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    This six-volume collection brings together Arthur Conan Doyle’s full History of the Great War in a single continuous edition, preserving the scale and design of a major historical undertaking by an author more commonly remembered for fiction. Gathered complete, these volumes present Doyle’s sustained account of the First World War as he chose to organize it across six books. The purpose of such a collection is not only convenience but coherence: read together, the volumes reveal a unified attempt to narrate a conflict of extraordinary breadth. They also show Doyle working in a different register, extending his range from imaginative literature into long-form historical prose.

The works assembled here are not novels, stories, or dramatic pieces, but extended historical narrative and interpretive prose. In these volumes Doyle writes as a chronicler of events, arranging military and political developments into a readable sequence intended for the general public as well as for historically minded readers. The collection therefore represents an important part of his nonfiction output. It demonstrates how an author celebrated for plot, atmosphere, and clarity adapted those same strengths to a factual subject. Read as a whole, the edition offers not a miscellany but a single large-scale project: a connected history distributed across six substantial volumes.

The scope of the History of the Great War is necessarily international and comprehensive, reflecting the character of the conflict itself. A war fought across many fronts and involving numerous nations cannot be contained in a brief account, and Doyle’s multivolume approach acknowledges that scale. The collection allows readers to follow the unfolding of the war over time rather than encountering detached summaries. In that sense, the complete edition restores the architecture of the original undertaking. Each volume forms part of a larger progression, and together they offer a broad narrative of campaigns, decisions, reversals, and endurance within one of the central events of the twentieth century.

One of the chief values of gathering these books is that it highlights the continuity of Doyle’s method. Across the six volumes, readers encounter an author intent on shaping immense and often bewildering material into a clear chronological story. This organizing impulse links the work to his wider literary reputation, even though the subject matter here is documentary rather than invented. The prose aims at movement, intelligibility, and emphasis, helping readers grasp relations between distant theaters and successive phases of the war. In collected form, these qualities become easier to appreciate, since the narrative can be read as one extended act of historical ordering.

The themes uniting the six volumes arise from the nature of the war itself: conflict on an unprecedented scale, the strain placed upon nations and armies, and the effort to comprehend events that transformed modern history. Because this is a historical work rather than a personal memoir or private diary, its focus is broad and public. The collection belongs to the tradition of narrative history, where explanation and sequence are central. Yet it also bears the marks of an author attentive to human action under pressure, to the interplay of planning and contingency, and to the challenge of representing vast events in terms a reader can steadily follow.

Stylistically, this work reflects hallmarks long associated with Doyle’s prose: directness, narrative momentum, and a strong sense of structure. Those qualities serve a historical subject particularly well. Faced with complicated campaigns and shifting circumstances, he writes with an evident concern for lucidity. The result is nonfiction that strives to remain accessible without abandoning seriousness of purpose. In this respect, the collection is valuable not only for the events it treats but for the example it offers of literary craftsmanship applied to history. Doyle’s talent for selection and arrangement helps turn extensive material into a sustained narrative rather than a mere accumulation of facts.

A complete edition also clarifies the relationship between individual volumes and the whole. Read separately, each book may seem a segment of wartime history; read together, they disclose a cumulative design. The six-volume format makes room for breadth without surrendering continuity, allowing the author to cover successive periods and changing conditions while maintaining one overarching story. This is especially important in a work devoted to a world war, where any isolated section can only partially represent the full reality. The collected form therefore respects the original scale of the project and invites readers to understand Doyle’s history as a deliberately expansive and connected enterprise.

For readers familiar chiefly with Sherlock Holmes or Doyle’s adventure fiction, these volumes broaden the picture of his career. They show him not as a writer confined to one genre, but as an author willing to address contemporary history in a sustained factual mode. That expansion of perspective is one reason this collection matters. It places the celebrated storyteller alongside the public writer and historical narrator. The edition thus serves literary as well as historical interests, reminding readers that authors often work across forms and purposes. Here, Doyle’s nonfiction stands not apart from his achievement, but as another substantial expression of his command of narrative prose.

The text type represented throughout this edition is consistent, yet not monotonous: narrative history includes summary, explanation, contextual framing, and the arrangement of events into a meaningful sequence. Unlike a collection of mixed writings such as essays, letters, speeches, or journalism, this set is unified by one sustained undertaking. That uniformity gives the edition a distinctive strength. Readers move through a single intellectual and literary project rather than across disconnected genres. The continuity of voice and purpose helps establish the work’s identity as a comprehensive history, while the multivolume structure gives Doyle enough room to register the scale and complexity demanded by the subject.

The lasting significance of this collection lies partly in its double identity. It is, first, a historical narrative devoted to the First World War, a conflict of enduring consequence. It is also, second, a major instance of Arthur Conan Doyle’s nonfiction authorship. Those two aspects reinforce one another. Readers interested in the war encounter a substantial contemporary-era history by a prominent literary figure; readers interested in Doyle encounter one of his most extensive engagements with factual prose. The collection therefore has value beyond literary curiosity. It preserves a notable effort to record and interpret a defining modern event within the compass of a carefully organized historical work.

There is also significance in the fact that these volumes were conceived as a complete sequence. In bringing them together, this edition respects the integrity of the project rather than reducing it to excerpts or isolated installments. Such completeness matters for historical reading, because arguments, emphases, and patterns often emerge fully only over long stretches of narrative. A single-volume abridgment can inform, but a complete multivolume history can demonstrate an author’s full method and ambition. This collection allows readers to encounter Doyle’s work at that larger scale and to appreciate the persistence required to give coherent form to a conflict so extensive and complex.

Taken together, the six volumes of History of the Great War form a unified monument of historical narration within Arthur Conan Doyle’s body of work. They represent nonfiction on an expansive scale, written with the clarity and momentum that helped make him one of the most widely read authors of his time. This collection invites readers to see the whole project in its proper dimensions: not as an incidental departure, but as a serious and comprehensive enterprise. By preserving all six volumes in sequence, it offers a fuller understanding of Doyle’s versatility, of his historical interests, and of the enduring place of this work in the intersection of literature and history.
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    Introduction
Arthur Conan Doyle was a Scottish-born physician, novelist, historian, and public intellectual whose career ranged far beyond the detective fiction for which he is most famous. Born in 1859, he achieved lasting international prominence through the Sherlock Holmes stories, yet he also wrote historical novels, political commentary, war writing, drama, and works on religious and psychic subjects. The six-volume A History of the Great War belongs to his substantial nonfiction output and shows his determination to interpret major public events for a wide readership. Taken together, his career reflects the late Victorian and Edwardian belief that literature, journalism, and civic argument could all be instruments of public service.
Doyle’s historical importance lies in the breadth of his authorship and in his ability to move between popular storytelling and earnest documentation. While Holmes and Dr. Watson became defining figures of modern crime fiction, Doyle also sought authority as a commentator on empire, warfare, justice, and national character. His Great War history, issued in multiple volumes as the conflict unfolded and in its immediate aftermath, exemplifies this broader ambition. It presents him not simply as an entertainer but as a writer who believed that narrative clarity could help readers understand events of vast scale. That double identity shaped both his reputation in his own lifetime and his posthumous legacy.
Education and Literary Influences
Doyle studied medicine at the University of Edinburgh, where his training sharpened habits of close observation, disciplined inference, and factual presentation that became central to his prose. One widely acknowledged influence was the surgeon Joseph Bell, whose diagnostic method helped inspire the reasoning associated with Sherlock Holmes. Medical education also brought Doyle into contact with scientific thinking, case-based analysis, and the pressure to distinguish evidence from conjecture. Even when writing history rather than fiction, he often favored lucid sequence, concrete detail, and explanatory confidence. Those traits are visible in A History of the Great War, which aims to make a complicated military struggle intelligible to general readers.
His literary influences were broad and included historical romance, adventure narrative, military memoir, and nineteenth-century narrative history. Doyle admired writers who combined momentum with structure, and he developed a prose style that valued readability over ornament. In approaching the Great War, he drew not on archival detachment alone but on traditions of patriotic history and battlefield reporting familiar to British readers of his era. The result was a narrative shaped by strategic overview, portraits of commanders, and attention to campaigns as episodes in a larger national drama. His earlier success in constructing suspense and character also helped him present military events as a connected, unfolding story rather than a mere chronicle of dates and places.
Literary Career
Doyle began publishing fiction in the late nineteenth century while also practicing medicine, and he gradually emerged as one of the most widely read authors in English. His oeuvre includes the Sherlock Holmes stories, the Professor Challenger tales, historical novels such as The White Company, and nonfiction on political and historical subjects. This range matters for understanding A History of the Great War, because Doyle did not approach war writing as an isolated project but as part of a long career devoted to narrative explanation. He had already shown that he could synthesize technical material, dramatic pacing, and public argument, skills that made him well suited to produce a large-scale account of an ongoing international conflict.
The six volumes of A History of the Great War trace the war’s course through successive campaigns and theaters, offering readers a sustained account rather than a single retrospective summary. Doyle wrote with strong confidence in chronology, command decisions, troop movements, and the moral seriousness of the struggle. His style in these books is generally brisk, accessible, and emphatic, favoring narrative continuity over scholarly apparatus. He sought to explain reversals as well as victories, and he regularly linked battlefield developments to broader strategic aims. Although later historiography has revised many aspects of First World War interpretation, Doyle’s work remains valuable as a contemporary literary and cultural response by a major author trying to comprehend unprecedented warfare.
Critical reception of Doyle’s war histories has long been shaped by comparison with his fiction. Even in his own lifetime, many readers approached his nonfiction through the fame of Holmes, which could overshadow his historical ambitions. Yet A History of the Great War was respected as a serious undertaking by a writer deeply engaged with public affairs. Its strengths lie in clarity, organization, and immediacy: Doyle knew how to keep readers oriented within large events. Its limitations, as with much wartime and near-contemporary history, reflect the constraints of available information, patriotic framing, and the interpretive assumptions of the period. Nonetheless, the work stands as an important part of his literary career rather than a mere sideline.
More broadly, Doyle’s literary career was marked by an unusual ability to convert specialist knowledge into popular narrative. In detective stories he transformed forensic attentiveness into entertainment; in historical romances he dramatized the past; and in A History of the Great War he turned military complexity into a readable sequential account. Across genres, he preferred firm scene-setting, decisive characterization, and an authorial voice that guides rather than hesitates. This made his work highly accessible to broad audiences and helped secure enduring popularity. It also explains why his war history, though not the final scholarly word on its subject, remains representative of his larger practice: to instruct, persuade, and engage through confident storytelling.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Doyle’s public life was inseparable from strongly held convictions about duty, patriotism, justice, and national service. During the First World War he was an outspoken supporter of the British war effort, and A History of the Great War should be read in that context. The work is not neutral in tone; it reflects his belief that the conflict demanded moral seriousness and sustained public understanding. He wrote to honor sacrifice, explain military developments, and reinforce the legitimacy of the Allied cause as he understood it. His participation in wartime debate, including nonfiction prose beyond this collection, shows that he regarded authorship as a civic responsibility as well as a literary profession.
Another documented aspect of Doyle’s public advocacy was his willingness to intervene in controversial matters of justice and public policy. Though best remembered here in connection with war writing, he also campaigned in notable legal cases when he believed official judgments were mistaken. This impulse toward advocacy illuminates the moral posture of his Great War history: he often wrote as someone convinced that facts mattered because they shaped ethical judgment. In later life he became closely associated with Spiritualism, a commitment that affected much of his public reputation. Even so, his war histories belong to a more conventionally civic side of his career, rooted in national debate, commemoration, and the effort to make vast events legible to ordinary readers.
Final Years & Legacy
In the later phase of his career, Doyle continued to write prolifically across several fields while remaining a prominent public figure. After the war, he increasingly devoted energy to Spiritualism, publishing and lecturing extensively on the subject, even as his earlier fiction and historical writing retained a wide readership. The Great War volumes form part of this mature period, when he used his fame to address subjects he regarded as urgent and consequential. They show that late Doyle cannot be reduced to one genre or one belief. He remained committed to large explanatory narratives, whether about military events, public controversies, or religious questions, and he continued to seek broad audiences rather than narrow specialist circles.
Arthur Conan Doyle died in 1930 in England. By then he had become one of the most recognizable authors in the world, though public memory was already concentrating most strongly on Sherlock Holmes. His legacy has only grown since, with Holmes becoming a foundational figure in modern popular culture and detective fiction. Yet Doyle’s reputation among historians of literature also rests on his versatility: he was a writer of adventure, history, speculation, and public argument. A History of the Great War endures as evidence of that range, preserving the perspective of a major contemporary author who tried to give coherent narrative form to the defining conflict of his age.
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    Arthur Conan Doyle’s six-volume History of the Great War emerged from a career formed in the late Victorian and Edwardian British world, an era marked by imperial expansion, industrial power, mass literacy, and a growing newspaper culture. By the time the First World War began in 1914, Doyle was already internationally famous for the Sherlock Holmes stories, historical fiction, journalism, and public commentary. He belonged to a generation that had seen Britain’s confidence tested by imperial conflicts such as the South African War and by domestic debates over reform, defense, and national efficiency. These experiences shaped the perspective from which he approached the unprecedented continental conflict of 1914–1918.

The immediate background to the war lay in the unstable European balance of power that developed after German unification in 1871. During the decades before 1914, rival alliance systems hardened, military planning became increasingly rigid, and competition among the great powers intensified. Britain, France, and Russia were drawn into closer cooperation, while Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy formed the Triple Alliance, though Italy later changed sides. Naval rivalry between Britain and Germany, especially after the launch of HMS Dreadnought in 1906, deepened British anxieties. Doyle wrote for readers already familiar with these tensions, and his opening volume reflects the widely shared understanding that the war arose from long-building diplomatic and military antagonisms rather than a single isolated event.

The July Crisis of 1914 provided the immediate trigger. After the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, Austria-Hungary moved against Serbia, and alliance commitments rapidly widened the conflict. Germany backed Austria-Hungary; Russia mobilized in support of Serbia; Germany declared war on Russia and France; and the violation of Belgian neutrality brought Britain into the war on 4 August 1914. Volume 1 is rooted in this cascade of events and in the British need to explain why a continental dispute became a war of global scope. Doyle’s narrative reflects the early wartime emphasis on treaty obligations, national honor, and resistance to German militarism.

The first volumes also belong to the military and political world of 1914, when assumptions about mobility and decisive battle still influenced public expectations. The opening campaigns on the Western Front, including the German advance through Belgium, the retreat from Mons, the Battle of the Marne, and the race to the sea, quickly demonstrated that industrial firepower favored defense. Doyle’s account registers the shock of trench warfare, even as it preserves attention to maneuver, leadership, and morale. Like many contemporary British observers, he treated the defense of Belgium as morally and politically central, since reports of destruction and civilian suffering there became a major part of wartime discourse.

A central historical force across all six volumes is the transformation of warfare by industry. The First World War relied on railways, telegraphs, machine guns, barbed wire, heavy artillery, and eventually tanks and aircraft. Mass conscript armies and complex supply systems made the conflict unlike Britain’s smaller nineteenth-century wars. Doyle wrote in a period when governments were learning to coordinate manpower, munitions, transport, and finance on an enormous scale. His narrative repeatedly attends to logistics, matériel, and command structures, reflecting the reality that victory depended not only on battlefield bravery but also on industrial endurance and administrative capacity. This technological and organizational context is crucial to understanding the war he describes.

The British Expeditionary Force of 1914 had been a small professional army, but by 1915 and 1916 Britain was becoming a mass-army state. Lord Kitchener’s volunteer appeal produced the “New Armies,” and conscription was introduced in 1916 after mounting casualties and the growing demands of the war. Volumes 2 and 3 are shaped by this transition from limited expeditionary warfare to national mobilization. Doyle’s work reflects a society in which civilian and military spheres were increasingly intertwined: factories, farms, shipping, and local communities all became part of the war effort. The collection thus documents not simply campaigns abroad but a wider reorganization of British society under the pressures of total war.

The Gallipoli campaign and the wider struggle against the Ottoman Empire illustrate another theme in the collection: the truly global reach of the war. The conflict extended far beyond France and Belgium, involving the Dardanelles, Mesopotamia, East Africa, and the seas. In recounting these theaters, Doyle wrote for a British public accustomed to viewing world affairs through imperial geography. The participation of troops from India, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, South Africa, and other parts of the empire made the war a shared imperial undertaking, though not an equal one. His volumes capture both the strategic ambitions behind such campaigns and the heavy human costs that made Gallipoli, in particular, a defining episode in imperial memory.

The war at sea also forms an essential part of the historical context of Doyle’s project. Britain’s naval supremacy remained central to national identity and wartime strategy, shaping blockades, commerce protection, and the movement of troops and supplies. German submarine warfare, especially the U-boat campaign, threatened Britain’s survival by targeting merchant shipping. The sinking of passenger and cargo vessels had political as well as military consequences, influencing neutral opinion and intensifying domestic fears. Doyle’s treatment of naval operations belongs to a culture that saw sea power as foundational to British security. His account reflects how contemporaries understood the war as a struggle in which control of oceans was inseparable from events on land.

As the war continued, the Western Front became identified with attritional battles whose names dominated public consciousness: Ypres, Loos, the Somme, Passchendaele, and others. Volumes 3 and 4 were shaped by this prolonged phase, when hopes for a short war had disappeared. The Somme offensive of 1916, in particular, came to symbolize both industrial slaughter and the determination to wear down the enemy through sustained pressure. Doyle’s military history reflects the language of sacrifice, endurance, and strategic necessity common in wartime Britain. At the same time, later readers often approach these same campaigns through a stronger emphasis on futility and trauma, revealing how interpretations of the war have changed over time.

The development of air warfare and armored warfare marked another major shift captured across the series. Aircraft initially served reconnaissance roles, but soon became instruments of combat, bombardment, and public imagination. Tanks, first used by Britain in 1916, represented attempts to break trench deadlock through mechanical innovation. Doyle wrote at the moment these technologies were new and uncertain, and his volumes preserve the contemporary sense that modern science could alter the battlefield dramatically. This interest in invention and adaptation also reflects broader early twentieth-century faith in technical progress, though the war showed that innovation could increase destruction as readily as it produced strategic advantage.

The collection was also shaped by wartime information systems, censorship, and propaganda. During the war, the British state regulated military news and promoted narratives intended to sustain morale and justify sacrifice. Doyle himself was not a detached academic historian writing decades later; he was a prominent public figure engaged with the conflict as it unfolded. His war writings belong to a broader environment of patriotic journalism, official communiqués, recruitment appeals, and public debate over command decisions. For that reason, the six volumes are valuable not only for the events they describe but also for the perspective they embody: they show how informed British contemporaries sought to interpret the war while its outcome was still uncertain or only recently decided.

Personal bereavement forms an important part of Doyle’s engagement with the war. Like many families in Britain and across Europe, the Doyles were touched directly by wartime loss; his son Kingsley, who served in the war, died in 1918 after illness connected with his service. Such losses intensified Doyle’s public seriousness about the conflict and its meaning. The six-volume history is therefore connected to a society marked by mourning, commemoration, and attempts to give purpose to suffering on an immense scale. This wider culture of grief helps explain the work’s attention to courage, duty, and memorialization, themes that resonated deeply with readers living amid casualty lists and postwar remembrance.

Volumes 5 and 6 belong to the war’s final phase, when blockade, manpower strain, and shifting alliances altered the strategic picture. The Russian revolutions of 1917 transformed the eastern war and eventually removed Russia from the conflict after the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in 1918. In the west, Germany’s spring offensives of 1918 were followed by Allied recovery, aided by unified command under Ferdinand Foch and by the increasing presence of American forces after the United States entered the war in 1917. Doyle’s concluding narrative reflects this transition from crisis to Allied victory and places military events within the larger collapse of empires and wartime political orders.

The United States’ entry into the war and the growing weight of global resources changed how contemporaries understood the conflict’s scale and outcome. American intervention followed a long period of neutrality debates, sharpened by unrestricted submarine warfare and other diplomatic controversies. By 1918, the war had become unmistakably a contest of coalition capacity, involving finance, shipping, food supply, and industrial output on a transatlantic basis. Doyle’s later volumes reflect that broadening frame. They show the war not as a purely European military struggle but as one in which worldwide imperial and national systems converged. This perspective helps explain why his history often moves beyond individual battles toward the cumulative pressure shaping victory.

The end of fighting in November 1918 did not resolve the questions the war had raised, and the historical context of the collection includes the unsettled peace that followed. The Paris Peace Conference and the Treaty of Versailles in 1919 redrew borders, imposed terms on Germany, and helped establish the League of Nations. At the same time, demobilization, economic strain, labor unrest, and the influenza pandemic affected postwar societies. Doyle’s history was written close enough to these developments that it still carries the immediacy of recent experience rather than the retrospective detachment of later scholarship. His account therefore belongs to the early struggle to define what the war had achieved and what its sacrifices meant.

Culturally, the collection stands at an important point between nineteenth-century martial narrative and later twentieth-century war memory. Doyle often emphasized leadership, national character, and heroic service in ways familiar from earlier military histories. Yet the subject itself—the mechanized, prolonged, casualty-heavy war of 1914–1918—pressed against inherited forms of patriotic storytelling. As modernist literature, memoirs, and later historical research reshaped public understanding of the war, Doyle’s approach came to be read alongside very different representations, including those centered on disillusionment, shell shock, and the ordinary soldier’s experience. This contrast makes the six volumes historically revealing as examples of how one influential early commentator framed the conflict before later interpretive shifts took hold.

Taken as a whole, History of the Great War functions both as a narrative of campaigns and as a document of British wartime and immediate postwar consciousness. Across its six volumes, it mirrors the transition from imperial confidence and expectations of swift decision to recognition of industrialized endurance, mass sacrifice, and global interdependence. It also records the effort to impose order on a conflict whose scale overwhelmed older habits of explanation. Later readers value the collection not only for its chronology of events but also for its testimony to how the war was first organized into public memory. In that sense, Doyle’s work remains a significant commentary on its period and on the changing interpretation of the First World War.
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    A History of the Great War, Volume 1
This opening volume establishes the war’s initial shape through a broad strategic narrative, tracing how a continental crisis becomes a vast modern conflict. Doyle emphasizes mobilization, early campaigns, and the shock of industrialized warfare, combining military overview with a grave, explanatory tone that seeks clarity amid scale and confusion.
A central concern is the tension between plans made in advance and the unpredictable realities of battle once armies meet in motion. The style is brisk and organized, with recurring attention to command decisions, national endurance, and the human cost that underlies large historical movements.
A History of the Great War, Volume 2
The second volume follows the widening and hardening of the conflict as early expectations give way to prolonged struggle across multiple fronts. It highlights the growing complexity of coordination, logistics, and attritional warfare, while maintaining a focus on how campaigns connect within the larger war.
Doyle’s narrative continues to balance battlefield description with assessment of leadership and morale. Recurring themes include adaptation under pressure, the strain placed on nations and armies, and the effort to make sense of a conflict whose scope keeps expanding.
A History of the Great War, Volume 3
In this middle stage, the history turns toward a war increasingly defined by endurance, repeated offensives, and shifting fortunes rather than swift resolution. The volume stresses how strategic aims, material resources, and battlefield innovation interact, giving the war a more entrenched and exhausting character.
The tone remains measured but often somber, attentive to both operational detail and cumulative sacrifice. Doyle’s method underscores patterns across campaigns, showing how persistence, miscalculation, and hard-won experience reshape the conduct of the war.
A History of the Great War, Volume 4
This volume presents the conflict at a mature and highly demanding phase, where accumulated losses and commitments weigh heavily on every decision. The account emphasizes the interdependence of fronts and the difficulty of converting local success into decisive overall advantage.
Doyle repeatedly returns to themes of resilience, strategic patience, and the burden borne by soldiers and commanders alike. His style remains clear and sequential, with particular force in showing how modern war tests institutions as much as individuals.
A History of the Great War, Volume 5
The fifth volume traces the war through major transitions in momentum, portraying a struggle in which exhaustion and renewed effort coexist. It highlights changing conditions in command, military capacity, and international alignment, presenting the conflict as both a battlefield contest and a test of national staying power.
A distinctive feature here is the sense of movement toward outcome without reducing events to inevitability. Doyle preserves an analytical tone, stressing contingency, sacrifice, and the cumulative effects of earlier campaigns on later possibilities.
A History of the Great War, Volume 6
The final volume brings the long conflict toward its conclusion, focusing on the campaigns and decisions that shape the end of the war and its immediate significance. Doyle ties together military developments from earlier volumes, emphasizing how endurance, coordination, and sustained pressure finally alter the overall balance.
As a conclusion, it reinforces the work’s larger concerns with scale, responsibility, and the cost of modern warfare. The tone is reflective as well as reportorial, giving the full sequence of six volumes a coherent arc from outbreak and expansion to culmination and historical reckoning.
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    It is continually stated that it is impossible to bring out at the present time any accurate history of the war. No doubt this is true so far as some points of the larger strategy are concerned, for the motives at the back of them have not yet been cleared up. It is true also as regards many incidents which have exercised the minds of statesmen and of many possibilities which have worried the soldiers. But so far as the actual early events of our own campaign upon the Continent are concerned there is no reason why the approximate truth should not now be collected and set forth. I believe that the narrative in this volume will in the main stand the test of time, and that the changes of the future will consist of additions rather than of alterations or subtractions.


    The present volume deals only with the events of 1914 in the British fighting-line in France and Belgium. A second volume dealing with 1915 will be published within a few months. It is intended that a third volume, covering the current year, shall carry on this contemporary narrative of a tremendous episode.


    From the first days of the war I have devoted much of my time to the accumulation of evidence from first-hand sources as to the various happenings of these great days. I have built up my narrative from letters, diaries, and interviews from the hand or lips of men who have been soldiers in our armies, the deeds of which it was my ambition to understand and to chronicle. In many cases I have been privileged to submit my descriptions of the principal incidents to prominent actors in them, and to receive their corrections or endorsement. I can say with certainty, therefore, that a great deal of this work is not only accurate, but that it is very precisely correct in its detail. The necessary restrictions which forbade the mention of numbered units have now been removed, a change made possible by the very general rearrangements which have recently taken place. I am able, therefore, to deal freely with my material. As that material is not always equally full, it may have occasionally led to a want of proportion, where the brigade occupies a line and the battalion a paragraph. In extenuation of such faults, and of the omissions which are unavoidable, I can only plead the difficulty of the task and throw myself upon the reader’s good nature. Some compensation for such shortcoming may be found in the fact that a narrative written at the time reflects the warm emotions which these events aroused amongst us more clearly than the more measured story of the future historian can do.


    It may seem that the political chapters are somewhat long for a military work, but the reader will find that in subsequent volumes there are no further politics, so that this survey of the European conditions of 1914 is a lead up to the whole long narrative of the actual contest.


    I would thank my innumerable correspondents (whom I may not name) for their very great help. I would also admit the profit which I have derived from reading Coleman’s Mons To Ypres, and especially Lord Ernest Hamilton’s The First Seven Divisions. These books added some new facts, and enabled me to check many old ones. Finally, I desire to thank my friend Mr. P.L. Forbes for his kind and intelligent assistance in arranging my material.


    ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE,

    WINDLESHAM, CROWBOROUGH,

    October 1916.
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    In the frank, cynical, and powerful book of General Bernhardi which has been so often quoted in connection with the war there is one statement which is both true and important. It is, that no one in Great of the Britain thought seriously of a war with Germany before the year 1902. As a German observer he has fixed this date, and a British commentator who cast back through the history of the past would surely endorse it. Here, then, is a point of common agreement from which one can construct a scheme of thought.


    Why then should the British people in the year 1902 begin to seriously contemplate the possibility of a war with Germany? It might be argued by a German apologist that this date marks an appreciation by Great Britain that Germany was a great trade rival who might with advantage be crushed. But the facts would not sustain such a conclusion. The growth of German trade and of German wealth was a phenomenon with which the British were familiar. It had been constant since the days when Bismarck changed the policy of his country from free trade to protection, and it had competed for twenty years without the idea of war having entered British minds. On the contrary, the prevailing economic philosophy in Great Britain was, that trade reacts upon trade, and that the successful rival becomes always the best customer. It is true that manufacturers expressed occasional irritation at the methods of German commerce, such as the imitation of British trade-marks and shoddy reproductions of British products. The Fatherland can produce both the best and the worst, and the latter either undersold us or forced down our own standards. But apart from this natural annoyance, the growing trade of Germany produced no hostility in Great Britain which could conceivably have led to an armed conflict. Up to the year 1896 there was a great deal of sympathy and of respect in Great Britain for the German Empire. It was felt that of all Continental Powers she was the one which was most nearly allied to Britain in blood, religion, and character. The fact that in 1890 Lord Salisbury deliberately handed over to Germany Heligoland—an island which blockaded her chief commercial port and the harbour of her warships —must show once for all how entirely Germany lay outside of any possible world-struggle which could at that time be foreseen. France has always had its warm partisans in this country, but none the less it can most truthfully be said that during all the years that Britain remained in political isolation she would, had she been forced to take sides, have assuredly chosen to stand by the Triple Alliance. It is hard now to recall those days of French pinpricks and of the evil effects which they produced. Germany’s foreign policy is her own affair, and the German people are the judges of those who control it, but to us it must appear absolutely demented in taking a line which has driven this great world-power away from her side —or, putting it at its lowest, away from an absolute neutrality, and into the ranks of her enemies.


    In 1896 there came the first serious chill in the relations between the two countries. It arose from the famous telegram to Kruger at the time of the Jameson Raid—a telegram which bore the name of the Kaiser, but which is understood to have been drafted by Baron Marschall von Bieberstein. Whoever was responsible for it did his country a poor service, for British feelings were deeply hurt at such an intrusion into a matter which bore no direct relation to Germany. Britons had put themselves thoroughly in the wrong. Britain admitted and deplored it. Public opinion was the more sensitive to outside interference, and the telegram of congratulation from the Emperor to Kruger was felt to be an uncalled-for impertinence. The matter passed, however, and would have been forgiven and forgotten but for the virulent agitation conducted against us in Germany during the Boer War —an agitation which, it is only fair to say, appeared to receive no support from the Kaiser himself, who twice visited England during the course of the struggle. It could not be forgotten, however, that Von Bülow, the Chancellor, assumed an offensive attitude in some of his speeches, that the very idea of an Anglo-German Alliance put forward by Chamberlain in 1900 was scouted by the German Press, and that in the whole country there was hardly a paper which did not join in a chorus of unreasoned hatred and calumny against ourselves, our policy, and our arms. The incident was a perfectly astounding revelation to the British, who looked back at the alliance between the two countries, and had imagined that the traditions of such battles as Minden or Dettingen, where British blood had been freely shed in Prussia’s quarrel, really stood for something in their present relations. Britons were absolutely unconscious of anything which had occurred to alter the bonds which history had formed. It was clear, once for all, that this was mere self-deception, and as the British are a practical race, who are more concerned with what is than why it is, they resigned themselves to the situation and adjusted their thoughts to this new phase of their relations.


    But soon a new phenomenon engaged their attention. They had already realised that the Germans, for some motive which appeared to them to be entirely inadequate, were filled with hatred, and would do the British Empire an injury if they had the power. Hitherto, they had never had the power. But now it was evident that they were forging a weapon which might enable them to gratify their malevolence. In 1900 was passed the famous German law regulating the increase of their navy. The British, preoccupied by their South African War, took no great notice of it at the time, but from 1902 onwards it engaged their attention to an ever-increasing degree. The original law was ambitious and far-reaching, but it was subjected to several modifications, each of which made it more formidable. By a system as inexorable as Fate, year after year added to the force which was being prepared at Wilhelmshaven and at Kiel—a force entirely out of proportion to the amount of German commerce to be defended or of German coast-line to be protected. The greatest army in the world was rapidly being supplemented by a fleet which would be dangerously near, both in numbers and quality, to our own. The British Admiralty, more influenced by party politics than the German, showed at times commendable activity, and at other periods inexcusable indifference. On the whole, it was well ahead in its building programmes, for a wide circle of the public had become thoroughly awakened to the danger, and kept up a continual and most justifiable agitation for a broader margin of safety. Fortunately, the two final rulers of the Navy —McKenna and Churchill—rose to their responsibilities, and, in spite of a clamour from a section of their own party, insisted upon an adequate preponderance of naval construction. A deep debt of gratitude is owed also to the action of Lord Fisher, who saw the danger afar off and used all his remarkable powers of organisation and initiative to ensure that his country should be ready for the approaching struggle.


    Great Britain, being much exercised in mind by the menacing tone of Germany, expressed not only in her great and rapid naval preparations, but in an astonishing outburst of minatory speeches and literature from professors, journalists, and other leaders of the people, began from 1902 onwards to look round her for allies. Had she continued to remain isolated, some turn of the political wheel might have exposed her to a Continental coalition under the leadership and inspiration of this bitter enemy. But for the threats of Germany, Britain would in all probability have been able to keep aloof from entanglements, but as it was, the enemies of her enemy became of necessity her friends. In an attempt to preserve her independence of action so far as was still possible, she refused to form an alliance, and only committed herself in a vague fashion to an ill-defined entente. By settling several outstanding causes of friction with The France, an agreement was come to in the year 1903 which was extended to Russia in 1907. The general purport of such an arrangement was, that the sympathies of Great Britain were with the Dual Alliance, and that these sympathies would be translated into action if events seemed to warrant it. An aggressive policy on the part of France or Russia would be absolutely discountenanced by Britain, but if France were attacked Britain would pledge herself to do her utmost to prevent her from being overwhelmed. It was recognised that a victorious Germany would constitute a serious menace to the British Empire—a fact which neither the Pan-German fanatics nor the German national Press would ever permit us to forget. In this policy of insuring against a German attack King Edward VII. took a deep interest, and the policy is itself attributed to him in Germany, but as a matter of fact it represented the only sane course of action which was open to the nation. Germans are fond of representing King Edward’s action as the cause of subsequent events, whereas a wider knowledge would show them that it was really the effect of five years of German irritation and menace. This, then, was the political situation up to the time of the actual outbreak of war. Upon the one side were the German and Austrian Empires in a solid alliance, while Italy was nominally allied, but obviously moved upon an orbit of her own. On the other hand, Russia and France were solidly allied, with Britain moving upon an independent orbit which had more relation with that of her friends than Italy’s with that of Central Europe. It might clearly have been foreseen that Britain’s fate would be that of France, while Italy would break away under any severe test, for a number of open questions divided her vitally from her secular enemy to the north-east, The whole story of the campaign of Tripoli in 1911 showed very clearly how independent, and even antagonistic, were the interests and actions of Italy.


    Germany, in the meanwhile, viewed with considerable annoyance the formation of the elastic but very real ties which united France and Britain, while she did not cease to continue the course of action which had encouraged them. It had been one of the axioms of Wilhelmstrasse that whilst the British occupied Egypt, no friendship was possible between them and the French. Even now they were incredulous that such a thing could be, and they subjected it to a succession of tests. They desired to see whether the friendship was a reality, or whether it was only for fair-weather use and would fly to pieces before the stress of storm. Twice they tried it, once in 1905 when they drove France into a conference at Algeciras, and again in 1911, when in a time of profound peace they stirred up trouble by sending a gunboat to Agadir in south-western Morocco, an event which brought Europe to the very edge of war. In each case the entente remained so close and firm that it is difficult to imagine that they were really surprised by our actions in 1914, when the enormous provocation of the breach of the Belgian treaty was added to our promise to stand by France in any trouble not of her own making.


    Allusion has been made to the campaign of threats and abuse which had been going on for many years in Germany, but the matter is of such importance in its bearing upon the outbreak of war that it requires—some fuller discussion. For a long period before matters became acute between the two countries, a number of writers, of whom Nietzsche and Treitschke are the best known, had inoculated the German spirit with a most mischievous philosophy, which grew the more rapidly as it was dropped into the favourable soil of Prussian militarism. Nietzsche’s doctrines were a mere general defence of might as against right, and of violent brutality against everything which we associate with Christianity and Civilisation. The whooping savage bulked larger in this perverted philosophy than the saint or the martyr. His views, however, though congenial to a certain class of the German people, had no special international significance. The typical brute whom he exalted was blonde, but a brute of any other tint would presumably suffice. It was different in the case of Treitschke. He was a historian, not a philosopher, with nothing indefinite or abstract about his teaching. He used his high position as Professor in the Berlin University to preach the most ardent Chauvinism, and above all to teach the rising generation of Germans that their special task was to have a reckoning with England and to destroy the British Empire, which for some reason he imagined to be degenerate and corrupt. He has passed away before he could see the ruin which he helped to bring about, for there is no doubt that his deeds lived after him, and that he is one of half a dozen men who were prominent in guiding their country along the path which has ended in the abyss. Scores of other lesser writers repeated and exaggerated his message. Prominent among these was General von Bernhardi, a man of high standing and a very great authority upon theoretical warfare. In the volume on Germany And The Next War, which has been already quoted, he declared in the year 1911 that Germany should and would do exactly what it has done in 1914. Her antagonists, her allies, and her general strategy are all set forth with a precision which shows that German thinkers had entirely made up their minds as to the course of events, and that the particular pretext upon which war would be waged was a matter of secondary importance. These and similar sentiments naturally increased the uneasiness and resentment in Great Britain, where the taxation had risen constantly in the endeavour to keep pace with German preparations, until it was generally felt that such a state of things could not continue without some crisis being reached. The cloud was so heavy that it must either pass or burst.


    The situation had been aggravated by the fact that in order to win popular assent to the various increases of the naval estimates in Germany, constantly recurring anti-British agitations were deliberately raised with alarms of an impending attack. As Britain had never thought of attacking Germany during the long years when she had been almost defenceless at sea, it was difficult to perceive why she should do so now; but none the less the public and the politicians were gulled again and again by this device, which, while it achieved its purpose of obtaining the money, produced a corresponding resentment in Great Britain. Sometimes these manoeuvres to excite public opinion in favour of an increased navy went to extreme lengths which might well have justified an official remonstrance from England. A flagrant example was the arrest, trial, and condemnation of Captain Stewart for espionage upon the evidence of a suborned and perjured criminal. It is a story which is little to the credit of the Imperial Government, of the High Court at Leipzig, or of the British authorities who failed to protect their fellow-countryman from most outrageous treatment.


    So much for the causes which helped to produce an evil atmosphere between the two countries. Looking at the matter from the German point of view, there were some root-causes out of which this monstrous growth had come, and it is only fair that these should be acknowledged and recorded. These causes can all be traced to the fact that Britain stood between Germany and that world-empire of which she dreamed. This depended upon circumstances over which this country had no control, and which she could not modify if she had wished to do so. Britain, through her maritime power and through the energy of her merchants, had become a great world-power when Germany was still a collection of petty States. When Germany became a powerful Empire with a rising population and an immense commerce, she found that the choice places of the world, and those most fitted for the spread of a transplanted European race, were already filled up. It was not a matter which Britain could help, nor could she alter it, since Canada, Australasia, and South Africa would not, even if she had desired it, be transferred to German rule. And yet it formed a national grievance, and if we can put ourselves in the place of the Germans we may admit that it was galling that the surplus of their manhood should go to build up the strength of an alien and possibly a hostile State. To this point we could fully see that grievance—or rather that misfortune, since no one was in truth to blame in the matter. It was forgotten by their people that the Colonial Empire of the British and of the French had been built up by much outlay of blood and treasure, extending over three centuries. Germany had existed as a united State for less than half a century, and already during that time had built up a very considerable oversea dominion. It was unreasonable to suppose that she could at once attain the same position as her fully grown rivals.


    Thus this German discontent was based upon fixed factors which could no more be changed by Britain than the geographical position which has laid her right across the German exit to the oceans of the world. That this deeply rooted national sentiment, which for ever regarded Britain as the Carthage to which they were destined to play the part of Rome, would sooner or later have brought about war, is beyond all doubt. There are a score of considerations which show that a European war had long been planned, and that finally the very date, determined by the completion of the broadened Kiel Canal, had been approximately fixed. The importations of corn, the secret preparations of giant guns, the formations of concrete gun-platforms, the early distribution of mobilisation papers, the sending out of guns for auxiliary cruisers, the arming of the German colonies, all point to a predetermined rupture. If it could not be effected on one pretext, it certainly would on another. As a matter of fact, an occasion was furnished by means which have not yet been fully cleared up. It was one which admirably suited the German book, since it enabled her to make her ally the apparent protagonist and so secure her fidelity to the bond. At the same time, by making the cause of quarrel one which affected only the Slavonic races, she hoped to discourage and detach the more liberal of the Western Powers and so divide the ranks of the Allies from the outset. It is possible, though not certain, that she might have effected this in the case of Great Britain, but for her own stupendous blunder in the infraction of Belgian neutrality, which left us a united nation in our agreement as to the necessity of war.


    The political balance of the Great Powers of Europe is so delicately adjusted that any weakening of one means a general oscillation of all. The losses of Russia in a sterile campaign in East Asia in 1904 disturbed the whole peace of the world. Germany took advantage of it at once to bully France over Morocco; and in 1908, judging correctly that Russia was still unfit for war, Austria, with the connivance and help of Germany, tore up the Treaty of Berlin without reference to its other signatories, and annexed the provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Russia immediately issued a futile protest, as did Great Britain, but the latter had no material interest at stake. It was otherwise with Russia. She was the hereditary guardian of Slav interests which were directly attacked by this incorporation of an unwilling Slav population into the Austrian Empire. Unable for the moment to prevent it, she waited in silent wrath for the chance of the future, humiliated and exasperated by the knowledge that she had been bullied at the moment of her temporary weakness. So great had been the indignity that it was evident that were she to tolerate a second one it would mean the complete abandonment of her leadership of the race. On June 28, 1914, the Archduke Francis Ferdinand, heir to the throne of the Austrian Empire, made a state visit to Sarajevo in the newly annexed provinces. Here he was assassinated, together with his wife. The immediate criminals were two youths named Princip and Cabrinovic, but what exact forces were at the back of them, or whether they merely represented local discontent, have never yet been clearly shown. Austria was, however, naturally incensed against Serbia, which was looked upon as the centre of all aggressive Slavonic action. Politics take fantastic shapes in this south-eastern corner of Europe, and murder, abduction, forgery, and perjury are weapons which in the past have been freely used by all parties. The provocation in this instance was so immense and the crime so monstrous that had it been established after trustworthy examination that Serbia had indeed been directly connected with it, there is no doubt that the whole of Europe, including Russia, would have acquiesced in any reasonable punishment which could be inflicted. Certainly the public opinion of Great Britain would have been unanimous in keeping clear of any quarrel which seemed to uphold the criminals.


    Austria seems to have instantly made up her mind to push the matter to an extreme conclusion, as is shown by the fact that mobilisation papers were received by Austrians abroad, bearing the date June 30, so that they were issued within two days of the crime. An inquiry was held in connection with the trial of the assassins, which was reported to have implicated individual Serbians in the murder plot, but no charge was made against the Serbian Government. Had Austria now demanded the immediate trial and punishment of these accomplices, she would once again have had the sympathy of the civilised world. Her actual action was far more drastic, and gave impartial observers the conviction that she was endeavouring not to obtain reparation but to ensure war. It is inconceivable that so important a document as her ultimatum was launched without the approval of Berlin, and we have already seen that Germany was in a mood for war. The German newspapers, even before the Austrian demands were made, had begun to insist that in view of the distracted domestic politics of Great Britain, and of the declaration by M. Humbert in the French Senate that the army was unprepared, the hour for definite settlements had arrived.


    The Austrian ultimatum was such a demand as one nation has never yet addressed to another. Indeed, it could hardly be said that Serbia would remain a nation if she submitted to it. Some clauses, though severe, were within the bounds of reason. That papers should not be allowed to incite hatred, and that secret societies which were supposed to be connected with the crime should be forcibly suppressed, were not unfair demands. So, too, that all accessories to the plot, some of whom are mentioned by name, should be tried, and that certain measures to prevent a possible recurrence of such plots should be adopted. All these demands might be justified, and each of them was, as a matter of fact, accepted by Serbia. The impossible conditions were that Austrian judges should sit in Serbia upon political cases and that delegates of Austria should have partial administrative control in the neighbouring kingdom. Even these outrageous demands were not rejected absolutely by the Serbian Government, though it proclaimed itself to be unable to accept them in the crude form in which they were presented. A humble and conciliatory reply concluded with an expression of the desire to submit any point still open to impartial of the arbitration. The Austrian Government—or the forces behind it—appeared, however, to have no desire at all to find a peaceful solution. So precipitate were they in their action, that on the receipt of the Serbian reply, in less than an hour the Austrian Minister had left Belgrade, and a diplomatic rupture, the immediate prelude to war, had taken place between the two countries. So far only two figures were on the stage, but already vast shadows were looming in the wings, and all the world was hushed at the presentiment of coming tragedy.


    It has been shown that Russia, the elder brother of the Slav races, had once already been humiliated over Austrian policy and could not be indifferent to this new attempt to coerce a Slavonic people. The King of Serbia in his sore need appealed to the Czar and received a sympathetic reply. A moderate castigation of Serbia might have been condoned by Russia, but she could not contemplate unmoved a course of action which would practically destroy a kindred State. The Austrian army was already mobilising, so Russia also began to mobilise in the south. Events crowded rapidly upon each other. On July 28 came the declaration of war from Austria to Serbia. Three days later—days which were employed by Great Britain in making every possible effort to prevent the extension of the mischief —Germany as Austria’s ally declared war upon Russia. Two days later Germany declared war upon France. The current ran swiftly as it drew nearer to Niagara.


    The scope of this chronicle is more immediately concerned with the doings of Great Britain in this sudden and frightful misfortune which had fallen upon Europe. Her peaceful efforts were thrust aside, for she was dealing with those who had predetermined that there should be no peace. Even Austria, the prime mover in discord, had shown herself inclined to treat at the last moment, but Germany had hastened her onwards by a sudden ultimatum to Russia. From that instant the die was cast. The attitude of France was never in doubt. She was taken at a disadvantage, for her President was abroad when the crisis broke out, but the most chivalrous of nations could be relied upon to fulfil her obligations. She took her stand at once by the side of her ally. The one all-important question upon which the history of the world would depend, as so often before, was the action of Great Britain.


    Sir Edward Grey had proposed a conference of ambassadors to deal with the situation, a suggestion which was set aside by Germany. So long as the matter was purely Balkan it was outside the sphere of special British interests, but day by day


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  

OEBPS/Images/book4E_46.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
HITORY O

[HE WW]

(COMPLETE G VOLUME
EDITION) (ANNOTATED )8

/4
/

ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE






