‘I entirely share your views as to the absolute necessity of an understanding of some kind between Austria and Russia as to the policy in the Balkans, otherwise it is unlikely that unbroken peace will obtain in those regions for many years. At the same time, whatever policy is agreed upon between the two Powers would have to be a policy of self-abnegation. Any other policy would inevitably end in a European war.’ Undersecretary at the Foreign Office Sir Henry Hardinge writes to Britain’s ambassador in Vienna on 4 October 1909.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Quoted in M. B. Cooper, ‘British Policy in the Balkans, 1908-9,’ Historical Journal, 7, 2 (1964), 258-279; 279.] 

By 1908, Europe had seemingly settled into two distinct blocs. On the one hand, Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy formed the Triple Alliance. On the other, a Franco-Russian alliance enjoyed the support of Britain, in what some called the Triple Entente. It would be too simplistic to portray this situation as three against three, an evenly matched balance of power where the two blocs competed for dominance and prestige. As we will see, many internal disputes existed among the Triple Alliance and the Entente partners. However, events in Europe from 1907 onwards had a way of clarifying and in some cases crystalising these agreements, as contemporary governments were forced to think more substantially about the prospect of a great European war. In this period, as before, diplomatic developments occasionally degenerated into crises, of which perhaps the Bosnian Annexation Crisis of 1908-1909 stands out as the most important. Of course, as we will see, this was far from the only incident of interest. Stil, having spent a great deal of the last episode standing in the shoes of the British or Germans, it is refreshing to turn to the Austro-Hungarian experience. Many of the struggles and questions raised during this period were to reemerge with a vengeance in 1914, so it is necessary for us to understand the context, and how it influenced matters by the eve of war.
For Austria-Hungary, the main danger in Europe came from Russia. This had been the case since 1871, when the unification of Germany forced Vienna to seek prestige and power outside the German lands. Bismarck’s work in building the Three Emperor’s League neutered the more explosive elements of this trend, and the Habsburg Emperor and Russian Tsar engaged in mutually beneficial cooperation at least until Bismarck’s exit. Keeping Vienna and St Petersburg on friendly terms amounted to Bismarck’s diplomatic cornerstone, yet it was also his most challenging task. With Russians and Austrians both competing for the same space, conflict was surely inevitable, even if both powers had very different reasons for expanding into Europe’s southern lands. In the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78 for instance, Bismarck’s direct intervention as an honest broker during the Berlin Congress left both parties somewhat dissatisfied. Russia’s plan for the seizure of Constantinople was then rejected, but the Austrians acquired occupation rights in two Balkan territories, Bosnia and Herzegovina, per the Treaty which ended that war. 
Turning to the Balkans was a logical step for Vienna, and a return to the Habsburg mission of serving as a civilising bridge between the east and west. Austria had long served as the defender of Christian Europe, but by the late nineteenth century a new creed, Pan Slavism, had supplanted the old Turkish infidels. The charged nationalistic atmosphere identified Russia as the leader, or at least, the ally, of Pan Slav policies, which pointed to nothing less than the unification of all Slavic peoples under the Tsar’s direction. These new developments informed the parameters of the Austro-Russian rivalry, arguably the most important and least understood such rivalry in the pre-war world, considering its central role in turning the July Crisis from just another confrontation to the spark that launched the Great War. A turning point in Austro-Russian relations came as a direct consequence of Russia’s loss to Japan. Now spurned in her Far Eastern, Asiatic plans, the Tsar was bound to focus on the other imperative of Russian policy – the Balkans. 
From 1903, the Kingdom of Serbia had been ruled by a pro-Russian regime which openly espoused Pan Slav ambitions. Although the Balkans still came under the nominal suzerainty of the Ottoman Sultan, fears of a Turkish collapse never truly went away. If the sick man of Europe finally expired, though, what would happen to his corpse? Austria would have to be prepared to take advantage of the resulting power vacuum, and it could expect Russia to act accordingly. The alliance with Germany was thus essential, because it insulated Vienna against a Russian attack. So long as German power and money could keep the Triple Alliance together, Austria-Hungary would be relatively secure. However, the danger posed by middling states on its doorstep, acting with the support of a fearsome Russian patron, came to define Habsburg policy right up to 1914. In a sense, Austria-Hungary’s failure to deal with this Serbian challenge was the crucial ingredient in the eruption of the First World War. But how did this policy develop in the years that preceded 1914? 
One legacy of the 1878 Congress of Berlin was Austria’s control of Bosnia-Herzegovina. This was not without complications; Vienna mobilised 250,000 men that year, and fought a sapping campaign in Bosnia to deal with any rebels, costing over 5,000 casualties. Still, the expansion was a boon to Franz Josef’s prestige, and seen by contemporaries as a first step towards direct annexation. With these new provinces under its de facto control, Vienna filled the region with its administrators, on a scale which dwarfed the bare bones Ottoman regime. The usual Habsburg struggles manifested themselves; Hungarians objected to the use of common Empire funds in Bosnia, forcing Austria to use its own financial and economic clout. This was difficult for a Bosnian economy which drew 85% of its revenue from an inefficient agricultural society. Still, Austrian efforts to improve sanitation and education did have an effect; the population of Bosnia-Herzegovina nearly doubled in the thirty years of Habsburg occupation. Literacy rates increased, and the number of pupils enrolling in schools also soared. In the industries of mining, textiles, metallurgy and forestry, Bosnia enjoyed substantial growth. 
Yet it was in the agricultural system of Bosnia that the true demographic problems of the region were most clearly spelled out. The Ottoman legacy meant that Muslim landlords were predominant, ruling over Orthodox serfs. Reforming this system would have brought gratitude from the Slavs, yet due to suspicions over their loyalty, the Habsburgs buttered up the Muslim landlords instead. By the time reforms were eventually carried out in 1900, the Muslims were outraged at their change in status, and the Orthodox Slavs were disgusted it had taken so long. The two main demographics of Bosnia were thus turned against Vienna due to shortsighted and poorly conceived policies. These resentments continued to tick over, as the Hungarians blocked any attempt to invest the Empire’s dually controlled funds, forcing Austria to often foot the bills herself. This denied Bosnia any strategically centralised railway, cutting regions off from the Habsburg writ and keeping the country in a state of decentralisation and disorganisation, a situation ripe for exploitation from foreign intriguers.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Samuel Williamson Jr., Austria-Hungary and the Origins of the First World War, pp. 59-66.] 

In 1906, Baron von Aehrenthal became Austrian Foreign Minister. His goals were ambitious. It was necessary, he believed, to reverse the trend of Habsburg dependence upon its German ally. It would be useful, in line with this, to reassert Habsburg prestige through a more active foreign policy. Of all the potential targets of this new approach, the Balkans stood out as a region for potential gain. Not only would the official annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina represent a bold strike, it would also provide a salve to dissatisfied peasantry, who could be seduced with a new local parliament that could hear their qualms. Only once the region was formally ruled by Vienna could such reforms be implemented, and Aehrenthal made cautious overtures to his Russian neighbour. Why take the risk of Russian condemnation after the annexation, when the Russian government might be induced to cooperate with Austria, thus securing a diplomatic triumph? 
As these ideas were mulled over, Aehrenthal had to contend with troublesome foreign developments. The Anglo-Russian convention was something of a shock, as it now suggested London and St Petersburg would work in tandem, potentially in regions including the Balkans. Britain could be sufficiently aggrieved by the ongoing naval race with Germany to make this step, a scenario Aehrenthal greatly feared. Yet, he also had to contend with changes in personnel. In 1907 the Emperor approved the appointment of a new chief of staff of the Austro-Hungarian army. This was Conrad von Hötzendorff, who immediately distinguished himself through his repeated recommendations for war with Vienna’s neighbours. This focused on Italy through 1907, but from 1908, Conrad turned his attention to the Balkans, and pestered Aehrenthal endlessly with schemes for the annexation of Bosnia and the partition of Serbia. In scenes not dissimilar to 1914, Conrad insisted on the resolution of these Slavic threats, mounting constant pressure on Aehrenthal to act decisively. 
But Aehrenthal interpreted the situation differently. Bosnia Herzegovina would be annexed, but preliminary negotiations with Russia could anticipate potential objections, reducing the diplomatic and military costs which might follow a standoff over the territories. Overtures were made to Izvolsky, the Russian Foreign Minister, who was soon to embark on a European tour for his own reasons. Izvolsky, a determined reformer of the Russian Foreign Ministry,[footnoteRef:3] was at this point seeking a revision of certain provisions in the 1878 Treaty of Berlin, which prevented the operation of Russian warships in the Black Sea and prohibited their passage through the Dardanelle Straits. Aehrenthal was quick to offer Izvolsky the quid pro quo of support for this renegotiation of the Straits settlement in return for Russian assent to the annexation. By failing to offer the Serbs any compensation for the annexation, the Pan Slav sympathies of the Tsar’s court came down heavily on the annexation. By October 1908 when it was announced, the Entente offered their ringing condemnation of the act, and both Italian and German officials were privately perturbed. Izvolsky proclaimed he had been tricked, but German support for Austria meant she could not be bullied. Aehrenthal stood his ground in the conference which followed, and by late March 1909, the crisis had been resolved peacefully thanks to Anglo-German diplomatic cooperation and German military pressure.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  G. H. Bolsover, ‘Izvolsky and Reform of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs,’ Slavonic and East European Review, 63, 1 (Jan., 1985), 21-40.]  [4:  Williamson Jr., Austria-Hungary and the Origins of the First World War, pp. 67-71.] 

This was the crux of the Bosnian Annexation Crisis, so why do we need such a large episode to cover this event? Although often reduced to a sentence or two in pre-war accounts of the origins of the First World War – if it is mentioned at all – the annexation of Bosnia Herzegovina was in fact central to the eruption of the war, for several reasons. It destroyed forever the latent Austro-Russian arrangement centred on the Balkans, which since 1897 had aimed at maintaining the status quo. Henceforth, Austro-Russian competition would replace cooperation, and the Balkans would serve as the main theatre of this rivalry. Second, it was the scene of a trend, repeated in 1914, of Germany standing unreservedly by Austria’s side, even to the point of war, featuring ultimatums, mobilisations, and demonstrating the potential of the Balkans as a source of conflict between the three autocratic powers. Third, and finally, the experience of securing diplomatic acquiescence, only to then be roundly condemned, undermined Austrian confidence in diplomatic procedure, and suggested that of all the great powers, only Vienna was prohibited from improving its domestic position through imperial policies. These lessons were internalised by 1914, and the experience clearly shaped how Habsburg contemporaries saw their empire and its place in Europe. As William Mulligan wrote:
Historians have argued that the Bosnian crisis marked one of, if not the most, important staging post on the way to war in 1914, as it signalled the renewal of confrontation within Europe, shattered the etente between Russia and Austria-Hungary, sparked antagonism between Germany and Russia, saw the first direct confrontation between the two blocs, and was only resolved by the threatened use of military force.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Mulligan, Origins, pp. 64-65.] 

Rather than a Bosnian Crisis, we could instead reframe the events of 1908-09 as the First Balkan Crisis, which was to be followed by the Second such crisis emanating from the Balkan Wars, and the third Balkan Crisis which followed the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, and precipitated the First World War. The very fact that the Archduke would be assassinated in the Bosnian capital highlights the interconnected nature of these crises since, typically for the Habsburgs, they proved unable to fully stamp their authority on Sarajevo several years after its formal annexation. Seen in this light, the Bosnian Annexation Crisis is in fact the first step towards war, and it thus deserves greater attention and analysis when rebuilding the context of the pre-war world. 
We should turn our attention to the main architect of the annexation plan, Aehrenthal, the Austrian Foreign Minister. Like those in the position who were to succeed him – such as Leopold von Berchtold – Aehrenthal served a stint as ambassador to Russia in the years before his promotion. During this posting to St Petersburg, from 1899-1906, Aehrenthal was given a front row seat to the turmoil which ravaged Russia following the defeat to Japan. The threat of a total Russian collapse from these pressures, and the possibility that revolution might then spread to Habsburg territories, informed Aehrenthal’s priorities while ambassador.[footnoteRef:6] They also compelled him to partake in some unsavoury activities, as shown in Aehrenthal’s intrigues against the Russian Prime Minister Sergei Witte.  [6:  Hans Heilbronner, ‘An Anti-Witte Diplomatic Conspiracy, 1905—1906: The Schwanebach Memorandum 
Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas, 14, 3 (September 1966), 347-361; 346-350.] 

Sergei Witte was the Russian official given the unenviable task of stabilising Russia during the ongoing revolutions of 1905. As late as December of that year, the Tsar was still forced to order his army to crush an uprising in Moscow, so matters were clearly far from settled once Witte became Russia’s first Prime Minister in November 1905. Under the terms of the new settlement the Tsar had been compelled to accept, he was no longer the head of the government – Witte now held this post – and he would have to humour the liberal and left-wing elements in the Empire by granting a parliament – the Duma – to the Russian people. Witte had risen through the ranks of Russian administration through sheer grit and efficiency, beginning as a railway ticket clerk, before accepting successive postings in more senior roles as administrator of several railways dotted around the sprawling Russian Empire. 
In 1892, Witte was appointed Minister for Finance, and proceeded to double the Tsar’s income during the next ten years. In recognition of his accomplishments, Witte was appointed head of the pre-revolutionary Council of Ministers in 1903, the closest thing Russia then had to a Prime Minister, although the role had little actual power.[footnoteRef:7] Indeed, the promotion was widely seen as a demotion, since it would take Witte out of the Finance Ministry where he was said to constantly have had the Tsar’s ear. Witte’s improvements and recommendations for further reforms in agriculture and infrastructure all occurred while Russia was locked in increasingly hostile competition with Japan. When this exploded into war, Witte was called upon to negotiate the peace, and he travelled to Portsmouth, New Hampshire in the United States to fight for Russia’s interests at the peace table. His performance was widely admired, even by American contemporaries, but Witte also kept an eye on matters at home. He recommended additional reforms to placate the growing opposition to the Tsar’s absolutism, and by October 1905, Witte was moved into the newly created position of Prime Minister.  [7:  For more on Russia’s bureaucratic systems see Michael Perrins, ‘The Council for State Defence 1905-1909: A Study in Russian Bureaucratic Politics,’ Slavonic and East European Review, 58, 3 (Jul., 1980), 370-398.] 

With this biography, we can see why Witte was viewed as one of Russia’s most capable statesmen in its moment of crisis. Less obvious is the reason for Aehrenthal’s persistent opposition to Witte. In fact, the relationship between the two men was always poor, but only when Aehrenthal became ambassador could Witte be undermined with more efficiency. Aehrenthal’s dislike of Witte was born of impressions of the Russian as a leader of the mob, who would degrade Russian state power by handing the principle policymaking apparatus of the state to the peasantry and other revolutionaries. Witte had leaned towards moderation and leniency when dealing with revolutionaries; he had permitted some leaders of the revolution to stand for and then sit in the new Duma, for instance. This struck Aehrenthal as naïve and dangerous; if revolution was not contained in Russia, it could spread to Austria-Hungary and damage the similarly absolutist regime of Franz Josef. That Witte posed a danger to the Tsar’s regime and served as a revolutionary wolf in sheep’s clothing was not a view shared by Aehrenthal alone. Crucially for his scheming, the ambassador found a sympathetic ear in the Russian agricultural minister Piotr von Schwanebach. 
Schwanebach did not hold his position for long once Witte took office. The two men were known to loathe each other, owing to their very different interpretations of what the Russian Empire then required. A strong segment of conservative opinion stubbornly maintained – notwithstanding the ongoing domestic turmoil in the country – that the Tsar could have his absolutist cake and eat it too if he would only engage in greater repression, striking terror into the revolutionaries and coercing them into silence. This, similarly, was what Aehrenthal would have recommended, and Schwanebach thus identified with the Austrian ambassador as soon as they met in 1904. Now that Schwanebach was dismissed from his post, he had professional and personal reasons to go on the attack, and undermine Witte’s position. Schwanebach released a memorandum criticising Witte’s policies barely a month after his dismissal. It contained the criticisms we would expect from a conservative Minister who fundamentally disagreed with Witte’s approach to the crisis. One extract of the memo read:
Despite his fifteen years of government service, Witte has remained a primitive. He has retained all those characteristics which a man normally loses in the context of a cultured environment and as a result of the discipline imposed by service for the state…he is completely lacking in any elevated statesmanlike conceptions; he is ignorant of history; and he does not understand fundamental needs in the life of the state.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Quoted in Heilbronner, ‘An Anti-Witte Diplomatic Conspiracy,’ 351.] 

Witte was accused of holding the Tsar under an almost hypnotic influence, and from this position he foisted the October Manifesto – which established Russia as a constitutional monarchy – upon the Empire. Although not aiming at the collapse of the Tsarist Empire, Witte was simply incapable of grappling with the gravity of the task before him, and his revolutionary sympathies with the mob rendered him as indecisive as he was reckless, as Schwanebach’s memo continued:
Nothing can be compared to the paralyzing horror which seized men capable of good judgement when…they were forced to the realization that Witte did not wish to assume the task ... or could not do so and, pretending that he wished to disarm the opposition, fitted his actions to the demands of the revolutionary party as its front man and leader.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Quoted in Ibid, 351.] 

There was nothing necessarily new in these hysterical critiques, but Aehrenthal worked remarkably quickly to get this memo sent across Europe. He met a mostly indifferent response. Witte’s expertise and accomplishments were admired even by the Kaiser, so Aehrenthal bombarded one of the Kaiser’s friends with the memo, asking for his thoughts on it. Unfortunately for Aehrenthal, his long-term loathing of Witte was an open secret in Berlin and Vienna. The Kaiser, having read only his friend’s impressions of the memo, explained it away on the basis of Aehrenthal’s hatred of Witte. It was plain that the Austrian ambassador intended to force Witte out of office yet, as Wilhelm maintained, ‘neither of us is so stupid as to fall into this trap.’[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Ibid, 153.] 

But the Tsar was certainly in possession of sufficient stupidity. Although initially one of Witte’s advocates, over 1905-06 the Tsar came to tire of this relentless reformer, whom he feared was eroding his power and granting too much of it away, while always willing to criticise the Russian Court for not going far enough. Rather than take the prescribed medicine, Tsar Nicholas II instead aired his dirty laundry. Shortly after Wilhelm had rejected Aehrenthal’s advances, the Tsar wrote directly to the Kaiser complaining about his energetic official, and the attitude towards Witte began to change. When Witte was dismissed as Prime Minister after only six months in the job, Aehrenthal’s critiques appeared somewhat justified. Witte’s eventual successor as Prime Minister was Petr Stolypin, a reformer of similar capacity and skill to Witte, so one could hardly have expected Aehrenthal to feel satisfied. In fact, the Austrian would not have long to reflect on the change, as he was recalled to Vienna to serve as Foreign Secretary later in the year. 
Aehrenthal’s ally in St Petersburg, Petr von Schwanebach, did enjoy a promotion, and proceeded to spend the next few years torpedoing further constitutional progress, collapsing several Dumas as he did so, and penning more memoranda for the beleaguered Tsar. Schwanebach maintained his opposition to any form of constitutionalism, and served as a dogged defender of the old system to such an extent that he became renowned in Vienna as one of the few true conservatives who remained in the Russian government. But his period of triumph did not last long. In early 1907 Schwanebach resigned from the Cabinet. Tellingly, the Tsar provided none of the usual good wishes or blessings normally given to a resigning minister. This likely had much to do with Schwanebach’s old memorandum from November 1905 being published in a French newspaper around this time, airing Russia’s dirty laundry for the whole of Europe to see. His departure struck Vienna, and especially Aehrenthal, then Foreign Minister, as an ill-omen.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  On Schwanebach’s career see Hans Heilbronner, ‘Piotr Khristianovich von Schwanebach and the Dissolution of the First Two Dumas,’ Canadian Slavonic Papers, 11, 1 (Spring, 1969), 31-55.] 

This minor diplomatic episode, containing intrigue, interference, and no shortage of scheming, paints a fascinating picture of Aehrenthal. He was sufficiently convinced of his own opinions to push aggressively for them, and he was not above using underhanded tactics to achieve what he desired. Thus, when we look at the Bosnian Annexation Crisis, including the misunderstandings which accompany it, we should bear in mind that historians who interpret Aehrenthal’s behaviour in a negative light had good reasons for doing so. Remarkably, however, the annexation crisis was not necessarily the fault of Aehrenthal. Or, at least, it was not solely his fault. During the negotiations for the annexation, hosted over the summer of 1908, Aehrenthal’s Russian counterpart Alexander Izvolsky also erred, on a scale perhaps unprecedented in Austro-Russian relations. This error was not strategic or on matters of form, but on the dramatically negative reaction the annexation caused among Russian public opinion. Izvolsky then changed his story – he had been duped by the wily Austrian, he claimed, and he had never agreed to annexation. As we will see, such claims were ridiculous, but they stuck in European opinion because Aehrenthal’s reputation preceded him.
This was an easier task than we might expect, because Aehrenthal had initiated the controversy.  In January 1908 Aehrenthal announced that Austria would soon begin construction of a railway in the Sanjak of Novi Bazar. This chunk of strategically important land was to the southwest of Serbia, and to the west of Bosnia-Herzegovina. In 1878, along with Bosnia Herzegovina, Austria was permitted to deploy a garrison in the region, suggesting that Vienna intended to reshape its relationship with the region in the same manner as intended for Bosnia. The Sanjak would have been a boon for Serbia, moving its borders one step closer to the sea, and it also placed a buffer zone between Belgrade and Montenegro, preventing those states from unifying in the future. Aehrenthal was well aware that the region was sensitive, perhaps more sensitive than Bosnia, since Austria had yet to implement any form of quasi-Habsburg administration there. They had also neglected to construct any worthwhile infrastructure, despite being granted permission to build roads by the Ottoman Sultan. 
Russia could accuse Austria of violating past agreements to maintain the status quo, no doubt interpreting the railway as the first step towards tighter Habsburg control over the region.[footnoteRef:12] In fact, Aehrenthal’s interests were not solely those of expansion. He also had economic and financial considerations to consider. Since the turn of the century the Habsburgs had constructed a railway line which snaked through Bosnia and passed through the Serbian border. By constructing the Sanjak line, this railway would be able to turn a profit, and serve as a potential launching pad for the Habsburgs, who could then control the trade with the Turks. More pressing for Aehrenthal, news of a rival railway running from the Russian controlled portions of the Danube to the Adriatic Sea threatened to cut Austria off from this trade entirely. Since a poorly conceived trade war with Serbia had pushed Belgrade out of Austria’s economic orbit entirely by 1906, if Serbia managed to coopt this Russian line to its benefit, its economy would be empowered and it could serve as the beacon for all disaffected Slavs under the Habsburg flag.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  The background to the railway and its controversial path is examined in Arthur J. May, ‘The Novibazar Railway Project,’ Journal of Modern History, 10, 4 (Dec., 1938), 496- 527.]  [13:  Solomon Wank, ‘Aehrenthal and the Sanjak of Novibazar Railway Project: A Reappraisal,’ Slavonic and East European Review, 42, 99 (Jun., 1964), 353-369; 360-361.] 

With these incentives in mind, Aehrenthal’s announcement of a new railway line in the Sanjak makes more sense, yet much like his intrigues against Sergei Witte, this initiative was poorly received in Europe. It was also a troubling indication of how poorly Europe would receive news of the formal annexation of Bosnia Herzegovina, a project which Aehrenthal was far more interested in. Worrying news then rocked Vienna. After years of decay, the Ottoman Empire was experiencing a revolution pitting the Sultan’s conservative forces against the Committee of Union and Progress and its military supporters. By late July 1908 the Sultan bowed to the inevitable, restoring the constitution suspended in 1878, and facilitating a return to constitutional government.[footnoteRef:14] This Young Turk revolution, as it has become known, served to light a fire under Aehrenthal, who could not allow Bosnia to begin electing delegates to stand in Constantinople. Izvolsky was also wary of the possibility that an energised Turkish government could stand opposed to any revision of the Straits question. Yet, contrary to expectations, the Young Turks seemed in favour of a Russian détente. Indeed, the revolution seemed to damage Austro-German influence at Constantinople. Izvolsky capitalised upon this unexpected turn, and announced the end of a reform policy for Macedonia, alleviating some of the pressure on the Turks. On 7 August 1908 he wrote: [14:  Mulligan, Origins, pp. 63-64.] 

Russia will follow with the most sympathetic attention every effort of Turkey to secure the proper functioning of the new regime, and that on her side Russia would abstain from all interference that might complicate this task, and would exercise all her influence to forestall and prevent any disturbing action on the part of the Balkan states.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Quoted in William L. Langer, ‘Russia, the Straits Question, and the European Powers, 1904-8,’ English Historical Review, 44, 173 (Jan., 1929), 59- 85; 72.] 

Aehrenthal had reason to feel concerned, but Izvolsky may not have been entirely sincere. According to the terms of the 1878 Treaty of Berlin, Russian warships were not permitted to pass through the Dardanelle Straits. This rendered the Black Sea impassible during wartime, a fact bitterly reflected upon during the Russo-Japanese War, where the Black Sea fleet had been unable to aid in the war effort. Izvolsky’s defining goal was to acquire European consent to an adjustment of this Treaty article. On 19 August, Izvolsky had acquired the approval of the Tsar for a European tour to attain this end. While visiting the relevant capitals, Izvolsky could canvass support for an adjustment of the Straits, and one of his first stops would be Vienna, where he would meet Aehrenthal. Izvolsky had been busy, and had written up a new convention for Austria to sign which included seven provisions, one of which was the opening of the Straits to Russian battleships. The two men finally met on 16 September at Buchlau, the residence of Leopold von Berchtold, later Aehrenthal’s successor as Austrian Foreign Minister.[footnoteRef:16] Aehrenthal and Izvolsky sat together for a six-hour meeting that day.  [16:  Mulligan, Origins, p. 66.] 

What did the two men agree to? This has been the subject of some debate, considering the furore which later transpired. It seems that Izvolsky erred in failing to appreciate the emotional value of Serbia to Russian opinion; by agreeing to the annexation of Bosnia without Serbian compensation, it would be claimed he had hung Russia’s Slav brethren out to dry. Conversely, it has also been contended that though Izvolsky appears to have agreed to the annexation in principle, he anticipated a conference where this question and that of the Straits would be discussed by the Great Powers. This conference was necessary since a revision of the Straits contradicted the 1878 Treaty of Berlin, and European consent would be required to ensure that any changes made were legitimate and lasting, but a decision was not yet made on the conference’s date or location. Izvolsky certainly left Aehrenthal still under the impression that a date on the annexation had yet to be decided; the Russian asked his Austrian counterpart to wait until he had returned to Russia from his European tour, as this would ensure he could deal with any outcry in Russian opinion.[footnoteRef:17] While Izvolsky continued his vacation at Munich, Aehrenthal wrote to him, apparently on board with this plan: [17:  See Kenneth I. Dailey, ‘Alexander Isvolsky and the Buchlau Conference,’ Russian Review, 10, 1 (Jan., 1951), 55-63; 59.] 

Concerning the matter of Bosnia-Herzegovina, I do not have any further information to give you as to the date at which we will proceed to the annexation of these provinces. You may count on my promise to give you notice of this date ahead of time.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Ibid, 60.] 

Izvolsky appeared to be canvassing the European capitals for a conference, meeting with the German and Italian Foreign Ministers in the remainder of September 1908. Aehrenthal maintained his cover well; he gave no indication of his immediate intentions in conversations with the Italian and German ambassadors. Indeed, he seemed determined to mask the true intentions of his policy until the final moment.[footnoteRef:19] It was only when Izvolsky arrived in Paris on 4 October 1908 that he received word from Aehrenthal of the definite plans for the annexation of Bosnia Herzegovina, fixed for 7 October.[footnoteRef:20] Aehrenthal established his version of the story with great haste. Official documents were enclosed for Europe’s monarchs, signed in Franz Josef’s hand, and disseminated through the relevant ambassadors. Within additional telegrams, adjusted for their audience, Aehrenthal invariably claimed that the annexation was the result of mutual agreement between Vienna, Berlin, and St Petersburg. The British were also conciliated in this manner, with the intention being to portray Izvolsky as having given his consent to the act.[footnoteRef:21] [19:  Dailey, ‘Alexander Isvolsky and the Buchlau Conference,’ 62.]  [20:  Bernadotte E. Schmitt, ‘The Bosnian Annexation Crisis (I),’ Slavonic and East European Review, 9, 26 (Dec., 1930), 312-334; 329-330.]  [21:  Ibid, 331-332.] 

When chastised by the French for keeping them in the dark about the scheme, the Russian Foreign Minister strenuously denied that he had agreed to the annexation. The matter had been discussed at Buchlau, he admitted, but nothing definitive had been decided, and a conference had seemed like the most likely outcome. Izvolsky did not, at this point, appear particularly incensed at Aehrenthal’s initiative, likely because he recognised that too loud a protest against the annexation would compromise Russian efforts to coopt Austro-German support for a renegotiation of the Straits question. Still, on 8 October he did attempt to clarify his position, writing to St Petersburg from Paris:
I have applied myself above all to destroying the false impression created here by the Ambassador of Austria-Hungary as though his Government proceeded to the annexation with the approval of Russia and Italy. I replied immediately that on the contrary I had stated positively to Baron Aehrenthal that we considered the annexation as a violation of the Treaty of Berlin and a subject for the deliberation of the Powers.
Aehrenthal was quick to deny this, ‘M. Izvolsky,’ he declared, ‘never expressed himself to me in this fashion; we agreed in Buchlau that we would respond to the friendly attitude of Russia in the question of the annexation by a similar position in the question of the Dardanelles.’ Before the powers could even get to grips with the details, then, both Izvolsky and Aehrenthal had ensured contradictory narratives of what had occurred between them were spreading across Europe. It was now one man’s word against another.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Quoted in Bernadotte E. Schmitt, ‘The Bosnian Annexation Crisis (II),’ Slavonic and East European Review, 9, 27 (Mar., 1931), 650-661; 651.] 

Izvolsky at least had the slight possibility of a victory, if he could acquire approval for an adjustment of the Straits. Unfortunately for him, on 7 October, new instructions reached Izvolsky from St Petersburg. It seemed the Russian Foreign Minister had been overruled by the Tsar and his ministers. These men were horrified at the prospect of surrendering Slavs to Austrian expansionism, with or without compensation at the Straits. This informed Izvolsky’s subsequent performance, and he increased his distance from Aehrenthal, insisting he had been deceived with a venom which was to characterise the remainder of the crisis. The Russian press subsequently began to depict Izvolsky as having sold the Slavs down the river, and they asserted no revision of the Straits was necessary, since Russia did not intend war. Izvolsky acknowledged this growing tension, yet he adhered to his assumption that if a revision of the Straits were possible, he should attempt to acquire it.[footnoteRef:23] From Paris Izvolsky went to London, arriving on 10 October, where a troubling article in The Times was made known to him, which read: [23:  Langer, ‘Russia, the Straits Question, and the European Powers, 1904-8,’ 75-78.] 

We recognize fully that for Russia to adopt the same self-denying attitude as the two western powers may involve a possible sacrifice of long-cherished desires, but we feel convinced that in the gratitude of a regenerated Turkey she will obtain a far more gratifying and durable reward. Russia has nothing to gain by joining in an undignified scramble, whereby she would alienate Turkey and lose the good will of the Powers with which she is on the best possible terms.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Quoted in Ibid, 79.] 

There was clearly scant appetite in Britain for a revision of the Straits question, and this was confirmed in a two-hour meeting with Sir Edward Grey. Izvolsky repeated his story – he had never given Austria his sanction to annex the provinces, and he had never suggested a quid pro quo of the Straits. Conveniently, however, when asserting that the annexation should not be considered a casus belli, Izvolsky did maintain that Russia would seek compensation at an upcoming conference. This compensation was of course the Straits question, but Izvolsky warned that if he was not given ample compensation – or a ‘peace offering’, as he referred to it – then both he and Russian Premier Stolypin would see their government collapse. The new regime, Izvolsky said, was by no means guaranteed to uphold the current pro-British stance. As the historian M. B. Cooper put it, ‘In his desperation, Izvolsky had resorted to blackmail to save his position.’[footnoteRef:25] [25:  M. B. Cooper, ‘British Policy in the Balkans, 1908-9,’ 268.] 

To an extent, this strategy worked. Grey’s ears seemed to perk up at the suggestion that the Entente might be damaged, and he worked closely with the Cabinet in the next few days to try add the Straits issue to the agenda of a future conference. But the Cabinet was not impressed. A majority were in agreement that a revision of the Straits at this time was ‘inopportune’, and they recommended caution.[footnoteRef:26] Izvolsky compromised, and a new form of phrasing was arrived at. His updated suggestion was that in a war between Russia and any other power, Turkey would give equal rights to the belligerents in the Black Sea. Grey pressed this upon the Cabinet, claiming on 13 October that this compromise ‘would save Izvolsky’s position, and possibly also our entente.’ Izvolsky was bid farewell in possession of a new memo to present to the Tsar, which read: [26:  Langer, ‘Russia, the Straits Question, and the European Powers, 1904-8,’ 79-81.] 

Feeling in England has very much resented the action of Austria; it would be greatly disappointed if Russia after protesting against Austrian action, apparently used the occasion to secure an advantage for herself which had any appearance of prejudice to the position of Turkey, or altered the status quo to the advantage of others. If, on the other hand, there is cordial co-operation between Russia and England to overcome present difficulties on disinterested lines, the good effect on public opinion here would be very marked and would predispose it to a change about the Straits in a sense favourable to Russia.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Quoted in Cooper, ‘British Policy in the Balkans, 1908-9,’ 369.] 

A private letter accompanied this memo, wherein Grey admitted that the resolution of the Straits question was of paramount importance for the stability of Anglo-Russian relations. Grey also penned a letter to the Tsar, praising Izvolsky’s role in the discussions, in a bid to bolster the Russian Foreign Minister’s diminished prestige back home. For Hardinge, the Permanent Undersecretary of the Foreign Office, the outcome of these meetings with Izvolsky was the frustration of Austria’s disruptive schemes:
... the object of Aehrenthal has been to destroy, at the instigation of Germany, the position of England at Constantinople, and at the same time to nullify the entente with Russia by raising the question of the Treaty. I am thankful to say, however, that we have managed to steer clear of that rock, and have come to a satisfactory agreement with the Russians on the question of the Straits, whenever a suitable moment shall arise for raising that question.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  See Ibid, 369-370.] 

By the time Izvolsky left London to return to Paris then, the Straits question had essentially been put on ice. The last hope was that Turkey could be persuaded to agree to a revision of the Straits question in bilateral negotiations, though this was surely unlikely. Perhaps, if Russia promised to support Turkey against Austrian moves in Bosnia, the Turks would give a promise to rectify the Straits question in return. Even this was unlikely to move the Young Turk regime, which was waiting to see which way the wind would blow. Believing a conference on the Straits unlikely, there was no need for Turkish ambassadors to meet Russia halfway. Indeed, the Turkish ambassador admitted as much to Grey shortly after Izvolsky’s departure. Constantinople would adhere to international law on the Straits question, it was said, and only through negotiation of all the signees to the 1878 Treaty would this be changed. Now the true extent of Izvolsky’s failure was made clear. Not only had he been unable to gain support for a revision of the Straits but, under his watch and with his apparent assent, Austria had expanded its writ into the Balkans, at the expense of Serb and Slav interests dear to the Russian public and government.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Langer, ‘Russia, the Straits Question, and the European Powers, 1904-8,’ 82-83.] 

On 28 October 1908, Izvolsky returned to St Petersburg. There he offered the Tsar his resignation, which was refused. Izvolsky was not enthusiastic about his professional prospects, and to compensate, he laid the full blame for what had transpired at Aehrenthal’s door. The nefarious Austrian had tricked him, betrayed him, and misrepresented him. He could rely on a groundswell of Russian hostility to Vienna, which might be sufficient to mask his own responsibility for the fiasco. Whether or not he had assented to the immediate annexation of Bosnia Herzegovina, Izvolsky ought to have known that even the tentative bargain of Bosnia in exchange for the Straits was likely to inflame Russian feeling – a fact which Russian Premier Stolypin, more in tune with these sentiments, repeatedly made plain. It seems Izvolsky disagreed with his colleagues about the Pan Slav issue, and saw more value in the Straits, while they were of the opposite view. Izvolsky thus neglected to divulge his plans to the Russian government, including only the Tsar and other minor officials in his scheme, which soon got out and set his colleagues against him. The Tsar was now convinced that any adjustment of the Straits could only be achieved in the future, perhaps when Anglo-French optimism about the Young Turks died down. The Kaiser, always eager to make positive gestures towards Russia when they cost him nothing, signalled his willingness to assent to the readjustment of the Straits, but nothing concrete was made of this overture.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Ibid, 83-84.] 

Izvolsky was depressed and dejected after the full extent of Aehrenthal’s act became clear. The loss of Bosnia Herzegovina to Austrian duplicity was one strike against him, but Izvolsky had also failed to appreciate the change in British policy towards the Ottoman Empire, in light of the Young Turk revolt. The new regime in Constantinople was led by an Anglophile Vizier, and the British ambassador was given a triumphant reception through the city once he arrived. Indeed, as the historian M. B. Cooper noted, the Young Turk revolution ‘was greeted in England with nearly as much enthusiasm as in Turkey.’ Under these circumstances, any change to the Straits question was impossible. British desires to appease the new Turk regime was made clear in the abandonment of reforms in Macedonia, a five-year Anglo-Russian project which one British official referred to as a ‘mill-stone round our neck,’ which the Foreign Office was ‘enchanted’ to be rid of.[footnoteRef:31] This opportunity to sway Constantinople into the Entente was short-lived; indeed, subsequent events would place the Turks by virtue of strategic necessity on the side of the Central Powers.  [31:  M. B. Cooper, ‘British Policy in the Balkans, 1908-9,’ 363.] 

At this point in late 1908 though, it seemed possible that Britain could reassert its influence in diplomatic and economic terms, undercutting the Germans in particular who had begun construction of the Berlin to Bagdad railway in 1903. Political considerations also played a role. The British Cabinet knew that the recent Convention with Russia was unpopular. If London consented to another pro-Russian policy, such as the revision of the Straits, it would outrage these sentiments, and potentially divide the Cabinet. The best way to both keep Russia on Britain’s side and court the new Turkish regime was to push the Straits question far below the surface. Fortunately for London, at this point, the Tsar was less concerned with the Straits and more inflamed at the Slav issue which Izvolsky’s carelessness had just provoked.[footnoteRef:32] Grey evidently had some sympathy for Izvolsky’s predicament, yet even in his efforts towards damage control there was only so much he could do.  [32:  Ibid, 364-365.] 

If it is not yet clear though, Izvolsky was not the dupe he later claimed to be. Certainly, Izvolsky had been outmanoeuvred. Aehrenthal had utilised the older, more opaque methods of diplomacy, where secretive agreements were hammered out in small meetings. This aided Izvolsky’s claim that he was the true victim of the slippery Austrian villain, since the contents of the six-hour meeting between them at Buchlau were never comprehensively divulged. But Izvolsky had arguably as great a role to play as Aehrenthal. The Russian Foreign Minister had arranged a quid pro quo; he had given his assent to the annexation in return for Vienna’s support on the Straits. Whether through naivety or ignorance, he had committed himself. 
In this he committed a double error – not only was Britain unwilling to consider this question while the Young Turks established themselves, but Russian public opinion was unwilling to sell out the Serbs and their Slav interests. As Christopher Clark put the situation: ‘The evidence suggests that the crisis took the course that it did because Izvolsky lied in the most extravagant fashion in order to save his job and reputation.’[footnoteRef:33] To an extent, this exercise of constructing himself as Aehrenthal’s dupe was effective – it appears to have persuaded much of the French and British diplomatic corps. Indeed, by mid-November 1908, Edward Goschen, British ambassador to Berlin, recorded a conversation he had had with the Prince von Bulow, the German Chancellor. According to Goschen, Bulow wished to put the record straight on Izvolsky’s true role: [33:  Clark, Sleepwalkers, p. 86.] 

He was speaking of the fury of Izvolsky against Aehrenthal in the matter of the announcement of the annexation. He said that Izvolsky had raged about it and said that he was a lost man, and dishonoured in the eyes of his countrymen by Aehrenthal’s underhand proceedings etc. – but that as a matter of fact Izvolsky knew at Buchlau all there was to be known about the annexation except perhaps the exact date… All this I have heard before, but what Prince Bulow then said to me is quite new. He said that his own impression was that Izvolsky himself has set the annexation ball rolling; that in talking over Balkan matters at Buchlau with Aehrenthal he had asked for the support of Austria-Hungary in the Dardanelles question, and had stated that in return for that support the Russian government would raise no objection should Aehrenthal care to put the project of annexation, which had been given so much prominence in the Austrian press, into immediate execution. Whence Prince Bulow fished this theory, or whether he really believes it, I haven’t the least idea.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Sir Edward Goschen to Sir Edward Grey, 13 Nov 1908 in G. P. Gooch and Harold Temperley eds British Documents on the Origins of the War 1898-1914, vol. VI (London, 1930), pp. 217-218.] 

This was far closer to the truth than Goschen realised, but there was evidently a tendency by this point to believe the worst about Austria’s actions. By their act in Bosnia – whether approved by Russia or not – Vienna had violated the 1878 Treaty of Berlin. Such disruptions in the status quo in the Balkans suggested a new period of instability. Indeed, the Austrian violation was not the only such act against the 1878 Treaty. The day before the annexation was learned of, on 6 October Europe was greeted with the news that Bulgaria had declared its independence from the Ottoman Empire. Bulgaria’s status as an autonomous province of the Empire had been assured in 1878, but now Sofia was apparently striking while the moment was ripe, and Constantinople was coming to terms with the Young Turk regime. Fascinatingly though, Bulgaria’s declaration did not come from nowhere. In fact, a month before, Prince Ferdinand paid a visit to Budapest, where he spoke at length with Aehrenthal. In late September, Aehrenthal provided an account of these conversations to the Austrian Foreign Office, which make for striking reading. Explaining to the Bulgarian Prince that Austria and Russia were interested in the maintenance of the status quo in the Balkans and regards Turkey, Aehrenthal then said:
On the one hand the Principality should not pursue a policy of adventure which could not obtain the support of the Powers; on the other hand, regard should be had for the fact that Bulgaria should not neglect an opportunity which was perhaps favourable to realise her legitimate wishes and allow to pass unused the superiority which the Principality enjoyed in the Balkans by virtue of its army, so long as it could be maintained at its present strength.
We will note that Aehrenthal made no explicit mention of independence here, but in subsequent conversations with Tschirschky, the German ambassador, he made it clear this declaration was what he expected. His language above would certainly have been encouraging for Bulgarian nationalists. More interesting still was Aehrenthal’s claim that Austria ‘needed the Bulgarians.’ Bulgaria was not needed to serve as a distraction per se, but to serve as another violator of the 1878 Treaty, so that Austria would not stand alone on the other side of international law. There is no doubt that Aehrenthal’s fingerprints were all over the Bulgarian declaration. He admitted as much to the Kaiser in November, who was informed that ‘Prince Ferdinand had been given to understand in Budapest that Austria-Hungary would do nothing against a proclamation of independence by Bulgaria.’[footnoteRef:35]  [35:  Schmitt, ‘The Bosnian Annexation Crisis (I),’ 332-333.] 

As he had done against Sergi Witte in St Petersburg, here Aehrenthal brought his scheming to new levels. It was in some respects a play out of Bismarck’s book, but it followed the logic that in international relations, rather than a single fait accompli, it was always better to have two. The Bulgarian announcement troubled the Entente courts, who were constrained by the desire not to offend the Turks. Aehrenthal had anticipated this possibility, and secured his Ottoman flank by relinquishing Austria’s rights in the Sanjak of Novi Pazar as compensation for Bosnia Herzegovina. It was left to Europe to imagine what role Aehrenthal had played in Bulgarian independence, but it only added to the tense atmosphere. Thus the Bulgarian act became blended with the annexation, insulating Aehrenthal from facing the full fury of Europe or Russia alone. However, in one noteworthy quarter, the fury directed towards Austria for the annexation was entirely unprecedented. 
We will recall how earlier in the episode, Austria lost its influence in Serbia following the 1903 palace coup and subsequent hostile trade policies. With the annexation, Austria became the archvillain of Serbian imagination. Upon learning of the annexation more than 20,000 people gathered in Belgrade for anti-Austrian rally. ‘We will struggle until we are victorious,’ roared one Serbian politician, ‘but even if we are defeated, we will be defeated knowing that we gave our greatest effort, and that we have the respect not only of all Serbs but also of the whole Slavic race.’ Nikola Pasic, later the Serb Prime Minister by the outbreak of war, spoke fervently of the need to prepare for a war of liberation if the annexation could not be reversed. Still more inflammatory language poured from a speech delivered by the Crown Prince: ‘I am extremely proud to be a soldier and I would be proud to be the one who leads you, the Serbian people, in this desperate struggle for life and death, for our nation and our honour.’ According to the logic of Pan Slavism, Bosnia was the heartland of the Greater Serb Kingdom, a future which Vienna had unilaterally blocked.[footnoteRef:36] The wave of outrage was severe, shocking even Russian observers. The Serb press went into overdrive, and in this febrile atmosphere, Serbian nationalists took matters into their hands by joining new organisations such as the Serbian National Defence, recruiting thousands and establishing committees in more than two thousands towns. It was from one of the offshoots of this organisation that the plot to kill the Archduke would later be concocted.[footnoteRef:37] Raising the stakes, Belgrade called up 120,000 reservists, raised substantial war credits in parliament, and issued a note of protest to the European powers, a note which Austria refused to formally accept.[footnoteRef:38] This struck Grey in particular as needlessly provocative; the lonely game of preserving the peace was made that much harder by the impossible demands of this small state, which would soon have to bow to the inevitable either way. As he wrote to the Russian ambassador to London in late October 1908: [36:  Clark, Sleepwalkers, pp. 34-35.]  [37:  Ibid, p. 35.]  [38:  Schmitt, ‘The Bosnian Annexation Crisis (II),’ 660.] 

I have not, myself, much sympathy with the clamour of Servia and Montenegro for territorial compensation. If they are afraid of the Austrian advance, they had better sit still, put their own houses in order, make friends with Turkey, and hope that she will get strong under the new regime. But I do not want to cold-shoulder Izvolsky on the Servian question, if the Russians are keen about it, and I will do my best to support him. For the moment, I am taking the line that we must first see how the difficulties of Austria with Turkey, and Bulgaria with Turkey can be got over; and that when that bit, which is the larger half of the road, is accomplished, we can go into what remains. It will, however, be useful to me to know how far Izvolsky means to go in support of Servia, if he has definite ideas on the subject and if you can ascertain what they are.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Quoted in Cooper, ‘British Policy in the Balkans, 1908-9,’ 270-271, footnote 47.] 

Importantly, Russia and Serbia also refused to accept the annexation or Bulgarian independence. The previous balance of power in the Balkans had assumed Serbia allied to Austria, and Bulgaria to Russia, but the events of October 1908 transformed this situation. With consequences that would be felt right up to 1914, Bulgaria was now actively courted by the Central Powers, while Serbia glimpsed the first signs of Russian support which were to characterise the July Crisis. When tracing the breakdown in relations that preceded the First World War, the Bosnian Annexation Crisis stands out as a striking departure from old norms. Vienna had shattered – with or without Izvolsky’s approval – the 1897 arrangement between Austria and Russia aimed at maintaining the status quo in the Balkans. Similarly, Russia had identified herself as willing to resurrect the Eastern Question, rooted in the Straits. The headaches this caused in London, having just attempted a rapprochement with St Petersburg, were legion and severe. 
Further complications followed. A Turkish boycott of Austrian goods developed organically in Constantinople in the weeks immediately following the annexation. Aehrenthal may have leveraged Vienna’s fleet to apply pressure, yet to his irritation, and the outrage of the Austrian press, a formidable British fleet was then in Aegean Sea. This fleet was actually in place to coerce the Greeks into silence; London had been disturbed at news of Cretan intentions to proclaim their unification with Athens, in support of Bulgaria. To hold back the dam which threatened to drown the Ottoman Empire entirely, Crete was kept under Turkish control, for now. In one significant sense, Izvolsky did act with decisiveness. To placate the Turks, who were demanding compensation for Bulgarian independence, Russia arranged to forward the necessary sum to the Bulgarians at a favourable rate, while the indemnities Turkey was still paying from the 1878 war were nearly halved. Bulgarian independence thus became a fact of Europe, and the region slid permanently from Turkey’s orbit, to become a new battleground of Austro-Russian diplomacy.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Ibid, 271-272.] 

As winter approached, Izvolsky continued to wave the flag for the conference, where Serbia could be compensated and the Straits issue potentially revisited. This latter point was dispensed with right away through conversations with Sir Edward Grey, who again intimated that the time was not right for such negotiations. Yet even on the Serbian point, Izvolsky faced immense obstacles in acquiring any compensation at all. Since the compensation could only conceivably from either Austria or the Ottomans, the demand was likely to cause more problems than it solved. The Kaiser had also signalled his determination to stand by Vienna however the crisis progressed, though this did not mean he was content with how matters had developed up to now. He seemed particularly bitter about the timing of the Austrian annexation, as he confessed to Chancellor Bulow in early October:
That we shall do nothing against the annexation is evident. But I am personally most deeply wounded in my feelings as an ally that I was not previously taken in the least into the confidence of His Majesty [Francis Joseph] …Thus I am the last of all in Europe to learn something. That is nice thanks for our help in the question of the Sanjak railway.... The lying Ferdinand [of Bulgaria] and the worthy old Emperor appear together on the stage in Bengal lights as spoliators of Turkey… Considered from the Turkish standpoint, the situation presents itself that after I have pursued a friendly policy for 20 years, my best ally is the first to give the signal for the partition of European Turkey. An agreeable situation for us in Constantinople. If the Sultan in his necessity declares war and unrolls in Constantinople the green flag of a holy war, I would not much blame him and it would be a sound move against the Christians of the Balkans – treacherous criminals.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Schmitt, ‘The Bosnian Annexation Crisis (II),’ 655-656.] 

Although initially irritated, Wilhelm did come around to the ‘necessity’ of the annexation, and he committed Germany’s whole support to Vienna following conversations with his Cabinet. Importantly, Berlin proclaimed its unwillingness to discuss any aspect of the annexation in a future conference, rendering that practice pointless. If Bulgaria and Austria had both compensated the Ottomans, what was left to discuss? Serbia? There was hardly sufficient support in Europe for Serbian interests at this point. Only Russia seemed intent on pressing for Serbian compensation, but just how much of this was Izvolsky compensating for his faux pas, and the resulting guilt the Tsar felt for allowing his man to speak out of turn? Aehrenthal continued to pile on the pressure. He had been strengthened in his tenacity by German assurances, and he went after Izvolsky, threatening to publish the seven point plan and other incriminating materials which the Russian Foreign Minister had sent to him before their meeting. Izvolsky was granted a kind of reprieve when these old treaties and others were leaked in late November. Among these documents was a secret one from 1878, which had permitted Austria to annex the territories at a time of its choosing. Since Tsar Alexander III and Prince Gorchakov were then in power, and since no one could doubt their Pan Slav credentials, Izvolsky could argue that his policy had only followed that of his noble predecessors, but still, these exchanges testified to Russia’s limited options.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Bernadotte E. Schmitt, ‘The Bosnian Annexation Crisis (III),’ Slavonic and East European Review, 10, 28 (Jun., 1931), 161-171; 169-170.] 

Aehrenthal was now confident that Russia would not escalate the crisis into a war. Its Serbian ally had been snubbed, but Izvolsky’s powerlessness dawned on him, particularly when the Kaiser signalled his eagerness to mediate, and the French reciprocated by committing to restrain Russia. Here was the alliance system working for the peace of Europe, even if to Izvolsky, it looked very much like Entente capitulation to the Central Powers. Izvolsky proved unable to develop any provisional agenda which would inform the proposed conference, hampering this initiative. Aehrenthal continued to drive a hard bargain; the only saving grace for Russia might have been to use the ongoing Austro-Turkish hostility as a tool for approaching Britain. But when this also proved ineffective, and further exchanges of notes made no headway, the Tsar wrote directly to Emperor Franz Josef in late December:
It is certainly not my business to judge whether the policy of your Foreign Minister has procured for your Empire advantages in proportion to the troubles which it has called forth. But I have to ask myself whether this policy will stop with the perturbations which it has already caused, or whether, indeed, we are on the eve of complications still more dangerous for the general peace.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Quoted in Schmitt, ‘The Bosnian Annexation Crisis (V),’ Slavonic and East European Review, 10, 30 (Apr., 1932), 641-657; 650.] 

Franz Josef was undeterred. Aehrenthal, he maintained, had acted with his blessing and on his authority as Foreign Minister of Austria. By now the aged emperor had also been informed of notes testifying to Russia’s unwillingness to make the crisis into a war. The Germans had also communicated directly with Russia, facilitating another letter which the Tsar wrote for the Kaiser’s benefit on 19 December, which read:
In my opinion the only danger of the whole political situation lies in this: will there or will there not be war between Austria and Serbia? According to our information this real danger exists, Baron Aehrenthal, the mischief-maker, is the only man responsible for all that has happened. If Austria attacked any of those small countries, you can well imagine the terrible difficulty of my position, having to battle between the voice of my conscience and the heated-up passion of my people. To avoid such a calamity you can be of great help to me. I appeal to our old friendship; if you can make them understand at Vienna that a war down there is a danger to the peace of Europe – then war will be avoided!  Excuse the frankness and warmth of these lines, but as a true friend, I felt it my duty to expose to you my views and mv thoughts in these very serious days we are living through.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Quoted in Ibid, 652.] 

Wilhelm was irritated at by this approach. While in his reply he noted that ‘We were informed about Austria’s intentions even later than you,’ he insisted that once Austria had taken this step (the annexation) without previously consulting us, hesitation as to the course we had to follow was out of the question’ since Germany ‘could not side with her opponents.’ And Wilhelm continued with a more general attack on Russian policy:
It is the patent fact that for the last two years Russian policy has been gradually drawing away from us more and more; evolving always closer towards a combination of Powers unfriendly to us. A triple entente between France, Russia and England is being talked of by the whole world as an accomplished fact. ... The tendency of Russian policy to lean on England and France was particularly noticeable in the present crisis. Your Government approached mine about the Bosnian question only after a programme for the intended Conference had been drawn up and agreed upon in London and Paris. Had Russia consulted us in the right time, matters wouldn't be in the awful muddle they are in now, nor in such a critical state. Under present circumstances, I don't quite see what I could do, except giving, counsels of moderation to both sides, which I have already done.
Wilhelm maintained that the Tsar’s views were ‘too pessimistic’ since ‘we, at any rate, have not the slightest doubt that Austria is not going to attack Serbia.’[footnoteRef:45] Yet, while Wilhelm insisted that he preached moderation to all who would listen, Austro-German military planning was by this point reaching a new level of cooperation. The justification for these conversations was the possibility of war between Austria and Serbia, whereupon Russian interference was anticipated. The striking extent to which this crisis mirrors that of 1914 is thus plain, even down to earlier examples of Willy Nicky telegrams. As in 1914, Aehrenthal now sought more concrete guarantees of German support, and these were quick in coming. In a letter to the German Chancellor, Aehrenthal stated that, ‘if, in the course of the next two months, the attitude of Serbia gave occasion for serious complaint, the moment will then arrive when we must come to a more decisive resolution.’ Aehrenthal asserted that ‘all our preparations for the event of a European conflict are made, as is known, on the basis of the Triple Alliance Treaty,’ and that he refused to believe that ‘in the event of a Russian attack on Austria-Hungary Italy would break her word and place herself on the side of our opponents.’  Aehrenthal concluded: [45:  Quoted in Ibid, 653.] 

I should like to express the opinion that it would perhaps not be superfluous; if in the course of the winter General von Moltke and General von Conrad could enter into a written exchange of views about such an eventuality which would take into consideration the supposition of Italian neutrality.[footnoteRef:46] [46:  See Ibid, 654.] 

The German government was pleased and impressed at Aehrenthal’s initiative. The belief began to spread that, based on Russian unpreparedness for war, a policy of firmness should be doggedly pressed at St Petersburg. Bearing in mind that Anglo-French and Franco-Russian officials had liaised several times on military cooperation by this point, these Austro-German measures were not unusual, though they were unprecedented for the Triple Alliance. For the first time, Conrad, the chief of staff, requested details on the extent of German support, and Moltke replied by intimating the outline of the Schlieffen Plan, which dictated a strike against France before righting Russia. Moltke then went further, writing on 21 January 1909 that:
It is to be anticipated that the moment may come when the patience of the Monarchy towards the Serbian provocations will come to an end. Then there will be hardly anything left for the Monarchy to do but to march into Serbia. I believe that only (erst) an Austrian invasion of Serbia could bring about an eventual active intervention of Russia. This would create the casus foederis for Germany. The joint military action which would then begin would-according to the statement of your Excellency rest on the basis that at first Austria can concentrate only 30 divisions in Galicia against Russia. At the same moment that Russia mobilises, Germany will also mobilise and will mobilise her entire army.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  See Ibid, 656.] 

This in fact was nothing less than a commitment to act as Germany did in 1914. This commitment, being set down some five and a half years before the July Crisis, should remind us of the extent of Austro-German military cooperation by this point. In another manner too, these expressions matched those of 1914; Germany was not willing to use the Bosnian Annexation Crisis to perpetrate a war, yet it was willing to provide its unconditional support to Austria in the event of war, and would not restrain her ally from a policy which might lead to war. This was not quite the blank cheque, but it may be seen as a dress rehearsal for it. In spring 1909, this support was put to immediate use. On 22 March 1909, Berlin declared that if the annexation was not accepted by Serbia and Russia, then Germany would withdraw and let matters take their course. This could only mean war. 
It was received in St Petersburg, which Izvolsky identified as an ultimatum and would surely result in war between Austria and Serbia if it were not accepted. Since the Russian Council had recently agreed on the impossibility of war at that time, they urged Izvolsky to accept the unacceptable, and capitulate to the German demands. Russia would have to urge Serbia to stand down, and swallow the annexation to avert a worse disaster. Interestingly, when a similar message was sent to London, though in less threatening language, Grey was recalcitrant. He refused to accept the annexation’s legality unless Serbia and Austria could peacefully resolve their differences. Yet, after perhaps realising the lonely, thankless plain he now inhabited, Grey did eventually relent, and agreed to accept the annexation after all. On 26 March he wrote to Paris, Rome, and St Petersburg that:
It appears to His Majesty's government that, in view of the general tenor of the note, it is hardly worthwhile to risk the cause of general peace by splitting hairs upon the interpretation to be placed upon certain words which in any case cannot make the note palatable to the Serbian government although no doubt they will accept it under the collective pressure of the Powers whatever its ultimate form may be.[footnoteRef:48] [48:  Quoted in Cooper, ‘British Policy in the Balkans, 1908-9,’ 275.] 

Finally, on 31 March 1909, Belgrade signalled its willingness to cooperate. The government had a difficult task ahead. The organisations were disarmed, the agitation calmed, and all mobilised soldiers were returned to the barracks. In other respects though, Serbia began to enjoy some benefits. Its status as Austria’s rival in the Balkans moved the Russians to deepen their cooperation with Belgrade. Nikolai Hartwig was sent to Belgrade to serve as Russia’s ambassador; his Pan Slav sympathies suggested that Serbia might be rejuvenated and its moral rebuilt in the coming years. French connections also increased, in the form of a huge loan which could modernise and expand the Serbian army, in preparation for the next crisis. Serbian Defence was also stripped of its insurrectionist elements, becoming a propaganda tool for Serb nationalists. The humiliations had a radicalising effect on these organisations. Negotiations proceeded between slighted senior members of Serbian Defence and Macedonian irridentists, and Union or Death was founded in March 1911. Union or Death, better known to posterity as the Black Hand, were to precipitate the July Crisis through their arrangement of the assassination.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Clark, Sleepwalkers, pp. 37-38.] 

It is thus possible to trace the events of July 1914 to these largely forgotten confrontations between the powers in the Bosnian Annexation Crisis. One could argue that the assassination was the final act of revenge for the annexation, though Europe did not see it that way. Bosnia, however, did remain a mixed blessing for Vienna. Although reforms were implemented, and improvements made, Habsburg occupied Bosnia was never going to be more attractive to irridentist Serbs than an independent South Slav kingdom. This was to prove doubly correct when the Balkan Wars greatly empowered the Serbs, leaving Austria chastened. But in 1909 it was the turn of the Central Powers to feel empowered, and in Aehrenthal’s case, just a little bit smug. From the Habsburg point of view, a lesson had also been learned about the value of coercive diplomacy backed by Germany. These Austro-German military conventions would continue, with Moltke and Conrad played central roles. When we consider why Austria acted as it did in 1914, we must bear in mind the context of these recent experiences, though they had not come cheaply. Mobilising against Serbia at the peak of the crisis, just before the capitulation was made known, cost Vienna half of its military budget for that year.[footnoteRef:50]  [50:  Samuel Williamson Jr., Austria-Hungary and the Origins of the First World War, pp. 71-72.] 

For Britain, the experience was thankless and bruising. The Central Powers had been victorious; Habsburg prestige had been rejuvenated and her power expanded into the Balkans, without a shot being fired. Entente solidary had proved a mirage, and the complex problems posed by keeping Turkey and Russia happy at the same time rendered Grey’s diplomacy less effective than it could have been. Grey nonetheless stands out as a truly honest broker during this crisis. His determination to acquire a mutually acceptable settlement through a conference may have irritated each of the powers in turn, but he was at least earnestly striving for peace. The Young Turk revolution had thrown a major spanner in the works of British assumptions, yet it may be said that Grey’s overly optimistic impressions of this new regime’s potential blinded him to the pitfalls of his policy. Nor could he reconcile the interests of Bulgaria, Austria, Russia and Turkey all at once. There was concern about the future of the Balkans, and the dispositions of its states if these altered the current balance between the two blocs. However, Grey’s undersecretary, Hardinge, offered an optimistic impression of the Entente’s future, with a focus on Russia’s inevitable recovery and power in the next few years:
By that time the position of Russia should be entirely changed, as we know confidentially that the Russian Government are determined never to be found unprepared again, or allow themselves to be exposed to such a rebuff as they experienced last February. They have now a very energetic Chief of Staff, and they are doing everything that is possible to make good the deficiencies that exist. It will take a year or so to put the Russian army on a really first-class footing. When that is done it will…be an army not to be despised, especially as it is the only army in Europe that has had real experience of modern warfare. I do not think that the position of Germany will then be a very enviable one – placed as she is between France and Russia – provided that we continue to build a fleet of the supremacy of which there can be no possible doubt.[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Quoted in Cooper, ‘British Policy in the Balkans, 1908-9,’ 278-279.] 

We might have assumed that in light of Russia’s unreadiness for war, Austria and Germany would now work to take advantage. Yet this did not occur. Such comparative inactivity may be explained by the three broad areas where Aehrenthal’s confrontation had damaged Vienna’s prospects. First, it had violated the old entente with Russia, aimed at preserving peace and the status quo in the Balkans. With this old agreement now obsolete, it was to be expected that Russia would intrigue for a new status quo in the Balkans which would benefit her. This she arguably did, with the orchestration of the Balkan League in 1912. Second, and in relation to this, Serbia’s outrage at Austrian policy ensured that the border would never be quiet again. Henceforth, Austrian military strategy would have to contend with this simmering Slav kingdom, and Russia could be expected to support her. Third, and finally, the absorption of Bosnia Herzegovina exacerbated Vienna’s nationality problem; the Hungarians refused to countenance any expenditure, forcing Austria to once again foot the bill. It also left Hungarians anxious to avoid any further inclusion of Slav peoples, which would dilute their predominance in the Dual Monarchy. Such concerns were to present themselves with a new edge in 1914, in the person of Stefan Tisza.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  See Williamson Jr., Austria-Hungary and the Origins of the First World War, pp 72-73.] 

A further consequence may be seen in the Triple Entente itself. Although not a formal alliance, Aehrenthal’s actions forced the three partners to cooperate more closely, and Grey’s experience of attempting to solve Russia’s problems ingratiated London’s counsels to St Petersburg. For Russia itself, Izvolsky’s dismissal as Foreign Minister and his appointment as ambassador to France suggested that an old agitator of Austro-Russian conflict may yet have his day in the sun, if he could influence Paris to stand up to the Central Powers in the future. In Izvolsky’s place as Foreign Minister was Sergei Sazonov, a student of these humiliations – with more to come – and determined to right the wrongs of the wretched Habsburgs. In short, the Bosnian crisis did not merely establish patterns of behaviour and precedents which were to be repeated, it also planted the seeds of future conflict, in the minds of embittered statesmen, in the hearts of revanchist revolutionaries, and in the estimates of the General Staffs. Perhaps, Germany had gone too far in its support of Vienna? ‘Do not repeat the Bosnian affair,’ were the words Bulow imparted to his successor as Chancellor of Germany. Yet it is to be regretted that Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg failed to heed this advice.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Cooper, ‘British Policy in the Balkans, 1908-9,’ 279.] 




