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The Fall of Lloyd George and The Tory War  
Since Lloyd George had vigorously opposed the British Empire's crushing of the Dutch 

settler republics in South Africa's Second Boer War, most historians suppose that his opposition to 

the much more dreadful War of 1914-15 was a foregone conclusion.  But a closer study suggests 

otherwise.  The Boer War was a Tory war, and one on which the Liberal Party was badly split.  In 

the 1890s, Lloyd George was a new MP and gained national fame by his unpopular opposition to a 

war that went badly.  But he was not inherently a foe of either war or empire.  Though there were 

always some Britons who disliked the Empire as such, he was not one of them. He asserted Welsh 

interests, but he also felt that Wales close to the core of the British Empire was much preferable to 

what Wales alone might have been. 

Between the 1890s and the 1900s, Lloyd George passed from protest to power.  For as long 

as he was in government and a rising star, he had gone along with the small clique within the 

governing Liberal Party that saw Germany as an emerging foe that must be put down as soon as 

possible.  In his memoirs, he mentions how he had been increasingly influenced by Winston 

Churchill.  Churchill had participated in the war against the Boers, but had worked very smoothly as 

Lloyd George's deputy at the Board of Trade.  They then both ascended the ranks of cabinet posts, 

with Lloyd George becoming Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1908 and Churchill First Lord of the 

Admiralty in 1911. 

History was perhaps changed by the Marconi Scandal of 1912.  Long after the event, Lloyd 

George was willing to admit that he had been more than a little corrupt, buying shares in US 

Marconi while being aware of planned government purchases of equipment from British Marconi.  

He and his ministerial co-conspirators had covered this in the initial questioning in Parliament with 

the statement that they owned no shares in 'the company'.  This was technically truthful, yet highly 

misleading.  It was well known that shares in the two Marconi companies rose and fell together – 

that they truly represented a single set of financial and commercial interests. 

As it happened, someone unknown noticed the ambiguity and tipped off the Chesterton 

brothers, already sworn foes of Lloyd George.  They immediately brought it to public attention it in 

their magazine The Eye-Witness.  It was taken up in the House of Commons, with Tory back-

benchers demanding that Lloyd George and the other ministers clarify the matter.  Unable to deny 

owning shares in the other Marconi, and no longer supported by Prime Minister Asquith, Lloyd 

George was forced to resign from his high office as Chancellor of the Exchequer.  He spent most of 

the next two years nursing his grievances on the back benches.   

At the time, most people saw this as the end of his political career.  In fact it was just the 

beginning.  Out of the squalor came deeds for which we must all be enormously grateful.  The 

world would soon learn that there are much worse sins than corrupt dealings which did small harm 
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to anyone.  

In a closely guarded document that was held in trust by a relative and published after his 

death, Lloyd George admitted his Marconi guilt, but said "I took a little money, at no great cost to 

anyone, because Marconi really was the best choice.  The other side were determined to kill off 

most of our best young men in an unending deadlocked conflict, for the sake of vanity and a delight 

in war."  And he added "had I tried putting things like that at the time, I should have destroyed my 

standing and done no good for anyone.  Which is why I used the meaningless phrase 'broadly 

innocent' at the time.  I kept myself in being as a political force if I were ever needed again.  Which 

of course I was, though unexpectedly, for I had not foreseen Britain getting involved in another big 

war." 

Having passed from protest to power in the 1900s, Lloyd George's loss of power made it 

logical for him to pass back to protest, if he could find a good issue.  He was sensibly cautious 

about it, sticking to minor issues in the immediate aftermath of his fall.  On the issue of a possible 

European war, he was initially cautious, not wishing to be seen as spoiling the British government's 

apparent attempts to broker a deal. 

The crisis of 1914 began with a Serbian extremist assassinating the heir to the Austro-

Hungarian throne in Sarajevo, capital of the province of Bosnia-Herzegovina.  Austria-Hungary had 

taken control of the ethnically-mixed territory from the Ottoman Empire and later annexed it, but 

Serbs claimed it as part of their homeland.  This was of no great concern to Britain, but when 

Austria-Hungary demanded the right to participate in a Serbian investigation as to whether 

members of the Serbian intelligence service had been involved in the assassination, this proved a 

sticking point. 

The notion of such an involvement was far from ridiculous.  The Serbian intelligence 

service was dominated by a secret organisation called Unification or Death – also known as the 

Black Hand, though it was profoundly different from various criminal or anarchist organisations 

that also used the name.  Unification or Death was a faction at the core of Serbia's military-political 

establishment.  Serbia during the 19th century had freed itself from the Ottoman Empire by hard 

struggle and without much outside help.  It had also acquired two rival royal dynasties in the 

process.  In the May Coup of 1903, the dynasty then in power was violently overthrown, with the 

King, Queen and Prime Minister all assassinated, along with two of the Queen's brothers.  This 

ended the Obrenović dynasty, which had been ready to co-exist with Austria-Hungary.  It was 

replaced by the Karadjordjevic dynasty, whose founder had led the First Serbian Uprising and 

gained brief independence.  The founder of the Obrenović dynasty led the Second Serbian Uprising 

and achieved semi-independent status for the Principality of Serbia.  This was gradually raised to 

full independence and the status of a kingdom, with much territory added.  But the feud between the 

two dynasties (both home-grown) was never ended, with Karadjordjevic restored in 1842 and 

replaced again in 1858, as one consequence of the Crimean War. 

Now in 1903 the Karadjordjevic dynasty was back, hostile to Austria-Hungary and keen to 

complete the gathering-together of ethnic-Serb territory.  It gained much from the Balkan Wars, 

including territories claimed by Bulgaria and Albania.  A desire to complete the process by taking 

Bosnia and Herzegovina was natural enough, but the territory had a mixed population of Muslims, 

Orthodox Christians and Roman Catholics, with the latter two mostly identifying themselves as 

Serbs and Croats.  Orthodox Christians were the largest minority, but no more than 43%.  The 

territory had been part of the Ottoman Empire, but Austria-Hungary had gained control of it in 1878 

and had formally annexed it in 1908.  German support for Austria-Hungary persuaded Russia and 

Serbia to recognise this, but there was continuing Serb resentment. 

Colonel Dragutin Dimitrijevic had organised the murder of the Obrenović king in 1903, and 

in 1914 was both the leader of "Unification or Death" (Black Hand) and Chief of Serbian Military 

Intelligence.  There has always been a strong belief that he sent the assassins who killed Archduke 

Franz Ferdinand, heir to the throne and a man committed to raising the status of Serbs and other 

Slavonic groups within Austria-Hungary.  So it was entirely reasonable to ask that outsiders 
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investigate the matter.  Since the Serbian government had broadly the same aims as Dimitrijevic, it 

was sensible to doubt they would be willing to find him guilty.  (There have in fact been remarkably 

few cases of the intelligence services of any nation being punished for actions against foreign 

powers.) 

Serbia accepted many points of the Austria-Hungary demand after the assassination of their 

heir to the throne.  But they refused the key demand, they refused to let its intelligence service be 

quizzed by outsiders.  Austria-Hungary threatened war.  Tsarist Russia pledged itself to join such a 

war, if it happened.  This in turn brought in Germany with its commitment to Austria-Hungary and 

France with its alliance to Russia. 

Why was Germany committed to Austria-Hungary?  Germany had excellent reasons to 

suppose that the 1892 treaty between Republican France and Tsarist Russia was aimed at them.  It 

was a tie-up between the most progressive and least progressive large states in Europe, an alliance 

that made no sense unless the aim was to weaken Germany, allowing France to recover Alsace-

Loraine and Russia to advance through the Balkans and take Constantinople, spiritual home of 

Orthodox Christianity.  A cleverer and more cynical ruler of Germany might have been ready to 

stay friends with Tsarist Russia by allowing a carve-up of Austria-Hungary, former rival to Prussia 

in the unification of Germany.  Might have stood aside while Russia took Constantinople, on the 

understanding that Russia would support Germany against France.  But the actual choice of 

Germany under Emperor Wilhelm the Second was to back Austria-Hungary and to seek to preserve 

the remains of the Ottoman Empire as a state that the world's Muslims could look to.  And indeed 

the Ottoman Empire had turned a corner and begun to modernise under the Young Turks.  These 

had mutinied in 1908 and forced the Sultan to give them effective political power, replacing that 

Sultan with his brother the following year. 

But why did Britain join in?  For many years, there had been a growing view among the 

elite of the British Empire that Germany was the main immediate threat to British global hegemony.  

But this did not much concern ordinary Britons, who by the early 20th century had become 

sufficiently powerful to stop a war they disagreed with.  This explains the otherwise baffling 

ambiguity over Belgian neutrality when a wider war began to seem likely.   

It was known that there might be an issue if Germany attacked France via Belgium, since 

the British Empire had guaranteed Belgian neutrality in the 1839 Treaty of London.  But there was 

no definite statement by Britain as to whether or not Britain would see it as a cause for war.  The 

mysterious silence on the matter when a diplomatic settlement still seemed possible was later seen 

as highly significant.   

A definite statement that a march through Belgium would bring in Britain against Germany 

would probably have persuaded them to use some other plan, or perhaps avoid war completely.  The 

fact that it was all left vague until Germany was committed suggests that it was just a pretext. 

Whatever his private reasons, Asquith claimed that the invasion of Belgium obliged Britain 

to join the war.  He had some hopes of carrying his party with him.  But Lloyd George was firmly 

against, and from the back benches he decisively undermined him.  He ridiculed the idea that 

Belgium was worth it, at least if Germany merely passed through and did not seek to annex it.   

Lloyd George with a determined campaign of speeches gained much sympathy among 

ordinary Britons, and also in the Dominions.  People listened when he asked why on earth British 

lives should be risked helping France and Russia, traditional foes?  Taking the new German Empire 

to be Prussia writ large, Britain had not been seriously at war with Prussia since the War of the 

Austrian Succession in the first half of the 18th century.  And Prussia had been an enormously 

useful ally in the Seven Years War, which had given Britain both North America and India.  A key 

ally again in the Napoleonic Wars, with Blucher's Prussians saving the day and ending Napoleon's 

career at Waterloo.  Why suddenly were Britain's old friends being treated as a menace?  And 

should Britain really take a stand on Serbia's right to shield members of its intelligence services 

who had very possibly been the hidden hand behind a brutal regicide?  Killing a well-meaning 

Archduke whose declared intention was to raise the status of all Slavs including Serbs within the 
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Empire?  Hiding possible links with an assassin who had also shot dead the Archduke's decent and 

inoffensive wife? 

These arguments proved effective.  It was privately suggested to Asquith by some of his 

Liberal colleagues that it might be wise to give Lloyd George his old job back, just to shut him up.  

Whether this would have worked is one of history's unknowns: Asquith showed typical bad 

judgement by refusing to consider any such deal. 

In the end Asquith could not bring Britain into the war with the votes of his own party, 

which he then split, leading a rump into a coalition with the Tories.  Briefly he seemed to have 

triumphed, with a massive wave of patriotism as it became clear that the war was going to happen.   

 

The Marne and Tannenberg  
As leader of the majority anti-war faction of the Liberal Party, Lloyd George chose to avoid 

confrontation when the war actually began.  He left it to others, including Labour Party leaders Kier 

Hardy and Ramsey Macdonald speak against the war, as they would undoubtedly have done even if 

Lloyd George had been pro-war.  The case of Sir Roger Casement was different: it was later 

discovered that Lloyd George had helped and encouraged Casement in his efforts to remind the 

public of the appalling things that had been done in the Congo Free State under the authority of the 

Belgian king: natives having their hands cut off for failing to collect enough rubber to feed the 

colonial project.  The existence of a large anti-War British opposition prevented Casement from 

going into alliance with hard-line Irish Nationalists, which he had been considering. 

The war was initially popular, with hopes for a quick victory.  But then came the German 

breakthrough into France, stopped only by the horrific Battle of the Marne.  Britons were shocked 

by news of killing on a wholly new scale, with a quarter of a million casualties on each side.  

Britain's share was relatively light, 13,000 casualties including 1,700 dead.  But this was profoundly 

different from the colonial wars that the British public were used to – a mere 47 dead from the 

British-Egyptian force that secured the Sudan at the Battle of Omdurman, for instance.   

This was war of a new sort.  And it was gloomily predicted that a decisive result would cost 

the lives of vast numbers of young men, even if it ended with a British victory.  Nor did it seem 

glorious: some radical and anarchist magazines carried horrific pictures of young soldiers mutilated 

by modern weapons, which circulated illegally but widely.  Lloyd George was suspected of being 

behind this: but if so, he carried the secret to his grave.  Several people later came forward claiming 

to have been involved in this "Black Propaganda" operation, but none of them were very credible. 

On the eastern front, the Battle of Tannenberg had happened a few days earlier and had been 

less bloody than the Marne.  No more than 50,000 dead, though this was bigger than the size of 

entire armies in earlier wars.  But that had been a decisive Germany victory, and showed that 

British hopes for the effectiveness of the 'Russian Steamroller' had been exaggerated.  Suddenly 

there were fears that this might be a long and costly war. 

After Tannenberg in late August and the Marne in early September, Lloyd George decided 

that this was his moment.  He had kept very nearly silent during the first weeks of the war, saying 

that he devoutly hoped and prayed that the war would not be as bad as he feared.  But after the 

Marne, he came forward again, saying that the actual war had proved even worse.  Many Liberals 

followed him on this, calling it a "Tory War", even though it had been begun by a Liberal Prime 

Minister who was still leader of a wartime coalition. 

Lloyd George took the sensible line that peace would be acceptable if Germany and Austria-

Hungary would return to their own borders.  The war could indeed be over by Christmas, but only 

with a peace treaty that put things back the way they were in July 1914.  His predictions for an 

alternative were horrific, suggesting the war might last till 1917, 1918 or even 1919.  That it might 

end with many millions dead and millions more hardened and brutalised.  Historians have been 

reluctant to accept that a real war could have lasted so long or been so bloody.  But men who 
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experienced the horrific 'Trench Warfare' that happened after the Marne generally agree that it 

would have been dreadful.  That gains of even a few miles were very hard to achieve, so a decisive 

victory might have been almost impossible. 

Lloyd George also tackled the wider issues of the war.  If Germany was thinking of world 

domination, why had they not attacked Russia in 1905, when Britain would have approved?  And 

when many of the non-Russian subjects of the Empire might have seen it as a liberation?  He 

mocked the idea floated by a few polemicists for a US audience, that it was a war for democracy 

against German autocracy.  Voting in the British Isles had not included a majority of adult males 

until the 1880s.  It still excluded four in ten men, as well as all women and most of the non-white 

subjects of the Empire.  Germany had the same system as the USA and France, where all adult 

males could vote. 

Lloyd George was also shrewd enough to attack some of the absurd populist fears and 

undermine them by ridicule.  He said, "people speak of what a man would do if he saw a German or 

'Hun' trying to rape his sister.  Now I'm not a pacifist, if such a thing occurred I would have no 

scruples about using violence to defend her, including shoving a bayonet up the rapist's arse if the 

dispositions were convenient.  But then supposing that by one means or another I had seen the 

assailant off, should I then go rape the German's sister by way of compensation?  Surely not!" 

This neat little speech was the subject of many cartoons and a lot of vulgar jokes, but also 

the point got through.  Support for the war began to fade among ordinary Britons. 

October brought further bad news for the Allies.  Austria-Hungary defeated Serbia at the 

Battle of Drina, and by the end of October had captured the Serbian capital Belgrade.  This was 

followed by another bombshell – the publication in Britain of a number of alleged secret 

government documents in a small suffragette newspaper called the Women's Dreadnought.  These 

suggested that a clique of ministers in Britain's Liberal government had been plotting for years with 

France to fight a war very much like the one that was now happening.  Appalling if true, but was it 

true?  Several ministers and former ministers now opposed to the war insisted that they had known 

of no such agreements.  Lloyd George himself made a point of saying that it was entirely new to 

him, if indeed the documents were genuine.   

Then came the bombshell.  Viscount Haldane, who had followed Asquith into coalition 

when the Liberals split and had remained Lord Chancellor, suddenly resigned.  Moving quietly and 

decisively to a back-bench position intermediate between his former Liberal faction and that of 

Lloyd George, and with the eyes of the whole House and the entire nation upon him, he made the 

most important speech of his entire career.  Speaking calmly but with clear signs of sorrow and 

shame, he admitted that the published documents were totally accurate.  He had been Secretary of 

State for War – effectively Army Minister – during the years in question.  With many expressions 

of regret, he admitted that arrangements had indeed been made behind the backs of most of the 

cabinet.  He said also that he had never expected a war of the sort that was now emerging. 

Though Viscount Haldane's speech did not mention the death in a minor skirmish of his 

talented nephew J. B. S. Haldane, it was undoubtedly a factor.  One random shot by some unknown 

German soldier on a relatively quiet section of the Western Front might have been the second 

decisive moment in changing history, after the matter of the Marconi Scandal.  A German historian 

later unearthed a war diary in which a sniper called Remarque reported hitting a British lieutenant at 

about the right time and place, but this remains speculative.  The man himself was killed in action a 

few days later, so details could not be checked. 

Given private indications that Viscount Haldane had taken the death of his nephew very 

badly, it was suggested at the time that it had been Viscount Haldane who leaked the damaging 

document to the Women's Dreadnought.  He always denied this.  Most who knew him believed him.  

The Chesterton brothers called him "honest though monstrously mistaken", and asserted that Lloyd 

George was the "hidden hand" behind the leak of the documents.  This has never been either proved 

or disproved, though those who knew him did privately say that "dirty deals" were part of his 

approach to politics, including selling knighthoods and seats in the House of Lords.  (Of course this 
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was not just a way of raising cash: letting the system become so blatant had the long-term effect of 

making it look ridiculous, which may have been the intention.)   

Lloyd George himself insisted that he could not have leaked what he had never been told 

about.  (Had it been otherwise, it would have been hard for him to explain why he kept silent until 

out of office and remained silent until the opportune moment.)  Several individuals in a position to 

know later insisted that he was told.  He was undeniably involved in the ruinous "Dreadnaught 

Race", the wasteful production of vast warships that turned out to be of no real use for either war or 

peace. 

One person who undoubtedly knew the real identity of Hidden Hand was Sylvia Pankhurst, 

founder of the Women's Dreadnought and the leading spirit within it.  She had asserted at the time 

that she had received the documents through her letter-box with no indication of the source.  After 

her tragic death from typhoid in China during the Great Far Eastern War, her co-workers felt free to 

say that Sylvia Pankhurst had privately told them she'd been given them by "someone whom we can 

trust in this particular matter", but had refused to say more.  This is definitely consistent with Lloyd 

George, but not only with Lloyd George.  Every Liberal who had sided with Lloyd George against 

the war had an interest in the matter.  And Sylvia Pankhurst's surviving letters and unpublished 

papers cast no light on the matter –she probably never wrote down anything incriminating on this 

crucial matter. 

The question of who leaked and why is ultimately trivial.  What counted was strong 

evidence that Asquith had taken Britain into the war as part of secret and dirty Imperial politics 

aimed at ending Germany's legitimate success in World Trade.  That any supposed moral issue had 

been merely smokescreen for a plot that existed regardless of what Germany might do.  It was 

asserted – and much later confirmed to be true – that there had been secret treaties sharing out the 

expected plunder from a successful war.   

After all these disturbing revelations, the British public began to doubt whether this was a 

war they should be fighting.  There was a dramatic fall-off in volunteers.  Existing volunteers could 

not back out, but many who had previously been enthusiastic were now full of doubt.  And there 

were suspicious outbreaks of clumsiness and incompetence, with formations falling into disorder 

during simple manoeuvres and many recruits scoring no hits at all during rifle practice.  Also the 

"White Feather" campaign against men not in uniform died away, though not before several 

incidents of disorder when anti-war women joined in to support the men.  Sometimes there were 

vulgar suggestions as to where the war-mongering ladies might stick their feather.  Much more 

effective was the rival "bloody gloves" campaign, with women flinging white cotton gloves stained 

with red at known war supporters.  Mostly the red was red ink or beetroot juice, but a variety of 

substances were used, including menstrual blood and even the blood of war wounded sent home to 

recover.  In this matter also, the "hidden hand" of the devious and clever Lloyd George was 

suspected and accused, but never proven. 

 

The Christmas Truce and the Bryan Plan 
There was now a substantial anti-war movement, headed by Lloyd George and backed by 

the bulk of the Liberal Party.  Of course many, including Labour Party pioneer Keir Hardie, would 

have campaigned for peace regardless of anything Lloyd George might have done.  But most of the 

Labour Party was against him at the time.  Fellow anti-war campaigner Ramsey MacDonald was 

replaced as Labour leader by Arthur Henderson, who supported the war and was sounded out about 

the possibility of joining the coalition.  As he himself later said, he was strongly attracted by the 

possibility of becoming the first Labour cabinet minister.  But Haldane's revelations shook his 

confidence, as did the legitimation of anti-war feelings by the majority of Liberal MPs. 

During this October Crisis, US President Woodrow Wilson sent Secretary of State William 

J. Bryan to mediate, and to remind Europe of what he saw as strong similarities with the USA's own 

Civil War.  In Europe, the horrific casualties and frequent stalemates of America's Civil War had 
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previously been regarded as due to an inferior grasp military science in the New World.  It could 

not be denied that Prussia had won decisive victories over first Austria and then France with much 

the same technology, in the wars of 1866 and 1870.  France in its involvement in the Second Italian 

War of Independence in 1859 had not been as impressive as the Prussians, but France had won 

decisively after a series of battles against Austria spread across no more than four months.  That it 

had taken the US North more than four years to crush secessionists who comprised no more than a 

fifth of the white population was therefore seen as a sign of poor generalship, up until August 1914 

and briefly thereafter.  But now an even worse stalemate had happened in a clash between Europe's 

finest armies.  If it had taken more than four years to break the relatively weak Confederate States 

of American, how long would it take to defeat the mighty German Empire? 

That was his argument, yet each of the belligerent government agreed that peace would be 

desirable, but only if it were a 'peace with honour.  Yet honour for one side would be dishonour for 

another.  France could not easily end the war without gaining at least part of Alsace-Loraine, yet 

Germany would never consider giving up those territories (which in any case had largely accepted 

that they were part of Germany).  Austria-Hungary was determined to punish Serbia, but Serbia was 

disinclined to be punished and still claimed Bosnia-Herzegovina.  Russia had suffered huge losses 

and could not easily quit without visible gains. 

Faced with the complexities of Old Europe, where almost every power had been both an ally 

and an enemy of every other power across centuries of shared history, Bryan had the inspired idea 

of 'Shuttle Diplomacy'.  Rather than hoping to bring everyone to the negotiating table, he went on 

his own to the capitals of each power.  He persuaded each of them to tell him in confidence what 

terms they might settle for, with the assurance that no one else would be told.  From this he might 

come up with an acceptable solution. 

These novel tactics did not produce any immediate success.  Bryan learned that Germany 

was quite ready to withdraw to its pre-war borders, provided that Austria-Hungary's right to rule 

Bosnia-Herzegovina were guaranteed by all the Powers.  Asquith thought this unacceptable, as did 

Russia and France.  The Tsar and his ministers rightly feared a repeat of the 1905 Revolution if the 

war ended with nothing gained.  The French government feared the increased popularity and power 

for the Socialists, whose votes had risen from 10% in 1906 to 13% in 1910 and nearly 17% in 1914.  

Whereas a majority of the German Social-Democrats had voted for War Credits, the French 

Socialists were upholding the memory of their assassinated leader Jean Jaures, the only major 

leader to try to implement the Second International's program for an International General Strike to 

prevent a European war.  As well as this, neither Asquith nor his Tory allies wanted a peace that 

would leave Germany looking vastly stronger, even if they gained not an inch of new territory.  So 

for the time, efforts at peace came to a halt. 

Bryan remained optimistic and continued his efforts.  And it may well have been his 

intervention and advice that kept the Ottoman Empire out of the war.  There had been a secret 

Ottoman-German treaty in August, but the Sultan did not sign it, so it was not binding.  And there 

were sensible fears of communal warfare within the mutli-ethnic empire, had they joined the war.  

Armenian extremists were dreaming of joining a Russian invasion of the Ottoman Empire and 

taking a huge chunk of Eastern Anatolia as Greater Armenia – territories with a considerable 

majority of non-Armenian peoples who might have turned violent had these plans ever become a 

serious prospect. 

Britain also had an interest in the break-up of the Ottoman Empire, which they had 

previously protected against Russia.  British Imperial representatives were later shown to have been 

plotting with some minor aristocrats in Arabia, including a city called Kuwait that sat in the middle 

of some of the best oil fields.  Nor was it all squalid commerce: a man called T. E. Lawrence later 

wrote a highly popular novel about a character based on himself leading a dramatic Arab revolt 

against the Ottomans, claiming with some truth that such plans had been in the air.  East of Arabia, 

there was a covert ambition among some British Imperialists to take over the three Ottoman 

provinces that covered ancient Mesopotamia.  Mosul Province and Basra Province both had large 
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oil reserves, increasingly interesting after the British Navy switched from coal to oil.  And there was 

some historical-romantic interest in Baghdad Province, containing not just the famous ancient city 

of Baghdad but also the ruins of Babylon and Ur and perhaps some even older cities that had been 

the first cities made by man.  There were also some romantic notions that the Garden of Eden must 

have been somewhere in the area and could be acquired by the British Empire.  And on the other 

side there were Ottoman Turks who dreamed of a Greater Turkistan that would have included 

Turkic peoples in Central Asia, conquered by Tsarist Russia in the 19th century.  But with an early 

peace looking very possible, the dominant Young Turks decided to support the Sultan's preference 

to stay out of the war. 

Peace prospects seemingly receded in November, particularly with the limited Allied victory 

at the Battle of Ypres.  Still, the refusal of the Ottoman Empire to join in had a bigger effect than 

was realised at the time.  Russia had no particular grievance against Germany, but did have a long-

standing ambition to retake Constantinople for Orthodox Christianity.  This was an aim that Britain 

had repeatedly frustrated – the original 1870s "Jingoism" had been anti-Russian and was based on a 

popular song that specifically said "The Russians shall not have Constantinople".  But by the 1910s, 

with Germany now seen as the main threat to the British Empire, Britain's rulers were now covertly 

willing to allow it.  Yet with the Ottoman Empire stubbornly neutral, Russia saw no clear benefit 

beyond their long-standing ambition for greater influence among Slavs in the west.  And even this 

had gone drastically wrong, with their old ally Bulgaria repudiating them.  Had the war lasted 

longer, Bulgaria might even have joined Germany and Austria-Hungary to wage war against Serbia 

and recover ethnically mixed territory lost in the Second Balkan War. 

The start of December saw a brief rally for the Allied cause, with Serbia winning the Battle 

of Kolubara and regaining Belgrade.  But the cost of the war had been horrific, and many Serbs 

feared that they would lose their capital again in the long run.  And the Peace Movement in Britain 

kept growing.  The German government reacted intelligently, realising that this was their best hope 

for a peace that would nullify the alarming French-Russian Alliance that they had been facing since 

1892.  Plans for the shelling of British coastal cities by German warships were put on hold, as were 

vaguer and more speculative plans for an air raid on London by the famous Zeppelin air ships that 

had pioneered regular passenger air travel.  Later events in the Great Far Eastern War were to show 

that air bombardments behind the Front Line are fairly ineffective, serving mostly to enrage the 

victims and make them more likely to support whatever war that their government might be 

fighting. 

What happened next took everyone by surprise.  There was no official agreement to do 

anything different on Christmas, even though Christmas truces or a general habit of not fighting on 

Christmas day had been common in previous European wars.  Pope Benedict the 15th had called for 

such a truce, but had been largely ignored.  But through the week leading up to Christmas, parties of 

German and British soldiers began to exchange seasonal greetings and songs between their 

trenches; on occasion, the tension was reduced to the point that individuals would walk across to 

talk to their opposite numbers bearing gifts. On Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, many of them 

and even some French independently ventured into "no man's land", where they mingled, 

exchanging food and souvenirs. As well as joint burial ceremonies, several meetings ended in carol-

singing. Troops from both sides were even friendly enough to play games of soccer with one 

another. 

Popular histories mostly treat this as if it were the effective end of the Seven Months War in 

the West.  Yet it was not the end: fighting continued and many lives were pointlessly lost in the 

fighting between the Christmas Truce and the actual Armistice.  Had not peace been the policy of 

the greater part of the British Liberal Party and had not the USA been actively involved as a 

peacemaker, things might have gone otherwise.  The war might have continued with no further 

truces.  Still, news of the truces and the lack of hatred by the ordinary solider on the Front made a 

further impact on British public opinion. 

Bryan meanwhile had been spending Christmas visiting Norway and Sweden, which had 
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seemed odd, since neither country had joined the war or was likely to.  But he was quietly making 

himself familiar with the overlooked process whereby Norway had peacefully achieved its 

independence.  Norway had been unified with Denmark since mediaeval times, but during the final 

years of the Napoleonic Wars had been separated from Denmark and then persuaded to join a 

"personal union" with Sweden under the Swedish monarch, though without losing its own 

distinctive institutions.  Moves to re-assert Norway's separate status looked likely to lead to war, but 

in the end the Swedes agreed that Norway could go if it opted for independence in a referendum.  

This might have been a sticking point, since the Norwegians considered that their parliament had 

already validly voted them out, and merely asked the electorate to confirm this.  But support for 

Norwegian independence was overwhelming and the whole matter was resolved peacefully.  It left 

one anomaly: Swedish inventor Alfred Nobel, who had died in 1896, had wished his planned prizes 

to be jointly administered by Swedes and Norwegians.  This was resolved by the Peace Prize being 

given to a committee chosen by the Norwegian parliament, while various Swedish academic bodies 

controlled the other four.  And after nearly going to war over independence, Norway and Sweden 

have been good neighbours ever since. 

On the 3rd January 1915, Bryan came forward and proposed that the novel method of a 

popular vote or referendum be applied to the disputed territory of Bosnia- Herzegovina.  He further 

proposed that it be done for five separate subdivisions, which he had drawn up on plausible historic 

grounds.  Each of the five would each separately vote for union with Serbia or else continuing to be 

ruled by Austria-Hungary.  And once the vote was taken, the outcome would be final.  All of the 

powers of Europe would be pledged to uphold it. 

There was considerable doubt, of course.  Bryan insisted that that a right to secede by 

popular vote could not become the norm, and pointed out that the United States had denied it to the 

states that briefly formed the Confederacy, while Virginia and the pro-Confederate government of 

Tennessee had in turn had denied rights of sub-secession to West Virginia and East Tennessee.  

Britain was doubtful about conceding Home Rule to Ireland, while the Irish in turn were outraged at 

suggestions that the Unionist majority in the north-east of the island might go its own way.  Dozens 

of other such claims existed, and any promise to meet them would undoubtedly cause chaos.  Bryan 

agreed that "Territorial Integrity" for existing sovereign states must continue to trump "Self-

Determination", in almost all cases.  But peace without a final and unbreakable settlement of 

Bosnia-Herzegovina might not last long, so it must be an exception. 

It was quickly noted that three of Bryan's five subdivision would contain a clear Serbian 

majority.  This led to a sudden and hasty decision by the Tsar and a majority of his ministers to 

express support for Bryan's plan, assuming that it would enlarge Serbia and allow an increasingly 

costly and unsuccessful war to be presented as a limited victory.  And with the Ottoman Empire still 

stubbornly neutral, the main aim seemed beyond reach.  Serbia itself was more doubtful, but also 

hard-pressed and unwilling to antagonise Russia.  Meantime France suggested that a similar 

plebiscite be held for Alsace-Lorraine.  Then on 9th January, Germany and Austria-Hungary jointly 

proposed a cease fire on all fronts, while the possible peace was negotiated.  News of this at once 

leaked to the Western Front, and most actual fighting ceased.  On 13th January, Britain, France, 

Belgium, Russia and Serbia formally agreed to an immediate Cease Fire. 

The end of the shooting was met with considerable joy, but also some fear.  Could a viable 

peace actually be agreed, with the many outstanding issues still to settle? 

 

Peace Plans and the Problem of Bosnia 
The fighting had now stopped, but there was nothing to say it would not start again.  Troops 

were held where they were and told to improve their trenches in case the war began again.  Though 

reluctant and with many still remembering the brief Christmas Truce in some parts of the line, men 

on both sides still obeyed. 

Peace talks were immediately begun in neutral Copenhagen, but there were great 

https://gwydionmadawc.com/


Page 10 of 27, 10/08/2020, 10:29 AM How the Great War  Might Have Gone Otherwise 

From https://gwydionmadawc.com/ 

difficulties.  Germany had by now persuaded Austria-Hungary to accept the Bryan Plan for Bosnia-

Herzegovina, but flatly refused to include Alsace-Lorraine.  Russia and Serbia found this 

acceptable: France did not, and nor did initially did Britain.  Rather, the Asquith government did 

not, but many Tory back-benchers saw his stand as absurd.  The cost of the war had already gone 

way beyond any possible benefits, and there was no end in sight.  Some of these formed a body that 

they called the 1915 Committee, and let it be known that they saw merit in the Bryan Plan. 

Matters rapidly came to a head.  Lloyd George, now confirmed as Liberal Party leader, 

tabled a No Confidence motion and won it, with some of the Asquith Liberals abandoning their 

leader's cause and many Tories abstaining.  Sensibly, Lloyd George then formed a coalition with 

Tory leader Bonar Law as Prime Minister, but excluding all of the Asquith Liberals.  He justified 

this by saying that Tories were opponents, people he could work with in the national interests, but 

the Asquith Liberals were enemies and would remain so.  He successfully ended the political 

careers of most of them:  Winston Churchill managed eventually to re-join the Tories, his original 

party, but got nothing better than the minor post of Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster.  He took 

an unpopular stand on the Great Far Eastern War, resigning his seat and re-stood as an Independent 

in protest.  But he lost, and abandoned politics to concentrate on his other role as a popular war 

historian and occasional artist. 

Isolated, France had to accept a peace at the end of January 1915 that gave them no net 

gains, and made it look utterly unlikely that Alsace-Lorraine would ever be regained.  The wartime 

government fell, replaced by another including the Socialists and other opponents of the war.  This 

new government repudiated the treaties made with Britain and Russia and published their own 

versions of those secret agreements.  Meantime the British election of May 1915 was a triumph for 

Lloyd George, giving him a bigger Liberal majority than 1905, along with a considerable rise in 

voted for the new Labour Party.  Some Asquith Liberals retained their seats, but Lloyd George 

could and did govern without them, taking in the Labour Party as junior partners to secure himself 

from further splits. 

Meantime the consequences flowed swiftly.  The vote in Bosnia- Herzegovina had been 

fixed for June, but then the elderly Emperor Franz Joseph announced that he would be abdicating 

that autumn, letting his great-nephew Charles take over.  Charles had previously expressed no very 

definite views on Imperial politics, but now came out strongly in favour of the pro-Slav policies of 

his murdered uncle.  He was aided by Bryan, who unexpectedly resigned as US Secretary of State 

and allowed himself to be hired as an election agent for Austria-Hungary.  As he explained, it did 

not come naturally to a Protestant preacher from the world's largest republic to sing the praises of an 

ancient Catholic monarchy.  But he'd become aware how near the solid, sensible and Protestant 

Norwegians and Swedes had come to fighting each other over Norway's demand for independence, 

and remembered the USA's own Civil War.  So when he looked at the enormous complexity and 

intermingling of nationalities within the Austro-Hungarian Empire, he did not think any of them 

suitable for conversion into nation-states.  He made an exception for Poland, but Poland was at that 

time split three ways and could not be re-created without German, Austro-Hungarian and Russian 

agreement. 

With Bryan's introduction of American campaigning methods, and with a promise that it 

might in time evolve into a Danubian Federation, the Austro-Hungarian Empire persuaded a clear 

majority in all five divisions of Bosnia- Herzegovina to stay with them.  This and the Eight-Power 

Guarantee over Bosnia-Herzegovina meant that the dream of both 'Greater Serbia' and 'Yugoslavia' 

had ended for ever.  A new breed of politician gradually took over, concentrating on making the 

best of what they had. 

So ended the Seven Month War.  The name sprang up almost immediately, notwithstanding 

the fact that there were only 169 days between the Austro-Hungarian declaration of war on Serbia 

on 28th July 1914 and the armistice of 13th January 1915, less than half a year.  The war had 

undeniably extended across seven calendar months, July to January, even though most of the 

participants had not mobilised or declared war until early August. 
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After the event, many said that the Peace of January 1915 was almost inevitable once the 

war had become a deadlock.  Each side started with reasonable hopes of a clear clean victory at an 

acceptable cost.  But the hoped-for Russian Steamroller was defeated at Tannenberg and the 

German Schlieffen plan was derailed at the Battle of the Marne.  Yet the war had carried on after 

those events, with the 'Race to the Sea' culminating with the brutal stalemate of the Battle of Ypres 

in October / November.  It didn't end at Christmas, despite the fraternisation.  Perhaps without 

Lloyd George and the bulk of the British Liberals standing for peace, it would have carried on till 

one side or the other lost heart or crumbled into ruin. 

Nor would anyone at the time have ventured to say that this would be the last major 

European war, as it in fact has been.  There were fears of another geo-political earthquake in June, 

when a spontaneous revolt broke out in Russia, based on justified anger at a war that had been 

bungled and which now looked very much like a defeat.  Tsar Nicolas abdicated, and also declared 

that his haemophiliac son was too sick to succeed him.  He nominated his inoffensive brother, 

Grand Duke Michael Alexandrovich, as the new Tsar.  This surprising action seems to have been 

prompted by the advice of the Tsar's much-trusted "holy man", Father Grigori, also known as 

Rasputin.  A vulgar man but also a man who mixed freely with ordinary Russians, he had been 

against the war from the start. 

Wisely, the Duma accepted the idea of a Constitutional Monarchy rather than a Republic, 

and then embarked on a widespread program of land reform.  In this task they had the able 

assistance of former Tory Prime Minister Arthur Balfour, who had carried through a successful land 

reform in Ireland a few years earlier.  And also by Irish politician William O'Brien, a man of very 

different views and temperament, but who had successfully cooperated with Balfour to hammer out 

the compromise of the Wyndham Land (Purchase) Act 1903, resolving the long-standing land issue 

in Ireland.  They used the same successful formula in Russia: the government would pay the 

difference between the price offered by tenants and that demanded by landlords.  And William 

O'Brien was valuable as a man whose personality could transcend the lack of a common language 

and convince peasant leaders that this was an honest offer rather than some sort of trick.   

There was also no very substantial opposition to this sensibly balanced land reform.  It 

suited the Social-Revolutionary Party, whose main strength was rural and who got most of what 

they wanted and soon renamed themselves the Radical Labour Party.  The fragmented Social-

Democrats, representing most of the working class, might have given trouble.  But the most 

substantial Social-Democrat, Vladimir Lenin, endorsed it as part of the Marxist objective of 

building capitalism now and socialism later.  The vocal opposition of another Social-Democrat, a 

man called Leon Trotsky, may actually have helped the process by alienating moderates.  

Particularly when it was revealed that he wasn't actually "Trotsky", a solidly Slavonic name, but 

Lev Bronstein and the son of a prosperous Jewish farmer, with all of his Jewish relatives saying that 

the man was enormously clever and eloquent but also an over-ingenious fool and that the proposed 

deal was actually very fair and sensible.  The main point, however, was that in both Ireland and 

Russia the current generation of land-owners valued the land mostly as a source of money and were 

happy to get a secure income without the bother of managing anything. 

The following year, Irish Home Rule was secured at last, with the Ulster Unionists 

demoralised and the German Emperor no longer inclined to help them, as he had been in the Home 

Rule Crisis of 1912.  Great tact was shown by the new Irish Prime Minister John Redmond, who 

could also point to his firm support for the war and his history as the closest follower of Parnell, 

who had been both a Protestant and an Irish Nationalists.  The Unionists reluctantly accepted his 

right to rule, while resenting his closeness to the Ancient Order of Hibernians.  But there was 

nothing to say that Redmond would be Prime Minister for very long: he was challenged by William 

O'Brien's All-for-Ireland League, by the much more radical Sinn Fein, and by a small but growing 

Irish Labour Party under James Larkin and James Connolly.  Irish Labour won over many 

Protestant workers who felt betrayed by Ulster Unionism.  Politics basically moved on, with Home 

Rule Ireland as just another Dominion within the British Empire. 
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In the British Empire as a whole, not everyone welcomed the peace.  Since it had been a 

joint effort by the Lloyd George Liberals and the Tories, there was an opening on the right.  This 

was filled for a time by the Chesterton brothers and their National Distributionist Party, which 

insisted that the war had been winnable and talked darkly of Jewish plots against the British 

Empire.  They got a few MPs, and began to look more serious after the emergence of their notable 

cousin Arthur Chesterton as a plausible national leader, even a possible Prime Minister.  Still, there 

was always a lot of resistance to their message.  They were hampered by G K Chesterton's zeal as a 

convert to Roman Catholicism: there was at least as much anti-Catholic feeling as anti-Jewish 

feeling among most of the right-wing British circles they were appealing to.  And many men who 

had been through the dark months of Trench Warfare in France were very glad it had ended early on 

decent terms.  When a speaker at a National Distributionist rally loudly proclaimed that it had been 

Jews who had arranged a peace "dishonourable to Britain", a hecklers shouted out "good for the 

Yids".  This became a popular counter-cry, so much so that the Board of Jewish Deputies felt it 

necessary to issue a pamphlet pointing out that prominent British Jews had actually taken a wide 

variety of different positions over both the war and the peace, with none of them actually being very 

significant in the disputes. 

On the other side of the Atlantic, ending the war in Europe was seen as a triumph.  President 

Woodrow Wilson thought he deserves most of the credit, and perhaps he did, but it was Bryan who 

had been in the public eye.  Wilson was shoved aside by his own party and Bryan was nominated as 

Democratic Presidential candidate for the fourth and last time in 1916.  But as many had feared, he 

lost again, with Republican Charles Evans Hughes becoming President and carrying on the 

Progressive Republican tradition of Theodore Roosevelt.  He was helped by a mass defection from 

the Democrats of numerous communities that had come from some part of the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire and had hoped to see their own nationalities established as nation-states.  This influx 

included many socialists of European origin, and began the process whereby the Democrats became 

Centre-Right in US politics and the Republicans Centre-Left with a socialist wing. 

The one remaining issue was Poland.  Following new elections in 1920, a Russian 

government dominated by the Radical Labour Party had a plan to make the Tsarist Empire into a 

true Federation, with the various non-Russian peoples allowed considerable regional and cultural 

autonomy.  Most found this acceptable, but the Poles were determined to get more and threatened to 

disrupt the process.  So after a heated debate and some resignations, the new Russian government 

with the new Tsar's endorsement offered to re-create Poland from the ethnic-Polish lands that were 

split between Russia and the German and Austrian Empires.  This was achieved, and a neutral 

Polish Republic created in 1921 after the triumph of the German Social Democrats in the election of 

that year.  It was however much smaller than the Polish Kingdom that had been partitioned in three 

stages between 1772 and 1795, much of which now had an ethnic-German majority.  The newly 

defined independent Poland was broadly similar to the Duchy of Warsaw that Napoleon had 

established in 1807, meaning that it had no outlet to the sea and was heavily dependent on the 

German port of Danzig.  Polish patriots were disappointed, but very few wanted another European 

war.  Economics gradually triumphed over politics.  And with that, the politics of Europe settled 

down to a relatively stable order that has lasted down to the present day. 

 

The Consequences of the 1915 Peace 
We can only guess at the blessings the early peace brought us, the young lives saved that 

might otherwise have been lost.  With a longer war, we might not have had Henry Moseley's 

Unified Field Theory or the sensitive watercolours of Adolph Hitler.  We might have been robbed 

of J R R Tolkien's Fall of Arthur and his other noted poems.  We might never have had the plays of 

Wilfred Owen, and who knows how much else?  Perhaps no one would ever have heard of Puddy, 

Dowden, Bringlow or Sabberton. 

A prolonged war might have let loose all sorts of horrors.  The British Navy's high 
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command believed that the best way to win the war was a blockade that would have distorted the 

terms of existing agreements and allowed them to prohibit the food imports that Germany had 

become dependent upon.  This was briefly begun, but the war ended too soon for it to have much 

effect.  There was also some use of non-lethal chemical agents by both the French and the Germans, 

with little effect.  The development of authentic poison gases for military use was considered as the 

war ground to a deadlock.  But in the anti-war mood after the 1915 peace, much stronger rules were 

introduced and the stockpiling of dangerous chemicals was successfully prohibited.   

One must also wonder what would have happened to the various ethnic minorities co-

existing in Middle-Europe if Austria-Hungary had been torn apart to establish or re-establish a set 

of nation-states.  Most of them had not existed since mediaeval times, meaning that the various rival 

nationalists would have been immediately at odds with each other, much as the Balkan nations have 

been after freeing themselves from the Turks.  And things might have been particularly nasty for the 

Jews, since they had a high proportion of the middle-class and professional jobs.  These would have 

been occupying the social and cultural territory on which each of the new nation-states would have 

wanted to cement its own identity, had Austro-Hungary been dismembered as some people urged.  

Up until 1914, the Emperors of Germany and Austro-Hungary had mostly defused and damped 

down the widespread hostility to Jews existing in their realms, while the abdicated Tsar Nicolas 2nd 

can at best be said to have done nothing to discourage the general anti-Jewish policies of the 

Russian state.  During the war, advances by the Tsar’s army had been accompanied by massacres 

and looting that shocked even those who didn't much like Jews.  Nor would the Western Allies have 

been reliable protectors: France had had the anti-Jewish Dreyfus affair, an unresolved issue in 1914 

and capable of generating further excess.  Crude anti-Jewish sentiments had often been part of 

British patriotic fervour, notwithstanding the patriotic views and actions of most British Jews.  

Much the same applied in Germany.  Had anti-Jewish feelings grown worse, there would have been 

few places for them to go.  The British Empire and the USA wanted no more Jews, while the Jewish 

settlements that the reformed Ottoman Empire allowed in some territories anciently Jewish within 

Greater Syria provoked some protest and conflict even with the few hundred thousand who took 

advantage of the offer.  With greater numbers of settlers and without the endorsement and 

protection of the Ottoman Sultan, it might have been much worse.  (The Sultan was acknowledged 

as the legitimate Caliph for most Muslims in the relevant territories.) 

All of this remains hypothetical.  Yet with hindsight, we can see how peace in Europe paved 

the way the next war, the Great Far Eastern War which began Europe's grand retreat from global 

imperialism.  As one of its last acts, the coalition government led by Bonar Law had annexed Outer 

Tibet on 17th April 1915.  The Dalai Lama had been claiming independence since the abdication of 

the Manchu Dynasty in 1912, but had failed to get this recognised by anyone except a similarly 

isolated secessionist government in Outer Mongolia.  At the Simla Conference in 1914, the Dalai 

Lama's people had been persuaded to reduce their claim to an acceptance of Chinese suzerainty 

over Outer Tibet.  This was less than they had wanted, 'Outer Tibet' being the Lhasa Valley and the 

rest of the Tibetan Plateau, with the ancient Tibetan provinces of Amdo and Kham defined as Inner 

Tibet and under full Chinese sovereignty.  A Tibetan-influenced territory south of the Himalayan 

watershed and sometimes known as South Tibet would have gone to British India.  The delegates 

from the Beijing government accepted this, but the Chinese government later repudiated it.  The 

annexation of at least Outer Tibet had been expected as a consequence, but the immanent war in 

Europe had delayed it. 

With the war in Europe ended inconclusively, annexation of the larger part of Tibet seemed 

a logical move to conciliate disappointed imperialists.  What had not been expected was the 

outburst of popular anger in China, the May 4th movement of 1915.  Nor the way in which it 

brought China and Japan together as the core of a wider alliance of East Asian peoples ruled by or 

threatened by the European powers. 

The Sino-Japanese alliance nowadays seems so natural that it is almost forgotten the two 

countries had fought each other in 1895 over control of Korea.  And that Japanese forces had been 

the largest single element in the Eight-Nation Alliance that occupied Beijing in 1900 during the 
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Boxer Rebellion.  The 1902 Anglo-Japanese Alliance was the first major alliance with another 

power that the British Empire had made since the Crimean War in the 1850s.  The partial overlap of 

the Younghusband Expedition to Tibet and the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5 was suspicious, and 

the tie with Britain definitely helped deter other European powers from coming to Russia's aid when 

it became clear that it was losing to Japan.  There was no repetition in 1905 of the Triple 

Intervention by Russia, Germany and France that had forced Japan to give up some of its gains in 

the 1895 Sino-Japanese War. 

The Anglo-Japanese alliance seemed to be holding firm in 1914, with Japan playing the 

main role in the Siege of Tsingtao in October-November.  Japan had expected to inherit Germany's 

position in China's Shandong Peninsula, and there were those in Japan who urged the establishing 

something like a Protectorate over the weak Chinese government of General Yuan ShiKai.  But 

with the prospect of an early peace in Europe, this plan was wisely shelved.  If the rumoured '21 

Demands' to be made on China ever actually existed, all relevant documents must long ago have 

been burned and all relevant officials kept a loyal silence to the end.   

Japan was right to be cautious: at the Peace Conference they were almost ignored and then 

compelled to hand back Tsingtao and also some captured German islands in the Pacific as part of 

the peace.  They then noticed the new and much more militant spirit rising in China with the May 

4th Movement after the British annexation of Outer Tibet. 

Though it was not admitted till long afterwards, Britain secretly offered Germany large 

rewards in Asia in exchange for peace in Europe.  The Japanese would be forced to disgorge 

Shandong, and German hegemony in North China would be tacitly accepted.  The British would 

remain unofficial rulers of the Yangtze Valley and also the area round Hong Kong.  It was also 

suggested that Tsarist Russia might be given 'East Turkistan' and Outer Mongolia, and be covertly 

given the chance to reverse the War of 1905 and take back Manchuria.  Meanwhile France would be 

given the green light to take over Yunnan, the logical step beyond their Indochinese colony.  This 

was the squalid reality behind the fine talk of 'eternal peace'.  Bryan was probably not told about it, 

but Lloyd George undoubtedly was.  So it is fair to say that the 'Happy Peace' of January 1915 led 

directly on to the Great Far Eastern War a few years later. 

One must wonder how things would have fallen out in East Asia had Japan continued the 

foolish game of acting as Honorary Whites, a status that they were always bound to lose.  There was 

nothing that compelled them to become close to China: Chinese and Japanese are completely 

different languages, not even part of the same language family.  Cultures are not all that similar, 

with Japan's traditional ruling class being aristocratic and military while China's was literary and 

much more meritocratic.  On the other hand, all educated Japanese can read Chinese ideograms, and 

even hold 'conversations' using written notes with literate Chinese.  So they were aware almost at 

once of the new spirit in China, whereas most Europeans knew nothing of it.  European traders and 

businessmen would live for decades in China without learning more than a crude 'Pidgin' that let 

them do business with shopkeepers and servants.  Even those who did speak some Chinese could 

seldom read it, and tended to be told what their Chinese acquaintances thought they'd want to hear.  

But educated Japanese could easily read what Chinese were writing for other Chinese, and noted the 

new spirit that had sprung up, similar to the Meiji Restoration in Japan, but without a respected 

traditional ruler to reconcile radicals and reactionaries.  This was the context in which Prime 

Minister Inukai Tsuyoshi decided that Japan would never successfully dominate China, even if the 

Western powers stood aside, which they probably would not.  He also suggested, quite correctly, 

that since Britain had given up the idea of breaking Germany, they would seek to divert its 

ambitions to China, logically to North China and the very territories that Japan had ambitions for.  

Korea and even Japan itself might also become targets.  Whereas an offer of genuine partnership 

with China might create a union stronger than the West would wish to fight. 

From there it was a relatively clear path to the Great Far Eastern War and Britain's great 

humiliation on the river Yangtze, with the sinking of the cruiser Amethyst and the flight or 

destruction of its fellow warships.  Warmongers like Churchill hoped to use the incident to re-kindle 
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warlike feelings, but many Britons felt that a British warship had no business being on a river in the 

middle of China after they'd been told to leave.  Most, of course, also ignored warnings that a retreat 

from China would in the long run unravel the entire Empire, as Churchill correctly predicted.  But 

the taste of modern horrors in the Seven Months War had made near-pacifists of many of those 

involved.  Perhaps a longer war would have brutalised and embittered them, made them a 

generation lost to civilised values.  But that, thankfully, is something we will never know. 

 

 

Notes on Real and Alternate History 
Massive evidence that the British Establishment planned a destructive war against Germany 

has been covered up by most historians.  This includes most on the Left, who have been shaped by 

Lenin’s assertion that it was an Inter-Imperialist War in which each side was equally bad. 

If one accepts that World War One was a bungled attempt to keep the British Empire as the 

world’s only Superpower, then the failure of a similar attempt after the Soviet collapse no longer 

looks so odd.  It was a new version of old errors. 

For detailed evidence of British Establishment guilt, see The British Establishment Planned 

World War One.  Germany was winning in peaceful economic competition, and this was treated as 

unacceptable. 

Also see the following: 

• British Distortions of German Motives in World War One.  How Pan-Germanism 

was not what British writers claimed. 

• The Morality of World War One.  A US debate held in 1915. 

• Was the Brest-Litovsk Peace Unreasonable? 

• Woodrow Wilson’s Deceptive ’14 Points’. 

The whole issue gets confused with World War Two.  But Hitler rose thanks to the chaos 

that World War One had created.  And here again, historians have whitewashed Britain’s role.  For 

more on that, see Articles on World History – before 1945 at the website of Labour Affairs. 

Also a recent article detailing how the Tory Party aided Hitler’s rise up to 1937, and tried to 

remain friends with Mussolini until he declared war on them in 1940.  (Just as powerful factions in 

the USA tried to keep out of the anti-Fascist war until war was declared on them by Hitler after 

Japan attacked them.) 

Not, of course, that the plan actually worked, any more than the wars against Saddam 

Hussein’s Iraq actually worked.   The intentions were bad: the outcomes were bad in a different 

way. 

European wars in the two centuries before 1914 had mostly been limited wars in which 

professional armies fought each other until it one side had a decisive advantage.  In which the victor 

took some limited gains at the expense of the defeated. 

European wars in the two centuries before 1914 had mostly been limited wars in which 

professional armies fought each other until it one side had a decisive advantage and took some 

limited gains at the expense of the defeated.  It had not always been so: the Thirty Years War had 

ruined Germany for several generations.  But even the Napoleonic Wars were relatively limited and 

ended with a conscious decision to restore France to roughly its pre-Revolution status, rather than 

trying to break its power for ever.  Apart from the partition of Poland, ding-dong battles left the 

rival political entities largely unchanged. 

The special feature of the First World War is that it was fought to the bitter end, with 

enormous losses to both sides.  Out of six major powers who were participants in 1914, four 

emerged as utterly different political entities.   The other two, the British Empire and Imperial 

France, were damaged for beyond any actual gains they made in the war.  Within half a century of 
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their nominal victory, they both lost their imperial possessions and were reduced to little more than 

their ethnic cores.  Modern apologists have to pretend that Britain fought for something other than 

the preservation of the British Empire, which was not what was said at the time. 

So why did six powers start a war that was in the long run lost by all of the political entities 

that began it?  And more pointedly, why did they carry on with it after the first hopes of a cheap 

quick victory were lost? 

No simple answer is possible about who started the First World War.  But if you ask why it 

didn't end when it had become a stalemate in late 1914, things become much clearer.  The German 

government was entirely ready to accept a return to the position before the war.  If they had 

expansionist ambitions – which is questionable – then they were definitely not deeply committed to 

them.  Whereas the government of the British Empire was flatly against such a peace and rejected 

various attempts at mediation.  France and Russia would also have been reluctant to end a war 

without some definite success, but Britain alone could have quit the war without immediate loss. 

So how might it have been otherwise? 

In 1912, novelist G K Chesterton and his brother Charles Chesterton had a magazine called 

The Eye-Witness, renamed the New Witness in 1914.  It became G. K.'s Weekly from 1925 and then 

The Weekly Review till 1948, when it folded.  Incidentally, I can't help wondering if Private Eye 

was in some way intended to commemorate The Eye-Witness – there are some similarities in 

outlook.  Regardless, Charles Chesterton was a deeper thinker than his elder brother and 

Distributionism might have got further had he not died in 1918 of wartime wounds.  And they'd 

have been better placed to become a major force if the 1914 war had ended with right-wing 

accusations of betrayal by a Tory leadership that had made peace without clear victory or 

punishment of Germany. 

It's worth adding that there's an opinion that the big fuss over Marconi "eventually ended 

Marconi and Britain’s chances of regaining global dominance of radio, leaving the door open for 

the fast-rising American telecommunications industry."1  I don't know the details, but it sounds 

plausible.  Entrepreneurship and corruption are really two aspects of the same things.  And what 

I've read of G K Chesterton's non-fiction suggests an ill-informed outlook that ranted about finance 

and bribery and failed to notice that it was industrial capitalism that was doing the main damage to 

his cherished way of life. 

In actual history, the Chesterton brothers and their friend Hilaire Belloc were not smart 

enough to notice the ambiguities in Lloyd George's remarks about "the company".  So I have it that 

someone unspecified would have had to tip them off. 

I have no solid basis for suggesting that Churchill turned Lloyd George into a warmonger.  

All we know is that he chose to vote for war when the time came.  But it's a fair speculation that had 

he been resentful and without a job to lose if the government fell, he would have acted otherwise. 

It would be easy enough to write an alternate history in which there is an unexpected 

outbreak of virtue and goodwill that takes everyone by storm, as Wells does in his fantasy-novel In 

the Days of the Comet.  He handled it much more realistically in The World Set Free, published in 

1914 a little before the actual war.  Yet when the real war occurred, Wells joined the war-

mongering yahoos and expressed appalling sentiments in Mr. Britling Sees It Through, which 

blames Germany for everything.  So, peacemaking in the face of a real war is much harder than it 

seems. 

The Tories in 1914 were mostly keen on a war, so a failure by Asquith to bring the Liberal 

Party along with him would not have prevented Britain joining the war.  But a division of opinion 

between the two traditional governing parties would have provided a much more solid basis for an 

early peace movement.   

Asquith actually started the war as undisputed Liberal leader, switching to a coalition with 

the Tories in May 1915.  Lloyd George followed him, first becoming Minister for Munitions and 

then Secretary of State for War after Kitchener's death in June 1916.  In December 1916 he led a 
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cabinet revolt that overthrew Asquith and became Prime Minister.  Asquith's followers became the 

official opposition, but both sides supported the war.  Lloyd George proved better able to win it, but 

was in turn overthrown by the Tories in 1922. 

The Tories in 1914 were mostly keen on a war, so a failure by Asquith to bring the Liberal 

Party along with him would not have prevented Britain joining the war.  But a division of opinion 

between the two traditional governing parties would have provided a much more solid basis for an 

early peace movement.   

My belief is that the best hope of peace would have been Lloyd George, who unfortunately 

jumped the wrong way when the time came.  Lloyd George kept the war going when it might have 

ended as a British defeat.  I don't view him as an admirable character, and even his opposition to the 

Boer War ignored the welfare of the black majority.  But he did also introduce the basics of welfare 

in Britain, and was good at figuring out the overall logic of events. 

In history as it actually happened, Lloyd George survived the Marconi scandal of 1912, 

retaining his post as Chancellor of the Exchequer until he moved to be Minister of Munitions in 

1915.  He had denied owning shares in "the company", which was true for British Marconi, but not 

for US Marconi, a wholly owned subsidiary.  No one noticed the trickery over the two Marconi 

companies until 1913, when it came out during a trial for libel when a French newspaper mistakenly 

accused him of buying shares in British Marconi.  By that time, public interest had faded.  He was 

one of several Liberal Ministers to feel qualms about starting the war, but he never the less did vote 

for it.  Out of office, Lloyd George might have been a much more powerful, successful and 

unscrupulous opponent of the war than those who actually opposed it in Britain 

I imagine an alternative history in which someone noticing the trick with the two Marconi 

companies much earlier than actually happened, and Lloyd George lost office.  I also have the 

revelation made public by 'the Chesterton brothers' - novelist G K Chesterton and his brother 

Charles Chesterton, who in 1912 had a magazine called The Eye-Witness.   

Sir Roger Casement had an excellent reputation in Britain in 1914, having exposed colonial 

abuses by foreigners in the "Congo Free State" and in Peru.  He chose however to class the war as 

first "The Crime Against Ireland" and then "The Crime Against Europe".  Despairing of British 

intentions, he went into alliance with hard-line Irish Nationalists – at that time a fairly minor force – 

and laid much of the groundwork for what became the Easter Rising of 1916.  But if Lloyd George 

had been there as leader of a substantial anti-war party, he might have acted otherwise and had more 

influence in Britain. 

The "Battle of the Marne" is known to us as the First Battle of the Marne: there was a 

second battle there in 1918.2  It was otherwise just as described, though German casualties might 

have been "only" 220,000.3   

What I have Lloyd George say about the electoral franchise is entirely true.  The 1832 

Reform Act standardised the electorate at one-sixth of the adult male population, which actually 

reduced the number of voters in the handful of constituencies that had traditionally had low 

property qualifications.  The 1867 Reform Act extended the franchise somewhat, and the 1884 

Reform Act extended it to 60% of adult males.  Probably more important was the Secret Ballot Act 

of 1872, which ended the former system of everyone voting in public.  Public voting made the vote 

wide open both to bribery and to intimidation by the rich –  especially tenant farmers scared of 

being evicted by the land-owner.  The effect was shown in the election of 1874, the first with a 

secret ballot, in which the Irish Home Rule League came from nowhere to win 60 seats at 

Westminster. 

Germany in 1914 had votes for all adult males, something that Britain only acquired in the 

1918 reform, which also gave votes to women over 30.  Germany also had a system of unequal 

voting in Prussia, which was the former Kingdom of Prussia and remained a lower tier of 

government in the German Empire.  But at a national level, Germany was more democratic than 

Britain.   
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The "Hun raping your sister" argument was used and evidently impressed the ignorant, 

however absurd it might seem to the educated.  The counter-argument is my own invention, but is 

the sort of thing Lloyd George might have come up with. 

Events in Serbia follow real history, with Belgrade captured by Austro-Hungarian forces.  

This might seem to meet their original desire for vengeance for the death of the Archduke – but by 

then the quarrel had got much bigger. 

Sylvia Pankhurst was one of two notable daughters of pioneering suffragette Emily 

Pankhurst. She became much more radical than her mother or her sister Christabel.  She had broken 

with them before the war and was co-founder of the Women's Dreadnought, which first appeared in 

March 1914.  She strongly opposed the war, whereas her mother and sister supported it.  She was 

later involved in the founding of the British Communist Party, but soon left to form a small left-

wing group that lasted till 1924.  She was a notable anti-Fascist and became a strong supporter of 

Haile Selassie's Ethiopia.  She died there in 1960.  In my alternate history, she would have been the 

logical person for an anti-war establishment figure to leak to. 

Viscount Haldane as Secretary of State for War was indeed deeply involved in pre-war 

planning for the war.  He also seems to me to have been the most likely member of the 

warmongering clique to have had second thoughts.  In actual history, he was forced from office by 

improbably accusations of pro-German sympathies.  But he did advocate compromise during the 

Irish War of Independence, and he switched from Liberal to Labour in 1923. 

In actual history, Viscount Haldane's nephew J. B. S. Haldane fought in the war but 

survived.  He became a noted geneticist and evolutionary biologist, a career which began before 

1914, with three years as a Fellow of New College, Oxford.  He also later joined the British 

Communist Party.  His popularisations of science were highly influential, and he wrote an excellent 

work of fiction for children called My Friend Mr Leakey and a thriller novella, The Gold Makers.  

He also began but did not complete a much more interesting story called The Man with Two 

Memories, about an earthling of our time who has somehow picked up the memories of a long-dead 

alien from a utopian planet.4   His sister Naomi Mitchison achieved equivalent fame as a novelist 

and was also very left-wing.  Her 1962 science fiction novel Memoirs of a Spacewoman has an 

attitude towards sex and female independence that anticipated "New Wave Science Fiction", 

generally credited to Michael Moorcock's editorship of the English magazine New Worlds from 

1964.  (But she was also a friend of J R R Tolkien – life is never simple.) 

The idea of J. B. S. Haldane being shot by "a sniper called Remarque" occurred to me while 

I was revising the main text.  I'd already described it has happening on "a relatively quiet section of 

the Western Front", which then reminded me of Erich Remarque's famous novel All Quiet on the 

Western Front.  (Originally "Im Westen nichts Neues", literally "in West no news", so the link was 

thanks to a bright idea by the English translator.)  I also suspected and soon confirmed that 

Remarque the novelist was too young to have served in 1914, joining the war when it is well 

advanced, just like his protagonist.  But there must have been other German soldiers called 

Remarque.  

As for who knew what and when they knew, this is uncertain. As I have the Alternate 

Historian say, Lloyd George was involved in the Dreadnaught race, which ignored the fact that the 

German fleet was relatively small compared to other European powers and much weaker than the 

British fleet.  When he was told about the covert plans for a "preventative war" against Germany is 

uncertain: perhaps not before his fall in the Marconi scandal in this Alternate History, or possibly 

not at all.  So I leave it uncertain.  The existence of secret preparations is real enough, as was the 

open propagation of the idea that Germany was becoming a mortal threat just by its success in 

world trade and without any need for Germany to fight a war. 

In actual history, Labour leader Arthur Henderson joined the Cabinet and moved up when 

Lloyd George replaced Asquith in 1916.  Lloyd George, having been in power and opted for war in 

1914, did more than anyone else to keep the war going. 

William J. Bryan is best known nowadays for his opposition to Darwinism at the Scopes 
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Trial in 1925.  But he was much more than that, one of the last serious Christian to have a major 

impact in US politics.  (Arguably the very last, apart from Martin Luther King.)  He was the final 

representative of radical and left-wing Fundamentalism in the US mainstream, very different from 

later right-wing sycophants who praise the rich and sneer at the poor.  He had been three times the 

Democratic party Presidential candidate, in 1896, 1900 and 1908.  He then supported Woodrow 

Wilson's successful bid in 1912 and as a reward was given the post of Secretary of State, which is 

the closest the USA has to a Foreign Minister. 

The claims that the American Civil War in the early 1860s foreshadowed the First World 

War has often been made, mostly by US historians.  As I note, this ignores other wars, notably 

Prussia's relatively easy victories in 1866 and 1870.  It was probably not a valid precedent, but a US 

politician would almost certainly cite it for the anti-war cause. 

The Ottoman Empire was reforming fast in 1914, and might have successfully modernised 

regions that have been war-torn ever since.  British imperialists did indeed have ambitions to take 

Mesopotamia, probably for direct rule.  In the event, the three Ottoman provinces that covered 

ancient Mesopotamia were constituted as the quasi-independent state of Iraq after the war.  An 

election for monarch was rigged by the British authorities, who arrested and deported the main 

locally-born candidate.  This secured the election for a son of Britain's ally, the Sharif of Mecca.  

(This pro-Western monarchy lasted until 1958, when the man's grandson was murdered in a left-

wing military coup.) 

The notion of the British Empire fighting a war to acquire "the Garden of Eden" might seem 

too absurd to have been real.  But George Bernard Shaw in his play Back to Methuselah has the 

British Empire moving its centre to Baghdad.  The play also starts in his rather eccentric version of 

the Garden of Eden.  In any case, there was also the desire for control of oil, something that has 

lasted with various pretexts down to the present day. 

The war may have been forced on the Ottomans, but the immediate pretext was some 

clashes with the Russians in the Black Sea.  The Ottomans did have a secret treaty with Germany 

that the Sultan refused to sign, as described.  Here again, the presence of substantial politicians like 

Lloyd George and Bryan in the peace camp might have made a difference. 

In actual history, Armenian extremists joined a Russian invasion of the Ottoman Empire, 

ambitious for a Greater Armenia.  The 1920 Treaty of Sevres awarded then a huge chunk of Eastern 

Anatolia, as well as creating an independent Kurdistan and awarding Eastern Thrace and a portion 

of Western Anatolia to Greece.  Armenian support for the Russian invasion was the context of the 

mass deportation and killing of Armenians which occurred during the war.  And the reason why the 

new Republic of Turkey expelled all of its Christian minorities, even those who had never been 

rebellious.  It should also be noted that some seven to nine million Turkish-Muslim fled or were 

expelled to Anatolia and Eastern Thrace from territories taken from the Ottoman Empire before 

1914. 

Russia had been promised Constantinople by the British, a reversal of earlier policies, which 

had been famously expressed in the original 1870s Jingoism, where the original song said: 

We don't want to fight but by Jingo if we do 

We've got the ships, we've got the men, we've got the money too 

We've fought the Bear before, and while we're Britons true 

The Russians shall not have Constantinople. 

The British promise of Constantinople to the Russians was probably a factor in Churchill's 

scheme for a British attack, the process that led to the disastrous Gallipoli landings.  Success would 

have opened up communications with Russia through the Dardanelles and the Black Sea, and would 

have included the capture of Constantinople.  But it was not generally known at the time.  The 

British public were somehow persuaded that the Ottomans had started the war. 

Bulgaria was alienated from Russia by 1914, having not been helped during the Second 

Balkan War, which cost it a lot of territory.  Both sides tried to win it over, with the Allies offering 
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Ottoman territory and the Central Powers portions of Serbia.  Bulgaria actually joined in on the side 

of the Central Powers in September 1915. 

The First Battle of Ypres ended the "race to the sea", locking the war in the west into a static 

Western Front where there were no major movements for years.  The Second Battle of Ypres 

occurred in April-May 1915, and would not have happened in my Alternate History. 

Units of the German fleet shelled Scarborough and Hartlepool on 16th December 1914, but 

were damaged by the coastal batteries and achieved little, though it counts as a German victory.5   

There were repeated Zeppelin raids on London, starting 19th January 1915.  Both events were seen 

as attacks on civilians, contrary to the laws of war.  They strengthened British resolve to continue 

the war.  I doubt if peace would have been achievable even in my altered timeline if those raids had 

been carried through. 

Attacks on the enemy society rather than its army have been popular in the 20th century and 

continue to be favoured, especially in the Anglosphere.  But there is a lot of evidence that their main 

effect is to increase the enemy's will to fight and win.  They only work when it is Total War and no 

compromise is sought or desired. 

The Christmas truce happened just as I described it, and indeed I have "lifted" the entire 

section from the Wiki text. 6  And like most spontaneous movements with no institutional support, 

it was easily suppressed.  The Wiki account says that the Germans favoured further truces, but that 

the British High Command successfully limited or suppressed such fraternisation.   

The Christmas truce has received surprisingly little attention since it happened, despite the 

general feeling in Britain that the Great War had been futile.  There is a good short account of it on 

a website called The Historical Eye,7 and Paul McCartney used it for the video of his 1983 song 

Pipes of Peace.  There was also a 2005 French film, Joyeux Noel, which is available on DVD with 

English subtitles.  But it is far less well known than it should be: most historians treat it as a minor 

event, or else ignore it completely. 

I'd have thought the initial truce and its later suppression was crying out for a popular book.  

I've done my own small bit in this Alternate History, but I have other projects and don't plan to take 

it further.  The topic is there for anyone who wants to take it up.  I've been surprised that various 

peace movements make so little of it. 

The separation of Norway from Sweden seems to have been the first time in history that a 

nation had been allowed to vote itself into independence, apart from the USA persuading its African 

settlement for freed slaves to separate as Liberia.8  It deserves to be better known and have a 

popular book written about it – there is none as far as I known.  I use the Wiki entry,9 but already 

knew about it from other sources. 

Neither country fought in World War One, though Norway gave naval assistance to Britain. 

The USA has never permitted secession.  It did organise West Virginia from the portion of 

Virginia that was against Virginia's secession, arguing that there was no longer a valid state 

government in Virginia and Congress was free to reorganise portions of the USA that were merely 

"territories".  Setting up East Tennessee was also considered, but in the event two rival governments 

emerged, one Unionist and one Confederate, as also happened in Missouri.  Much earlier, Maine 

had been detached from Massachusetts.  But this was by mutual consent, and was part of the 

Missouri Compromise of 1820. 

Woodrow Wilson's "14 Points" of January 1918 are often supposed to have established the 

rights of nation-states.  In fact this is granted only to Poland.  He speaks of "autonomous 

development" for Hungary, promises nothing for the peoples of the former Tsarist Empire and fails 

to mention Ireland. 

Though there has since been a lot of talk since about "rights of small nations", no right to 

secession has ever been established in International Law.  The normal understanding has been that 

"territorial integrity" overrides "self-determination", meaning that no sovereign state can be 

required to offer an independence referendum to a territory that it claims to be an integral part of the 
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state.  Exceptions mostly happened thanks to overwhelming force – the USA supporting Panama's 

secession from Columbia, various new states created by the victors of World War One, NATO 

carving out Kosovo from Serbia and recently Russia separating Crimea from Ukraine and making it 

part of Russia. 

I assume that the much-hyped "Belgian Atrocities" by the German Army would have been 

quietly forgotten about with an early peace.  There was anyway a lot of wild exaggeration in the 

stories told at the time.  And this systematic lying was to have tragic consequences: when the lies 

were exposed after the war, people lost confidence in official reports of such matters. It made them 

much less willing to believe in the entirely genuine atrocities that were happening in the Nazi Death 

Camps in World War Two.  Accurate reports were smuggled out by the Polish Resistance.  But no 

one did anything, not even bombing the railway lines to the Auschwitz concentration camp, which 

the RAF or the US Air Force could easily have done.  The stories did also circulate, but were 

widely assumed to be more propaganda even by firm supporters of the Allied cause.  Even after the 

war, they were mainly an issue raised by the left until the 1960s, when the matter rose to its current 

prominence.  (Often with non-Jewish victims being overlooked.) 

Winston Churchill's reputation was damaged by the Gallipoli Landings in mid-1915, but 

recovered somewhat when he chose to serve at the front.  He lost his seat as a Liberal, regained it in 

1924 as an Independent with Tory support and then rejoined the Tory Party, which he had 

abandoned in favour of the Liberals in 1904.  He was then unexpectedly made Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, a job which he is widely viewed as having done badly.  He mentions somewhere that he 

had initially thought he was being offered merely the job of Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, a 

cabinet post much more junior than First Lord of the Admiralty, but which he had briefly held in 

1915.  I choose to believe that in a less warlike world, his career would have petered out. 

In real history, the assassinated Archduke Ferdinand was indeed planning to raise the status of 

the various Slavonic peoples within the Austrian Empire.  His nephew Charles had not been 

prepared for high office and achieved little when he succeeded in 1916 after the death of Emperor 

Franz Joseph.  With the war lost, he 'renounced participation' in state affairs, but did not abdicate.  

He died in 1922, and was made a saint by the Catholic Church.  His son, Otto von Habsburg spent 

most of his life in exile.  He was allowed to return to Austria in 1966, after renouncing his claim to 

the throne.  He later became a Member of the European Parliament, dying in 2011. 

Regarding Russia, an early abdication might have saved a dynasty that had become discredited 

by 1917.  Rasputin playing a positive role is far from absurd: he was indeed against the war.  

"Father Gregori" is what the Tsar and his wife preferred to call him.  Here as elsewhere, I am 

assuming that a good peace doesn't necessarily need good people to make it. 

Grand Duke Michael Alexandrovich was indeed nominated as the heir in 1917.  But the liberals 

and moderate socialists refused to accept him, going for a republic without wondering what this 

might cost them in terms of popular support.  Had they accepted him in March 1917, it would have 

been difficult for right-wingers like Lavr Kornilov to rebel, the event which restored Bolshevik 

fortunes after an abortive left-wing uprising in July.  In a less radicalised and war-weary Russia, 

things might have been different.  (And note that King Juan Carlos of Spain defeated a right-wing 

coup of 23 February 1981.)   

In actual history, the Westernised Russian Republic lasted only a few months.  Grand Duke 

Michael Alexandrovich was imprisoned by the Bolsheviks and executed in 1918.  The Social-

Revolutionary Party were a hybrid of Marxism and older Russian Populist ideas and might have 

been more in tune with Russia as a whole than the Bolsheviks ever were.  I assume they would not 

have gone on calling themselves Social-Revolutionaries after a peaceful transition, and 'Radical 

Labour' seems to me a sensible new name. 

In actual history, the Social-Revolutionary Party won more than half the Russian Constituent 

Assembly election that was held after the Bolshevik's October Revolution.  But they split into Left 

and Right, and the Bolsheviks dispersed the Constituent Assembly and ruled in coalition with the 
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Left Social-Revolutionaries until 1918, when they split over making peace with Germany.  The Left 

Social-Revolutionaries tried an uprising and were crushed. 

I include the slightly unlikely pairing of Balfour and William O'Brien because they had indeed 

already cooperated to push through the Wyndham Land (Purchase) Act of 1903.  This had the state 

bridge the gap between what tenants were willing to pay for the land and what land-owners were 

willing to accept, and successfully resolved the long-running land issue.  Had it been tried in the 

Tsarist Empire, I assume that it would have been accepted by both the Social-Revolutionaries and 

Lenin, but rejected by Trotsky.  Who was indeed the son of a prosperous Jewish farmer, and who 

had been reduced to leader of a small faction intermediate between Bolsheviks and Mensheviks 

when Lenin decided to bring him in as a Bolshevik leader in 1917.  Without the collapse of Tsarism 

after several years of war, I assume that Lenin would have been much less significant and Trotsky 

largely forgotten. 

Redmond's Irish Parliamentary Party (commonly called the Irish Party or the Home Rule Party) 

had direct continuity with the party founded by Parnell.  It might well have succeeded as stabilising 

a Home Rule Ireland within the framework of the British Empire had the World War ended early.  

Actual history strengthened Sinn Fein, with William O'Brien's All-For-Ireland League giving up its 

independent existence and joining Sinn Fein in the crucial election of 1918, which returned a clear 

majority for an independent Ireland.  Without a longer war and without the stupidly vicious British 

reaction to the 1916 Easter Rising, things would probably have gone otherwise. 

James Connolly was shot for his part in the Easter Rising, while James Larkin opted for 

Communism.  But socialism in Ireland has frequently bridged the sectarian divide, notably with the 

Northern Ireland Labour Party, which was quite significant before the start of communal warfare in 

the 1960s.  And there have always been significant numbers of Protestants in the various Home 

Rule and Irish Republican movements.  Only Ulster Unionism in all of its variants has been purely 

sectarian, showing no interest in the small number of Catholics who might wish to join it.  Had 

mainland UK parties organised in Northern Ireland, things might have been different: but a long 

campaign to persuade them to do this did not succeed. 

As I mentioned earlier, the Chesterton brothers had a position in the pre-1914 world.  The death 

from war wounds of Charles Chesterton probably ensured that G. K Chesterton's Distributionism 

would never amount to much.  With both brothers alive and a right-wing minority discontented at a 

war that had finished early, it might have been otherwise.  And their cousin might have joined their 

cause. 

A. K. Chesterton might have preferred to be known as Arthur Chesterton had he gone into 

electoral politics.  He was certainly gifted, but in actual history his wartime service in the British 

Army in East African nearly caused his death from malaria and dysentery, and left him permanently 

weakened.  His later political career was separate from that of his surviving cousin G. K. 

Chesterton, varying from non-political to British Fascist to right-wing Conservative to the pre-war 

National Front.  After the war he founded the League of Empire Loyalists and later a new National 

Front which briefly looked significant, but split and declined thanks to a large element of obnoxious 

Hitler-admirers.  Most right-wing British nationalists share the Churchillian view of the war against 

Hitler as the 'finest hour'.   

(Since Hitler also wrecked fascism as a global movement, it's surprising that so many hard-liners 

admire him: yet this is the case and has repeatedly crippled attempts at a serious Hard Right 

movement.  UKIP has so far flourished by keeping them out.) 

Charles Evans Hughes was the Republican candidate for the 1916 Presidential Election, which 

Woodrow Wilson won after giving the impression that he was the peace candidate.  William 

Jennings Bryan resigned as Secretary of State in 1915, but did support the war.  His later campaign 

against Darwinism was based on a belief that it was part of a power-orientated outlook that had 

caused the war.  He was too probably too strident and serious about his Christianity ever to get 

elected US President, with the majority of the electorate seeing religion as a mark of respectability 

rather than treating it as a heartfelt creed. 
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The idea of US politics evolving with the Democrats as Centre-Right and the Republicans 

Centre-Left seems strange nowadays, but the two of them were not polarised as left or right till 

much later.  Franklin D. Roosevelt began the polarisation, with the Democrats as the main 

supporters of the semi-socialist New Deal.  It was largely completed when Barry Goldwater became 

Republican Presidential Candidate in 1964, but there were Progressive Republicans for some time 

after that.  It might easily have gone the other way.  Historian and SF writer Harry Turtledove has 

his own variant in his alternate history novel How Few Remain, in which the Confederates win in 

1862 and an elderly Abraham Lincoln leads part of the Republican Party into union with socialists, 

founding a party which gradually becomes the left-wing alternative to the right-wing Democrats.  

In actual history, an unjustifiably large Poland was created, with a Polish Corridor cut through 

territory that had an ethnic-German majority, to give them access to the Baltic Sea.  Mostly-German 

Danzig was defined as a Free City, but also part of Poland.  In practice the Poles ignored it and built 

up their own alternative ports, yet also went to war in 1939 rather than renounce Danzig as part of a 

surprisingly moderate offer that they got from Hitler.  After World War Two, the German majority 

in East Prussia were expelled and Danzig became Gdansk. 

The 1918 flu pandemic – also known as Spanish Flu – may have begun among US recruits for 

their intervention in World War One.  It was incubated in the trenches to become a form that would 

kill healthy young men.  It killed somewhere between 20 million and 100 million people 

worldwide.  I assume that with the war ending early, this particular form of flu would not have 

happened.  There might instead have been a flu epidemic rather later and milder: more like the 

1889–90 flu pandemic, which caused a mere million deaths. 

Henry Moseley was a brilliant young British physicists.  I am speculating wildly in supposing 

that he could have come up with a valid Unified Field Theory, something that still eludes us.  More 

plausibly he might have come with one of the variants on a Unified Field Theory that Einstein and 

Schwarzschild later came up with.  These were taken very seriously at the time but have now been 

abandoned.  But the work he had already done would probably have earned him a Nobel Prize had 

he lived longer – they are never awarded to the dead.  And he would almost certainly done other 

important work in developing our understanding of the atom. 

Henry Moseley was not related to Oswald Mosley, who had an aristocratic background and who 

was elected first as a Tory and then as an Independent before joining the Labour Party.  Oswald 

Mosley was made Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster in the Labour government of 1929-31, but 

resigned in 1930 after unsuccessfully urged economic policies very much like what was later 

applied after 1945 and called Keynesianism.  He then formed a 'New Party' that attracted some 

interest from both the Labour and Conservative parties, but failed to get it established.  Had he 

stuck to it he might have done a lot of good in the longer run.  Instead he founded the British Union 

of Fascists, very imitative of Hitler and never significant.  But people said he could easily have been 

a Prime Minister for either the Tories or for Labour.  If I eventually expand this short work into a 

novel of Alternate History, it would be logical to give him a major role. 

Adolph Hitler painted a lot of watercolours and most people view them as mediocre.  But he did 

sell some in the pre-war period, and it seems that the majority of the buyers were Jewish.10  Given a 

different history he might have achieved more along those lines, and stayed out of politics.  Or he 

might have flourished in graphics design – if you look at the Nazi flag without thinking too much 

about what it came to stand for, it is a really neat design. 

Wilfred Owen wrote some of the best anti-war poetry ever, and was killed in action a week 

before the Armistice in 1918.  I don't think he wrote any plays, but in an alternate world he might 

have.   

Tolkien enlisted after completing his degree in July 1915, and so would have missed the 

shortened war of this alternate history.  Some of Tolkien's poems are rather good, notably 

Mythopoeia, while his much more famous fantasy-novels seem to have occurred by chance.  Lord 

of the Rings owes a lot to his First World War experience, which also colours the Beleriand stories 

collected as The Silmarillion.  The Hobbit has few obvious links, but also occurs within the later 
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history of the world of The Silmarillion, at first implicitly and later made explicitly part of it.  His 

'Fall of Arthur' was unfinished, but has recently been published along with notes.11  Mythopoeia 

was written in 1931 following discussions with C S Lewis and might well be absent in an alternate 

time-line. 

The names Puddy, Dowden, Bringlow and Sabberton were chosen at random from an actual war 

memorial listing the dead.  They stand for the unknown and unknowable names of those who might 

have made some notable achievement had the war ended early. 

One can think of lots of other famous people whose lives were changed by the war and might 

perhaps have become famous in some other way.  One such was Siegfried Sassoon, whom I quote 

later on.  You can imagine your own alternative story for any of them, if you feel like it. 

The Balkan countries did indeed have bitter clashes over disputed territories.  The First Balkan 

War in 1912 took over most of the European territories of the Ottoman Empire, but then Bulgaria 

fought and lost a war against its former allies Serbia and Greece over overlapping claims, with 

Romania joining in and taking its own cut of what Bulgaria had been.  Similar problems arose with 

the new nation-states carved out of Austria-Hungary and the non-Soviet parts of the former Tsarist 

Empire.  And things were particularly nasty for the Jews, since they mostly had a high proportion of 

the middle-class and professional jobs which each of the new nation-states thought should belong to 

its own nationality.  The 1920s and 1930s saw various clashed and redrawing of borders.  Existing 

borders in Middle-Europe are those drawn up after 1945, mostly by Stalin. 

There had been some Jewish settlement in Palestine before 1914, when it was still part of the 

Ottoman Empire.  There was also some Arab opposition, but had the Empire lasted, it might have 

been contained and some limited Jewish settlement might have been seen as a useful.  The Ottoman 

Sultan was also Caliph for Sunni Muslims, though not for Shia – but most Palestinian Muslims are 

Sunni.  Palestine in 1914 also contained many Christian Arabs, though most have now fled. 

Western 'help' has mostly been disastrous for the ancient Christian communities of West Asia.  

This began with various Christian communities expelled from Anatolia when Ataturk consolidated 

the new Turkish Republic – understandable after numerous cases of Western powers using alleged 

mistreatment of such communities as a pretext for intervention, and probably not happening in this 

alternate timeline.  The West's latest round of blunders is well on the way to eliminating Christians 

and some small but distinctive minority religions in Iraq.  It could well do the same in Syria and 

even Egypt. 

Japan before 1914 was widely admired by Chinese nationalists for having successfully 

modernised, despite Chinese losses in the Sino-Japanese War.  The Japanese lost almost all of their 

Chinese friends with their 21 Demands of January 18th 1915.  I assume would not have happened 

with peace immanent.  It might also have made a difference if the Ottoman Empire were not at risk. 

(Incidentally, the Siege of Tsingtao was a siege of the city now known in English as Qingdao.  

One of many oddities arising from old and new methods of rendering Chinese names in a European 

alphabet.  I have the imagined historian using the older forms.) 

I have the May 4th movement come four years early, 1915 rather than 1919, and directed against 

Britain rather than Japan.  It was the first modern mass political movement in China, and might 

have caused a shift in Japanese opinion if someone else had been the target. 

The annexation of Outer Tibet by British India was indeed expected in 1914 and probably 

prevented by the war.  But after the actual 1914-18 war, the British Empire was over-expanded and 

glutted with territories taken from the Germans and Ottomans.  They wanted no more, so Iraq was 

made nominally independent, while Tibet was ignored.  With no strong central Chinese government 

capable of recovering control, it drifted along but then fell into chaos when both the Dalai Lama and 

Panchen Lama died in the 1930s.  The Central Government of China stepped in to help install the 

present Dalai Lama in 1940, with Tibet's status as an autonomous region of China reaffirmed.  It 

was only when it became clear that the Communists were going to win the Chinese Civil War that 
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the claim for Tibetan independence was revived.  The Lhasa authorities were probably promised 

some sort of US support, which in the even amounted to little.12 

Regarding a possible union of equals between Japan and China, something of the sort had been 

floated in the last days of the Manchu Dynasty.  It would have been good for both, but it's moot if 

Japan would have been wise enough and modest enough to try it.  Historically, Inukai Tsuyoshi 

went along with some of the expansionist militarism.  He did however try to put limits on it, being 

aware of the dangers of making an enemy of the USA.  For this he was shot by right-wing 

extremists in 1932.  Yet like Lloyd George and Bryan, he was an imperfect man in a position to 

have done a lot of good had he made the right choices at the right times. 

'Conversations' using written notes did occur during negotiations over the fate of Korea.  Japan 

uses the ideograms invented in China, though it also has additional semi-phonetic systems based on 

some of those characters. 

The British warship Amethyst that I have depicted as being sunk in a battle on the Yangtze would 

have been the cruiser built in 1903 and scrapped in 1920, not the frigate of the same name that was 

launched in 1943 and involved in the famous Amethyst Incident in 1949.  Cruisers could sale up the 

Yangtze, and the heavy cruiser London actually did so in a failed attempt to rescue the Amethyst in 

1949.  Britain had won the right to freely use the Yangtze with the Opium Wars, and took no notice 

when the Chinese Communists told them to stop doing so.  (The Kuomintang 'nationalists' had 

never dared challenge existing British rights, though some of these were allowed to lapse after 1945 

at the insistence of the USA.) 

Warships on a river should be sitting ducks for modern land-based guns, which can dig in and 

protect themselves with earthworks.  The British were able to dominate the Yangtze for as long as 

they did, because the people with the heavy artillery lacked fighting spirit and the people with 

fighting spirit the lacked heavy artillery.  A few Chinese warlords had both: Feng Yuxiang was the 

most notable, but he was based in the north.  (The Yellow River is not suitable for large ships.) 

One feature I have not included in the Alternate History was the cleverness and increasing 

extremism of British wartime propaganda.  The German Emperor was known as such in 1914, only 

being called 'Kaiser' as he became a confirmed enemy.  In a similar spirit, German submarines 

started being called U-Boats, the German term but one that had previously been translated.  George 

Orwell noticed in passing the shift from 'German Emperor' to 'Kaiser' in one of his essays, but made 

nothing of it.  Though he had a convincing line of patter as an innocent shocked by inexplicable evil 

events, he actually showed great selectiveness in what he chose to be shocked by.  He never entirely 

lost his original identity as part of the small class that governed the Empire on behalf of the rest of 

Britain, and had privileges there they would not have had at home.  Orwell was born in British India 

and his initial choice of career was as a policeman in British-ruled Burma.  In his novel Burmese 

Days, he has mixed feeling about the expatriates, but almost all of the people they rule come across 

as unworthy, often wicked.  The only decent 'native' is an Indian doctor who is an enthusiast for 

British rule. 

My imagined history hardly mentions Italy.  Italy had an alliance for mutual defence with 

Germany and Austria-Hungary.  They chose not to consider themselves bound by it in the actual 

circumstances of the war, which may have been correct: I've not really investigated the matter.  

What was definitely wrong was their decision in May 1915 to join the war against Germany and 

Austria-Hungary, in the hope of acquiring ethnically mixed border territories.  This ended badly for 

Italy, mostly due to deficiencies in leadership.  But it also started Mussolini on his path from 

militant socialism to the invention of Fascism.  He successfully shifted the blame away from the 

leaders and officers onto the people.  This worked politically, and Mussolini was a reasonably 

successful peacetime leader.  But for all the paramilitary posturing of Italian Fascism, it failed to 

solve the basic problem of bad military leadership, as was shown graphically by Italy's hopelessly 

inferior performance in World War Two. 

I also don't say much about Pope Benedict the 15th.  No doubt the man meant well, but I've not 

heard that he had any influence on the Christmas Truce, which must have involved mostly 
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Protestants.  His main peace initiatives happened in 1916 and 1917, when it was probably too late.  

There was also a lot of hostility to the Pope from Protestants and from anti-Clericals, while 

Orthodox Christians viewed the Pope as an hereditary enemy.  It was only during the Cold War that 

most of this faded and the Pope became a generally popular figure in the West.  And even with this, 

I can't think of any case where the Pope has been a successful peace-maker.  If Stalin actually asked 

'how many divisions has the Pope' – the remark is hearsay – then he was pointing out the realities of 

diplomacy and power-politics.  European religious leaders from the 18th century onwards were 

mostly treated politely but not allowed to have any real influence. 

In my alternate history, there is no World War Two and the 1914 war is curtailed without ever 

becoming a true World War.  This removes both the evils and the benefits of the prolonged war.  

The outcome is not so radical, but successful radicalism has its problems.  Radicalism either works 

obediently within the existing framework and confines its radicalism to particular areas, or else 

smashed everything and has to use extremely authoritarian methods to establish a new order.   

I'm aware that most radicals like to reject both options.  But I also note that such hybrid 

radicalism has never yet produced the outcomes that the relevant radicals actually wanted. 

It is also sensible to suppose that most of the positive achievements of the 20th century could 

have been managed and perhaps exceeded had there been an early peace. 

The actual course of the war caused great bitterness and maimed the later unfolding of the 20th 

century.  It is worth quoting Siegfried Sassoon's view of the matter in his famous 1918 poem, The 

General: 

"'Good morning, good morning!' the General said  

"When we met him last week on our way to the line.  

"Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of 'em dead,  

"And we're cursing his staff for incompetent swine.  

"'He's a cheery old card,' muttered Harry to Jack  

"As they slogged up to Arras with rifle and pack. 

"But he did for them both with his plan of attack."13 

Lurking in background of the poem is the unspoken word, betrayal.  The war was widely seen as 

a breakdown of trust.  Lives wasted, not at all glorious.  Yet this ill-formed feeling could proceed 

several ways, including Fascism.  It would probably have been a much better world if none of it had 

happened. 
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