
 
 

The Road to the Great War 
 

PRELUDE TO WAR 

It is called “the shot heard around the world,” and with good reason. The 

bullet that ended the life of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria  (as well 

as the one that did the same for his wife, Sophie) on June 28, 1914 touched 

off an inexorable and ultimately cataclysmic chain of events never before 

experienced in human history. And yet the notion that the death of one man 

could spark a conflict that would engulf the whole world, killing between 

fifteen and nineteen million people in the process, must strike any reasonably 

curious person as a rather simplistic and therefore unsatisfying explanation.  

 

Beginning in the early nineteenth century, a growing wave of nationalistic 

fervor both in Europe and the Americas would ultimately lead to the 1871 unifications of both Germany and Italy, 

each from a collection of smaller regional states which happened to share, among other things, both a sense of culture 

and of destiny with one another. The process of German unification was undertaken largely by the Prussian state, led 

by Otto von Bismarck (1815-1898), provoking a series of wars with its neighbors and encouraging other Germanic 

states to join in. Through this, King Wilhelm I of Prussia (1797-1888) was soon able to proclaim himself Kaiser 

Wilhelm, emperor of all German-speaking peoples outside of Switzerland and Austria. Almost simultaneously, 

enterprising Italian leaders were able to ally with the French to expel Austrian overseers from northern Italy, and then, 

leaning on the charismatic Giuseppe Garibaldi (1807-1882), succeeded in doing the same to Spanish Bourbon 

monarchists in the south. The nationalistic fervor displayed in both the German unification and the Italian risorgimento 

would continue to hold sway over Europe for decades to come. 

 

While Germany and Italy were each finding their strength, the Ottoman empire was in serious jeopardy. European 

powers, most particularly Austria and Russia, were all too happy to chip away at the outskirts of the empire and 

weaken it territorially. The more pressing threats, however, came from within. The Ottoman military had failed to 

keep up with technological advances brought on by the industrial revolution, and the once-elite Janissary corps was 

now more content to stage coups and wage political battles than train for actual ones. At the same time, an influx of 

cheap manufactured goods from the rest of Europe created such a trade imbalance that, by the mid-nineteenth 

century, interest payments on foreign loans totaled more than half of the empire’s revenue, resulting in further 

subordination to the empire’s creditors.  

 

The Assasination of Franz Ferdinand 



Ottoman leaders attempted to institute a number of western-influenced reforms, most notably during the Tanzimat 

era (1839-1876), but succeeded mainly in aggravating many influential sectors of Ottoman society.  Throughout the 

long period of decline that followed, breakaway states, chiefly in the Balkans, would further diminish Ottoman glory. 

In the words of historian Jerry Bentley, “By the early twentieth century, the 

Ottoman empire survived principally because European diplomats could not 

agree on how to dispose of the empire without upsetting the European balance 

of power.” These relatively young breakaway states quickly found themselves 

caught in the hungry gazes of both Russia and Austria-Hungary. When Serbia 

finally earned international recognition of its independence in 1878, it began 

advocating loudly for Pan-Slavism, a nationalistic movement that aimed to 

politically unite the Slavic peoples of eastern Europe. Russia certainly had no 

misgivings about supporting any movements that might further weaken 

Austrian influence and so threw their support behind the Serbs. The Germans, 

now on decently friendly terms with the Austrians, sought to counter Russian 

influence by backing Austro-Hungarian ambitions. The close relationship 

between Germany and Austria-Hungary would blossom into the Dual Alliance of 1879, later becoming the Triple 

Alliance when Italy signed on board in 1882. 

 

THE TANGLED WEB 

By the late nineteenth century, Germany was undisputedly the most powerful country in Europe. This fact, coupled 

with the earlier annexation of Alsace-Lorraine by the Germans during the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871) gave the 

French good reason to be distrustful of the new German state. Since Russia, too, had misgivings about German 

territorial ambitions, the 1894 Franco-Russian alliance gave to its members the comfort of mutual support should 

Germany or its newfound allies get any bright ideas.  

 

As the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth, nationalistic ideals would encourage many European nations to 

build up their military power, which in turn fed further nationalistic pride. Owing to its growing suspicions about 

German imperialism, England would find itself drawn into the continental alliance system in a somewhat peripheral 

way, signing onto what became known as the Triple Entente in 1907. To be clear, the Entente was not a military 

alliance, but rather an understanding (entente is French for “understanding”) of possible (if not probable) support 

should the need arise.  

 

A year after the Entente was signed, Austria-Hungary annexed Bosnia. Bosnia had long been in the sights of the Serbs 

as a key part of their pan-Slavic goals, and Austrian annexation put a speedy end to any unifying hopes the Serbs 

might have had. Serbs and their allies would fight two expansionist wars in the Balkans in 1912 and 1913, both of 

which would continue to chip away at the ailing Ottoman Empire. 

 

By late June 1914, when Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife were touring the Bosnian capital at Sarajevo, tensions 

were at a breaking point. As the Archduke and his wife rode through the streets in an open car, assassins twice tried 

to target the couple. The first attempt, a bombing, missed its intended target, instead hitting the car behind the 

Archduke’s, and a rattled Archduke arrived at the town hall reception planned for him. Upon leaving the town hall, 

the Archduke decided to change the day’s plans so that he and his wife could go to the hospital and visit those 

wounded in the bombing, but information about the new route never reached the driver. Turning down the wrong 

road, he was obliged to reverse the car to correct course. Before he could do so, nineteen year old Serbian nationalist 

Gavrilo Princip stepped forward from the crowd and fired two shots—one at the Archduke, and the other at his wife, 

Duchess Sophie. His final words were, “Sophie, Sophie! Don't die! Live for our children! It is nothing...it is nothing…” 

"Tough on Turkey," Puck Magazine, 1885 



 

THE JULY CRISIS 

Global public reaction to the assassination was, on the whole, rather muted. In the United States, the fallout from the 

assassination had dropped to third-page news by July 1. Nevertheless, the political situation was quite tense. A flurry 

of diplomatic correspondence and action ensued, but it wasn’t until July 23rd that the crisis truly began. Austria-

Hungary sent an ultimatum to Serbia. The pro-war, Austrian, Count of Hoyos pointedly noted that "that the demands 

were really of such a nature that no nation that still possessed self-respect and dignity could possibly accept them." It 

was clear that Austria-Hungary intended to provoke a war with Serbia in order to put the unruly Serbs in their place. 

With no satisfactory reply from Serbia, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia on July 28, 1914. 

 

Germany and Russia, allies of Austria-Hungary and Serbia respectively, watched nervously. Generations of European 

noble intermarriage made the emperor of Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm, and the emperor of Russia, Tzar Nicholas, 

simultaneously third cousins and second-cousins once removed, with the bonus that the Wilhelm was also the first 

cousin of Nicholas’ wife. (Further complicating the family tree, King George V of England was first cousins to both 

Wilhelm and Nicholas.) Wilhelm and Nicholas (literally) telegraphed their worries to one another in a series of cables, 

written in English, addressing one another affectionately as Nicky and Willy. 

 

Despite their best intentions, neither was able to stem the tide of war. Simultaneous to their correspondence, both 

Russia and Germany were busy mobilizing their armies in anticipation of being drawn into the Austro-Serbian conflict 

by virtue of their respective alliances. The mobilization plans were very much all-or-nothing affairs, and highly 

intractable. Total mobilization required that Russia  mobilize not only against Austria-Hungary, but against Germany 

as well. Thus, mobilization created what amounted to an incredibly high-stakes game of “chicken” in which neither 

side could dare flinch for fear of the consequences. Unable to back down, on August 1st, the German government 

officially declared war on Russia. Russia’s ally, France, began to mobilize against Germany and so Germany declared 

war on France on August 3rd. 

 

Being effectively closed in geographically by the Franco-Russian 

Alliance, the Germans developed a strategy known as the 

Schlieffen plan in 1905. The plan was for a quick, knockout blow 

to France executed by marching through neutral Belgium, then 

fighting a defensive war with Russia on the Eastern front. Now, 

in 1914, that plan was put into motion. Germany sent an 

ultimatum to Belgium requesting free passage of German troops. 

Belgium refused, and so Germany declared war on Belgium. The 

British government had, since 1839, been signatories to a treaty 

guaranteeing Belgium’s neutrality. Now, with the Germans 

advancing, the British had no choice. On August 4, 1914, Britain 

declared war on Germany. Europe was now entirely at war. 
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Germany invades Belgium, 1914 


