The Immediate Cause of World War I

Despite all the major reasons why the war might have started, the actual incident which triggered World War I took place in a small corner of Europe called Sarajevo, a city in the Austrian state of Bosnia.

Both Serbia and Bosnia were regions which had just recently broken away from Turkey.  Bosnia was immediately taken over by Austria-Hungary; Serbia became an independent state.  But both were small and weak, and each looked for help from bigger countries.  Serbia found an ally in Russia, and Russia swore to stand by Serbia in time of need.  Serbia also was unfriendly to Austria-Hungary, her neighbour to the north.  Notice that both Russia (as a member of the Triple Entente) and Austria-Hungary (as a member of the Triple Alliance) were automatically on opposite sides of the fence on most important issues.

On June 28th, 1914, the Crown Prince of Austria, named Franz Ferdinand, paid a visit to Sarajevo to inspect troops. However there was already a plot underway to disrupt the tour. The conspirators were no more than boys; they knew very little about European politics.  They were part of a terrorist organization known as the Back Hand, which wanted Bosnia-Herzegovina to be part of larger Slavic nation, and believed that this could only be done with pistols and bombs.  Most of them were very frightened on that June morning; some were to prove inefficient murderers.  Princep had seen the Archduke and his wife a few days before, shopping in the bazaar at Sarajevo.  He had done nothing because he wanted the Archduke’s execution to be a public one.  Now he and the others were spread out along a riverside road called Appel Quay, covering the route to be used by the Archduke on his official visit to the town.  

Franz Ferdinand arrived by train at 9:28 am.  After inspecting a military camp opposite the station, he and his wife climbed into a dark green Graf and Stift four cylinder limousine.  This car was second in a motorcade which carried soldiers and officials including the town’s governor, General Potiorek, and the owner of the car, Franz, Count Harrach.  Countess Sophia looked beautiful in a high-collared white dress and a white hat.  The Archduke was in uniform, a light blue tunic, black trousers and a cocked hat topped with large, green ostrich feathers.  As the cars rolled slowly into the town they were cheered by people lining the Quay.  Without knowing it, the imperial visitors passed two conspirators who were so terrified they did nothing.  Then they reached Medjelko Cabrinovic.  Jumping forward to avoid hurting the spectators, this man knocked his bomb’s cap off against a fire hydrant and threw it at the Archduke’s car. 

Franz Ferdinand saw it coming and with great presence of mind, he deflected it into the road.  It burst with a loud explosion, wrecking the car behind and injuring its occupants.  The Archduke remained very cool.  “I threw it and then noticed how calmly Ferdinand turned towards me and looked at me with a cold, stiff glare,” Cabrinovic remembered later.  The Serbian then swallowed poison and jumped into the river.  This poison failed to work.  Within minutes he was dragged out and arrested.  Meanwhile the Archduke’s car accelerated and drove to the Town Hall where the mayor stood ready to welcome his famous visitors.  By this time, Franz Ferdinand had recovered sufficiently to be angry.  He brushed the Mayor aside and cancelled the rest of the tour.  
It was decided to leave Sarajevo as soon as Franz Ferdinand had seen his wounded officers in the hospital.  In case there was another murder attempt, it was thought best to leave by the Appel Quay instead of the advertised route.  Franz Ferdinand wanted his wife to stay behind but she insisted on remaining with her husband.  Since there seemed little chance of trouble now, Ferdinand agreed.  The party climbed aboard once more.  Count Harrach decided to stand on the running board so that he could jump at any attacker.  As it turned out, he chose the wrong side of the car.  And in the confusion, nobody told the driver of the change of plan.

The car started back along the Appel Quay but at Franz Joseph Street the driver turned right.  He should have gone straight on so Potiorek told him to turn around.  This was fatal because Princep was standing nearby.  As the car reversed he stepped forward and fired two shots.  The first struck the Archduke’s throat.  The second hit Sophia in the stomach.  Franz Ferdinand, blood pouring from his mouth saw that his wife was hit.  “Sophia, Sophia!”  He cried out “Don’t die!  Keep alive for our children!”  It was too late.  His wife died even as he shouted.  By the time the car reached the Governor’s residence Franz Ferdinand was dead also.  Princep meanwhile swallowed poison.  Like Carbrovic’s it was useless and only made him sick.  He was arrested and beaten up by the police.  

It was 10:15 am on the anniversary of the Archduke’s wedding day.  A friend of the conspirators sent a message to Belgrade, the Serbian capital.  It read: “Excellent sale of both horses.”  The plotters in Serbia knew what this meant.  What they could not know was the terrible effect those two shots were going to have on world history.  

This act of violence gave Austria-Hungary the excuse it was looking for, and invaded Serbia to teach the Serbs a lesson.  Russia, as a friend of Serbia, then declared war on Austria-Hungary.  Germany, as an ally of Austria-Hungary, declared war on Russia.  As Germany knew France was an ally of Russia, Germany began to attack France.  The circle was complete with the declaration of war from Britain. Thus, from one small act of violence in Bosnia, all of Europe was thrust into war. 

Analysis

Determine whether the following statements are True or False. If the statement is false, rewrite it in the space below as a true statement.

1. Sarajevo was located in the country of Serbia.

2. Serbia and Bosnia were allies.

3. Austria-Hungary and Serbia were allies before 1914.

4. Serbia’s “best friend” in Europe was Russia.

5. Franz Ferdinand’s visit to Bosnia was logical because Austria-Hungary controlled Bosnia.
6. The assassins name was Franz.

7. Princep was a trained and experienced assassin and terrorist.

8. There were two attempts to murder the Prince on June 28th.

9. The Archduke’s wife was also killed.

10. The Prince was killed by a bomb.

11. If Count Harrach had been on the other side of the limousine, the assassination might have been thwarted.

12. Because Princep was a Serbian, Austria-Hungary invaded Serbia to teach it a lesson.

13. Britain joined the war specifically because Franz Ferdinand was assassinated.

