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Were World Wars I and II inevitable? Were they necessary wars? Or were they products of
calamitous failures of judgment?In this monumental and provocative history, Patrick Buchanan
makes the case that, if not for the blunders of British statesmen– Winston Churchill first among
them–the horrors of two world wars and the Holocaust might have been avoided and the British
Empire might never have collapsed into ruins. Half a century of murderous oppression of scores
of millions under the iron boot of Communist tyranny might never have happened, and Europe’s
central role in world affairs might have been sustained for many generations.Among the British
and Churchillian errors were:• The secret decision of a tiny cabal in the inner Cabinet in 1906 to
take Britain straight to war against Germany, should she invade France• The vengeful Treaty of
Versailles that mutilated Germany, leaving her bitter, betrayed, and receptive to the appeal of
Adolf Hitler• Britain’s capitulation, at Churchill’s urging, to American pressure to sever the Anglo-
Japanese alliance, insulting and isolating Japan, pushing her onto the path of militarism and
conquest• The greatest mistake in British history: the unsolicited war guarantee to Poland of
March 1939, ensuring the Second World WarCertain to create controversy and spirited
argument, Churchill, Hitler, and “the Unnecessary War” is a grand and bold insight into the
historic failures of judgment that ended centuries of European rule and guaranteed a future no
one who lived in that vanished world could ever have envisioned.

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Chapter 1The End of “Splendid
Isolation”[T]he Queen cannot help feeling that our isolation is dangerous.1—Queen
Victoria, January 14, 1896Isolation is much less dangerous than the danger of being dragged
into wars which do not concern us.2—Lord Salisbury, 1896For as long as he had served the
queen, Lord Salisbury had sought to keep Britain free of power blocs. “His policy was not one of
isolation from Europe . . . but isolation from the Europe of alliances.”3 Britannia would rule the
waves but stay out of Europe’s quarrels. Said Salisbury, “We are fish.”4When the queen called
him to form a new government for the third time in 1895, Lord Salisbury pursued his old policy of
“splendid isolation.” But in the years since he and Disraeli had traveled to the Congress of Berlin
in 1878, to create with Bismarck a new balance of power in Europe, their world had vanished.In
the Sino-Japanese war of 1894–95, Japan defeated China, seized Taiwan, and occupied the
Liaotung Peninsula. Britain’s preeminent position in China was now history.In the summer of
1895, London received a virtual ultimatum from secretary of state Richard Olney, demanding
that Great Britain accept U.S. arbitration in a border dispute between British Guiana and
Venezuela. Lord Salisbury shredded Olney’s note like an impatient tenured professor cutting up
a freshman term paper. But President Cleveland demanded that Britain accept arbitration—or
face the prospect of war with the United States.The British were stunned by American



enthusiasm for a war over a patch of South American jungle, and incredulous. America deployed
two battleships to Britain’s forty-four.5 Yet Salisbury took the threat seriously: “A war with
America . . . in the not distant future has become something more than a possibility.”6London
was jolted anew in January 1896 when the Kaiser sent a telegram of congratulations to Boer
leader Paul Kruger on his capture of the Jameson raiders, who had invaded the Transvaal in a
land grab concocted by Cecil Rhodes, with the connivance of Colonial Secretary Joseph
Chamberlain.These two challenges, from a jingoistic America that was now the first economic
power on earth, and from his bellicose nephew in Berlin, Wilhelm II, revealed to the future
Edward VII that “his country was without a friend in the world” and “steps to end British isolation
were required. . . .”7On December 18, 1897, a Russian fleet steamed into the Chinese harbor of
Port Arthur, “obliging British warships to vacate the area.”8 British jingoes “became apoplectic.”9
Lord Salisbury stood down: “I don’t think we carry enough guns to fight them and the French
together.”10In 1898, a crisis erupted in northeast Africa. Captain Jean-Baptiste Marchand, who
had set off from Gabon in 1897 on a safari across the Sahara with six officers and 120
Senegalese, appeared at Fashoda in the southern Sudan, where he laid claim to the
headwaters of the Nile. Sir Herbert Kitchener cruised upriver to instruct Marchand he was on
imperial land. Faced with superior firepower, Marchand withdrew. Fashoda brought Britain and
France to the brink of war. Paris backed down, but bitterness ran deep. Caught up in the
Anglophobia was eight-year-old Charles de Gaulle.11In 1900, the Russian challenge
reappeared. After American, British, French, German, and Japanese troops had marched to the
rescue of the diplomatic legation in Peking, besieged for fifty-five days by Chinese rebels called
“Boxers,” Russia exploited the chaos to send a 200,000-man army into Manchuria and the Czar
shifted a squadron of his Baltic fleet to Port Arthur. The British position in China was now
threatened by Russia and Japan.But what awakened Lord Salisbury to the depth of British
isolation was the Boer War. When it broke out in 1899, Europeans and Americans cheered
British defeats. While Joe Chamberlain might “speak of the British enjoying a ‘splendid isolation,
surrounded and supported by our kinsfolk,’ the Boer War brought home the reality that, fully
extended in their imperial role, the British needed to avoid conflict with the other great
powers.”12Only among America’s Anglophile elite could Victoria’s nation or Salisbury’s
government find support. When Bourke Cockran, a Tammany Hall Democrat, wrote President
McKinley, urging him to mediate and keep America’s distance from Great Britain’s “wanton acts
of aggression,” the letter went to Secretary of State John Hay.13Hay bridled at this Celtic
insolence. “Mr. Cockran’s logic is especially Irish,” he wrote to a friend. “As long as I stay here no
action shall be taken contrary to my conviction that the one indispensable feature of our foreign
policy should be a friendly understanding with England.” Hay refused even to answer “Bourke
Cockran’s fool letter to the president.”14Hay spoke of an alliance with Britain as an “unattainable
dream” and hoped for a smashing imperial victory in South Africa. “I hope if it comes to blows
that England will make quick work of Uncle Paul [Kruger].”15Entente CordialeSo it was that as
the nineteenth century came to an end Britain set out to court old rivals. The British first reached



out to the Americans. Alone among Europe’s great powers, Britain sided with the United States
in its 1898 war with Spain. London then settled the Alaska boundary dispute in America’s favor,
renegotiated the fifty-year-old Clayton-Bulwer Treaty, and ceded to America the exclusive rights
to build, operate, and fortify a canal across Panama. Then Britain withdrew her fleet from the
Caribbean.Writes British historian Correlli Barnett: “The passage of the British battlefleet from
the Atlantic to the Pacific would now be by courtesy of the United States,” and, with America’s
defeat of Spain, “The Philippines, Cuba and Puerto Rico, now American colonies, were
gradually closed to British merchants by protective tariffs, for the benefit of their American
rivals.”16Other historians, however, hail the British initiative to terminate a century of U.S.-British
enmity as “The Great Rapprochement,” and Berlin-born Yale historian Hajo Holborn regards the
establishment of close Anglo-American relations as probably “by far the greatest achievement of
British diplomacy in terms of world history.”17With America appeased, Britain turned to
Asia.With a Russian army in Manchuria menacing Korea and the Czar’s warships at Port Arthur
and Vladivostok, Japan needed an ally to balance off Russia’s ally, France. Germany would not
do, as Kaiser Wilhelm disliked Orientals and was endlessly warning about the “Yellow Peril.” As
for the Americans, their Open Door policy had proven to be bluster and bluff when Russia
moved into Manchuria. That left the British, whom the Japanese admired as an island people
and warrior race that had created the world’s greatest empire.On January 30, 1902, an Anglo-
Japanese treaty was signed. Each nation agreed to remain neutral should the other become
embroiled in an Asian war with a single power. However, should either become involved in war
with two powers, each would come to the aid of the other. Confident its treaty with Britain would
checkmate Russia’s ally France, Japan in 1904 launched a surprise attack on the Russian naval
squadron at Port Arthur. An enraged Czar sent his Baltic fleet to exact retribution. After a voyage
of six months from the Baltic to the North Sea, down the Atlantic and around the Cape of Good
Hope to the Indian Ocean, the great Russian fleet was ambushed and annihilated by Admiral
Heihachiro Togo in Tshushima Strait between Korea and Japan. Only one small Russian cruiser
and two destroyers made it to Vladivostok. Japan lost two torpedo boats. It was a victory for
Japan to rival the sinking of the Spanish Armada and the worst defeat ever inflicted on a
Western power by an Asian people.Britain had chosen well. In 1905, the Anglo-Japanese treaty
was elevated into a full alliance. Britain now turned to patching up quarrels with her European
rivals. Her natural allies were Germany and the Habsburg Empire, neither of whom had designs
on the British Empire. Imperial Russia, Britain’s great nineteenth-century rival, was pressing
down on China, India, Afghanistan, the Turkish Straits, and the Middle East. France was Britain’s
ancient enemy and imperial rival in Africa and Egypt. The nightmare of the British was a second
Tilsit, where Napoleon and Czar Alexander I, meeting on a barge in the Neiman in 1807, had
divided a prostrate Europe and Middle East between them. Germany was the sole European
bulwark against a French-Russian dominance of Europe and drive for hegemony in Africa, the
Middle East, and Asia—at the expense of the British Empire.With Lord Salisbury’s blessing, Joe
Chamberlain began to court Berlin. “England, Germany and America should collaborate: by so



doing they could check Russian expansionism, calm turbulent France and guarantee world
peace,” Chamberlain told future German chancellor Bernhard von Bulow.18 The Kaiser put him
off. Neither he nor his advisers believed Britain could reconcile with her old nemesis France, or
Russia, and must eventually come to Berlin hat-in-hand. Joe warned the Germans: Spurn
Britain, and we go elsewhere.The Kaiser let the opportunity slip and, in April 1904, learned to his
astonishment that Britain and France had negotiated an entente cordiale, a cordial
understanding. France yielded all claims in Egypt, and Britain agreed to support France’s
preeminence in Morocco. Centuries of hostility came to an end. The quarrel over Suez was over.
Fashoda was history.The entente quickly proved its worth. After the Kaiser was persuaded to
make a provocative visit to Tangier in 1905, Britain backed France at the Algeciras conference
called to resolve the crisis. Germany won economic concessions in Morocco, but Berlin had
solidified the Anglo-French entente. More ominous, the Tangier crisis had propelled secret talks
already under way between French and British staff officers over how a British army might be
ferried across the Channel to France in the event of a war with Germany.Unknown to the Cabinet
and Parliament, a tiny cabal had made a decision fateful for Britain, the empire, and the world.
Under the guidance of Edward Grey, the foreign secretary from 1905 to 1916, British and French
officers plotted Britain’s entry into a Franco-German war from the first shot. And these secret war
plans were being formulated by Liberals voted into power in public revulsion against the Boer
War on a platform of “Peace, Retrenchment, and Reform.” Writes historian Robert Massie,[O]n
January 16 [1906], without the approval of either the Prime Minister or Cabinet, secret talks
between British and French staff officers began. They focussed on plans to send 100,000 British
soldiers to the Continent within two weeks of an outbreak of hostilities. On January 26, when
Campbell-Bannerman returned to London and was informed, he approved.19As Churchill wrote
decades later, only Lord Rosebery read the real meaning of the Anglo-French entente. “Only
one voice—Rosebery’s—was raised in discord: in public ‘Far more likely to lead to War than
Peace’; in private ‘Straight to War.’ ”20 While praising Rosebery’s foresight, Churchill never
repudiated his own support of the entente or secret understandings: “It must not be thought that
I regret the decisions which were in fact taken.”21In August 1907, Britain entered into an Anglo-
Russian convention, ending their eighty-year conflict. Czar Nicholas II accepted Britain’s
dominance in southern Persia. Britain accepted Russia’s dominance in the north. Both agreed to
stay out of central Persia, Afghanistan, and Tibet. The Great Game was over and the lineups
completed for the great European war. In the Triple Alliance were Germany, Austria-Hungary,
and Italy. Opposite was the Franco-Russian alliance backed by Great Britain, which was allied to
Japan. Only America among the great powers remained free of entangling alliances.“You Have a
New World”Britain had appeased America, allied with Japan, and entered an entente with
France and Russia, yet its German problem remained. It had arisen in the aftermath of the
Franco-Prussian war. After the French defeat at Sedan and the abdication of Napoleon III, a
united Germany stretching from France to Russia and from the Baltic to the Alps had emerged
as the first power in Europe. Disraeli recognized the earthshaking importance of the unification



of the German states under a Prussian king.The war represents the German revolution, a
greater political event than the French revolution of the last century. . . . There is not a diplomatic
tradition, which has not been swept away. You have a new world. . . . The balance of power has
been entirely destroyed.22Bismarck had engineered the wars on Denmark, Austria, and France,
but he now believed his nation had nothing to gain from war. She had “hay enough for her
fork.”23 Germany should not behave “like a nouveau riche who has just come into money and
then offended everyone by pointing to the coins in his pocket.”24 He crafted a series of treaties
to maintain a European balance of power favorable to Germany—by keeping the Austro-
Hungarian Empire allied, Russia friendly, Britain neutral, and France isolated. Bismarck opposed
the building of a fleet that might alarm the British. As for an overseas empire, let Britain, France,
and Russia quarrel over colonies. When a colonial adventurer pressed upon him Germany’s
need to enter the scramble for Africa, Bismarck replied, “Your map of Africa is very nice. But
there is France, and here is Russia, and we are in the middle, and that is my map of Africa.”25As
the clamor for colonies grew, however, the Iron Chancellor would succumb and Germany would
join the scramble. By 1914, Berlin boasted the world’s third largest overseas empire,
encompassing German East Africa (Tanganyika), South-West Africa (Namibia), Kamerun
(Cameroon), and Togoland. On the China coast, the Kaiser held Shantung Peninsula. In the
western Pacific, the House of Hohenzollern held German New Guinea, German Samoa, the
Bismarck Archipelago, the Marshall, Mariana, and Caroline islands, and the Northern Solomons,
of which Bougainville was the largest. However, writes Holborn,Not for a moment were
Bismarck’s colonial projects intended to constitute a revision of the fundamentals of his
continental policy. Least of all were they designs to undermine British naval or colonial
supremacy overseas. Bismarck was frank when he told British statesmen that Germany, by the
acquisition of colonies, was giving Britain new hostages, since she could not hope to defend
them in an emergency.26By 1890, Bismarck had been dismissed by the new young Kaiser, who
began to make a series of blunders, the first of which was to let Bismarck’s treaty with Russia
lapse. This left Russia nowhere to turn but France. By 1894, St. Petersburg had become the ally
of a Paris still seething over the loss of Alsace-Lorraine. France had broken free of the isolation
imposed upon her by Bismarck. The Kaiser’s folly in letting the Reinsurance Treaty with Russia
lapse can hardly be overstated.While Germany was a “satiated power, so far as Europe itself
was concerned, and stood to gain little from a major war on the European continent,” France and
Russia were expansionist.27 Paris hungered for the return of Alsace. Russia sought hegemony
over Bulgaria, domination of the Turkish Straits to keep foreign warships out of the Black Sea,
and to pry away the Austrian share of a partitioned Poland.More ominous, the Franco-Russian
Alliance of 1894 stipulated that a partial mobilization by any member of the Triple Alliance—
Austria, Italy, or Germany—would trigger hostilities against all three.28 As George Kennan
writes in The Fateful Alliance,A partial Austrian mobilization against Serbia, for example (and
one has only to recall the events of 1914 to understand the potential significance of this
circumstance) could alone become the occasion for the launching of a general European war.29



--This text refers to the paperback edition.From BooklistTaking his swing at the origins of World
War II, conservative pundit Buchanan incorporates the subject into his warnings, expressed in
several populist jeremiads (State of Emergency, 2006), of the decline of the West. Certainly
World War I, with which Buchanan begins, was a catastrophe for Western civilization whose
ramifications continue to be felt. Buchanan’s interpretation generally holds that British and
American participation in both WWI and WWII was avoidable if British leaders had recognized
that Germany was no threat to the vital interests of the British Empire. Banking his thesis on such
supposed benevolence from Wilhelm II and Adolf Hitler, Buchanan criticizes various British
policies of the 1920s and 1930s (who doesn’t?), and argues collaterally with Hitler’s statements
disclaiming fundamental conflicts with Britain. The weakness in Buchanan’s line of thinking, of
course, is that by 1939, Hitler’s international word was worthless; yet Buchanan hinges his case
on what might have happened had Britain let Hitler go after Poland in 1939 as it had
Czechoslovakia. Speculating a better future had the West permitted Nazi Germany a free hand
in Eastern Europe, Buchanan cites the historical costs of Britain and France having at last drawn
the line against aggression. Convinced? Controversial as is his wont, Buchanan reminds his
large readership that the immediate ignition of WWII can still be disputed. --Gilbert Taylor --This
text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorPATRICK J.
BUCHANAN was a senior adviser to three American presidents; ran twice for the Republican
presidential nomination, in 1992 and 1996; and was the Reform Party candidate in 2000. The
author of nine other books, including the bestsellers Right from the Beginning; A Republic, Not
an Empire; The Death of the West; State of Emergency; and Day of Reckoning, Buchanan is a
syndicated columnist and founding member of three of America’s foremost public affairs shows:
NBC’s The McLaughlin Group and CNN’s The Capital Gang and Crossfire. He is now a senior
political analyst for MSNBC. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.Read more
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America Inherits the EmpirePhoto
InsertNOTESBIBLIOGRAPHYDEDICATIONACKNOWLEDGMENTSALSO BY PATRICK J.
BUCHANANABOUT THE AUTHORI HAVE A STRONG belief that there is a danger of the public
opinion of this country … believing that it is our duty to take everything we can, to fight
everybody, and to make a quarrel of every dispute. That seems to me a very dangerous doctrine,
not merely because it might incite other nations against us … but there is a more serious danger,
that is lest we overtax our strength. However strong you may be, whether you are a man or a
nation, there is a point beyond which your strength will not go. It is madness; it ends in ruin if you
allow yourself to pass beyond it.1—LORD SALISBURY, 1897The Queen’s Speech[A]
EUROPEAN WAR can only end in the ruin of the vanquished and the scarcely less fatal
commercial dislocation and exhaustion of the conquerors. Democracy is more vindictive than
Cabinets. The wars of peoples are more terrible than those of kings.2—WINSTON CHURCHILL,
1901Speech to ParliamentPREFACEWhat Happened to Us?AND IT CAME to pass, when they
were in the field, that Cain rose up against his brother Abel and slew him.—GENESIS, 4:8ALL
ABOUT US we can see clearly now that the West is passing away.In a single century, all the
great houses of continental Europe fell. All the empires that ruled the world have vanished. Not
one European nation, save Muslim Albania, has a birthrate that will enable it to survive through
the century. As a share of world population, peoples of European ancestry have been shrinking
for three generations. The character of every Western nation is being irremediably altered as
each undergoes an unresisted invasion from the Third World. We are slowly disappearing from
the Earth.Having lost the will to rule, Western man seems to be losing the will to live as a unique
civilization as he feverishly indulges in La Dolce Vita, with a yawning indifference as to who
might inherit the Earth he once ruled.What happened to us? What happened to our world?When



the twentieth century opened, the West was everywhere supreme. For four hundred years,
explorers, missionaries, conquerors, and colonizers departed Europe for the four corners of the
Earth to erect empires that were to bring the blessings and benefits of Western civilization to all
mankind. In Rudyard Kipling’s lines, it was the special duty of Anglo-Saxon peoples to fight “The
savage wars of peace/Fill full the mouth of Famine/And bid the sickness cease.” These empires
were the creations of a self-confident race of men.Whatever became of those men?Somewhere
in the last century, Western man suffered a catastrophic loss of faith—in himself, in his
civilization, and in the faith that gave it birth.That Christianity is dying in the West, being
displaced by a militant secularism, seems undeniable, though the reasons remain in dispute. But
there is no dispute about the physical wounds that may yet prove mortal. These were World
Wars I and II, two phases of a Thirty Years’ War future historians will call the Great Civil War of
the West. Not only did these two wars carry off scores of millions of the best and bravest of the
West, they gave birth to the fanatic ideologies of Leninism, Stalinism, Nazism, and Fascism,
whose massacres of the people they misruled accounted for more victims than all of the
battlefield deaths in ten years of fighting.A quarter century ago, Charles L. Mee, Jr., began his
End of Order: Versailles 1919 by describing the magnitude of what was first called the Great
War: “World War I had been a tragedy on a dreadful scale. Sixty-five million men were mobilized
—more by many millions than had ever been brought to war before—to fight a war, they had
been told, of justice and honor, of national pride and of great ideals, to wage a war that would
end all war, to establish an entirely new order of peace and equity in the world.”1Mee then
detailed the butcher’s bill.By November 11, 1918, when the armistice that marked the end of the
war was signed, eight million soldiers lay dead, twenty million more were wounded, diseased,
mutilated, or spitting blood from gas attacks. Twenty-two million civilians had been killed or
wounded, and the survivors were living in villages blasted to splinters and rubble, on farms
churned in mud, their cattle dead.In Belgrade, Berlin and Petrograd, the survivors fought among
themselves—fourteen wars, great or small, civil or revolutionary, flickered or raged about the
world.2The casualty rate in the Great War was ten times what it had been in America’s Civil War,
the bloodiest war of Western man in the nineteenth century. And at the end of the Great War an
influenza epidemic, spread by returning soldiers, carried off fourteen million more Europeans
and Americans.3 In one month of 1914—“the most terrible August in the history of the world,”
said Sir Arthur Conan Doyle—“French casualties … are believed to have totaled two hundred
sixty thousand of whom seventy-five thousand were killed (twenty-seven thousand on August 22
alone).”4 France would fight on and in the fifty-one months the war would last would lose 1.3
million sons, with twice that number wounded, maimed, crippled. The quadrant of the country
northeast of Paris resembled a moonscape.Equivalent losses in America today would be eight
million dead, sixteen million wounded, and all the land east of the Ohio and north of the Potomac
unrecognizable. Yet the death and destruction of the Great War would be dwarfed by the
genocides of Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, and what the war of 1939–1945 would do to Italy, Germany,
Poland, Ukraine, the Baltic and Balkan nations, Russia, and all of Europe from the Pyrenees to



the Urals.The questions this book addresses are huge but simple: Were these two world wars,
the mortal wounds we inflicted upon ourselves, necessary wars? Or were they wars of choice?
And if they were wars of choice, who plunged us into these hideous and suicidal world wars that
advanced the death of our civilization? Who are the statesmen responsible for the death of the
West?INTRODUCTIONThe Great Civil War of the West[W]AR IS THE creation of individuals not
of nations.1—SIR PATRICK HASTINGS, 1948British barrister and writerOF ALL THE EMPIRES
of modernity, the British was the greatest—indeed, the greatest since Rome—encompassing a
fourth of the Earth’s surface and people. Out of her womb came America, Canada, Australia,
New Zealand, and Ireland, five of the finest, freest lands on Earth. Out of her came Hong Kong
and Singapore, where the Chinese first came to know freedom. Were it not for Britain, India
would not be the world’s largest democracy, or South Africa that continent’s most advanced
nation. When the British arrived in Africa, they found primitive tribal societies. When they
departed, they left behind roads, railways, telephone and telegraph systems, farms, factories,
fisheries, mines, trained police, and a civil service.No European people fondly remembers the
Soviet Empire. Few Asians recall the Empire of Japan except with hatred. But all over the world,
as their traditions, customs, and uniforms testify, men manifest their pride that they once
belonged to the empire upon whose flag the sun never set. America owes a special debt to
Britain, for our laws, language and literature, and the idea of representative government. “[T]he
transplanted culture of Britain in America,” wrote Dr. Russell Kirk, “has been one of humankind’s
more successful experiments.”2As with most empires, the sins of the British are scarlet—the
opium wars in China, the cold indifference to Irish suffering in the Potato Famine. But Britain’s
sins must be weighed in the balance. It was the British who were first to take up arms against
slavery, who, at Trafalgar and Waterloo, were decisive in defeating the Napoleonic dictatorship
and empire, who, in their finest hour, held on until Hitler was brought down.Like all empires, the
British Empire was one day fated to fall. Once Jefferson’s idea, “All men are created equal,” was
wedded to President Wilson’s idea, that all peoples are entitled to “self-determination,” the fate
of the Western empires was sealed. Wilson’s secretary of state, Robert Lansing, saw it coming:
“The phrase [self-determination] is simply loaded with dynamite. It will raise hopes which can
never be realized.… What a calamity that the phrase was ever uttered! What misery it will
cause!”3Twenty-five years after Versailles, Walter Lippmann would denounce Wilson’s doctrine
of self-determination as “barbarous and reactionary.”Self-determination, which has nothing to do
with self-government but has become confused with it, is barbarous and reactionary: by
sanctioning secession, it invites majorities and minorities to be intransigent and irreconcilable. It
is stipulated in the principle of self-determination that they need not be compatriots because
they will soon be aliens. There is no end to this atomization of human society. Within the
minorities who have seceded there will tend to appear other minorities who in their turn will wish
to secede.4WILSON’S DOCTRINE OF SELF-DETERMINATION destroyed the Western
empires.But while the fall of the British Empire was inevitable, the suddenness and sweep of the
collapse were not. There is a world of difference between watching a great lady grandly descend



a staircase and seeing a slattern being kicked down a flight of stairs.Consider: When Winston
Churchill entered the inner cabinet as First Lord of the Admiralty in 1911, every nation
recognized Britain’s primacy. None could match her in the strategic weapons of the new century:
the great battle fleets and dreadnoughts of the Royal Navy. Mark Twain jested that the English
were the only modern race mentioned in the Bible, when the Lord said, “Blessed are the meek,
for they shall inherit the earth.”5Yet by Churchill’s death in 1965, little remained. “Of that colossal
wreck, boundless and bare/The lone and level sands stretch far away.”6 At century’s end,
Labour Party elder statesman Sir Roy Denman looked back at the decline and fall of the nation
and empire into which he had been born:At the beginning [of the twentieth century], Britain, as
the centre of the biggest empire in the world, was at the zenith of her power and glory; Britain
approaches the end as a minor power, bereft of her empire.… [O]n the world stage, Britain will
end the century little more important than Switzerland. It will have been the biggest secular
decline in power and influence since seventeenth-century Spain.7WHAT HAPPENED TO
GREAT BRITAIN? What happened to the Empire? What happened to the West and our world—
is what this book is about.For it was the war begun in 1914 and the Paris peace conference of
1919 that destroyed the German, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian empires and ushered onto the
world stage Lenin, Stalin, Mussolini, and Hitler. And it was the war begun in September 1939
that led to the slaughter of the Jews and tens of millions of Christians, the devastation of Europe,
Stalinization of half the continent, the fall of China to Maoist madness, and half a century of Cold
War.Every European war is a civil war, said Napoleon. Historians will look back on 1914–1918
and 1939–1945 as two phases of the Great Civil War of the West, where the once-Christian
nations of Europe fell upon one another with such savage abandon they brought down all their
empires, brought an end to centuries of Western rule, and advanced the death of their
civilization.In deciphering what happened to the West, George F. Kennan, the geostrategist of
the Cold War, wrote, “All lines of inquiry lead back to World War I.”8 Kennan’s belief that World
War I was “the original catastrophe” was seconded by historian Jacques Barzun, who called the
war begun in August 1914 “the blow that hurled the modern world on its course of self-
destruction.”9These two world wars were fratricidal, self-inflicted wounds of a civilization
seemingly hell-bent on suicide. Eight million soldiers perished in World War I, “twenty million
more were wounded, diseased, mutilated, or spitting blood from gas attacks. Twenty-two million
civilians had been killed or wounded ….”10 That war would give birth to the fanatic and
murderous ideologies of Leninism, Stalinism, Nazism, and Fascism, and usher in the Second
World War that would bring death to tens of millions more.And it was Britain that turned both
European wars into world wars. Had Britain not declared war on Germany in 1914, Canada,
Australia, South Africa, New Zealand, and India would not have followed the Mother Country in.
Nor would Britain’s ally Japan. Nor would Italy, which London lured in with secret bribes of
territory from the Habsburg and Ottoman empires. Nor would America have gone to war had
Britain stayed out. Germany would have been victorious, perhaps in months. There would have
been no Lenin, no Stalin, no Versailles, no Hitler, no Holocaust.Had Britain not given a war



guarantee to Poland in March 1939, then declared war on September 3, bringing in South Africa,
Canada, Australia, India, New Zealand, and the United States, a German-Polish war might never
have become a six-year world war in which fifty million would perish.Why did Britain declare war
on Germany, twice? As we shall see, neither the Kaiser nor Hitler sought to destroy Britain or her
empire. Both admired what Britain had built. Both sought an alliance with England. The Kaiser
was the eldest grandson of Queen Victoria. Thus the crucial question: Were these two
devastating wars Britain declared on Germany wars of necessity, or wars of choice?Critics will
instantly respond that Britain fought the First World War to bring down a Prussian militarism that
threatened to dominate Europe and the world, that Britain declared war in 1939 to stop a fanatic
Nazi dictator who would otherwise have conquered Europe and the world, enslaved mankind,
massacred minorities on a mammoth scale, and brought on a new Dark Age. And thank God
Britain did declare war. Were it not for Britain, we would all be speaking German now.Yet, in his
memoir, David Lloyd George, who led Britain to victory in World War I, wrote, “We all blundered
into the war.”11 In his memoirs, Churchill, who led Britain to victory in World War II, wrote:One
day President Roosevelt told me that he was asking publicly for suggestions about what the war
should be called. I said at once, “The Unnecessary War.” There never was a war more easy to
stop than that which has just wrecked what was left of the world from the previous
struggle.12WAS LLOYD GEORGE RIGHT? Was World War I the result of blunders by British
statesmen? Was Churchill right? Was the Second World War that “wrecked what was left of the
world” an “unnecessary war”? If so, who blundered? For these were the costliest and bloodiest
wars in the history of mankind and they may have brought on the end of Western
civilization.About the justice of the causes for which Britain fought, few quarrel. And those years
from 1914 to 1918 and 1939 to 1945 produced days of glory that will forever inspire men and
reflect greatly upon the British people. Generations may pass away, but men will yet talk of
Passchendaele and the Somme, of Dunkirk and El Alamein. Two-thirds of a century later, men’s
eyes yet mist over at the words “Fighter Command,” the men and boys in their Hurricanes and
Spitfires who rose day after day as the knights of old in the Battle of Britain to defend their
“island home.” And in their “finest hour” the British had as the king’s first minister a statesman
who personified the bulldog defiance of his people and who was privileged by history to give the
British lion its roar. In the victory over Nazi Germany, the place of moral honor goes to Britain and
Churchill. He “mobilized the English language and sent it into battle,” said President Kennedy,
when Churchill, like Lafayette, was made an honorary citizen of the United States.Thus the
question this book addresses is not whether the British were heroic. That is settled for all time.
But were their statesmen wise? For if they were wise, how did Britain pass in one generation
from being mistress of the most awesome of empires into a nation whose only hope for avoiding
defeat and ruin was an America that bore no love for the empire? By 1942, Britain relied on the
United States for all the necessities of national survival: the munitions to keep fighting, the ships
to bring her supplies, the troops to rescue a continent from which Britain had been expelled in
three weeks by the Panzers of Rommel and Guderian. Who blundered? Who failed Britain? Who



lost the empire? Was it only the appeasers, the Guilty Men?There is another reason I have
written this book.There has arisen among America’s elite a Churchill cult. Its acolytes hold that
Churchill was not only a peerless war leader but a statesman of unparalleled vision whose life
and legend should be the model for every statesman. To this cult, defiance anywhere of U.S.
hegemony, resistance anywhere to U.S. power becomes another 1938. Every adversary is “a
new Hitler,” every proposal to avert war “another Munich.” Slobodan Milosevic, a party
apparatchik who had presided over the disintegration of Yugoslavia—losing Slovenia, Croatia,
Macedonia, and Bosnia—becomes “the Hitler of the Balkans” for holding Serbia’s cradle
province of Kosovo. Saddam Hussein, whose army was routed in one hundred hours in 1991
and who had not shot down a U.S. plane in forty thousand sorties, becomes “an Arab Hitler”
about to roll up the Persian Gulf and threaten mankind with weapons of mass destruction.This
mind-set led us to launch a seventy-eight-day bombing campaign on Serbia, a nation that never
attacked us, never threatened us, never wanted war with us, whose people had always
befriended us. After 9/11, the Churchill cult helped to persuade an untutored president that the
liberation of Iraq from Saddam would be like the liberation of Europe from Hitler. We would be
greeted in Baghdad as our fathers and grandfathers had been in Paris. In the triumphant
aftermath of a “cake-walk” war, democracy would put down roots in the Middle East as it had in
Europe after the fall of Hitler, and George W. Bush would enter history as the Churchill of his
generation, while the timid souls who opposed his war of liberation would be exposed as craven
appeasers.This Churchill cult gave us our present calamity. If not exposed, it will produce more
wars and more disasters, and, one day, a war of the magnitude of Churchill’s wars that brought
Britain and his beloved empire to ruin. For it was Winston S. Churchill who was the most
bellicose champion of British entry into the European war of 1914 and the German-Polish war of
1939. There are two great myths about these wars. The first is that World War I was fought “to
make the world safe for democracy.” The second is that World War II was the “Good War,” a
glorious crusade to rid the world of Fascism that turned out wonderfully well.Not for everyone.
When President Bush flew to Moscow to celebrate the sixtieth anniversary of V-E Day, he
stopped in one of the nations that was not celebrating, Latvia, and dispelled one of these myths.
He told the world that while “V-E Day marked the end of Fascism … it did not end oppression,”
that what FDR and Churchill did to Eastern and Central Europe in collusion with Stalin “will be
remembered as one of the greatest wrongs of history.”13 Bush called Yalta a sellout of free
nations as shameful as Munich.This book will argue that President Bush understated his
case.For their crimes, Hitler and his collaborators, today’s metaphors for absolute evil, received
the ruthless justice they deserved. But we cannot ignore the costs of Churchill’s wars, or the
question: Was it truly necessary that fifty million die to bring Hitler down? For World War II was
the worst evil ever to befall Christians and Jews and may prove the mortal blow that brings down
our common civilization. Was it “The Unnecessary War”?CHAPTER 1The End of “Splendid
Isolation”[T]HE QUEEN CANNOT help feeling that our isolation is dangerous.1—QUEEN
VICTORIA,January 14, 1896Isolation is much less dangerous than the danger of being dragged



into wars which do not concern us.2—LORD SALISBURY 1896FOR AS LONG AS he had
served the queen, Lord Salisbury had sought to keep Britain free of power blocs. “His policy was
not one of isolation from Europe … but isolation from the Europe of alliances.”3 Britannia would
rule the waves but stay out of Europe’s quarrels. Said Salisbury, “We are fish.”4When the queen
called him to form a new government for the third time in 1895, Lord Salisbury pursued his old
policy of “splendid isolation.” But in the years since he and Disraeli had traveled to the Congress
of Berlin in 1878, to create with Bismarck a new balance of power in Europe, their world had
vanished.In the Sino-Japanese war of 1894–95, Japan defeated China, seized Taiwan, and
occupied the Liaotung Peninsula. Britain’s preeminent position in China was now history.In the
summer of 1895, London received a virtual ultimatum from secretary of state Richard Olney,
demanding that Great Britain accept U.S. arbitration in a border dispute between British Guiana
and Venezuela. Lord Salisbury shredded Olney’s note like an impatient tenured professor cutting
up a freshman term paper. But President Cleveland demanded that Britain accept arbitration—or
face the prospect of war with the United States.The British were stunned by American
enthusiasm for a war over a patch of South American jungle, and incredulous. America deployed
two battleships to Britain’s forty-four.5 Yet Salisbury took the threat seriously: “A war with
America … in the not distant future has become something more than a possibility.”6London was
jolted anew in January 1896 when the Kaiser sent a telegram of congratulations to Boer leader
Paul Kruger on his capture of the Jameson raiders, who had invaded the Transvaal in a land
grab concocted by Cecil Rhodes, with the connivance of Colonial Secretary Joseph
Chamberlain.These two challenges, from a jingoistic America that was now the first economic
power on earth, and from his bellicose nephew in Berlin, Wilhelm II, revealed to the future
Edward VII that “his country was without a friend in the world” and “steps to end British isolation
were required ….”7On December 18, 1897, a Russian fleet steamed into the Chinese harbor of
Port Arthur, “obliging British warships to vacate the area.”8 British jingoes “became apoplectic.”9
Lord Salisbury stood down: “I don’t think we carry enough guns to fight them and the French
together.”10In 1898, a crisis erupted in northeast Africa. Captain Jean-Baptiste Marchand, who
had set off from Gabon in 1897 on a safari across the Sahara with six officers and 120
Senegalese, appeared at Fashoda in the southern Sudan, where he laid claim to the
headwaters of the Nile. Sir Herbert Kitchener cruised upriver to instruct Marchand he was on
imperial land. Faced with superior firepower, Marchand withdrew. Fashoda brought Britain and
France to the brink of war. Paris backed down, but bitterness ran deep. Caught up in the
Anglophobia was eight-year-old Charles de Gaulle.11In 1900, the Russian challenge
reappeared. After American, British, French, German, and Japanese troops had marched to the
rescue of the diplomatic legation in Peking, besieged for fifty-five days by Chinese rebels called
“Boxers,” Russia exploited the chaos to send a 200,000-man army into Manchuria and the Czar
shifted a squadron of his Baltic fleet to Port Arthur. The British position in China was now
threatened by Russia and Japan.But what awakened Lord Salisbury to the depth of British
isolation was the Boer War. When it broke out in 1899, Europeans and Americans cheered



British defeats. While Joe Chamberlain might “speak of the British enjoying a ‘splendid isolation,
surrounded and supported by our kinsfolk,’ the Boer War brought home the reality that, fully
extended in their imperial role, the British needed to avoid conflict with the other great
powers.”12Only among America’s Anglophile elite could Victoria’s nation or Salisbury’s
government find support. When Bourke Cockran, a Tammany Hall Democrat, wrote President
McKinley, urging him to mediate and keep America’s distance from Great Britain’s “wanton acts
of aggression,” the letter went to Secretary of State John Hay.13Hay bridled at this Celtic
insolence. “Mr. Cockran’s logic is especially Irish,” he wrote to a friend. “As long as I stay here no
action shall be taken contrary to my conviction that the one indispensable feature of our foreign
policy should be a friendly understanding with England.” Hay refused even to answer “Bourke
Cockran’s fool letter to the president.”14Hay spoke of an alliance with Britain as an “unattainable
dream” and hoped for a smashing imperial victory in South Africa. “I hope if it comes to blows
that England will make quick work of Uncle Paul [Kruger].”15ENTENTE CORDIALESO IT WAS
THAT as the nineteenth century came to an end Britain set out to court old rivals. The British first
reached out to the Americans. Alone among Europe’s great powers, Britain sided with the United
States in its 1898 war with Spain. London then settled the Alaska boundary dispute in America’s
favor, renegotiated the fifty-year-old Clayton-Bulwer Treaty, and ceded to America the exclusive
rights to build, operate, and fortify a canal across Panama. Then Britain withdrew her fleet from
the Caribbean.Writes British historian Correlli Barnett: “The passage of the British battlefleet
from the Atlantic to the Pacific would now be by courtesy of the United States,” and, with
America’s defeat of Spain, “The Philippines, Cuba and Puerto Rico, now American colonies,
were gradually closed to British merchants by protective tariffs, for the benefit of their American
rivals.”16Other historians, however, hail the British initiative to terminate a century of U.S.-British
enmity as “The Great Rapprochement,” and Berlin-born Yale historian Hajo Holborn regards the
establishment of close Anglo-American relations as probably “by far the greatest achievement of
British diplomacy in terms of world history.”17With America appeased, Britain turned to
Asia.With a Russian army in Manchuria menacing Korea and the Czar’s warships at Port Arthur
and Vladivostok, Japan needed an ally to balance off Russia’s ally, France. Germany would not
do, as Kaiser Wilhelm disliked Orientals and was endlessly warning about the “Yellow Peril.” As
for the Americans, their Open Door policy had proven to be bluster and bluff when Russia
moved into Manchuria. That left the British, whom the Japanese admired as an island people
and warrior race that had created the world’s greatest empire.On January 30, 1902, an Anglo-
Japanese treaty was signed. Each nation agreed to remain neutral should the other become
embroiled in an Asian war with a single power. However, should either become involved in war
with two powers, each would come to the aid of the other. Confident its treaty with Britain would
checkmate Russia’s ally France, Japan in 1904 launched a surprise attack on the Russian naval
squadron at Port Arthur. An enraged Czar sent his Baltic fleet to exact retribution. After a voyage
of six months from the Baltic to the North Sea, down the Atlantic and around the Cape of Good
Hope to the Indian Ocean, the great Russian fleet was ambushed and annihilated by Admiral



Heihachiro Togo in Tshushima Strait between Korea and Japan. Only one small Russian cruiser
and two destroyers made it to Vladivostok. Japan lost two torpedo boats. It was a victory for
Japan to rival the sinking of the Spanish Armada and the worst defeat ever inflicted on a
Western power by an Asian people.Britain had chosen well. In 1905, the Anglo-Japanese treaty
was elevated into a full alliance. Britain now turned to patching up quarrels with her European
rivals. Her natural allies were Germany and the Habsburg Empire, neither of whom had designs
on the British Empire. Imperial Russia, Britain’s great nineteenth-century rival, was pressing
down on China, India, Afghanistan, the Turkish Straits, and the Middle East. France was Britain’s
ancient enemy and imperial rival in Africa and Egypt. The nightmare of the British was a second
Tilsit, where Napoleon and Czar Alexander I, meeting on a barge in the Neiman in 1807, had
divided a prostrate Europe and Middle East between them. Germany was the sole European
bulwark against a French-Russian dominance of Europe and drive for hegemony in Africa, the
Middle East, and Asia—at the expense of the British Empire.With Lord Salisbury’s blessing, Joe
Chamberlain began to court Berlin. “England, Germany and America should collaborate: by so
doing they could check Russian expansionism, calm turbulent France and guarantee world
peace,” Chamberlain told future German chancellor Bernhard von Bulow.18 The Kaiser put him
off. Neither he nor his advisers believed Britain could reconcile with her old nemesis France, or
Russia, and must eventually come to Berlin hat-in-hand. Joe warned the Germans: Spurn
Britain, and we go elsewhere.The Kaiser let the opportunity slip and, in April 1904, learned to his
astonishment that Britain and France had negotiated an entente cordiale, a cordial
understanding. France yielded all claims in Egypt, and Britain agreed to support France’s
preeminence in Morocco. Centuries of hostility came to an end. The quarrel over Suez was over.
Fashoda was history.The entente quickly proved its worth. After the Kaiser was persuaded to
make a provocative visit to Tangier in 1905, Britain backed France at the Algeciras conference
called to resolve the crisis. Germany won economic concessions in Morocco, but Berlin had
solidified the Anglo-French entente. More ominous, the Tangier crisis had propelled secret talks
already under way between French and British staff officers over how a British army might be
ferried across the Channel to France in the event of a war with Germany.Unknown to the Cabinet
and Parliament, a tiny cabal had made a decision fateful for Britain, the empire, and the world.
Under the guidance of Edward Grey, the foreign secretary from 1905 to 1916, British and French
officers plotted Britain’s entry into a Franco-German war from the first shot. And these secret war
plans were being formulated by Liberals voted into power in public revulsion against the Boer
War on a platform of “Peace, Retrenchment, and Reform.” Writes historian Robert Massie,[O]n
January 16 [1906], without the approval of either the Prime Minister or Cabinet, secret talks
between British and French staff officers began. They focussed on plans to send 100,000 British
soldiers to the Continent within two weeks of an outbreak of hostilities. On January 26, when
Campbell-Bannerman returned to London and was informed, he approved.19AS CHURCHILL
WROTE decades later, only Lord Rosebery read the real meaning of the Anglo-French entente.
“Only one voice—Rosebery’s—was raised in discord: in public ‘Far more likely to lead to War



than Peace’ in private ‘Straight to War.’”20 While praising Rosebery’s foresight, Churchill never
repudiated his own support of the entente or secret understandings: “It must not be thought that
I regret the decisions which were in fact taken.”21In August 1907, Britain entered into an Anglo-
Russian convention, ending their eighty-year conflict. Czar Nicholas II accepted Britain’s
dominance in southern Persia. Britain accepted Russia’s dominance in the north. Both agreed to
stay out of central Persia, Afghanistan, and Tibet. The Great Game was over and the lineups
completed for the great European war. In the Triple Alliance were Germany, Austria-Hungary,
and Italy. Opposite was the Franco-Russian alliance backed by Great Britain, which was allied to
Japan. Only America among the great powers remained free of entangling alliances.“YOU HAVE
A NEW WORLD”BRITAIN HAD APPEASED AMERICA, allied with Japan, and entered an
entente with France and Russia, yet its German problem remained. It had arisen in the aftermath
of the Franco-Prussian war. After the French defeat at Sedan and the abdication of Napoleon III,
a united Germany stretching from France to Russia and from the Baltic to the Alps had emerged
as the first power in Europe. Disraeli recognized the earthshaking importance of the unification
of the German states under a Prussian king.The war represents the German revolution, a
greater political event than the French revolution of the last century.… There is not a diplomatic
tradition, which has not been swept away. You have a new world.… The balance of power has
been entirely destroyed.22BISMARCK HAD ENGINEERED the wars on Denmark, Austria, and
France, but he now believed his nation had nothing to gain from war. She had “hay enough for
her fork.”23 Germany should not behave “like a nouveau riche who has just come into money
and then offended everyone by pointing to the coins in his pocket.”24 He crafted a series of
treaties to maintain a European balance of power favorable to Germany—by keeping the Austro-
Hungarian Empire allied, Russia friendly, Britain neutral, and France isolated. Bismarck opposed
the building of a fleet that might alarm the British. As for an overseas empire, let Britain, France,
and Russia quarrel over colonies. When a colonial adventurer pressed upon him Germany’s
need to enter the scramble for Africa, Bismarck replied, “Your map of Africa is very nice. But
there is France, and here is Russia, and we are in the middle, and that is my map of Africa.”25As
the clamor for colonies grew, however, the Iron Chancellor would succumb and Germany would
join the scramble. By 1914, Berlin boasted the world’s third largest overseas empire,
encompassing German East Africa (Tanganyika), South-West Africa (Namibia), Kamerun
(Cameroon), and Togoland. On the China coast, the Kaiser held Shantung Peninsula. In the
western Pacific, the House of Hohenzollern held German New Guinea, German Samoa, the
Bismarck Archipelago, the Marshall, Mariana, and Caroline islands, and the Northern Solomons,
of which Bougainville was the largest. However, writes Holborn,Not for a moment were
Bismarck’s colonial projects intended to constitute a revision of the fundamentals of his
continental policy. Least of all were they designs to undermine British naval or colonial
supremacy overseas. Bismarck was frank when he told British statesmen that Germany, by the
acquisition of colonies, was giving Britain new hostages, since she could not hope to defend
them in an emergency.26By 1890, Bismarck had been dismissed by the new young Kaiser, who



began to make a series of blunders, the first of which was to let Bismarck’s treaty with Russia
lapse. This left Russia nowhere to turn but France. By 1894, St. Petersburg had become the ally
of a Paris still seething over the loss of Alsace-Lorraine. France had broken free of the isolation
imposed upon her by Bismarck. The Kaiser’s folly in letting the Reinsurance Treaty with Russia
lapse can hardly be overstated.While Germany was a “satiated power, so far as Europe itself
was concerned, and stood to gain little from a major war on the European continent,” France and
Russia were expansionist.27 Paris hungered for the return of Alsace. Russia sought hegemony
over Bulgaria, domination of the Turkish Straits to keep foreign warships out of the Black Sea,
and to pry away the Austrian share of a partitioned Poland.More ominous, the Franco-Russian
Alliance of 1894 stipulated that a partial mobilization by any member of the Triple Alliance—
Austria, Italy, or Germany—would trigger hostilities against all three.28 As George Kennan
writes in The Fateful Alliance,A partial Austrian mobilization against Serbia, for example (and
one has only to recall the events of 1914 to understand the potential significance of this
circumstance) could alone become the occasion for the launching of a general European
war.29PUTTING THE KAISER DOWNTHOUGH BOASTFUL AND BELLIGERENT, the Kaiser
had never plotted to bring down the British Empire. The eldest grandson of Queen Victoria,
proud of his British blood, he had rushed to her bedside as she sank toward death and “softly
passed away in my arms.”30 He had marched in the queen’s funeral procession. The new king,
Edward VII, was deeply moved. As he wrote his sister, Empress Frederick, the Kaiser’s mother
who had been too ill to travel to the funeral, “William’s touching and simple demeanour, up to the
last, will never be forgotten by me or anyone. It was indeed a sincere pleasure for me to confer
upon him the rank of Field Marshal in my Army.”31 At the luncheon for Edward, the Kaiser rose
to declare:I believe that the two Teutonic nations will, bit by bit, learn to know each other better,
and that they will stand together to help in keeping the peace of the world. We ought to form an
Anglo-Germanic alliance, you to keep the seas, while we would be responsible for the land; with
such an alliance not a mouse could stir in Europe without our permission.32“[B]y dint of his
mother’s teaching and admiration for her family, [the Kaiser] wanted only good relations with
Britain,” writes Giles MacDonogh, biographer of Wilhelm II.33 It was a “British alliance for which
[the Kaiser] strove all his professional life ….”34Why did the Kaiser fail? Certainly, his ministers
who goaded him into collisions with England with the Kruger telegram and in the Moroccan
crises of 1905 and 1911 bear much of the blame. But MacDonogh lays most of it on British
statesmen and their haughty contempt of the Kaiser and Germany:Faced by his Uncle Bertie
[Edward VII], or high-handed ministers such as Lord Salisbury or Sir Edward Grey, he felt the
British put him down; they treated him as a grandson or nephew and not as the German
emperor. Germany was never admitted to full membership of that board of great powers. He and
his country were patronised, and he took it very personally.35When the Kaiser once inquired of
Lord Salisbury where he might have a colony that would not be in the way of the British Empire,
the great peer replied, “We don’t want you anywhere.”36When Edward VII paid a visit to Kiel
during the Russo-Japanese war, and the Kaiser suggested “that Russia’s cause was that of



Europe, and that a Japanese victory over Russia would bring the world face to face with ‘the
Yellow Peril,’” Edward had laughed in his face, “and for eighteen months thereafter the personal
relations between uncle and nephew sank to the lowest point which they ever reached.”37Yet on
the death in 1910 of Edward VII, who detested the nephew he called “Willy,” the Kaiser again
sought reconciliation with a grand gesture. He sailed to England and marched in Edward’s
funeral—in the uniform of a British field marshal. As he strode behind Edward’s casket, the
Kaiser’s feelings, Barbara Tuchman writes, were mixed. There was nostalgia for the great royal
family to which he, too, belonged, but alsoa fierce relish in the disappearance of his uncle from
the European scene. He had come to bury Edward his bane; Edward the arch plotter, as William
conceived it, of Germany’s encirclement. Edward, his mother’s brother whom he could neither
bully nor impress, whose fat figure cast a shadow between Germany and the sun. “He is Satan.
You cannot imagine what a Satan he is.”38As his clumsy courtship failed, the Kaiser tried to
force Britain to pay heed to him and to Germany with bellicose intrusions in African affairs. But
where the British chose to appease the Americans, with the Kaiser they took a different course.
And beyond the enmity between Wilhelm II and Edward VII, the Kaiser had, even while Queen
Victoria was alive, committed one of the great blunders in German history. He decided to
challenge Britannia’s rule of the waves with a High Seas Fleet. “The building of the German
Fleet,” writes Massie, “ended the century of Splendid Isolation.”39THE HIGH SEAS
FLEETSEVERAL FACTORS LED to the fateful decision. Soon after he ascended the throne, the
Kaiser was mesmerized by an 1890 book by U.S. naval captain A. T. Mahan, “a tall beanpole of a
man, with a great bald dome rising above calm hooded eyes.”40 Mahan was more scholar than
sea dog. His thesis in The Influence of Sea Power Upon History was that it had been the Royal
Navy, controlling the oceanic crossroads of the world, that had ensured the defeat of Napoleon
and made Great Britain the world’s preeminent power. Navalists everywhere swore by Captain
Mahan. It was at Mahan’s recommendation that Assistant Secretary of the Navy Theodore
Roosevelt had put Admiral George Dewey in command of the Pacific Squadron of six battleships
and three cruisers that steamed into Manila harbor in 1898 to sink the Spanish fleet before
breakfast.The Japanese had made The Influence of Sea Power a textbook in their naval and war
colleges. But nowhere was Mahan more a “prophet with honor” than in Imperial Germany.41 “‘I
am just now not reading but devouring Captain Mahan’s book and am trying to learn it by heart,’
the Kaiser wrote in 1894. ‘It is on board all my ships and constantly quoted by all my captains
and officers.’”42 When France was forced to back down at Fashoda, the Kaiser commiserated,
“The poor French. They have not read their Mahan!”43It was in 1896 that the Kaiser came to
appreciate what it meant to be without a navy. After he had sent his provocative telegram to the
Boer leader Kruger, congratulating him on his capture of the Jameson raiders, which had
enraged the British, the Kaiser discovered he was impotent to intervene to help the Boers. Any
German convoy ordered to East Africa must traverse the North Sea, the East Atlantic, and the
Cape of Good Hope, or the Mediterranean and the Suez Canal. Its sinking would be child’s play
for the Royal Navy. Rudely awakened to German vulnerability at sea, the Kaiser wrote bitterly to



Chancellor Hohenlohe,Once again it becomes obvious how foolish it was to begin our colonial
policy a decade ago without having a fleet. Our trade is locked in a life-and-death struggle with
the English, and our press boasts loudly of this every day, but the great merchant marine which
plies the oceans of the world under our flag must renounce itself to complete impotence before
their 130 cruisers, which we can proudly counter with four.44Thus, on the strong
recommendation of his new naval minister, the Anglophobic Prussian admiral Alfred von Tirpitz,
the Kaiser decided to build a world-class navy. Purpose: Defend the North Sea and Baltic
coasts, break any blockade, protect the trade on which Germany depended for a fourth of her
food. The Kaiser saw his navy both as an instrument of his world policy and a force to counter
the Russian and French fleets. But Admiral Tirpitz left no doubt as to its principal purpose. “This
intention was conveyed,” writes British historian Lawrence James, “in the belligerent preamble to
the 1900 Navy Law which insisted that ‘Germany must have a Fleet of such strength that a war,
even against the mightiest naval Power, would involve such risks as to threaten the supremacy
of that Power.’”45This was the “risk theory” of Tirpitz. While the German fleet might be defeated
in war, it would be strong enough to inflict such damage on the Royal Navy, shield of the empire,
that Britain would seek to avoid any war with Germany rather than imperil the empire. Thus, as
the German fleet became stronger, Britain would appease Germany and not interfere as she
grew as a world power. A great fleet would also enable the Kaiser to play the role of world
statesman commensurate with his nation’s stature. Tirpitz believed the more powerful the fleet,
the greater the certainty Britain would stay neutral in a Franco-German war. Of Britain’s haughty
attitude toward him and his country, the Kaiser said, “Nothing will change until we are so strong
on the seas that we become valuable allies.”46 Tirpitz and the Kaiser were mistaken.Oddly, it
was a British blunder that convinced many Germans that the Kaiser and Tirpitz were right:
Germany needed a High Seas Fleet.In December 1899, in the first weeks of the Boer War, the
Cabinet authorized the Royal Navy to intercept and inspect foreign ships to prevent war matériel
from reaching the Boers in the Transvaal and Free State. Three German passenger ships, the
Bundesrath, the Herzog, and the General, were stopped and forced into port, where they
“suffered the humiliation of being searched.”47 As Thomas Pakenham, the historian of the Boer
War, writes,The search was negative in all three cases, and this only fed the flames of
anglophobia in Germany. How dare the British Navy stop our mail steamers, cried the German
Press. And how convenient it all was for the German government, whose great Navy Bill
steamed majestically through the Reichstag.… Who could have guessed that these earth
tremors of 1900 were to lead to the earthquake of 1914?48Understandably, Britain only seemed
to see the High Seas Fleet from her own point of view, never from the vantage point of Berlin. To
the Germans, it was not Britain that threatened them, but giant Russia and revanchist France. In
the last decade of the nineteenth century, both powers had spent far more on warships than
Germany. By 1901, the combined naval armaments expenditures of Paris and St. Petersburg
were three times that of Berlin.49 And if Britain could claim the right to a Royal Navy greater than
the combined fleets of the next two naval powers—“The Two-Power Standard” written into British



law by Lord Salisbury in 1889—was not Germany entitled to naval supremacy in her home
waters, the Baltic Sea? As Tirpitz told the Reichstag, “We should be in a position to blockade the
Russian fleet in the Baltic ports, and to prevent at the same time the entrance to that sea of a
French fleet. We must also protect our ports in the North Sea from blockade.”50Was this so
unreasonable? By the twentieth century, Germany’s trade and merchant marine rivaled Britain’s,
and Germany was under a far greater potential naval threat.Still, writes Roy Denman, “The
balance of power in Europe was under threat. The High Seas Fleet based on the Channel ports
would have been for Britain an unacceptable danger.”51 But had not Britain survived secure for
centuries with its greatest rival, France, having warships in the Channel ports? One British critic
of his nation’s anti-German policy argues that the Kaiser’s Germany could make a far more
compelling case for a world-class navy than the Britain of Victoria and Edward.And why should
Germany not have a fleet to protect her commerce? Surely, she had more reason to build one
than Great Britain. The island power had no Russia at the mouth of the Humber, nor had she a
France impinging on the beach of Cardigan Bay. All the avenues to the Atlantic were open for
England. It was very different for German maritime service.No one knew this better than the
chiefs of the British admiralty.52NOR WERE GERMAN fears of the Royal Navy misplaced.
British war plans called for a blockade of Germany. Some at the Admiralty were avidly seeking
an opportunity to stalk and sink the German fleet before it could grow to a size and strength to
challenge the Royal Navy.In 1905, a European crisis was precipitated by a provocative stunt by
the Kaiser. Goaded by his foreign office, he interrupted a Mediterranean cruise to appear
suddenly in Tangier, riding a white charger, to support the independence of Morocco, an open-
door policy in that North African nation, and Germany’s right to equal treatment in commercial
affairs. This was a direct challenge to French hegemony in Morocco, agreed to in the British-
French entente. It was during this crisis that the First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir John Fisher, wrote to
Lord Lansdowne, the foreign secretary, urging him to exploit the situation to foment war with
Germany:This seems a golden opportunity for fighting the Germans in alliance with the French,
so I earnestly hope you may be able to bring this about.… All I hope is that you will send a
telegram to Paris that the English and French Fleets are one. We could have the German Fleet,
the Kiel Canal, and Schleswig-Holstein within a fortnight.53In his Memoirs, Fisher, a confidant of
the king, confessed “that in 1908 he had a secret conversation with his Majesty [Edward VII]
… ‘in which I urged that we should Copenhagen the German fleet at Kiel a la Nelson, and I
lamented that we possessed neither a Pitt nor a Bismarck to give the order.’”54 “Copenhagen”
was a reference to Nelson’s charge into the Danish harbor in 1801, where, in a surprise attack,
the intrepid British admiral sank every Danish ship in sight.“My God, Fisher, you must be mad!”
said the King.55German admirals feared “Jackie” Fisher was neither mad nor joking. The idea of
a British fleet steaming into Wilhelmshaven and Kiel and sending the High Seas Fleet to Davy
Jones’s locker—in a surprise attack without a declaration of war, as Japan had done at Port
Arthur—had been raised by other Admiralty officials and a Germanophobic British press.Indeed,
in November 1906, an “invasion scare … convulsed Germany” and “was followed, in January,



1907, by a fantastic rumour that Fisher was coming, which caused panic in Kiel for two days.”56
The Kaiser, “beside himself over the English threat,” ordered his naval expansion
accelerated.57What the Kaiser and Tirpitz failed to appreciate, however, was that the High Seas
Fleet threatened the indispensable pillar of the British Empire. That empire’s dependence on
seaborne commerce, a result of Britain’s half-century commitment to free trade, made the
supremacy of the Royal Navy on the high seas a matter of national and imperial survival. For
generations Britain had lived by an iron rule: The Royal Navy must be 10 percent stronger in
capital ships than the combined fleets of the next two strongest sea powers.Moreover, the
Kaiser failed to see the strategic crisis he had created. To reach the Atlantic, German warships
would have to traverse the North Sea and pass through the Channel within sight of Dover, or sail
around the Scottish coast near the naval base of the Grand Fleet at Scapa Flow.It was an
irrevocable fact of geography that the British Isles cut athwart all German overseas routes.
… Mahan in 1902 described the situation very clearly. “The dilemma of Great Britain is that she
cannot help commanding the approaches to Germany by the very means essential to her own
existence as a state of the first order.” Obviously Britain was not going to surrender the keys to
her islands and empire.58The Kaiser’s decision to build a great navy represented a threat to
Britain in her home waters. Should Germany achieve naval superiority in the North Sea, it was
not only the empire that was imperiled but also England and Scotland. British statesmen found
this intolerable.“Germany’s naval policy was suicidal,” writes Holborn.59By forcing Britain to take
sides in the alignment of the European powers, German naval policy completed the division of
Europe into two political camps armed to the teeth and ready to take up open hostilities; for any
misunderstanding could seriously affect the precarious balance of power on which the European
nations had staked their security.60As Germany began building dreadnoughts every year, the
young new First Lord of the Admiralty spoke in Scotland in 1912, in pointed words of warning to
the Kaiser and Admiral Tirpitz. Said Winston Churchill:There is … this difference between the
British naval power and the naval power of the great and friendly empire—and I trust it may long
remain the great and friendly empire—of Germany. The British Navy is to us a necessity and,
from some points of view, the German Navy is to them more in the nature of a luxury. Our naval
power involves British existence.… It is the British Navy which makes Great Britain a great
power. But Germany was a great power, respected and honored, all over the world before she
had a single ship.61IN GERMANY, the deliberate mistranslation of Churchill’s word “luxury” as
“‘Luxusflotte,’ suggesting that Tirpitz’s fleet was a sensual indulgence, stoked the fires of public
outrage.”62The German Naval Laws of 1898 and 1900 that laid the foundation of the High Seas
Fleet had historic consequences. By constructing a great navy, four hundred nautical miles from
the English coast, the Kaiser forced the Royal Navy to bring its most powerful warships home
from distant waters to build up the Home and Channel Fleets. “[I]n 1896 there had been 74 ships
stationed in home waters and 140 overseas,” writes James, “fourteen years later these totals
were 480 and 83 respectively.”63 With the British Empire stripped of its shield, Britain was forced
to resolve conflicts with imperial rivals Russia and France—the two powers that most threatened



Germany.Rather than enhance German security, the High Seas Fleet sank all hope of detente
with Britain and pushed her into de facto alliances with France and Russia. The Kaiser’s
decision to challenge the Royal Navy would prove a principal factor in Germany’s defeat and his
own dethronement. For it was the arrival of a British Expeditionary Force in France in August
1914 that blunted the German drive into France, leading to four years of stalemate war that
ended with Wilhelm’s abdication and flight to Holland.“German foreign policy ought to have been
mainly concerned with keeping England preoccupied by her overseas interests in Africa and the
Near and Far East,” writes German historian Andreas Hillgruber.64 By building a great fleet to
challenge the Royal Navy, Germany “tied England to Europe.”65But the fault lies not with the
Germans alone. The British were never willing to pay the Kaiser’s price for calling off Tirpitz’s
challenge. During the 1912 Haldane mission to Germany, Britain could have gotten limits on the
High Seas Fleet in return for a British pledge of neutrality in a Franco-German war. “The
Germans were willing to make a naval deal in return for a neutrality statement,” writes British
historian Niall Ferguson, “[I]t was on the neutrality issue that the talks really foundered. And
arguably it was the British position which was the more intransigent.”66BALANCE-OF-POWER
POLITICSBRITAIN’S REFUSAL TO GIVE a neutrality pledge in return for limits on the High Seas
Fleet demonstrates that beneath the Anglo-German friction lay clashing concepts of security. To
Britain, security rested on a balance of power—a divided Europe with British power backing the
weaker coalition.To Germany, bordered east and west by nations fearful of her power, security
lay in unifying Europe under her leadership, as Bismarck had done. British and German
concepts of security were irreconcilable. Under Britain’s balance-of-power doctrine, the Kaiser
could become an ally only if Germany were displaced as first power in Europe. Historian John
Laughland describes the Kaiser’s rage and frustration:When the British Lord Chancellor, Lord
Haldane, tried to make it clear to the German ambassador in London on 3 December 1912 that
Britain would not tolerate “a unified Continental Group under the leadership of one single power,”
the Kaiser, on reading the report of the conversation, covered it with the most violent marginal
comments. In a characteristic attack of anger, he declared the English principle of the “balance
of power” to be an “idiocy,” which would turn England “eternally into our enemy.”67THE KAISER
WAS CORRECT. As long as Germany remained the greatest power in Europe, Britain would line
up against her. Britain’s balance-of-power policy commanded it. Britain thus left a powerful
Germany that had sought an alliance or entente, or even British neutrality, forever frustrated.The
Kaiser roared that Haldane had revealed British policy “‘in all its naked shamelessness’ as the
‘playing off of the Great Powers against each other to England’s advantage.’”68 British doctrine
meant England “could not tolerate our becoming the strongest power on the continent and that
the latter should be united under our leadership!!!”69 To the Kaiser, the British policy amounted
to a moral declaration of war on Germany, not because of what she had done, but because of
who she was: the first power in Europe.70To British statesmen, maintaining a balance of power
was dogma. In 1938, Lord Londonderry, back from a meeting with Hitler, wrote Churchill, “I
should like to get out of your mind what appears to be a strong anti-German obsession.”71



Churchill replied that Londonderry was “mistaken in supposing that I have an anti-German
obsession,” and went on to explain:British policy for four hundred years has been to oppose the
strongest power in Europe by weaving together a combination of other countries strong enough
to face the bully. Sometimes it is Spain, sometimes the French monarchy, sometimes the French
Empire, sometimes Germany. I have no doubt about who it is now. But if France set up to claim
the over-lordship of Europe, I should equally endeavour to oppose them. It is thus through the
centuries we have kept our liberties and maintained our life and power.72TWICE THIS POLICY
would bring Britain into war with Germany until, by 1945, Britain was too weak to play the role
any longer. She would lose her empire because of what Lord Salisbury had said in 1877 was
“the commonest error in politics … sticking to the carcass of dead policies.”73THE SECRETS
OF SIR EDWARD GREYTHE STATESMAN MOST RESPONSIBLE for the abandonment of
splendid isolation for a secret alliance with France was Edward Grey. When the Liberals took
power in 1905, he became foreign secretary, would serve a decade, and would become the
leading statesman behind Britain’s decision to plunge into the Great War. But this was not what
the Liberal Party had promised, and this was not what the British people had wanted. “Grey’s
Germanophobia and his zeal for the Entente with France were from the outset at odds with the
majority of the Liberal Cabinet,” writes Ferguson:[W]ithin half a year of coming into office, Grey
had presided over a transformation of the Entente with France, which had begun life as an
attempt to settle extra-European quarrels, into a de facto defensive alliance. [Grey] had
conveyed to the French that Britain would be prepared to fight with them against Germany in the
event of a war.74Prime Minister Campbell-Bannerman and his successor, Herbert Henry
Asquith, had approved of the military staff talks, but neither the Cabinet nor Parliament was
aware that Sir Edward had committed Britain to war if France were invaded. In 1911, two new
ministers were brought in on the secret: Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George and
the thirty-seven-year-old Home Secretary, who soon moved over to the Admiralty: Winston
Churchill.In 1912, Churchill and Grey persuaded France to shift the bulk of her fleet to the
Mediterranean to counter the Austro-Hungarian and Italian fleets. While the 1912 exchange of
letters on the redeployment of the French fleet stated that Britain was not committed to defend
France, Grey and Churchill knew this was exactly what France expected. Should war break out,
the Royal Navy was to keep the High Seas Fleet out of the Channel and away from the coast of
France. Lord Esher, adviser to George V, told Asquith that the plans worked out between the
general staffs of Britain and France “certainly committed us to fight, whether the Cabinet likes it
or not.”75“FRIENDS FOREVER”BY 1914 THERE WAS a war party in every country. In May of
that year, Col. Edward Mandell House, the eminence grise of the White House, whom Wilson
once described as “my second personality … my independent self,” visited the great capitals of
Europe to take the temperature of the continent.76 House came home with a chilling
assessment:The situation is extraordinary. It is jingoism run stark mad. Unless someone acting
for you [Wilson] can bring about a different understanding, there is some day to be an awful
cataclysm. No one in Europe can do it. There is too much hatred, too many jealousies.



Whenever England consents, France and Russia will close in on Germany and
Austria.77Germany saw her situation exactly as did Colonel House.British hawks looked to a
European war to enhance national prestige and expand the empire. A war in which French and
Russian armies tore at Germany from east and west, as the Royal Navy sent the High Seas
Fleet to the bottom, rolled up the Kaiser’s colonies, and drove German trade from the high seas
seemed a glorious opportunity to smash the greatest rival to British power since Napoleon. And
the cost of the victory, the dispatch of a British Expeditionary Force to fight beside the mighty
French army that would bear the brunt of battle, seemed reasonable.Yet, as the summer of 1914
began, no one expected war. The naval arms race had ended in 1913 when Tirpitz conceded
British superiority by telling the Reichstag Budget Committee he was ready to accept a 60
percent rule, a sixteen-to-ten ratio in favor of the Royal Navy. Germany could not sustain a
buildup of both her army and the Kaiser’s fleet. In the end, the High Seas Fleet had nothing to do
with Britain’s decision to go to war, but everything to do with converting Britain from a friendly
power aloof from the alliances of Europe into a probable enemy should war come.On June 23,
1914, the Second Battle Squadron of the Royal Navy, including four of its newest dreadnoughts,
Audacious, Courageous, Ajax, and King George V, sailed into Kiel. And this time, unlike 1906,
there was no “invasion scare,” no panic in Kiel. A large and excited crowd awaited. The British
officers were received at the Royal Castle by Crown Prince Henry and Princess Irene. Admiral
Tirpitz arrived the following day from Berlin, boarded his flagship Friedrich Karl, and invited all
senior British officers to his cabin for a briefing on the High Seas Fleet. That afternoon, every
British and German warship in Kiel fired a twenty-one-gun salute as the royal yacht Hohenzollern
entered the harbor. The British admiral and his captains were invited aboard by the Kaiser, who
donned the uniform of a British Admiral of the Fleet and inspected King George V.That day, the
Kaiser’s yacht regatta began. British and German naval officers visited one another’s warships
and attended parties together. Tensions between the two nations had eased. On June 28, the
Kaiser was aboard his racing yacht Meteor when an urgent telegram was brought out. Archduke
Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austrian throne of the octogenarian Emperor Franz Josef,
whose only son had committed suicide, and his wife Sophie had been assassinated in
Sarajevo.“The character of Kiel Week changed,” writes Massie. “Flags were lowered to half-
mast, and receptions, dinners and a ball at the Royal Castle were canceled. Early the next
morning, the Kaiser departed, intending to go to Vienna and the Archduke’s funeral.”78 As the
British warships sailed out of Kiel, the masts of the German warships flew the signal “Pleasant
Journey.” King George V responded with a wireless message,Friends TodayFriends in
FutureFriends Forever79CHAPTER 2Last Summer of YesterdayTHE NATIONS SLITHERED
over the brink into the boiling cauldron of war.1—DAVID LLOYD GEORGE,War MemoirsThis
war is really the greatest lunacy ever committed by the white races.2—ADMIRAL TIRPITZ,
1915NOT UNTIL FOUR weeks after the assassination of the archduke was the Balkan crisis
brought up in the British Cabinet.On July 17, 1914, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lloyd
George, was telling a Guildhall audience the assassination in Sarajevo was “no more than a very



small cloud on the horizon … and you never get a perfectly blue sky in foreign affairs.”3 On July
23, Lloyd George spoke of how Anglo-German relations “were very much better than they were
a few years ago.”4But on July 24, after yet another desultory Cabinet debate on the perennial
crisis of Home Rule for Ireland, the ministers were asked to remain for a few minutes. Sir Edward
Grey began to read the ultimatum Austria had just delivered to Serbia, and the gravity of it all
began to sink in on the thirty-nine-year-old First Lord of the Admiralty:[Grey] had been
reading … or … speaking for several minutes before I could disengage my mind from the
tedious and bewildering debate which had just closed.… [G]radually as the phrases and
sentences followed one another, impressions of a wholly different character began to form in my
mind.… The parishes of Fermanagh and Tyrone faded back into the mists and squalls of Ireland
and a strange light began immediately, but by imperceptible gradations, to fall and grow upon
the map of Europe.5So recalled Winston Churchill.In his report to the king that evening, H. H.
Asquith, prime minister since 1908, described Austria’s ultimatum as “the gravest event for many
years past in European politics as it may be the prelude to a war in which at least four of the
Great Powers may be involved.”6 Asquith meant Austria, Germany, Russia, and France. As he
wrote Venetia Stanley, the young woman of whom he was deeply enamored, “We are within
measurable, or imaginable, distance of a real Armageddon. Happily, there seems to be no
reason why we should be anything more than spectators.”7“GEARED UP AND HAPPY”THE
AUSTRIANS DID NOT want a European war. Vienna wanted a short, sharp war to punish Serbia
for murdering the heir to the throne and to put an end to Serb plotting to pull apart their empire.
For they suspected that Belgrade’s ambition was to gather the South Slavs into a united nation
where Serbia would sit at the head of the table.The Austrian ultimatum had been drafted in
anticipation of certain rejection, to justify an Austrian declaration of war. But on July 26, Serbia
accepted nine of Austria’s ten demands, balking only at Vienna’s demand to send a delegation
to Belgrade to oversee the investigation and prosecution of the conspirators who had murdered
the archduke. Yet, even on this point, the Serbs agreed to refer the matter to the International
Court of Justice.The Kaiser was relieved and elated. Austria had scored a brilliant diplomatic
coup and he could not see what more she wanted. “It was a capitulation of the most humiliating
sort,” exclaimed the Kaiser. “With it disappears every reason for war.”8But when the Austrian
ambassador in Belgrade received the Serb reply, he picked up his packed bags, boarded the
first train out, and, once over the frontier, telephoned Vienna. When news hit that Serbia had
failed to submit to all ten Austrian demands, crowds were in the streets clamoring for war. On
July 27, the Austro-Hungarian empire declared war. On the twenty-eighth, Belgrade was shelled
from across the Danube. But in London, writes the historian Robert Massie, “even after Austria
declared war and bombarded Belgrade, few in Britain had an inkling that within seven days,
England would enter a world war. The man in the street, the majority in the Cabinet and House of
Commons still saw the crisis as a distant furor over ‘Serbian murderers.’”9“The Cabinet was
overwhelmingly pacific,” says Churchill. “At least three-quarters of its members were determined
not to be drawn into a European quarrel, unless Great Britain were herself attacked, which was



not likely.”10 Asquith’s Cabinet was split between Liberal Imperialists and Little Englanders.
Barbara Tuchman describes the latter:Heirs of Gladstone, they, like their late leader, harbored a
deep suspicion of foreign entanglements and considered the aiding of oppressed peoples to be
the only proper concern of foreign affairs, which were otherwise regarded as a tiresome
interference with Reform, Free Trade, Home Rule, and the Lords’ Veto.11Grey and Churchill
believed that if France was attacked, Britain must fight. But Britain had no treaty alliance with
France. Indeed, why had Britain remained outside the Franco-Russian alliance if not to retain her
freedom of action? Gladstone had stayed out of the Franco-Prussian war, and the Liberals
wanted Asquith to stay out of this war. Of eighteen ministers who had participated in the Cabinet
meeting on Saturday, August 1, twelve opposed war. A Liberal caucus in the House had voted 4–
1 for neutrality.12 The Manchester Guardian spoke of “an organised conspiracy to drag us into
war.”13The editor of the Times, however, could not disguise his disgust:Saturday was a black
day for everyone who knew what was going on—more than half the Cabinet rotten and every
prospect of a complete schism or a disastrous or dishonouring refusal to help France.… Winston
has really done more than anyone else to save the situation.14Seven Cabinet members were
ready to resign rather than go to war. “The Cabinet was absolutely against war and would never
have agreed to being committed to war at this moment,” wrote Churchill.15 Those favoring
Britain’s going to war, should it come, were Grey and Churchill, who had made commitments to
France. But only the First Lord relished the prospect. On July 25, when it appeared that Grey’s
call for a conference of ambassadors to halt the slide to war might succeed, Churchill “exclaimed
moodily that it looked after all as if we were in for a ‘bloody peace.’”16“Churchill was the only
Minister to feel any sense of exultation at the course of events,” writes biographer John
Charmley.17 On July 28, he had written his wife Clementine: “My darling one & beautiful:
Everything tends toward catastrophe & collapse. I am interested, geared up and happy. Is it not
horrible to be built like that?”18That same day, the Kaiser was desperately trying to avert the war
to which Churchill looked forward with anticipation. “William was ‘feverishly active’ on the 28th,
casting this way and that to keep the peace. He had no idea what the Austrians wanted.”19 By
July 30, the German chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg, who had worked with Sir Edward Grey to
prevent the spread of the Balkan wars of 1912–1913, had resignedly told the Prussian Ministry
of State, “we have lost control and the stone has begun to roll.”20THE FIRST LORDAND WHO
WAS THIS First Lord whose lust for war caused senior Cabinet colleagues to recoil? Born at
Blenheim, ancestral home of the Duke of Marlborough, on November 30, 1874, to twenty-year-
old American heiress Jennie Jerome and Randolph Churchill, a rising star in the Tory Party,
Winston Churchill had been a poor student, except for a love of history and mastery of the
English language. After five years at Harrow, and three tries, he had been accepted at the Royal
Military Academy at Sandhurst. There he excelled, departing in December 1894 eighth in his
class.In October 1896, the young cavalry officer of the 4th Hussars arrived in Bombay. In four
years, he would be elected to Parliament. Those years were full of the “crowded hours” of which
Theodore Roosevelt had written.During his first leave from India, Churchill sailed to Cuba to



observe the Spanish in action against the rebels. On return, he learned of a punitive expedition
to be led by Sir Bindon Blood to the Northwest Frontier to put down a Pashtun uprising on the
Afghan border. A year earlier, Churchill had extracted from Sir Bindon a promise to take him
along if there was to be fighting. Winston returned from the expedition after six weeks to write
The Story of the Malakind Field Force, dedicating the book to Sir Bindon. The Prince of Wales
sent a note to the young author praising his work.Churchill then had his mother, a famous
beauty, intercede with Prime Minister Salisbury to have him assigned to the army of General
Kitchener, who was starting upriver to the Sudan to avenge the death of General “Chinese”
Gordon by the Mahdi’s army at Khartoum. At Omdurman, Churchill rode in the last cavalry
charge of the empire. He would claim to have slain up to half a dozen enemy and came home to
write The River War, which charged Kitchener with dishonorable treatment of wounded
Dervishes.But it was the Boer War that made Churchill famous. Traveling to South Africa as a
correspondent, he was riding an armored train to the front when it was derailed by Boer
commandos under Louis Botha, who took him prisoner. Held with captured British officers in
Pretoria—the Boers rejected his protest that he was a journalist and a noncombatant—Churchill
escaped. When news, as told by he himself, reached London, he became an international figure.
He returned to South Africa, saw action at the humiliating British defeat at Spion Kop, marched
to the relief of Ladysmith, and came home one of the most famous young men in the world.
Weeks before his twenty-sixth birthday, he was elected to Parliament. There he would remain,
with two brief interludes, for sixty-four years.Like his father, a Chancellor of the Exchequer,
Winston entered politics as a Conservative. But by 1904 he was in rebellion against the
campaign by Joe Chamberlain for Tory abandonment of a free-trade policy that had been British
tradition since the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846. Chamberlain was proposing tariffs to protect
British markets against the flood of imports from across the Atlantic as a protectionist America
was leaving Britain in the dust, and Germany was approaching industrial parity. In February,
Churchill wrote to Prime Minister Arthur Balfour, Salisbury’s nephew and successor, and
declared himself “a Unionist Free Trader … opposed to what is generally known as Home Rule
[for Ireland] and Protection in any form,” and “a wholehearted opponent of Mr.
Chamberlain.”21Meanwhile, the Tory Party in Churchill’s Oldham District was fed up with him. So
it was that Churchill crossed over to the Liberal Party. His timing proved perfect as he rode into
power and into the Cabinet in the Liberal landslide of 1906. By 1911, he was First Lord and the
most forceful advocate in the Cabinet for Britain’s immediate entry into any Franco-German
war.THE SCHLIEFFEN PLANIN PRODDING THE CABINET into war, the ace of trumps for Grey
and Churchill was Belgium. Seventy-five years earlier, France, Prussia, and Great Britain had
signed a treaty guaranteeing Belgium’s neutrality. The 1839 pact was grounded in British history.
Believing that control of the Channel coast opposite Dover by a great hostile power was a threat
to her vital interests, England had gone to war with Philip II of Spain, Louis XIV, and Napoleon.
After Belgium had been torn from the carcass of Napoleon’s empire, Britain had extracted a
guarantee of Belgium’s neutrality. The European powers respected this as a vital British interest.



When France was maneuvered into war by Bismarck in 1870, the Iron Chancellor had given
assurances to Gladstone that when von Moltke’s army marched into France, it would not tread
on Belgian soil. With Belgium unmolested, Gladstone saw no vital interest in who prevailed in
the Franco-Prussian war.The 1839 treaty, however, had an exit clause: It authorized, but did not
require, Britain to go to war should any nation violate the neutrality of Belgium:The language of
the 1839 treaty was unusual on one point: It gave the the signatories the right, but not the duty, of
intervention in case of violation. In 1914, as the possibility of German violation loomed, the
noninterventionists in the Cabinet clung to this point. Britain, they said, had no obligation to
defend Belgium, especially if Belgium itself chose not to fight.22And the world had changed
since 1839. Napoleon had said of Prussia that it “was hatched from a cannon ball.” By 1914, the
cannonball was the heart of a nation of seventy million, stretching from France to Russia and the
Baltic to the Alps, that produced 15 percent of the world’s goods to Britain’s 14 percent—and
twice as much steel. Germany was the most powerful nation in Europe and, after Russia, the
most populous. In 1870, Germany had crushed France in six weeks. Her army was the greatest
fighting force on earth. But Germany was virtually friendless, and the arrogance and bellicosity of
the Kaiser and his haughty countrymen were among the causes. In his travel notes Crown
Prince Henry wrote, “Our country is not much loved anywhere and indeed frequently hated.”23
Writes German historian Andreas Hillgruber:Public opinion in other European nations slowly
came to sense a threat, less because of the goals of German policy per se than the crude,
overbearing style that Germany projected on the international stage. Without this background,
one cannot understand the truly radical hate for Germany and all things German that broke out
in the Entente countries with the war of 1914.24In France she was especially hated. The Kaiser’s
grandfather, against the advice of Bismarck, had amputated Alsace and Lorraine after the 1870
war. The Prussian General Staff had persuaded the emperor that the provinces must be
annexed to keep France permanently on the defensive. But their loss had made of France a
mortal enemy resolute upon revenge. Of Alsace-Lorraine, the French had a saying, first
attributed to Gambetta: “Speak of it never, think of it always!”Russia was now France’s ally. And
given her size, resources, and population, Germans feared, Russia must soon assume
leadership of all the Slavic peoples. The German General Staff, with an unreliable ally in Italy, a
crumbling ally in Austria, and an immense Russian Empire growing in power as she laid down
railroad tracks into Poland, preferred that if war must come, it come sooner rather than later.
Time was not on Germany’s side. “The future [belongs] to Russia, which grows and grows, and
which hangs over us like an increasingly horrible incubus,” said Bethmann-Hollweg. “In a few
years there will be no defense against it.”25Germany’s war plans were dictated by geography.
Wedged between a hostile France and a rising Russia, Germany had to prepare for a two-front
war, with the French attacking in Alsace and Russia marching into Prussia. The elder Moltke, the
field marshal who had led Prussia to her victories over Austria and France, had adopted a
defensive strategy against France, with a limited offensive in the east to drive Russia out of
Poland, then to allow “its enemies to wreck their armies by hurling them against walls of



[German] fire and steel.”26“We should exploit in the West the great advantages which the Rhine
and our powerful fortifications offer to the defensive,” Moltke had said as early as 1879, and
“apply all the fighting forces which are not absolutely indispensable for an imposing offensive
against the east.”27This remained strategic doctrine until a new figure arrived in Berlin: the
legendary Count Alfred von Schlieffen, Chief of the General Staff from 1891 to 1906, a “man
without hobbies [who] often worked until midnight, then relaxed by reading military history to his
daughters.”28The Schlieffen Plan, laid down in virtual tablets of stone, called for the German
army, no matter where war erupted, to strike first and hardest to crush Germany’s strongest
enemy, France, then to shift her armies by rail to meet the Russian steamroller before it rumbled
into East Prussia. When the great war comes, Count Schlieffen instructed his generals, “the
whole of Germany must throw itself upon one enemy, the strongest, most powerful, most
dangerous enemy, and that can only be France.”29 In the Prussian-led German army, the
Schlieffen Plan was sacred text. “It was often said in 1914, and has often been repeated since
[that] ‘mobilization means war,’” writes historian A.J.P. Taylor: “This was not true.”30All the
Powers except one could mobilize and yet go on with diplomacy, keeping their armies within
their frontiers. Mobilization was a threat of a high order, but still a threat. The Germans, however,
had run mobilization and war into one. In this sense, Schlieffen … though dead, was the real
maker of the First World War. “Mobilization means war” was his idea. In 1914, his dead hand
automatically pulled the trigger.31However, a rapid defeat of France required not only that the
German army mobilize and move swiftly on unalterable timetables, but also that it not be halted,
pinioned, and bled on the great French fortresses of Belfort-Epinal and Toul-Verdun. The
solution was Belgium. Under the Schlieffen Plan, weak German forces in Alsace and Lorraine
were to hold out against an anticipated French invasion, while the German right wing, seven-
eighths of the army in the west, smashed into Belgium, far to the north of the French forts. After
storming through Belgium, which would hopefully yield without a fight, the army would break out
into the undefended north of France and execute a giant wheeling movement, enveloping Paris
and the French army from the rear. “When you march into France,” Count Schlieffen admonished
his generals, “let the last man on the right brush the Channel with his sleeve.”32Schlieffen had
died at eighty in 1913. On his deathbed, he was heard to mutter, “It must come to a fight. Only
make the right wing strong.”33From the marshaling of men and munitions, trains and horses, to
the designated stepping-off points on the frontier, every detail of Schlieffen’s plan had been
engraved on the minds of the General Staff. The plan could not be altered. Its core principle was
that France must be defeated first and swiftly, and the only avenue to certain victory passed
through Belgium. If Belgium resisted, she must be mercilessly crushed. German survival
commanded it. Dismissing quibbles over Belgian neutrality, Moltke’s nephew, who now headed
the General Staff, declared, “We must put aside all commonplaces as to the responsibility of the
aggressor. Success alone justifies war.”34The British were largely unaware of the Schlieffen
Plan, and few had any idea that a seventy-five-year-old treaty to defend Belgian neutrality might
drag them into a great European war most had no desire to fight. But the supremely confident



German General Staff was unconcerned. Warned that violating Belgium’s neutrality could bring
a British army across the Channel, Moltke told Tirpitz, “The more English the better.”35 A few
British divisions would not stop the German juggernaut, and any British soldiers in France would
be caught in the net along with the French, and be unavailable for fighting elsewhere.The
Germans had forgotten Bismarck, who warned that preventive war is “like committing suicide out
of fear of death.”36 It would be the arrival of a British Expeditionary Force of 120,000 men that
crossed the Channel in the first two weeks without hindrance from the High Seas Fleet that
would blunt the German advance and defeat the Schlieffen Plan.“WINSTON ALONE WAS
BUOYANT”BY SATURDAY, AUGUST 1, Russia had begun to mobilize and Germany and France
were on the brink. Yet Asquith’s Cabinet remained divided. Most of his ministers were willing to
consider war if Belgium was invaded. But some opposed war, no matter the provocation. Grey
sought to move the Cabinet toward war without forcing resignations. Privately, Asquith supported
him. Publicly, he temporized to hold the government together.Of Asquith, Churchill would write,
“When the need required it, his mind opened and shut smoothly and exactly, like the breach of a
gun.”37 But Asquith had not yet decided to force the issue.The First Lord took the lead. “Winston
very bellicose and demanding immediate mobilization,” wrote Asquith, “occupied at least half the
time.”38By that evening, Germany had declared war on Russia, which had refused to halt its
mobilization, and on France, which had refused to declare neutrality. Sunday morning, Grey
convinced a Cabinet majority to agree that the Royal Navy would block any move by the High
Seas Fleet into the Channel to attack French shipping or bombard the coast. Saturday night,
exceeding his authority, Grey had already given that assurance to Cambon, the French
ambassador. Cabinet Minister John Burns immediately resigned.“The Cabinet sat almost
continuously throughout Sunday [August 2],” wrote Asquith’s daughter Violet. “When they broke
up for an interval at luncheon time all those I saw looked racked with anxiety and some stricken
with grief. Winston alone was buoyant.”39By the end of the second Cabinet meeting on Sunday,
a majority had agreed: If Germany invaded Belgium, and the Belgians fought and called on
Britain for aid, British honor and the 1839 treaty meant she must fight. Five Cabinet members
were about to join Burns and resign. Seeing no cause to justify a vast expenditure of British
blood and treasure in a Franco-German war, they pleaded with Lloyd George to lead them out.
Had Lloyd George agreed, and had all six ministers resigned Monday, Asquith’s Cabinet would
have broken up, his government might have fallen, and history would have taken another
course.“The key figure was Lloyd George, and Churchill played a major role in winning his
support for a declaration of war,” writes Charmley.40 As Lloyd George vacillated, Churchill
pressed him to take his stand on the issue of Belgium’s neutrality. Churchill knew public opinion
would swing around to war when the Germans invaded Belgium, as they must. He believed that
Lloyd George would swing with it. Churchill knew his man.As late as July 27, Lloyd George had
volunteered that he “knew of no Minister who would be in favour of it [war],” adding, “[T]here
could be no question of our taking part in any war.”41 But the Chancellor could see the Unionists
uniting behind Grey and Churchill. Having opposed the Boer War, Lloyd George did not want to



repeat the painful experience “of standing out against a war-inflamed populace.”42 If the nation
was going to fight, he would stand with the nation. For Lloyd George knew that if he did not, his
position as heir apparent to leadership of the Liberal Party, a position he had spent twenty-five
years building, would be lost, probably to his young rival, the First Lord. Lloyd George might then
end his brilliant career as a backbencher in a Liberal Party led by Winston Churchill.“It was an
historic disaster—though not for his own career—that Lloyd George did not support the
opponents of intervention at this crucial juncture,” writes Ferguson.43 That there was
opportunism in Lloyd George’s refusal to lead the antiwar ministers out of the Cabinet, and in his
quiet campaign to persuade them to hold off resigning until they learned whether the German
Army would violate the neutrality of Belgium, seems undeniable. Biographer Peter Rowland
writes, “The truth of the matter was, quite simply, he did not want to resign.… [H]e was looking
around, during those last days of July, for a face-saving formula which would enable him to stay
put as Asquith’s second-in-command.”44Lloyd George’s secretary and mistress, later his wife,
confirms it. Wrote Frances Stevenson Lloyd George, forty years later: “My own opinion is that
L.G.’s mind was really made up from the first, that he knew we would have to go in, and that the
invasion of Belgium was, to be cynical, a heaven-sent excuse for supporting a declaration of
war.”45After Churchill wrote a note to Lloyd George in Cabinet to “bring your mighty aid to the
discharge of our duty,” the Chancellor, at the August 1 Cabinet meeting, shoved a note back
across the table to the First Lord: “If you do not press us too hard tonight, we might come
together.”46Yet there was cynicism and opportunism also in Churchill’s clucking concern for
Belgium. As Manchester writes, Churchill “didn’t care for the Belgians; he thought their behavior
in the Congo disgraceful.”47 Of all the colonial powers in Africa, none had acted with greater
barbarity than the Belgium of King Leopold.Such was the rapacity of his regime that the cost in
human life due to murder, starvation, disease and reduced fertility has been estimated at ten
million: half the existing population. There was nothing hyperbolic about Joseph Conrad’s
portrayal of “the horror” of this in The Heart of Darkness.48Churchill also “suspected the
existence of a secret agreement between Brussels and Berlin which would permit the Germans
to cross Belgium on their way to France.”49 There was another reason the First Lord did not
consider a violation of Belgium’s neutrality to be a casus belli. If war came, Churchill was
determined to violate Belgian neutrality himself by ordering the Royal Navy to blockade Antwerp
to prevent its becoming a port of entry for goods destined for Germany.“[I]f Germany had not
violated Belgian neutrality in 1914, Britain would have,” writes Niall Ferguson. “This puts the
British government’s much-vaunted moral superiority in fighting ‘for Belgian neutrality’ in another
light.”50 The German invasion of Belgium enabled the British war party to put a high moral gloss
on a war they had already decided to fight for reasons of realpolitik. As early as 1911, during the
second Moroccan crisis, Churchill had confided to Lloyd George his real reason for committing
himself morally and secretly to bringing Britain into any Franco-German war.It is not for Morocco,
nor indeed for Belgium, that I would take part in this terrible business. One cause alone should
justify our participation—to prevent France from being trampled down & looted by the Prussian



junkers—a disaster ruinous to the world, & swiftly fatal to our country.51Late Sunday, word came
of Berlin’s ultimatum to Brussels. Asquith ordered mobilization. By Monday morning, Lloyd
George had deserted the anti-interventionists and enlisted in the war party. Two years later, he
would replace Asquith and lead Britain to victory.Over that weekend the mood of the British
people underwent a sea change. A peace demonstration scheduled for Sunday in Trafalgar
Square dissolved. Millions who did not want to go to war for France were suddenly wildly
enthusiastic about war for Belgium. As Lloyd George observed, a poll on August 1 “would have
shown 95 per cent against … hostilities.… A poll on the following Tuesday (4 August) would
have resulted in a vote of 99 percent in favor.”52Said Churchill, “[E]very British heart burned for
little Belgium.”53By Monday morning’s Cabinet meeting, King George had a request from King
Albert, calling on Britain to fulfill its obligation under the 1839 treaty. Belgium would fight rather
than let the Kaiser make her a doormat on which German soldiers wiped their boots as they
marched into France. That afternoon, Sir Edward Grey called on the House to defend “British
interests, British honour, and British obligations.” The invasion of Belgium, said Grey, was “the
direst crime that ever stained the pages of history.”54The British interests were to prevent
Germany from crushing France as a Great Power and occupying the Channel coast. British
obligations, said Grey, had been written into the 1839 treaty. British honor had been placed on
the line when Britain had persuaded France to transfer the French fleet to the Mediterranean.
Said Sir Edward,[I]f the German fleet came down the English Channel and bombarded and
battered the undefended coasts of France, we could not stand aside [cheers broke out in the
House] and see the thing going on practically in sight of our eyes, with our arms folded, looking
on dispassionately, doing nothing!55Grey’s address carried the House and prepared the nation
for the ultimatum that would bring a declaration of war on August 4. When he returned to his
office, Grey received U.S. ambassador Walter Hines Page. Tears in his eyes, he told Page,
“Thus, the efforts of a lifetime go for nothing. I feel like a man who wasted his life.”56That evening
Grey stood with a friend looking out at St. James Park as the lamps were being lit. “The lamps
are going out all over Europe,” said Grey. “We shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.”57On
August 4, after von Kluck’s divisions crossed the Belgian frontier, the prime minister’s wife came
to see him in his office.“So it is all up?” said Margot Asquith.Without looking up, tears in his eyes,
Asquith replied, “Yes, it is all up.”58It was with heavy hearts that Grey and Asquith led their
country into war. Lloyd George was of a similar cast of mind. On the eve of a war he now
supported, but with a troubled conscience, he wrote,I am moving through a nightmare world
these days.… I have fought hard for peace & succeeded so far in keeping the Cabinet out of it,
but I am driven to the conclusion that if the small nationality of Belgium is attacked by Germany
all my traditions & even prejudices will be engaged on the side of war. I am filled with horror at
the prospect. I am even more horrified that I should ever appear to have a share in it but I must
bear my share of the ghastly burden though it scorches my flesh to do so.59“[Lloyd George] was
sickened by the huge crowds jubilantly thronging Whitehall and Parliament Square and his face
was white as he sat slumped in his seat in the Commons,” listening to Grey make the case for



war.60 Cheered on his way to Parliament, Lloyd George muttered: “This is not my crowd.… I
never want to be cheered by a war crowd.”61The prime minister felt equal revulsion. Making his
way through the cheering throngs, Asquith “expressed his loathing for the levity and quoted
Robert Walpole, ‘Now they ring the bells but soon they will wring their hands.’”62 “It is curious,”
Asquith would later write,how, going to and from the House, we are now always surrounded and
escorted by cheering crowds of loafers and holiday makers. I have never before been a popular
character with “the man in the street,” and in all this dark and dangerous business it gives me
scant pleasure. How one loathes such levity.63At 11 P.M., August 4, as the ultimatum expired
and the moment came when Britain was at war, a tearful Margot Asquith left her husband to go
to bed, and as she began to ascend the stairs, “I saw Winston Churchill with a happy face
striding towards the double doors of the Cabinet room.”64Lloyd George was sitting within with
his disconsolate prime minister when, as he later told a friend:Winston dashed into the room,
radiant, his face bright, his manner keen, one word pouring out after another how he was going
to send telegrams to the Mediterranean, the North Sea, and God knows where. You could see
he was a really happy man.65Churchill was exhilarated. Six months later, after the first Battle of
Ypres, with tens of thousands of British soldiers in their graves, he would say to Violet Asquith, “I
think a curse should rest on me—because I am so happy. I know this war is smashing and
shattering the lives of thousands every moment and yet—I cannot help it—I enjoy every
second.”66Said Sir Maurice Hankey, “Churchill was a man of a totally different type from all his
colleagues. He had a real zest for war. If war there must needs be, he at least could enjoy it.”67A
year earlier, in his book Pillars of Society, A. G. Gardiner had written prophetically of the young
First Lord:He sees himself moving through the smoke of battle—triumphant, terrible, his brow
clothed with thunder, his legions looking to him for victory, and not looking in vain. He thinks of
Napoleon; he thinks of his great ancestor. Thus did they bear themselves; thus, in this rugged
and most awful crisis, will he bear himself. It is not make-believe, it is not insincerity; it is that in
that fervid and picturesque imagination there are always great deeds afoot with himself cast by
destiny in the Agamemnon role.… He will write his name big in the future. Let us take care he
does not write it in blood.68WHY BRITAIN FOUGHTWAS WORLD WAR I a necessary war?
Writes British historian John Keegan, “The First World War was … an unnecessary conflict.
Unnecessary because the train of events that led to its outbreak might have been broken at any
point during the five weeks that preceded the first clash of arms, had prudence or common
goodwill found a voice.”69Had the Austrians not sought to exploit the assassination of Ferdinand
to crush Serbia, they would have taken Serbia’s acceptance of nine of their ten demands as
vindication. Had Czar Nicholas II been more forceful in rescinding his order for full mobilization,
Germany would not have mobilized, and the Schlieffen Plan would not have begun automatically
to unfold. Had the Kaiser and Bethmann realized the gravity of the crisis, just days earlier, they
might have seized on Grey’s proposal to reconvene the six-power conference that resolved the
1913 Balkan crisis. The same six ambassadors were all in London, including Germany’s Prince
Lichnowsky, an Anglophile desperate to avoid war with Britain.Had Grey himself conveyed to



Lichnowsky, more forcefully and “just a few days earlier,” that Britain would likely be drawn into a
European war, writes one historian, “Berlin almost certainly would have changed its position
more quickly and firmly. Austria might then have deferred its declaration of war, and Russia
would have had little reason to mobilize.”70 The Great War might have been averted.And it is in
Britain’s decisions and actions that we are most interested. For it was the British decision to
send an army across the Channel to fight in Western Europe, for the first time in exactly one
hundred years, that led to the defeat of the Schlieffen Plan, four years of trench warfare,
America’s entry, Germany’s collapse in the autumn of 1918, the abdication of the Kaiser, the
dismemberment of Germany at Versailles, and the rise to power of a veteran of the Western
Front who, four years after the war’s end, was unreconciled to his nation’s defeat. “It cannot be
that two million Germans should have fallen in vain,” cried Adolf Hitler in 1922. “No, we do not
pardon, we demand—vengeance.”71Britain turned the European war of August 1 into a world
war. For, while the wave of public sentiment against the invasion of “brave little Belgium” swept
Parliament over the brink and into war, Grey, Haldane, Churchill, and Asquith had steered her
toward the falls for other reasons:1. Preserve France as a Great Power. In his speech to the
Commons on August 3, Grey declared: “If France is beaten in a struggle of life and death … I do
not believe that … we should be in a position to use our force decisively … to prevent the whole
of the West of Europe opposite to us … falling under the domination of a single Power.”72Grey
believed in a domino theory. The day after his address, he told a colleague, “It will not end with
Belgium. Next will come Holland, and after Holland, Denmark … England[’s] position would be
gone if Germany were thus permitted to dominate Europe.”73 To Grey, the Kaiser was Napoleon
and the risks of neutrality—a German-dominated Europe—outweighed the risks of war. “If we
are engaged in war, we shall suffer but little more than we shall suffer if we stand aside.”74Sir
Edward was tragically mistaken.2. British Honor. What brought the Cabinet around behind Grey
was not France or an abstraction like the balance of power. It was Belgium. Had the Germans
not invaded Belgium, had the Belgians not fought, the Cabinet would not have supported the
ultimatum. Grey would then have resigned; Asquith’s government would have fallen; days would
have passed before a new government was formed. New elections might have had to be called.
There would have been no ultimatum of August 3, no declaration of war of August 4. In his
speech of August 6, “What are we fighting for?,” Asquith gave this answer: Britain had a duty “to
uphold Belgian neutrality in the name of law and honour” and “to vindicate the principle … that
small nations are not to be crushed.”75In justifying the decision for war, Asquith, writes
Ferguson, adopted “the idiom of the public-school playground: ‘It is impossible for people of our
blood and history to stand by … while a big bully sets to work to thrash and trample to the
ground a victim who has given him no provocation.’”76 In his memoirs, Grey, too, does not give
as a casus belli any imperiled vital British interest, but regards it as a matter of national honor:
[Had we not come in] we should have been isolated; we should have had no friend in the world;
no one would have hoped or feared anything from us, or thought our friendship worth having. We
should have been discredited … held to have played an inglorious and ignoble part … We



should have been hated.77Lord Grey is saying here that Britain had to enter the war because
the character and credibility of the British nation were at issue. Allies of the empire all over the
world, who relied on British commitments, were watching. Had Britain not gone to war, had she
stood aside as France was crushed, who would then trust Britain to stand by them?What Grey
was saying is that the empire was held together by a belief that, in any crisis, the British army
and Royal Navy would be there. That belief, critical to maintaining the empire, could not survive
a British neutrality as Belgium and France were being assaulted, invaded, and overrun.3.
Retention of Power. Why did the antiwar Liberals in the Cabinet not resign? Because Lloyd
George begged them to wait. Because they feared a breakup of the Cabinet would bring about
the fall of Asquith’s government, and new elections that might bring to power the Unionists who
backed Grey, Churchill, and war. Already, Churchill had sounded out the Conservative leader
Bonar Law on a national unity government.Indeed, on Sunday, August 2, Law had written
Asquith offering the Tories’ “unhesitating support in any measures they may consider necessary,”
adding, “[i]t would be fatal to the honour and security of the United Kingdom to hesitate in
supporting France and Russia.”78Bonar Law’s letter did not mention Belgium.If Britain must go
to war, Liberals believed, better that they lead her and conclude the peace. The Liberal
Imperialists steered their country to war, and, rather than risk the loss of power, the Little
Englanders went along.Since their triumph in 1906, the Liberals had seen their electoral support
wither away. By 1914, Herbert Asquith’s government was on the verge of collapse. Given the
failure of their foreign policy to avert a European war, he and his Cabinet colleagues ought to
have resigned. But they dreaded the return to Opposition. More, they dreaded the return of the
Conservatives to power. They went to war partly to keep the Tories out.79
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Ebook Library Reader, “Run and Read this Book. Buchanan is a decent man who foresaw in the
1980s the folly the USA might fall into if we followed neocon advice. And the neocons will never
forgive him for it.Similarly, the neocons hate him for examining Churchill, Hitler, and Stalin in the
harsh like of reality. His conclusions can be summed up:1. The two world wars were an absolute
calamity for civilization.2. The UK and Churchill were the tie that bound up all in a multidecade
world conflict.3. Hitler's designs lay east into a conflict with the USSR.4. Hitler and his Nazi
regime was the less dangerous totalitarian murder cult, relative to Stalin and his political
offspring.5. The USA is now and has been ruled by the same sort of fanatics that drove Great
Briton from empire to third rate power.A prophet has no honor in his home country.”

Pseudo D, “Pat the Great. What can be said about Pat Buchanan? Shortly after the Trump
inauguration, Sam Tanenhaus in Esquire wrote "When PatBuchanan tried to make America
Great Again" and Tim Alberta of Politico wrote "The Ideas Made It, but I Didn't". TuckerCarlson,
who became the premier prime-time Fox host this year, simply said "There's nobody smarter
than Pat Buchanan".Presumably he meant something like "among mainstream political pundits"
but the point is taken. And he's not someivory tower guy. He ran for President three times, and
that was only after serving in several administrations. He's beencompared to Steve Bannon, but
he's also Stephen Miller because he wasn't even 30 when he led Nixon's great comeback.Like
Ann Coulter, Pat is often criticized for writing the same doomsday book over and over (until the
two memoirs aboutthe Nixon years). So I'll endorse this as his most ambitious work of
scholarship. It has been widely criticized; I like historybut I'm not competent to judge those
things. The thesis was made in "A Republic, Not An Empire", but "Churchill, Hitlerand the
Unnecessary War" expands it to over 500 pages of reflection beginning with the time before
World War I. Ifintellectuals are supposed to challenge prevailing presuppositions, it seems that
Pat is here doing his job. Hitler's goalwas world domination? Ok, but this book goes into great
detail about the specifics of what was going on in EasternEurope, Russia, etc. and what the
military strategies and calculations were among all the parties involved. A lot of thisis still
counterintuitive today. Let's assume that John Lukacs' critique was basically accurate. I'd still say
that Pat hasdone a service by provoking serious thought about this history in a way that no figure
of comparable stature has done.”

ra, “Outstandingly clear.. Outstandingly clear. Could not put it down.The story of how Churchill's ,
and other British elite, persistently poor analysis and flawed judgement and decision making led
to two world wars and the loss of empire for them; and to the weakening of Western civilization
overall.”

snakeriverhombre, “But necessaryforaOneWorldGovernment itwas!. This was a great book for
people studying the real history of WWI and WWII, and not the false tale of the victors/Allies



which unfortunately for the sake of truth smoother out any other views on these historical events,
no matter how accurate and more correct they obviously are. If one likes this book then I would
definitely recommend “the myth of German Villainy” by Brenton l. Bradbury just so one can hear
both sides of the story!!”

RoninCT, “Everyone should read this book!. History is written by the victors and that's definitely
true for both World Wars. But this book will enlighten the reader because it presents a different
narrative than we were taught in school and is reinforced by our media and entertainment
industry. It will anger the thoughtful reader to learn of the stupidity and arrogance of Europe's
leaders and US presidents in taking the world into a war in 1914 which they could have avoided;
could have stopped even after it started; and after it was over, laid the groundwork for the
Second World War. What's astonishing is that WW2 also could have been avoided, but once
again, stupid and arrogant leaders took the world down the path to death and destruction. This
book is a must read for the scholar and the amateur historian, for liberals and conservatives
alike.”

Jerry, “The original Neo-con. Churchill is the original Neo-con. Funny how he is held up as a
conservative hero when he was on both sides of the political spectrum”

R. Sam, “Excellent book. An excellent analysis of the how the Second World War in Europe
began. Buchanan looks at all of the actors involved in the start of the war. British stupidity and
duplicity, Polish intransigence, French reluctance, Stalin's cunning, and Hitler's desire to revise
the unjust treaty of Versailles really stand out. These arguments are from books elsewhere which
Buchanan forges into his own book. Three of most important books he draws upon are AJP
Taylor's Origins of the Second World War, William Henry Chamberlin's America's Second
Crusade, and Ralph Raico's Great War and Great Leaders. If you do not know these books you
should read these books in addition to Buchanan.You will then understand the origins of the
Second World War in Europe.”

Bill Dukes, “The author does an excellent job of condemning British foreign policy and of
Winston .... Very well researched book. The author does an excellent job of condemning British
foreign policy and of Winston Churchill in particular. While reading this book one has to
remember how easy it is to point out the mistakes of our leaders from one hundred years of
hindsight. The author reminds us again and again how Hitler and the Kaiser never wanted a war
with Britain but that is only ascertain with opening of sealed historical documents long after
those wars were over. I agree that Britain bungled the world into two world wars but Churchill
was not near the despot Hitler or to a lesser extent the Kaiser was. The prime minister lost his
empire so that the world could be dominated by the west.  I'll take that trade off anytime.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Excellent exposé of Britain's disastrous foreign policy.. This book



reinforced my views on Britain's declarations of war in 1914 and 1939, providing facts which
cannot be refuted. Those who blindly claim that we had to "fight fascism" and that "we won the
war" should, upon reading Buchanan's book, if not change their minds, at least ask themselves
uncomfortable questions and take an objective rather than an emotional view.”

J Reviews, “A new perspective. I’ve been recommending this book to everyone. Really worth
reading.I will say that the author clearly went in with a worldview and omitted everything which
contradicted that worldview. But if you’re a critical reader, that shouldn’t be an issue.Churchill
ruined the west, who’da thunk?”

saracen, “A distance from the usual victors propaganda. A critical work far from the victors
propaganda, it is an eye opener and when read in conjunction with similar works yields a better
understanding of the myth, reality and lies we are told of the history of the Second World War .”

Alan J. Stedall, “I unlearnt a lot. Sic: “When deterrence [against Germany] failed, Britain was
faced with an obligation to declare a war it could not win, to honor a war guarantee it should not
have given, on behalf of a nation [Poland] it could not save”.A very readable, well argued case
that the British, French and US war with Germany could well have been avoided, leaving the
fascist and communist totalitarian states of Hitler and Stalin to fight each other to a standstill.
From the British standpoint we would have avoided 400,000 deaths and the bankruptcy of our
nation.Churchill rightly said: "History will be kind to me, for I shall write it".Buchannan's book
portrays a history of events leading up to WW2 very different to Churchill's own "Gathering
Storm" and, frankly, far more convincing.As a patriotic Briton, and hitherto a staunch admirer of
Churchill, I found Buchanan’s book a painful read.Buchanan portrays Churchill as a serial
exerciser of poor judgment, with an intense personal lust for the excitement of military conflict.
The consequent question is whether Churchill did everything possible to avoid WW2 or whether
his enthusiasm to declare war against Germany was an act self-indulgence.I unlearnt a
lot.Highly recommended.”

Patrick Lenihan, “A good book, providing an interesting perspective, that ultimately fails to
convince!. If you are interested in the causes of World 1 & 2; the potential for alternative
responses to the events at the time and potentially different resulting outcomes, and, you have
an open mind, you will probably enjoy this book. Buchanan has a clear take on the issues:
Britain should have stayed out of the conflicts that became WW1 & WW2; and, Churchill was a
poor statesman who bears a significant level of responsibility for Britain entering both wars. In
my opinion Buchanan makes a good case. However, he fails to fully explore the logic of his
arguments and therefore ignores the dangers that would have arisen had Britain followed his
line. For example, if Nazi Germany had defeated the Soviet Union one would expect them to go
onto develop atomic weapons just as the Soviets did. Would this be a better outcome than what



actually happened? Over time the Nazi regime, with its cult of war and aggression, armed with
nuclear weapons, and in control of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union would be a very
dangerous adversary for Britain, France and the USA. Buchanan also claims that Nazi Germany
was the lesser evil when compared to the Soviet Union. He does this by citing the many deaths
that occurred as a result of communist regimes in the Soviet Union, China, North Korea and
Cambodia. Whilst these were truly appalling events, he either ignores, or does not know of the
Nazi plans for the mass starvation of the Soviet population after the war, which may have caused
20 million additional deaths to those the Nazi's actually caused. Following on from achieving this
"goal" it is quite possible that the Nazi's would then go on to commit other atrocities against the
remaining populations of Eastern Europe whom they also regarded as being sub-human.
Buchanan also states a preference for Nazism over Soviet communism as Nazism was a
national movement that was purely concerned with its own country whilst Soviet Communism
was an international movement that threatened the world. However, Buchanan ignore the
evidence of Nazi Germany being involved in fermenting/supporting right wing/fascist
governments in Austria, Spain, Hungary, Rumania, Yugoslavia (before being invaded), Bulgaria
and Finland. It must be very naive to assume that if Nazi Germany had defeated the Soviet
Union that it would not then seek to broaden it's influence and infiltrate the politics to other
countries including Britain, France and even the USA? In conclusion a thought provoking read
that will be of interest to many people who wish to think beyond the "standard version" of this
part of history. However, casual or new readers on this subject should be wary of Buchanan's
conclusions as there are many other viewpoints out there!”

The book by Patrick J. Buchanan has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 615 people have provided
feedback.
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