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4 August 1914: ‘Just for a scrap of paper’

– Britain declares war 

It was seven in the evening when Sir Edward Goschen, British ambassador in Berlin, arrived at the German Foreign Ministry at Wilhelmstrasse 76 for an audience with the Secretary of State, Gottlieb von Jagow. Was the Imperial Government prepared to refrain from violating Belgian neutrality? asked Goschen, conscious that Britain’s twenty-four-hour deadline for Germany to do so had now elapsed. Jagow’s reply was regretfully no, ‘as in consequence of the German troops having crossed the frontier that morning, Belgian neutrality had already been violated’.1 

Jagow then tried to explain why this decision had been taken. ‘Namely,’ reported Goschen, ‘that they had to advance into France by the quickest and easiest way, so as to be able to get well ahead with their operations and endeavour to strike some decisive blow as early as possible. It was a matter of life and death for them, as if they had gone by the more southern route they could not have hoped, in view of the paucity of roads and the strength of the fortresses, to have got through without formidable opposition entailing great loss of time.’ This in turn, said Jagow, would have allowed the Russians to bring more troops up to the German frontier, thus negating Germany’s strategy of rapidly defeating France before turning on Russia.2

Was there ‘not still time to draw back and avoid possible consequences’? asked Goschen. That was no longer possible, replied Jagow, and for the reasons already given.3

Goschen next went to speak to the German Chancellor, Theodor von Bethmann Hollweg, and found him ‘very agitated’:

He said that the step taken by his Majesty’s Government was terrible to a degree; just for a word – ‘neutrality’, a word which in war time had so often been disregarded – just for a scrap of paperfn1 Great Britain was going to make war on a kindred nation who desired nothing better than to be friends with her … What we had done was unthinkable; it was like striking a man from behind while he was fighting for his life against two assailants … I protested strongly against that statement, and said … it was, so to speak, a matter of ‘life and death’ for the honour of Great Britain that she should keep her solemn engagement to do her utmost to defend Belgium’s neutrality if attacked.4

But was Belgian neutrality the real reason that Britain went to war, as Goschen told Bethmann? Or did it provide a convenient cloak for other less noble considerations? And, more significantly, did Britain’s ineffectual diplomacy actually muddy the waters for the other powers and make a peaceful solution to the July Crisis even less likely?

Sir Edward Grey, the British Foreign Secretary, has traditionally been portrayed as a peacemaker. On 29 July, for example, he had told the German ambassador Prince Lichnowsky that ‘mediation was an urgent necessity if those concerned did not wish to have things become a European catastrophe’.5 Yet the message was mixed: on the one hand he warned
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This book’s genesis was a curious affair. At a lunch to celebrate a quite separate literary project, I was asked by my publisher Rupert Lancaster if I’d ever thought of writing about the Great War. Only for about 35 years, I was tempted to answer, since I’d first read Martin Middlebrook’s wonderful oral history of the First Day of the Somme. Instead I just said yes, and mumbled something about an idea for TV (which, inevitably, was never made) that would tell the story of the crucial 30 days from the Sarajevo assassinations to the outbreak of war between Austria-Hungary and Serbia (the point at which a general conflict was all but certain). I love it, said Rupert.

What he actually loved, as I soon discovered, was the plan to break history down into individual days. For him, though, the outbreak was only part of the story. He wanted me to cover the whole war from the perspective of all the belligerents: not only those who fought for each side – on the ground, in the air and at sea – but also those who played a vital role on the home front. I agreed and the result is, I hope, a wonderfully eclectic cast of characters that includes emperors, politicians, generals, volunteer soldiers, journalists, suffragettes, munitions workers, nurses, conscientious objectors, mutineers, spies, secret agents, revolutionaries, freedom fighters and patriots – many of whom were prepared to, and did, lay down their lives for their country and their principles.

The fatalities included two of my great uncles, both volunteers keen to do their bit. I’d heard about their sacrifice as a boy, but knew nothing of the details. It was particularly moving, therefore, to read of the death of one of them in a cache of letters written by officers and soldiers who had served with him. The letters had been transcribed by my grandmother and inherited by my father. When I visited my father’s house to collect them, he could not remember where they were. But it eventually came to him in the middle of the night and, having recovered them, he left them on my bed. Thus was I able to piece together the last dramatic moments of a young dentist whose soldiers would have, in the words of one, ‘followed him anywhere’.

Of the many people who contributed to the book, special thanks are due to the following: Rupert Lancaster and my agent Peter Robinson for cooking up the idea in the first place; Rupert’s excellent team at Hodder, including Kate Miles, Juliet Brightmore, Bea Long, Nikki Barrow, Vickie Boff and Peter James; my father Robin David; Bruce Markham-David; my research assistant Holly Harwood; Billy James (for letting me quote from the unpublished memoir of Archibald James); the historian Leanda de Lisle (for the loan of her grandfather Kenelm Dormer’s Great War diary); and the staffs of the British Library, London Library, National Archives, National Army Museum, Imperial War Museum, Royal Artillery Museum (Firepower!), Tank Museum and Westminster Abbey Library.

I saw it as a particularly good sign that my wife Louise was not just duty bound but keen to read the manuscript. She later admitted to passing over some of the grimmer descriptions of battle (of which, inevitably, there are many), but enjoyed the less martial entries on the Christmas Truce, the peace movement, conscientious objectors, Mata Hari, the Balfour Declaration, women’s suffrage and the grim fate of the Romanov family. So something for everyone, I hope.

Lastly, I should apologize to my dedicatee (and youngest daughter) Natasha. She was promised a novel (like her sisters) but got a book about the most lethal war in our island’s history. That’s life.
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