[image: ]
 
The German War
By
Arthur Conan Doyle

PREFACE
These essays, upon different phases of the wonderful world-drama which has made our lifetime memorable, would be unworthy of republication were it not that at such a time every smallest thing which may help to clear up a doubt, to elucidate the justice of our cause, or to accentuate the desperate need of national effort, should be thrown into the scale. The longest essay appeared in The Fortnightly Review and the shorter ones for the most part in The Daily Chronicle. I have left them as written at the time, even where after-events have caused some modification of my views.
Arthur Conan Doyle.
Windlesham, Crowborough,
November 1914.



I-THE CAUSES OF
THE WAR


This
article, stating the British case, was issued as a recruiting
pamphlet in Great Britain, but was used abroad as a simple
explanation which would enable neutrals to understand the true
facts. It was published in full by fifty leading journals in the
United States, and was translated into Dutch and Danish, 25,000
copies being distributed in each country.


The causes
of the war are only of moment to us, at this stage, in that we gain
more strength in our arms and more iron in our souls by a knowledge
that it is for all that is honourable and sacred for which we
fight. What really concerns us is that we are in a fight for our
national life, that we must fight through to the end, and that each
and all of us must help, in his own fashion, to the last ounce of
his strength, that this end may be victory. That is the essence of
the situation. It is not words and phrases that we need, but men,
men—and always more men. If words can bring the men, then they are
of avail. If not, they may well wait for the times to mend. But if
there is a doubt in the mind of any man as to the justice of his
country’s quarrel, then even a writer may find work ready to his
hand.


Let us
cast our minds back upon the events which have led up to this
conflict. They may be divided into two separate classes—those which
prepared the general situation, and those which caused the special
quarrel. Each of these I will treat in its turn.


It is a
matter of common knowledge, one which a man must be blind and deaf
not to understand, that for many years Germany, intoxicated by her
success in war and by her increase of wealth, has regarded the
British Empire with eyes of jealousy and hatred. It has never been
alleged by those who gave expression to this almost universal
national passion that Great Britain had in any way, either
historically or commercially, done Germany a mischief. Even our
most bitter traducers, when asked to give any definite historical
reasons for their dislike, were compelled to put forward such
ludicrous excuses as that the British had abandoned the Prussian
King in the year 1761, quite oblivious of the fact that the same
Prussian King had abandoned his own allies in the same war under
far more damaging circumstances, acting up to his own motto that no
promises are binding where the vital interests of a State are in
question. With all their malevolence they could give no examples of
any ill turn done by us until their deliberate policy had forced us
into antagonism. On the other hand, a long list of occasions could
very easily be compiled on which we had helped them in some common
cause from the days of Marlborough to those of Blücher. Until the
twentieth century had turned they had no possible cause for
political hatred against us. In commerce our record was even
more clear.
Never in any way had we interfered with that great development of
trade which has turned them from one of the poorest to one of the
richest of European States. Our markets were open to them untaxed,
whilst our own manufactures paid 20 per cent. in Germany. The
markets of India, of Egypt, and of every portion of the
Empire
which had no self-appointed tariff, were as open to German goods as
to British ones. Nothing could possibly have been more generous
than our commercial treatment. No doubt there was some grumbling
when cheap imitations of our own goods were occasionally found to
oust the originals from their markets. Such a feeling was but
natural and human. But in all matters of commerce, as in all
matters political before the dawn of this century, they have no
shadow of a grievance against us.


And yet
they hated us with a most bitter hatred, a hatred which long
antedates the days when we were compelled to take a definite stand
against them. In all sorts of ways this hatred showed itself—in the
diatribes of professors, in the pages of books, in the columns of
the Press. Usually it was a sullen, silent dislike. Sometimes it
would flame up suddenly into bitter utterance, as at the time of
the unseemly dispute around the deathbed of the Emperor’s father,
or on the occasion of the Jameson Raid. And yet this bitter
antagonism was in no way reciprocated in this country. If a poll
had been taken at any time
up to the end of the century as to which European country was our
natural ally, the vote would have gone overwhelmingly for Germany.
“America first and then Germany” would have been the verdict of
nine men out of ten. But then occurred two events which steadied
the easy-going Briton, and made him look more intently and with a
more questioning gaze at his distant cousin over the water. Those
two events were the Boer War and the building of the German fleet.
The first showed us, to our amazement, the bitter desire which
Germany had to do us some mischief, the second made us realise that
she was forging a weapon with which that desire might be
fulfilled.


We are
most of us old enough to remember the torrent of calumny and insult
which was showered upon us in the day of our temporary distress by
the nation to whom we had so often been a friend and an ally. It is
true that other nations treated us little better, and yet their
treatment hurt us less. The difference as it struck men at the time
may be summarised in this passage from a British writer of the
period.


“But it
was very different with Germany,” he says. “Again and again in the
world’s history we have been the friends and the allies of these
people. It was so in the days of Marlborough, in those of the Great
Frederick, and in those of Napoleon. When we could not help them
with men we helped them with money. Our fleet has crushed their
enemies. And now, for the first time in history, we have had a
chance of seeing who were our friends in Europe, and nowhere have
we met more hatred and more slander than from the German Press and
the German people. Their most respectable journals have not
hesitated to represent the British troops—troops every bit as
humane and as highly disciplined as their own—not only as
committing outrages on person and property, but even as murdering
women and children.


“At first
this unexpected phenomenon merely surprised the British people,
then it pained them, and finally, after two years of it, it has
roused a deep, enduring anger in their minds.”


He goes on
to say, “The continued attacks upon us have left an enduring
feeling of resentment, which will not and should not die away in
this generation. It is not too much to say that five years ago a
complete defeat of Germany in a European war would have certainly
caused British intervention. Public sentiment and racial affinity
would never have allowed us to see her really go to the wall. And
now it is certain that in our lifetime no British guinea and no
soldier’s life would under any circumstances be spent for such an
end. That is one strange result of the Boer War, and in the long
run it is possible that it may prove not the least
important.”


Such was
the prevailing mood of the nation when they perceived Germany,
under the lead of her Emperor, following up her expressions of
enmity by starting with restless energy to build up a formidable
fleet, adding programme to programme, out of all possible
proportion to the German commerce to be defended or to the German
coastline exposed to attack. Already vainglorious boasts were made
that Germany was the successor to Britain upon the seas. “The
Admiral of the Atlantic greets the Admiral of the Pacific,” said
the Kaiser in a message to the Czar. What was Britain to do under
this growing menace? So long as she was isolated the diplomacy of
Germany might form some naval coalition against her. She took the
steps which were necessary for her own safety, and without forming
an alliance she composed her differences with France and Russia and
drew closer the friendship which united her with her old rival
across the Channel. The first-fruit of the new German fleet was
the 
entente cordiale. We had
found our enemy. It was necessary that we should find our friends.
Thus we were driven into our present combination.


And now we
had to justify our friendship. For the first time we were compelled
to openly oppose Germany in the deep and dangerous game of world
politics. They wished to see if our understanding was a reality or
a sham. Could they drive a wedge between us by showing that we were
a fair-weather friend whom any stress would alienate. Twice they
tried it, once in 1906 when they bullied France into a conference
at Algeciras, but found that Britain was firm at her side, and
again in 1911 when in a time of profound peace they stirred up
trouble by sending a gunboat to Agadir, and pushed matters to the
very edge of war. But no threats induced Britain to be false to her
mutual insurance with France. Now for the third and most fatal time
they have demanded that we forswear ourselves and break our own
bond lest a worse thing befall us. Blind and foolish, did they not
know by past experience that we would keep our promise given? In
their madness they have wrought an irremediable evil to themselves,
to us, and to all Europe.


I have
shown that we have in
very truth never injured nor desired to injure Germany in commerce,
nor have we opposed her politically until her own deliberate
actions drove us into the camp of her opponents. But it may well be
asked why then did they dislike us, and why did they weave hostile
plots against us? It was that, as it seemed to them, and as indeed
it actually may have been, we independently of our own wills stood
between Germany and that world empire of which she dreamed. This
was caused by circumstances over which we had
no control
and which we could not modify if we had wished to do so. Britain,
through her maritime power and the energy of her merchants and
people, had become a great world power when Germany was still
unformed. Thus, when she had grown to her full stature she found
that the choice places of the world and those most fitted for the
spread of a transplanted European race were already filled up. It
was not a matter which we could help, nor could we alter it, since
Canada, Australia, and South Africa would not, even if we could be
imagined to have wished it, be transferred to German rule. And yet
the Germans chafed, and if we can put ourselves in their places we
may admit that it was galling that the surplus of their manhood
should go to build up the strength of an alien and possibly a rival
State. So far we could see their grievance, or rather their
misfortune, since no one was in truth to blame in the matter. Had
their needs been openly and reasonably expressed, and had the two
States moved in concord in the matter, it is difficult to think
that no helpful solution of any kind could have been
found.


But the
German method of approaching the problem has never been to ask
sympathy and co-operation, but to picture us as a degenerate race
from whom anything might be gained by playing upon our imagined
weakness and cowardice. A nation which attends quietly to its own
sober business must, according to their mediæval notions, be a
nation of decadent poltroons. If we fight our battles by means of
free volunteers instead of enforced conscripts, then the military
spirit must be dead amongst us. Perhaps, even in this short
campaign, they have added this delusion also to the dust-bin of
their many errors. But such was their absurd self-deception about
the most virile of European races. Did we propose disarmament, then
it was not humanitarianism but cowardice that prompted us, and
their answer was to enlarge their programme. Did we suggest a
navy-building holiday, it was but a cloak for our weakness, and an
incitement that they should redouble their efforts. Our decay had
become a part of their national faith. At first the wish may have
been the father to the thought, but soon under the
reiterated assertions
of their crazy professors the proposition became indisputable.
Bernhardi in his book upon the next war cannot conceal the contempt
in which he has learned to hold us. Niebuhr long ago had prophesied
the coming fall of Britain, and every year was believed to bring it
nearer and to make it more certain. To these jaundiced eyes all
seemed yellow, when the yellowness lay only in themselves. Our
army, our navy, our Colonies, all were equally rotten. “Old
England, old, indeed, and corrupt, rotten through and through.” One
blow and the vast sham would fly to pieces, and from those pieces
the victor could choose his reward. Listen to Professor Treitschke,
a man who, above all others, has been the evil genius of his
country, and has done most to push it towards this abyss: “A thing
that is wholly a sham,” he cried, in allusion to our Empire,
“cannot, in this universe of ours, endure forever.
It may endure for a day, but its doom is certain.” Were ever words
more true when applied to the narrow bureaucracy and swaggering
Junkerdom of Prussia, the most artificial and ossified sham that
ever our
days have seen?
See which will crack first, our democracy or this, now that both
have been plunged into the furnace together. The day of God’s
testing has come, and we shall see which can best abide
it.


I have
tried to show that we are in no way to blame for the hostility
which has grown up between us. So far as it had any solid cause at
all it has arisen from fixed factors, which could no more be
changed by us than the geographical position which has laid us
right across their exit to the oceans of the world. That this
deeply-rooted national sentiment, which forever
regarded
us as the Carthage to which they were destined to play the part of
Rome, would, sooner or later, have brought about war between us,
is, in my opinion, beyond all doubt. But it was planned to come at
the moment which was least favourable for Britain. “Even English
attempts at a rapprochement
must not
blind us to the real situation,” says Bernhardi. “We may, at most,
use them to delay the necessary and inevitable war until we may
fairly imagine we have some prospect of success.” A more shameless
sentence was never penned, and one stands marvelling which is the
more grotesque—the cynicism of the sentiment, or the folly which
gave such a warning to the victim. For be it remembered that
Bernhardi’s words are to be taken very seriously, for they are not
the ravings of some Pan-German monomaniac, but the considered views
of the foremost military writer of Germany, one who is in touch
with those inner circles whose opinions are the springs of national
policy. “Our last and greatest reckoning is to be with Great
Britain,” said the bitter Treitschke. Sooner or later the shock was
to come. Germany sat brooding over the chessboard of the world
waiting for the opening which should assure a winning
game.


It was
clear that she should take her enemies separately rather than
together. If Britain were attacked, it was almost certain that
France and Russia would stand by her side. But if, on the contrary,
the quarrel could be made with these two Powers, and especially
with Russia, in the first instance, then it was by no means so
certain that Great Britain would be drawn into the struggle. Public
opinion has to be strongly moved before our country can fight, and
public opinion under a Liberal Government might well be divided
upon the subject of Russia. Therefore, if the quarrel could be so
arranged as to seem to be entirely one between Teuton and Slav
there was a good chance that Britain would remain undecided until
the swift German sword had done its work. Then, with the grim
acquiescence of our deserted Allies, the still bloody sword would
be turned u [...]
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