declaration
of war if it were not accompanied by immediate action; in fact, the
Austrian war plan had long envisaged a two-front eastern war against
Russia and Serbia, (‘War Case R+B’) in which it was considered essential
to strike a decisive blow against Russia in Poland before turning on
Serbia, the weaker of the two adversaries. This was also the promise made
to the Germans in order to permit them to initiate their mobilization
according to the so-called ‘Schlieffen plan’. By 27 July the views of
Berchtold prevailed and it was decided that a formal declaration of war on
Serbia should be made on 28 July; and Berchtold at least seems to have
hoped that it might frighten the Serbs into total submission without the
need for actual military measures. The declaration of war referred not 
only to the unsatisfactory Serbian reply to the Austrian note of 23 July,
but also alleged that the Serbs had already attacked a detachment of 
the Austro-Hungarian army on the Bosnian border, an accusation based
on an unconfirmed report subsequently shown to be false, although 
the Serbian army had actually been mobilized before replying to the 
ultimatum. On 26 July Tsar Nicholas agreed to initiate the arrangements 
provided for in the ‘period preparatory to war’ and he followed this on 
28 July by authorizing a partial mobilization in the military districts of
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Kiev, Odessa, Moscow and Kazan according to Schedule 19(A), which
had been drawn up in May 1912. The general intent of this plan was ‘to
go over to the offensive against the armed forces of Germany and Austria-
Hungary with the objective of taking the war into their territory’.29

The Russians assumed (correctly) that in any war Germany would be
embroiled on two fronts, with most of their forces concentrated for the
attack on France; the first Russian thrust would be launched against
Austria-Hungary from Poland and the Ukraine, with the objective of
encircling and destroying the forces concentrated in Galicia, then to seize
the Carpathian passes in order to facilitate an attack across the Hungarian
plain. The tsar, recognizing the dangers of precipitating a general war by
initiating such a mobilization, delayed taking the final step.

But even if the Austrian and Russian delays in mobilization or military
operations left some room for the diplomatic negotiations suggested by
Grey, the reply he received from the German government on the evening
of 27 July, after the French and Italians had agreed to his proposal for a
conference, put an end to the hopes that this particular attempt at avoid-
ing war might be successful, since Jagow had maintained that the question
was one that concerned Russia and Austria alone and should be settled 
by direct negotiation between them. As there did at that moment seem 
to be a chance of conversations beginning between Russia and Austria 
(on 26 July Sazonov had a calm and constructive talk with the Austrian
ambassador in St Petersburg) and, as Jagow did not rule out completely
some sort of mediation later on, Grey was obliged to accept for the
moment the failure of his proposal. The British ambassador in Paris began
to fear the worst: ‘If the Emperor of Russia adheres to the absurd and
obsolete claim that she is protectress of all Slav states, however bad their
conduct, war is probable’ – and he feared that a war that started in 
the Balkans would not generate any public enthusiasm in Britain.30 On 
27 July, even before receiving news of the German refusal of his confer-
ence proposal, Grey raised with the Cabinet, for the first time and still 
in a very hypothetical way, the question of Britain’s entry into a war if 
France were to be attacked by Germany. The realization was growing 
that no armed conflict was likely to be localized. Although there was 
considerable opposition in the Cabinet to the idea that Britain might 
enter the war, it nevertheless approved the decisions taken by the first 
sea lord that the British fleet, which had been conducting manoeuvres,
should not be dispersed to its peacetime bases and that the crews should
not be sent on the leave that they would normally have expected after the
manoeuvres.
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French reactions to the crisis had been somewhat confused by the 
fact that the president and the prime minister were at sea on their journey
back to France from St Petersburg during these days in which tension was
growing. Wireless telegraphy was still very imperfect, and Poincaré sub-
sequently recorded his frustration at the incomplete and garbled radio
messages that he and Viviani on board the France were receiving from 
the Eiffel Tower, so that it was only when they arrived in Stockholm on 
25 July that they began to realize the seriousness of the situation, an
impression confirmed by such messages as did get through to the ship as it
crossed the Baltic towards Copenhagen. Nevertheless,Viviani (prompted
by Poincaré) wired instructions that Serbia should accept as many of 
the Austrian conditions as honour would allow, and asked that the 48-
hour deadline be extended and that the inquest on the assassination be
internationalized.31 In Paris there had been no great sense of urgency: the
French minister in Belgrade had fallen ill and no telegram or dispatch was
sent between 14 and 25 July; the ambassador in St Petersburg, Paléologue,
believed that Russia was behaving with moderation, and gave the impres-
sion that the situation was unlikely to explode into a general crisis.32

The French leaders cancelled their state visits to Denmark and Norway
and returned as fast as possible to France, landing at Dunkirk on the
morning of 29 July. During the critical days immediately after the pub-
lication of the Austrian ultimatum, the leaders of the French government
were therefore unable to exercise much control over events. In their
absence, the acting foreign minister, Jean-Baptiste Bienvenu-Martin, the
minister of justice, was indecisive and hesitant and far slower than 
the Paris press in realizing the gravity of the situation, so that both the
German and Austrian ambassadors formed the impression that France
would not support Russia’s position very firmly. The absence of the 
president and prime minister also meant that Paléologue, a man wholly
committed to the Russian alliance and whom Poincaré had once accused
of having ‘a little too much imagination’,33 felt free to strengthen the
resolve of Sazonov (whose changes of mood contributed to the complexity
of the situation) by assuring him of France’s readiness to fulfil its obliga-
tions as an ally. Moreover, he does not seem to have bothered to keep the
foreign ministry in Paris fully informed of the many detailed developments
in St Petersburg between the evening of 23 July when Poincaré and Viviani
left and their arrival in France six days later. In Paléologue’s defence, Jean
Stengers has argued that his information was more limited than hitherto
believed – that he was kept in the dark concerning details of the Russian
mobilization, and that he did not attempt to hide the facts from Paris.34

T H E  J U L Y  C R I S I S ,  1 9 1 4 2 3

TOO_C02.qxd  15/06/2006  11:58 AM  Page 23

Joll, James, and Gordon Martel. The Origins of the First World War, Routledge, 2006. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1569690.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 07:33:19.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

6.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Poincaré’s policy was to do everything he could to restrain Russia 
from giving Germany a pretext for war – partly out of a genuine interest
in resolving the crisis without war, partly out of his determination that, if
war came, it must be presented to the French people as a defensive one.35

Nevertheless, the French had already taken some precautionary measures.
Soldiers on leave were being inconspicuously recalled to their regiments;
some units were being moved back from Morocco; the prefects were
exhorting the editors of provincial newspapers to be patriotic and discreet.
And on 27 July, General Joseph Joffre, the chief of the general staff, 
and Adolphe Messimy, the minister of war, were expressing through the
military attaché in St Petersburg their hope that should war break out 
the Russian high command would immediately take the offensive in East
Prussia. The French military authorities were, presumably, worried by
reports that the Russians were preparing to mobilize only against Austria.
By the time the French Cabinet met under the chairmanship of Poincaré
on the evening of 29 July, they were confronted with further evidence of
the deterioration of the situation. Not only had the Austrians declared
war on Serbia on the 28th and bombarded Belgrade from ships of their
Danube flotilla on the 29th, but the German government was now directly
threatening France: the German ambassador had told Viviani as soon as
he was back in Paris that the military precautions that France had begun
to take would justify Germany proclaiming the Kriegsgefahrzustand, the
‘state of imminent danger of war’ that was the preparatory stage before
mobilization.

On 29 July the International Socialist Bureau met to consider their
reaction to the crisis and agreed that the Congress of the International, to
meet in Paris on 9 August, should discuss ‘The Proletariat and the War’.36

The military actions of all the states concerned were becoming of major
importance: Austria-Hungary and Serbia were already at war even though
it would be some days before the Austrian army could commence opera-
tions, and general mobilization – mobilization against Russia – had 
not yet been ordered; the French had started taking precautionary mea-
sures; the British had kept their fleet concentrated. Most serious of all,
Tsar Nicholas had that morning signed two alternative decrees, one for
partial mobilization and one for general mobilization. That evening 
the German ambassador called on Sazonov and showed him a telegram
from Bethmann Hollweg, the German chancellor: ‘Kindly impress on 
M. Sazonov very seriously that further progress of Russian mobilization
measures would compel us to mobilize and that European war could
scarcely be prevented.’37 There is substantial evidence to suggest that

2 4 T H E  O R I G I N S  O F  T H E  F I R S T  W O R L D  W A R

TOO_C02.qxd  15/06/2006  11:58 AM  Page 24

Joll, James, and Gordon Martel. The Origins of the First World War, Routledge, 2006. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1569690.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 07:33:19.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

6.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Bethmann Hollweg believed that the war could be ‘localized’, that it could
be contained in the Balkans if the Russians did not intervene, and that it
could ‘solve’ the Serbian problem for the Austrians – although there is also
good evidence to suggest that the chancellor was well aware of the risk
that supporting Austria might escalate the situation into a major war.38

But if localization was the aim of German diplomacy, it had the oppo-
site effect to the one that was intended, for the Russian foreign minister,
the war minister and the chief of the general staff agreed to order gen-
eral mobilization at once. Yet Tsar Nicholas still hesitated: he had just
received a telegram from Kaiser Wilhelm (in English) that ended: ‘I am
exerting my utmost influence to induce the Austrians to deal straightly 
to arrive to a satisfactory understanding with you. I confidently hope 
you will help me in my efforts to smoothe over difficulties that may still 
arise. Your very sincere and devoted friend and cousin Willy.’39

Indeed, both the kaiser and his chancellor had by now begun to have
some misgivings. On 27 July Bethmann Hollweg had received a telegram
from Prince Karl Max von Lichnowsky, the German ambassador in
London, which passed on a message from Grey asking the Germans to
persuade the Austrian government to accept the Serbian reply to their 
ultimatum, as Grey believed this met the Austrian demands ‘to an extent
he would never have considered possible’.40 Grey, whom Lichnowsky
found depressed for the first time since the beginning of the crisis, had said
that the whole future of Anglo-German relations depended on joint action
to avoid war, that he had done what he could to urge moderation on 
the Russians and that the Germans must now do the same in Vienna.
Bethmann Hollweg at once passed the telegram to the kaiser who, on the
afternoon of the next day, replied that the Serbian answer had removed
grounds for war but that, as ‘the Serbs are Orientals and so mendacious,
false and masters of obstruction’, the Austrians should occupy Belgrade as
a pledge for the Serbs’ fulfilment of their promises until these were satis-
factorily carried out.41 This proposal was passed on to Vienna later in the
day; and as the Austrian government had already declared that it had no
intention of annexing permanently any Serbian territory, it looked like a
possible basis for negotiation. But in spite of several reminders, Berchtold
delayed replying, and when he finally did send an answer it was an evasive
one. No doubt this was because the Austro-Hungarian government was
getting contradictory advice from Berlin. Just when Berchtold was consider-
ing Kaiser Wilhelm’s proposal for a ‘halt in Belgrade’, General Conrad
was being urged by General Helmuth von Moltke, the chief of the German
general staff, that any further delay in ordering Austria’s mobilization
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would be disastrous. It is not surprising that at this point Berchtold is said
to have flung up his hands and exclaimed: ‘Who actually rules in Berlin,
Bethmann or Moltke?’42 Perhaps this was immaterial as the two men
shared essentially the same aims during the crisis as they had for several
years beforehand.43 Between 28 and 31 July, events were moving far too
fast for the diplomats because the decisions were now more and more
being taken by the soldiers.

Sir Edward Grey, though discouraged, had not given up hope of 
mediation and he welcomed the possibility that a ‘halt in Belgrade’ would
give time for further negotiation between Austria and Russia. But these
hopes vanished as it became clear that the Austrians would not make any
concessions to Serbia: late on the afternoon of 29 July, the British ambas-
sador reported that the German chancellor had passed on to the Austrians
Grey’s view that the Serbian reply was sufficiently conciliatory to serve as
a basis for discussion, but he had been told ‘that it was too late to act
upon your suggestion as events had marched too rapidly’.44 The result 
of the failure of Grey’s initiative and the fact that Britain’s room for 
diplomatic manoeuvre was vanishing changed the nature of the problems
confronting the British government. The British were now under increas-
ing pressure from France and Russia to declare their support for them;
and at the same time the Germans were insistently asking for a promise of
British neutrality. As early as 25 July, Sir George Buchanan, the British
ambassador in St Petersburg, had been told by Sazonov, ‘If we [the
British] took our stand firmly with France and Russia there would be no
war. If we failed them now rivers of blood would flow and we would 
in the end be dragged in.’45 This was to remain the constant theme of 
the French and Russian leaders over the next few days. On the evening of 
30 July, President Poincaré put the same point to Sir Francis Bertie, the
British ambassador in Paris, who telegraphed to London that Poincaré ‘is
convinced that preservation of peace between Powers is in the hands of
England, for if His Majesty’s Government announce that, in the event of
conflict between Germany and France resulting from present differences
between Austria and Serbia, England would come to the aid of France,
there would be no war for Germany would at once modify her attitude.’46

Grey responsed to this plea by continuing to avoid commitment. As he
had put it to the French ambassador in London, Paul Cambon, on 29 July:

If Germany became involved and France became involved, we had 
not made up our minds what we should do . . . we were taking all 
precautions with regard to our fleet, and I was about to warn Prince
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Lichnowsky not to count on our standing aside, but it would not be
fair that I should let M. Cambon be misled into supposing that this
meant that we had decided what to do in a contingency that I still
hoped might not arise.47

Nor was the language Grey used with the Germans much different. 
On the previous evening Bethmann Hollweg promised that if Britain
remained neutral Germany would not make any territorial acquisitions at
the expense of France – though this promise did not include the French
colonies. Sir Eyre Crowe, the assistant undersecretary in the Foreign
Office, minuted: ‘the only comment that needs to be made on these
astounding proposals is that they reflect discredit on the statesman who
makes them’.48 Yet Grey continued to refuse to commit himself: ‘We must
preserve our full freedom to act as circumstances may seem to require in
any development of the present crisis.’49 In the early stages of the crisis 
his reluctance to commit Britain to support France and Russia was based
on a fear that such support might make the Russian government more
intransigent and reduce the chances of successful mediation. As one of 
the members of the government opposed to British involvement put it, ‘If
both sides do not know what we shall do, both will be less willing to run
risks.’50 By 28 July, however, Grey recognized that he could not carry his
colleagues in the Cabinet with him if he attempted to pursue a positive
policy. On 29 July the Cabinet agreed ‘after much discussion’ that ‘at 
this stage we were unable to pledge ourselves in advance either under 
all circumstances to stand aside or on any condition to go in.’51 And as
late as 1 August the government decided ‘that we could not propose 
to Parliament at this moment to send an expeditionary military force to 
the continent’.52 Nevertheless, a message from the ambassador in Berlin
the previous day had already convinced Crowe that the Germans were
intending to violate Belgian neutrality and seize French colonies; this 
provoked Grey to a ‘white heat of passion’.53 Few of his officials were 
in any doubt of the policy to pursue. His permanent undersecretary at the
Foreign Office, Sir Arthur Nicolson, joined Crowe in urging Grey to stick
by the Entente: ‘Should we waver now, we shall rue the day later.’54

On 29 July Tsar Nicholas had still hesitated to order general mobiliza-
tion, and on the same day Bethmann Hollweg, supported by Moltke,
resisted the proposal of General Erich von Falkenhayn, the war minister,
that Germany should at once proclaim the stage preparatory to formal
mobilization, the Kriegsgefahrzustand. But by the next day, when it was
clear that any further attempts at persuading the Austrians to suspend
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their action against Serbia were bound to fail, the military preparations
were carried a stage further, with each side trying to put the blame for the
escalation on the other. On the afternoon of 30 July, the tsar’s hesitations
were finally (and not without difficulty) overcome and, at 5 p.m., he issued
the orders for the proclamation of general mobilization on the next day.
As tension grew in Europe rumours spread. Earlier that afternoon a report
had appeared in a Berlin newspaper that the kaiser had ordered general
mobilization, though there is no serious evidence to support the view that
this influenced the Russian decision.

In fact, the newspaper’s information was not totally wrong in so far 
as it reflected a new mood of resolution among the German military and
civilian leaders. They had, in fact, already decided upon mobilization
prior to the Russian decision. But the Russian mobilization meant that
Bethmann and Moltke had succeeded in their aim that, if there were to 
be war, the Russians should make the first move. Late on the evening of 
30 July Bethmann and Jagow accepted the advice of the chief of the 
general staff and the war minister and agreed to issue the proclamation of
the Kriegsgefahrzustand on the 31st. The orders were issued accordingly
and were followed by a very strong German warning to Russia:

In spite of negotiations for mediation which are still in the balance, 
and although we ourselves up to now have taken no measures of mobi-
lization, Russia has mobilized its whole army and fleet, that means
against us. These Russian measures have forced us for the security of 
the Empire to proclaim the ‘imminent danger of war’ which does not 
yet mean mobilization. But mobilization must follow if Russia does
not suspend all warlike measures against us and Austria-Hungary
within twelve hours.55

On 30 July, before the final decision to start the mobilization process 
in Germany had been taken, Bethmann Hollweg had told a meeting of 
the Prussian cabinet both of his hopes that Russia could be made to
appear the guilty party and of his disappointment over England: ‘Hopes 
of England are precisely nil.’ But he ended with a remarkable expression
of fatalistic irresponsibility: ‘The great majority of the peoples are in
themselves peaceful, but things are out of control [es sei die Direktion 
verloren] and the stone has started to roll.’56 This feeling of helplessness
was a sign that the crisis had reached a new intensity. The Austrians 
had believed that vigorous action against Serbia and a promise of German
support would deter Russia; the Russians had believed that a show of
strength against Austria would check the Austrians while deterring the

2 8 T H E  O R I G I N S  O F  T H E  F I R S T  W O R L D  W A R

TOO_C02.qxd  15/06/2006  11:58 AM  Page 28

Joll, James, and Gordon Martel. The Origins of the First World War, Routledge, 2006. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1569690.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 07:33:19.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

6.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Germans. In both cases the bluff had been called, and the three countries
were faced with the military consequences of their actions.

With Russian mobilization and the possibility of the imminent out-
break of war between Germany and Russia, the Germans were anxious
for the Austrians to play their part on the Galician front and were not 
particularly interested any longer in the Austrian punitive expedition
against Serbia. Conrad, on the other hand, who had long advocated 
just such action against Serbia, was determined to complete it; and he
hoped that the German mobilization might distract the Russians from
action against Austria. The divergence of the military aims of the allies
was apparent even before the war actually started, and it was only 
rather reluctantly and under German pressure that the Austro-Hungarian
ministers recommended that the emperor sign the order for general 
mobilization on 31 July (though mobilization was not actually to start
until 4 August). In the event, therefore, Germany declared war on Russia
on 1 August, while Austria-Hungary did not do so until the 6th.

Although some of the civilians appeared to think that mobilization
would not inevitably lead to war it soon became clear that it was not 
feasible to keep Germany’s armies poised on the brink without taking
action. German war plans were based on the assumption that any war
would be fought on two fronts, against Russia and France simultaneously,
and that France would have to be beaten first, and quickly, before
Germany could turn to the east. The German plan was therefore to initiate
hostilities with an all-out attack in the west which, in order to succeed
quickly, would involve the passage of German troops through Belgium.
Germany’s mobilization was as much a threat to France as to Russia and
meant that the war, which now seemed imminent, would inevitably be 
a general European one. Indeed, under the terms of the alliance with
Russia, France was bound to mobilize if Germany did. But the illusion
that something might still be done to avert the consequences of the 
military decisions already taken persisted a little longer. However, on 
1 August even the kaiser himself, the Allerhöchster Kriegsherr, found 
that he could not reverse the plans set in motion by his generals.

On that day Grey, still unable to achieve agreement in the Cabinet 
on the necessity for British intervention on the side of France and Russia,
and still believing that there might be a last-minute diplomatic solution
through a resumption of direct negotiations between Russia and Austria,
was looking for some formula that might avert a German attack on France
and so avoid making a decision that the British government preferred to
avoid. This seems to have led to a genuine misunderstanding between him
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and Lichnowsky. On the morning of 1 August, his private secretary, 
Sir William Tyrrell, told the German ambassador that Grey hoped to be
able to make a suggestion to him that afternoon after the Cabinet had met
and that he hoped this might avert the catastrophe. Lichnowsky formed
the impression that Grey was going to propose that Britain remain neutral
and guarantee France’s neutrality provided that Germany did not attack
France. Lichnowsky at once telegraphed to Berlin and followed it three
hours later with a second telegram saying that Tyrrell had later added that
Grey would make proposals for British neutrality even in the case of a war
between Germany and both France and Russia. The news was received
with jubilation in Berlin, where the kaiser called for champagne, sent an
enthusiastic personal message to King George V and summoned the chief
of the general staff and the war minister. But when he demanded that the
troop concentration in the west should be stopped and the entire force 
of the German army used against Russia, he discovered the limits of the
choices available. Moltke told him that what he suggested was impossible
and that, ‘If His Majesty insisted on leading the whole army eastwards, he
would not have an army ready to strike, he would have a confused mass
of disorderly armed men without commissariat.’57 Since 1913 Moltke had,
in fact, assumed that, in any war between Germany and Russia, Britain
and France would intervene immediately, a conclusion that made it even
more important to rely on Schlieffen’s original design and to strike with
overwhelming force against France at the first possible moment.58

In any case, it soon became clear that Kaiser Wilhelm’s relief was 
premature. Grey had not thought through the implications of his proposal
nor had he consulted the French; and when, at midnight, the British
ambassador in Paris received Grey’s telegram saying, ‘I suppose French
Government would not object to our engaging to be neutral as long as
German army remained on frontier on the defensive’,59 he was clearly
amazed: ‘I cannot imagine that in the event of Russia being at war with
Austria and being attacked by Germany it would be consistent with
French obligations towards Russia for French to remain quiescent . . . Am
I to enquire precisely what are the obligations of the French under Franco-
Russian alliance?’60 In any case, at 3.40 that afternoon the French had
proclaimed general mobilization, and the war minister told the British 
military attaché that ‘We rely on ourselves first and on you,’61 so that – as
so often in this crisis – events had moved faster than the imagination of the
politicians. On one Paris kiosk a poster mounted by La Paix par le droit
with its motto ‘Guerre à la guerre’ hung alongside the freshly printed
mobilization orders.62
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By the next morning, 2 August, Grey had dropped his proposal and
instructed Bertie to take no further action. In fact, at the first of two meet-
ings of the British Cabinet on 1 August, he had already introduced a new
factor into the discussion, one that was to be important in bringing the
majority of the Cabinet around to accepting the necessity for war – the
question of Belgian neutrality. Germany’s plans for an attack on France
were based on the movement of a German army through Belgium. Belgian
neutrality had been guaranteed in 1839 by Britain, France, Prussia,
Austria and Russia, and respect for Belgian neutrality had been reaffirmed
at the time of the Franco-Prussian War in 1870 by both Prussia and
France, while Britain had confirmed its commitment to accept its respons-
ibilities as a guarantor. In the years immediately before 1914 the Belgian
government had remained aloof from the European alliance system and
had repeatedly stressed its adherence to the strictest neutrality – so much
so that in July 1914 the Belgians themselves appear to have been the last
people worried about a threat to their neutrality and refused to ask for
support from any other state. However, on 28 July the Belgian govern-
ment told the British minister in Brussels that they were ‘determined 
to offer resistance to the utmost of their power should the integrity or 
neutrality of Belgium be assailed from any quarter’.63 On 29 July a special
courier brought the German minister in Brussels a sealed packet that he
was not to open until instructed; the instructions were given on 2 August.
The Germans, in a document actually drafted by the general staff before
the Serbian reply to the Austrian ultimatum had been received, demanded
from the Belgians the right of German troops to cross Belgian territory; 
at the same time the German government promised to respect Belgian
sovereignty and territorial integrity. In the meantime, before the delivery
of the German note to Belgium, the news of German military preparations
had given Grey the occasion on the afternoon of 31 July to ask both the
French and German governments whether they were prepared to respect
the neutrality of Belgium as long as no other power violated it. The French
replied affirmatively that same night; the Germans were non-committal
and postponed giving a definite answer. At the same time Grey informed
the Belgians what he had done, but their minister of foreign affairs assured
him that relations between Belgium and the neighbouring powers were
excellent and that there was no need to suspect their intentions.

The German refusal to give a direct answer led Grey to issue what was
in fact the clearest warning to Germany he had yet given: he repeated that
Britain could not give a promise to remain neutral but that ‘our attitude
would be determined by public opinion here, and that the neutrality of
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Belgium would appeal very strongly to public opinion here’.64 The Cabinet
had in fact agreed earlier in the day that this should be formally conveyed
to the German government with an expression of their very great regret
that the Germans had not yet given an assurance that they would respect
Belgian neutrality. Yet the question of Belgian neutrality, important as it
was to be in reconciling liberal opinion in Britain to the war, was not the
immediate reason for the decision to support France. There was still some
doubt about what would actually require British intervention under the
1839 treaty of guarantee; supposing, for example, that the German army
crossed only a small piece of Belgian territory and the Belgian government,
in Winston Churchill’s words, were to ‘make some protest and submit. 
A few shots might be fired in Liège or Namur; and then this unfortunate
state would bow its head to overwhelming might.’65 And another member
of the Cabinet is recorded to have said on 2 August, ‘We cannot be more
Belgian than the Belgians.’66 The prime minister, Herbert Asquith, summed
up the position when he reported to the king on 30 July, ‘The Cabinet
consider that the matter if it arises will be rather one of policy than of
legal obligation.’67 Discussions in the Cabinet and analyses within the
Foreign Office occasionally reveal more general concerns with Britain’s
position in the world and the nature of the balance of power. The view of
Eyre Crowe that ‘the theory that England cannot engage in a big war
means her abdication as an independent state’68 was shared by those
Cabinet ministers who had become convinced of the necessity of British
intervention; and it was reinforced by a message from the Conservative
opposition on 2 August: ‘Any hesitation in now supporting France and
Russia will be fatal to the honour and future security of the United
Kingdom.’69 Yet the issue did not often present itself in so generalized a
form and the discussions in the Cabinet revolved around the nature of
British commitments to France and the implications of a possible violation
of Belgium.

From the moment of the return of Poincaré and Viviani from Russia,
the French government had been very anxious to get the British to commit
themselves to active support of Russia and France. They themselves had
repeatedly asserted their loyalty to the Franco-Russian alliance and had
made little attempt to moderate Russian policy or to delay Russian mobil-
ization; both the French ambassador in St Petersburg, Paléologue, and the
Russian ambassador in France, Alexander Izvolsky, were working hard 
to maintain that solidarity and to speed up French action. However, on 
30 July Viviani did urge caution on the Russians and pressed them – 
too late – ‘not to proceed to any measure which might offer Germany a
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pretext for total or partial mobilization’.70 When this evidence of France’s
efforts for peace was passed to London, it was accompanied by a reminder
of the exchange of letters between Grey and the French ambassador in
1912 (see Chapter 3) ‘in which we agreed that, if the peace of Europe were
threatened, we would discuss what we were prepared to do’.71 At the same
time Cambon gave Grey the latest information about German troop
movements on the French frontier and pointed out that German military
preparations were further advanced than those of France.

This meeting was followed by continuing indecision on the part of 
the British government and an increasing anxiety on Cambon’s part about
their intentions. Grey was under great strain: he knew how far the Cabinet
were from agreement. He was also aware of the courteous reproaches
implied in every encounter with the French ambassador and, although he
was himself convinced that Britain was morally committed to France, he
refused to accept that war was inevitable. He was under pressure from 
his senior officials, notably Nicolson, the permanent undersecretary, and
Crowe, the assistant undersecretary, to accept the necessity of war, but he
knew how reluctant to do so his Cabinet colleagues were. Like so many of
the leading participants in the crisis, including Bethmann Hollweg, he
gave the impression to those who saw him in these days of a man near the
end of his nervous resources. The French government, on the other hand,
once the Russian decision to mobilize had been taken, had fewer choices
open to them than the British. By the time the French Cabinet met on the
afternoon of 30 July, they seem to have been united in expecting war to
break out. Military preparations had already started but, mainly in order
to impress the British that French intentions were peaceful, the covering
troops on the German border were instructed to remain 10 kilometres
away from the actual frontier.

Within 48 hours, French freedom of action was further limited by 
the German declaration of war on Russia. In St Petersburg the German
ambassador had been working hard to persuade the Russians to revoke
their mobilization measures: the Germans had invoked the principle of
monarchical solidarity, a line they had consistently been taking to justify
Austrian policy ever since the murder of Franz Ferdinand. The Germans
made much of the fact that the Austrians had undertaken not to annex
any Serbian territory and suggested that this left room for further negoti-
ations, but it was clear by 1 August that neither Austria nor Russia was 
prepared to give way. On that afternoon the German government form-
ally declared war on Russia on the grounds that the Russians were not
prepared to suspend their military measures directed against Germany and
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Austria. For France, the German declaration of war meant that the 
provisions of the alliance with Russia obliged it to enter the war, and the 
government had a fairly clear idea that this would produce an immediate
attack by Germany. The French government were above all concerned
that the war that now seemed inevitable should find them in as favourable
a situation as possible. This first entailed working for British support and
then making the Germans appear clearly as the aggressors, two aims that
were very closely linked.

The French government repeatedly reminded the British by all the
means at their disposal that they regarded them as morally committed to
France, while at the same time stressing (though how convinced they were
themselves by the argument it is hard to say) that the only means of avert-
ing war was a clear declaration of British support. Late in the evening of
31 July, for instance, a special emissary arrived in London with a personal
letter from President Poincaré to King George V, which was delivered to
the king at noon the next day, and which stated with studied moderation:
‘It is, I believe, on the language and attitude of the English Government
that the last possibilities of a peaceful solution now depend . . . I am
deeply convinced that the more Britain, France and Russia at the present
moment give a strong impression of unity in their diplomatic action, the
more it will be legitimate to count on peace being preserved.’72 But George
V’s reply was even more non-committal than the communications that
Cambon had been receiving from the British government. By 1 August,
indeed, Cambon was desperately hoping not only for diplomatic action
but also for positive naval and military support. He was using all his 
personal influence in the circles in London in which he had been a familiar
figure since his appointment as ambassador there in 1898. He was to be
heard in the clubs asking if the word ‘honour’ was to be erased from the
English dictionary; he complained in despair on 1 August to his old friend
Arthur Nicolson, at the moment when Grey was still apparently discuss-
ing with Lichnowsky conditions for British neutrality, ‘Ils vont nous
lâcher’ (‘They are going to desert us’).73 In a conversation that evening
after the Cabinet meeting, Cambon pointed out that France had, for the
sake of public opinion in Britain, kept its forces 10 kilometres from the
frontier. But it had also (as agreed in 1912) concentrated its fleet in the
Mediterranean and left its northern coasts exposed. And Grey yet again
replied that Britain was under no obligation and that there were ‘very
grave considerations’ involved.74

By the next day the air had cleared a little as far as Anglo-French rela-
tions were concerned. Grey had given up his approaches to the Germans
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about terms of neutrality. The Germans had invaded Luxemburg on the
grounds that they needed to protect railway communications through 
the Grand Duchy against possible French attack. There were reports of
German violations of the French frontier. It was on that afternoon that the
British Cabinet finally reached a decision that ‘if the German fleet came
into the Channel or through the North Sea to undertake hostile operations
against French coasts or shipping, the British fleet will give all the protec-
tion in its power’.75 This was the action implicit in the exchange of letters
of 1912, but even so it was still expressed in guarded terms, referring 
to the necessity of parliamentary approval and remaining non-committal
about the dispatch of the British Expeditionary Force to the continent.
Thus, even this Cabinet meeting, which one participant later described as
‘the Cabinet which decided that war with Germany was inevitable’,76 still
had not come to an unequivocal decision. However, they had accepted
some responsibility towards France and they had also accepted that a sub-
stantial violation of the neutrality of Belgium would constitute grounds
for war. These decisions had not been taken unanimously and four members
of the Cabinet (Morley, Burns, Simon and Beauchamp) announced their
resignation, though two of them (Simon and Beauchamp) subsequently
withdrew it.

During the two days of 2 and 3 August rumours were spreading about
the actual state of military operations in the west. Both the French and
German governments were denouncing each other. There were certainly
cases in which patrols from both sides had crossed the border. Reports 
of other episodes, such as one that French aeroplanes had bombarded
Nuremberg, were published without verification and were later proved
false, though some of them were used by the Germans as an excuse for
their final declaration of war on France. The Germans had already drafted
the declaration on 1 August, on the grounds that France was not prepared
to remain neutral in a German–Russian war, but they had then instructed
their ambassador in Paris not to deliver it. There was considerable dis-
agreement in Berlin about the way to handle the outbreak of war with
France. Moltke and Count Alfred von Tirpitz, state secretary for the navy,
saw no need for a declaration of war at all and believed that the French
would be the first to take formal action. At the same time they believed
that delaying the actual declaration of war would give more time to carry
out the German mobilization ordered on 1 August. On the other hand,
Bethmann was anxious to observe the principles of international law as
reaffirmed as recently as the Hague Conference of 1907, by which the
opening of hostilities had to be preceded by a formal declaration of war.
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In Paris, Joffre had been pressing the government to begin mobilizing,
but the ministers were reluctant to do so in order to convince the British 
of their pacific intentions. But at 8 a.m. on 1 August, shortly after learning
that Germany had begun to mobilize, he threatened to resign as chief 
of the general staff unless a mobilization order was issued immediately;
the French Cabinet agreed to do so that afternoon.77 Whereas the French
had been able to wait, for political reasons, until they had no choice, the
German war plan permitted no such luxury: they had to move first in
order to make their attack on France through Belgium. Accordingly, as we
have seen, the ultimatum to Belgium was presented on the evening of 
2 August and expired at 8 a.m. on the 3rd. It was firmly and unanimously
rejected by the Belgian government and king, who at the same time denied
German allegations that there was any threat to Belgium from France.
Orders were at once given for the advance of German troops into Belgium.
On that same afternoon the German ambassador in Paris was instructed
to issue the declaration of war on France. One of the effects of the tension
and the speed and number of diplomatic exchanges in these days was 
that the telegraphic services were becoming overstrained: there were often
delays between despatch and delivery, and ciphers were garbled in trans-
mission so that the German ambassador to France later wrote that he had
to reconstruct the text of the final declaration of war himself and suspected
that the original cable had been tampered with by the French. In fact,
however, by now it was to the advantage of the French that they should 
be the passive recipients of a declaration of war by Germany, which had
already put itself in the wrong by the threat to Belgium. What was now
important for both Germany and France was to present their policies in
such a way as to justify the war to their own public and to the neutral
countries they were hoping to draw in. The Germans had been able, by
stressing that the Russians had been the first to mobilize, to put some of
the blame on the Russians even though it had been the Germans who had
been the first to declare war. However, the attack on France weakened their
position, and the declaration of war on France together with the invasion
of Belgium made any further German appeal to Britain ineffective.

On the morning of 2 August, the British Cabinet had, as we have 
seen, accepted the necessity of protecting the northern coasts of France. By 
the evening, at the second Cabinet meeting of the day, they had, faced
with the news from the continent, agreed that a ‘substantial’ violation of
Belgian neutrality would justify war. At their meeting on the morning of 
3 August they were still not openly committed to any precise action, but
they found that the logic of their decisions on 2 August and the pace of
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events left them with very little choice. By noon the news of the German
ultimatum to Belgium, and of Belgium’s determination to resist, reached
London, and at 2 o’clock that afternoon Grey telegraphed to the ambas-
sador in Berlin repeating his request for an assurance from Germany that
Belgian neutrality would be respected and asking for a reply by midnight:
‘If not, you are instructed to ask for your passports and to say that 
His Majesty’s Government feel bound to take all steps in their power to
uphold the neutrality of Belgium and the observance of a Treaty to which
Germany is as much a party as ourselves.’78 This ultimatum expired at
midnight on 4 August – though even then hesitations continued, and it
was not until 6 August that the Cabinet finally agreed to the sending of 
the British Expeditionary Force to France.

The one Great Power that seemed to preserve some freedom of 
action during the July crisis was Italy: the Italian government, especially
the astute and experienced foreign minister, the Marchese Antonio di 
San Giuliano, watched events with anxiety but with a determination to 
act solely in what was regarded as Italy’s national interest. Italy was form-
ally allied to Germany and Austria-Hungary, and the alliance had been
renewed as recently as 1912, but relations with Austria had long been
strained. Italian grievances about the Italian minorities in the Habsburg
Empire produced many points of friction: Austria’s ‘Hohenlohe decrees’
of 1913, for example, dismissed all Italians in public service in Trieste,
which (along with Trentino and Dalmatia) was part of Italia irredenta
(‘unredeemed Italy’).79 There were also suspicions between the two govern-
ments over Albania, a new state set up under international tutelage as a
result of the Balkan Wars of 1912–13 and an area of great concern to the
Italians because the harbour of Valona commanded the Straits of Otranto.
San Giuliano had written early in his career that Valona might become 
an even greater peril than Bizerta if it became a ‘base of operations for a
fleet in the hands of a power equal to or greater than Italy’.80 Relations
between Italy and Austria were also complicated by the fact that both San
Giuliano and Count Kajetan Merey, the Austrian ambassador in Rome,
were ill during the crisis. (San Giuliano died in October, and Merey had to
return to Vienna for a major operation early in August.) In any case,
Merey was an extremely difficult man, belligerent by nature and a strong
supporter of war against Serbia, who was often scarcely able to conceal
his contempt for the Italians, so that personal misunderstandings tended
to exacerbate the difficulties between Rome and Vienna.

The Italians had, from the start of the crisis, been worried about what
action the Austrians might take against Serbia: as early as 4 July the
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Italian ambassador in Paris was reporting on the terms that might be
offered to Serbia, commenting that ‘Pasic could not accept such a grave
humiliation . . . which would show that Austria had a firm and definite
intention to unleash a European conflict.’81 At the same time the prospect
of a crisis in which Austria might need Italian help under the terms of the
alliance also raised hopes that this would be an opportunity to win some
compensation for Italy. On 9 July, San Giuliano had a private conversa-
tion with Hans von Flotow, the German ambassador, in which Flotow
gave the impression ‘that the cession to Italy of part of the Italian
provinces subject to Austria would be a difficult thing but not wholly
impossible in exchange for proportionate and effective support, perhaps
even military, from Italy to Austria’.82

The German government throughout the crisis – and indeed up to
Italy’s final decision to enter the war in the spring of 1915 – was con-
stantly pressing the Austrians to make concessions to Italy in return for its
support, although the Austrians were naturally reluctant to begin a war 
by handing over part of their territory. Merey was only authorized to tell 
the Italians about the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia one day before it was
dispatched; this was hardly enough to give the Italian government the
impression that they were being consulted by their allies, especially as San
Giuliano already had a good idea of the stiff terms the Austrians were
preparing to impose on Serbia. As he put it on 24 July, ‘I think it is oppor-
tune to point out that a step such as that by Austria-Hungary which can
produce dangerous complications, should not have been taken in my
opinion without the previous agreement of the allies.’83 From then on the
Italian government consistently maintained that Austria’s action against
Serbia was an act of aggression that therefore did not involve Italian 
intervention under the terms of the alliance.

During the critical days in the last week of July the Italian govern-
ment refused to commit itself. They were certainly ready to support Grey’s
attempts at mediation but, although declaring that the nature of the
conflict meant that Italy was under no obligation to support Austria, San
Giuliano also hinted that he might provide such support if Austria made it
worthwhile for Italy to do so. He wrote in one of his frequent letters to the
prime minister, Antonio Salandra, necessitated by the foreign minister’s
absence from Rome at the spa of Fiuggi, where it was, he insisted, essential
for his health to remain: ‘For the moment we must leave everyone at home
and abroad in uncertainty about our attitude and our decisions, so as 
to try and obtain some positive advantage.’84 San Giuliano was certainly
successful in leaving people uncertain about Italy’s eventual decision, but
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it rapidly became clear that Italy would not enter the war immediately.
The Austrian ambassador was outraged, swearing at San Giuliano’s secret-
ary, ‘Gesticulando e molteplicando le parole grosse,’85 but so were those
Italian diplomats, notably the ambassadors to Vienna and Berlin who
were wholly committed to the Triple Alliance: ‘Our abstention from the
immense struggle which will involve all Europe, the abandonment of 
our allies at the moment of peril . . . would destroy Italy’s situation as a
great power,’ the Italian ambassador in Berlin telegraphed on 1 August.86

The army leaders also felt committed to their allies, and General Alberto
Pollio, the chief of staff until his sudden death on the same day as the 
murder of Franz Ferdinand, had worked out plans for cooperation 
with Germany and Austria that included the dispatch of Italian troops 
to Germany’s western front. The Austro-Hungarian military attaché in
Rome reported on 29 July that there had been a significant shift in Italian
thinking over the past two days. ‘Italy seriously thinks of co-operation in
the event of a European conflict,’ and there is now a ‘willingness to do
everything to help us’. Both Moltke in Berlin and Conrad in Vienna seem
to have been convinced that Italy would remain committed to the Triple
Alliance.87 Indeed, during the crisis the Austrian chief of staff maintained
that Pollio had promised to send an army corps to Galicia, though the
Italian foreign office said they could find no record of such an undertaking
– there was an absence of leadership between Pollio’s death and the
appointment of General Luigi Cadorna on 27 July. Since 1913 there had
also been an agreement on joint naval action with Austria.

But there were practical considerations to override such views and
commitments: San Giuliano was convinced that Britain would fight and
that Italy could not risk a war in which its coasts might be exposed to
attack and its commerce ruined. But Italy was also vulnerable to naval
attack from Austria; as long as the Italian fleet lay at Taranto and the
Austrian at Pola, Italian troops could not be moved to the frontier forts 
by rail without running the risk of shelling from Austrian ships.88 Public
opinion against Austria was too strong to allow Italians to fight on Austria’s
side, in spite of efforts made by the Germans and Austrians to bribe the
Italian press. The campaign in Libya in 1911 had left the army in need of
recuperation and re-equipment. Domestic unrest was so strong that war
might mean revolution. These were convincing arguments that San Giuliano
was able to deploy in defence of his position, and at the same time, however
cynically, he could point out that a country that had fought for its own
independence from foreign rule could never be seen to assist in crushing
an independent state without betraying the traditions of the Risorgimento.
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Just as it took the British Cabinet several days before they could 
agree on Britain’s entry into the war, so there were many delays before the
Italian government took the final decision to remain neutral. The reason
was, however, not so much divisions in the Cabinet as San Giuliano’s hope
that he could adopt a policy of neutrality without formally withdrawing
from the Triple Alliance. Although the Cabinet agreed that Italy was not
bound to take part in the war, there were still hesitations about publishing
a formal declaration of neutrality and informing Italy’s allies of the fact.
Moreover, they had not given up hope of some territorial compensation
from Austria. On 1 August San Giuliano told the German ambassador
that, although Italy was not obliged to enter the war he was reserving the
option of examining how Italy ‘could come to the help of her allies at such
time as her interests were safeguarded by prior and precise agreements’.89

Merey, the Austrian ambassador, made a characteristic comment on the
Italian attitude: ‘I still have the impression that it is a question of black-
mail. . . . Italy means to get paid in advance for her attitude, whether it is
a case of a localised or a general war.’90 And he had earlier revealed his
contempt for the Italians with a reference to ‘the common gesture of this
country – the outstretched empty hand’.91 In fact, by the time the formal
announcement of Italian neutrality was made on 2 August, it would have
been too late for intervention by Italy to have any immediate effect: the
powers who were preparing for war were preoccupied with their immedi-
ate military decisions and the machinery of war was already in action.

During the crisis France and Britain had abstained from any pressure
on Italy, although, as we have seen, Grey had hoped to have Italian 
cooperation as long as there seemed to be a possibility of mediation. The
Italian declaration of neutrality was nevertheless received with great relief
in Paris and London. The French and British governments expressed 
their gratitude in emotional terms: Grey and the Italian ambassador were
in tears. But at the same time the French and British now began to have
hopes that once the war had started and Italy had not joined in on the side
of its allies, it might be possible to carry the process of detaching Italy
from Germany and Austria still further; and within days of the outbreak
of war there were already hints of possible gains for Italy if France, Britain
and Russia were to win the war and Italy had joined their side. The diplo-
macy of the first months of the war was to be devoted to efforts by both
sides to win the support of Italy as well as smaller uncommitted countries
such as Romania (which declared its neutrality on 3 August), Greece and
Bulgaria. But for the Italians, at any rate, August 1914, if it did not bring
their immediate entry into the war, started a new phase of Italian political
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life with profound consequences for the fate of the country over the next
30 years.

In the succession of declarations of war from 1 to 4 August, the
Austrians were almost overlooked: the final breach with Russia did not
occur until 6 August (though the Austrian declaration had been drafted
three days before), and they gave as their reasons both the threatening
attitude adopted by Russia in the conflict between Austria-Hungary and
Serbia and the erroneous assertion that Russia had opened hostilities
against Germany. France and Britain declared war on Austria-Hungary 
on 12 August, rather reluctantly and with expressions of personal esteem
and regret from both Grey and the Austrian ambassador. The terms and
timing of the actual declarations of war had been largely determined by
the efforts of all the governments concerned to present themselves in the
best light so as to justify their actions to their citizens, and for the moment
they had little difficulty in doing so. Almost everywhere war was accepted
not only with resignation but in many cases with enthusiasm. Very few
people foresaw what the nature, duration and consequences were likely 
to be.

It is because the consequences of the July crisis of 1914 were so 
profound and so prolonged that we tend to be dissatisfied with an explana-
tion of the outbreak of war in terms of the immediate decisions and 
pronouncements of the politicians and diplomats directly involved. An
account such as that attempted in this chapter may explain the chronology
of events and expound the official actions and statements of members of
governments, ambassadors and soldiers, but it cannot explain how they
reached a situation in which the decisions they took seemed rational and
inevitable, and it certainly does not explain how the public came to accept
or even welcome the decision for war. A summary account of the crisis 
is bound to leave out a great deal (Luigi Albertini in his excellent study,
The Origins of the War of 1914, devotes some 1,400 pages to the period
between 28 June and 12 August), and cannot convey the complexity and
confusion in which the participants were involved, the effects of the strain
of those long, hot, summer days on men often reluctantly summoned back
from their country houses or the spas where they were spending their 
holidays. Then there are a number of dramatic episodes that complicate
the picture without in themselves really having any effect. For example, 
on the evening of 10 July, Baron N.V. Hartwig, the Russian minister to
Serbia, called on his Austrian colleague in order to deny rumours that 
he had spent the evening of the archduke’s assassination playing bridge
and that he had not flown the Russian flag at half mast on the day of the
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funeral. He thereupon dropped dead from a heart attack on the floor of
the Austrian legation. Hartwig was given a magnificent funeral by the
Serbs; a street was named after him and he immediately became a symbol
of anti-Austrian feeling in Serbia and of Russian friendship for the South
Slav cause. The sudden death of a man who was well known to be one of
the inspirers of Serbian policy and the embodiment of Russian sympathies
for the Serbian cause was bound to cause rumours; and it was symbolic 
of the state of Austro-Russian relations even before the crisis became
acute that Hartwig’s daughter at once suggested that her father had been
murdered by the Austrians even though it was well known that he had 
suffered from a serious heart ailment for a long time.

In a crisis such as that of July 1914 individual actions and encounters
took on a significance that their actual importance hardly justified. For
example, on 26 July Kaiser Wilhelm’s brother, Prince Heinrich of Prussia,
had breakfast with King George V and returned to Berlin apparently con-
vinced that he had been given an assurance of British neutrality, whereas
it seems certain that the king had been just as cautious and non-committal
as his foreign secretary. The only effect of this misunderstanding was to
increase the kaiser’s annoyance with the British government. As well as
the attempts of the sovereigns to influence the course of the crisis by using
their personal and family ties, private individuals, too, sought to avert 
the catastrophe. On 1 August Lord Nathaniel Rothschild sent a personal
appeal to the kaiser, who described him as ‘an old and much respected
acquaintance of mine’.92 But the kaiser’s telegram of acknowledgement
was never sent, as by then the wires were closed. Albert Ballin, the head of
the Hamburg–Amerika steamship line, maintained close links with British
businessmen and politicians and, in his hopes of finding a way out of 
the crisis, may have suggested to members of the British government that
there were more differences of opinion within German government circles
than there in fact were. Men are reluctant to give up hope; and the optim-
istic belief that all problems have solutions (the great heritage of the
European enlightenment) had not yet been abandoned.

We who know what happened later can perhaps see which of the 
crucial decisions made during the crisis of July 1914 proved that any 
optimism was unfounded. Each of these decisions limited or seemed to
limit the freedom of action of the other governments and closed options,
not only for those taking the decisions but also for those who were react-
ing to them. And if we are trying to understand the reasons why the war
broke out, we must start at least by looking at the reasons that were given
at the time for the choices actually made. Leaving aside the decisions
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taken before 28 June – for example, the decision of the students of the
Young Bosnia movement to assassinate Archduke Ferdinand, the decision
of the Austro-Hungarian authorities to allow the archduke to visit Sarajevo,
in spite of warnings and his own forebodings, on a day on which the Serbs
solemnly commemorated a great national disaster, their defeat by the
Turks in 1389 – we can in the days after the assassination recognize which
were the decisions of particular importance and consequence. Each of
these – the Austrian decision to take vigorous action against Serbia, the
German decision to support Austria-Hungary, the Serbian decision to
reject part of the Austrian terms, the Russian decision to back Serbia, 
the British decision to intervene and, perhaps the most important of all,
the decisions to mobilize by Russia and Germany – depended on a whole
series of previous decisions, plans, inherited attitudes and assumptions
that we must try to analyse if we are to understand what happened in July
1914.

But even if we were to succeed in forming such an understanding, we
would also need to see what the men of 1914 expected to follow from
their decisions, for very few of them expected the kind of war they actu-
ally started and fewer still realized what the consequences would be. As
the Russian representative in Belgrade warned his Austrian colleague on
22 July, ‘We know when and why a war starts but never where it stops.’93

The Austro-Hungarian chief of the general staff admitted as much when,
on 6 July, he discussed the question of a war against Serbia with the 
foreign minister, and Berchtold expressed some anxiety that their German
allies might want to know what would happen after such a war: ‘Then
you must say’, Conrad replied, ‘that we ourselves didn’t know.’94 Again,
many of the responsible leaders during the crisis, and especially the
German chancellor, expressed the feeling that they were the victims of
forces stronger than themselves. Bethmann declared to his personal assist-
ant that he saw ‘a doom greater than human power hanging over Europe
and our own people’.95 And Sazonov, the Russian foreign minister, told
the Italian ambassador on 25 July that he feared that this affair would
overwhelm them (‘d’être débordé dans cette affaire’).96 Sir Edward Grey
expressed the same sense of helplessness when he made his celebrated
remark as he looked out of the windows of the Foreign Office at dusk on
3 August: ‘The lamps are going out all over Europe. We shall not see them
lit again in our lifetime.’97

This sense that men were carried away by the tide of history tempts us
to look for historical forces that will explain the decisions of individuals as
part of a broader and inevitable historical process, or at least as part of a
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wider landscape than that provided by the view from the chancelleries 
of Europe. The challenge of relating these broader explanations to the
individual decisions taken in July 1914 remains a major historiographical
and philosophical problem that may indeed be insoluble. However, in 
the following chapters we shall try to look at some of the explanations
that have been suggested for the outbreak of the First World War and to
see how far these can be directly related to the decisions taken in the
immediate crisis that we have been discussing.
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