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PREFACE 

The Dogger Bank incident is referred to in 

virtually all of the works concerned with the historical 

background of the First World War. However, the various 

studies of the origins of the war provide only limited 

treatment of the Dogger Bank, or North Sea, incident. 

However, no detailed study of the event and its consequences 

has as yet been made. It is the purpose of this paper to 

examine the Dogger Bank incident—to determine what events 

actually occurred at the Dogger Bank on the night of 

October 21-22, 1904, to recount the peaceful settlement of 

the crisis that followed the events, and to explore its 

ramifications in the context of international politics and 

international law. 

Several books have been particularly useful in the 

research of this topic. An accurate eyewitness account of 

the incident can be found in From Libau to Tsushima, a 

collection of letters from Eugene Politovsky, chief 

engineer of the Baltic Fleet, who was aboard the flagship 

Suvorov. Politovsky's letters form a diary of the events 

of the voyage of the fleet. Also helpful was Tsushima, by 

A. Novikov-Priboy, who v;as also an eyewitness to the 
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events at the Dogger Bank. However, this book must be read 

with caution, as Novikov-Priboy was an avowed revolutionary 

and the book was written years after the event, undoubtedly 

to please the new leaders of Russia. 

Significant among the works concerned with the 

Hague Conventions and their application to the Dogger Bank 

incident is a tv/o-volume work by James Brown Scott, The 

Hague Peace Conferences of 1899 and 1907. In addition, two 

works, a book and an article by Amos Hershey, were most 

helpful. The International Diplomacy of the Russo-Japanese 

War, and "Convention for the Peaceful Adjustment of Inter­

national Differences" in The American Journal of Interna­

tional Law, provide excellent accounts of the effect of the 

Dogger Bank incident in its international legal framework. 

Hershey, assigned as an American newspaper correspondent to 

cover the Hague Conference of 1907, wrote extensively on 

international law. 

The proceedings of the committee of inquiry insti­

tuted to resolve the Dogger Bank crisis were recorded in 

Edna Fry's A Memoir of the Right Honourable Sir Edward Fry, 

G.C.B. Sir Edward Fry, the British legal counsel, and 

later the British representative to the Hague Conference of 

1907, summarized the day to day events at the commission's 

meetings in letters which were later compiled by his 

daughter. 
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Finally, no study of the incident, indeed of the 

diplomacy of the period, could be accomplished without the 

use of the collection of documents compiled by G.P. Gooch 

and Harold Temperley, British Documents on the Origins of 

the War. These documents are the foundation on which the 

section on the diplomacy of the Dogger Bank incident is 

based. 
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INTRODUCTION 

lnt2,^natA,oyial policy l6 a {^laid nldmavit vohlck uLYidzn. 
C2,A,t(U,n condltZon6 Mill 6olldl{,y, but on a ckango, o^ 
atmo6pkz^z ^e,\;zA,t6 to Its oh.tgtvial condttton, 

--Otto von Bt^maxck 
Rzile,ctton6 and Re,mtnt6 ce.nce,-6 

At the beginning of the twentieth century European 

international politics were on the brink of solidification 

into the two great power blocs that would exist until the 

outbreak of the First World War. Considered the more 

powerful of the two was the Triple Alliance, created by 

1882 and including Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy. 

Forming a formidable military unit that ran across the 

center of Europe, the states comprising the Triple Alliance 

geographically isolated Russia in the east from France in 

the west. To alleviate the isolation imposed upon them by 

Germany and her allies, Russia and France concluded a 

formal alliance in 1894. 

France's isolation from the rest of Europe had 
been the cornerstone of Bismarck's foreign policy. Dis­
missed from office in 1890, he was to live to see the 
fruition of what he had so greatly feared—the surrounding 
of Germany by unfriendly powers. Russian amity for which 
he had labored dissolved when Kaiser Wilhelm II allov;cd the 
Reinsurance Treaty with Russia to lapse in 1891. Russia, 
plied with French money, signed the Franco-Russian Alliance 



By 1900 there remained only one power in Europe, 

Great Britain, that was not attached to one or the other of 

the two existing alliance systems. Mighty and complacent, 

for half a century Great Britain had been resting aloofly 

on her island of splendid isolation. Yet Britain's policy 

of non-involvement had been violently shaken by a series of 

events. The Boer War of 1899-1902, the death of Queen 

Victoria in 1901, the death of Salisbury in 1903,^ all 

occurring within a short span of time, drastically altered 

British foreign policy. Many of her new leaders came to 

regard isolation as not so splendid after all. The Boer 

War had forced these new leaders to recognize Britain's 

vulnerable position in the world. In Asia and in Africa, 

in the far corners of her empire, Britain had not enough 

troops to guard her possessions from foreign encroachment. 

Therefore, to protect her empire, Britain began seeking 

potential allies, thereby retreating from her venerated 

policy of isolation. 

three years later. G.P. Gooch, Before the War: Studies in 
Diplomacy, Vol. I: The Grouping of the Pov.ers (London: 
Longmans, Green, and Company, 1936), 188. Hereafter cited 
as Gooch, Before the War. See also, Herbert Feis, Europe 
the V7orld's Banker, 187 0-1914: An Account of European 
Foreign Invesrir.cnt and the Connection or World rir.anc^ with 
Diplomacy berore rhe War (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 19"3 0) , pp. 33, 57, 211. 

2 
Lord Salisbury, one of Victoria's most trusted 

advisors, served as Foreign Minister and Prime Minister 
until 1900 and 19 02 respectively. He was an outspoken 
advocate of British isolation. 



Initial British feelers went out to Germany. Led 

by the excitable Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, 

those agitating for an Anglo-German alliance argued that it 

was the most logical of combinations. The mistress of the 

seas would be united with the master of the continent to 

further both states' interests in Europe and around the 
3 

world. Too many obstacles arose, however, and an agree­

ment was never reached. Public opinion in both countries 

opposed such an alliance* Also, Joseph Chamberlain had 

traded insults with the German Foreign Minister, Count 

Bernard von Biilow, and the once ardent champion of the 

alliance now became its most implacable enemy. Therefore, 

British efforts to end isolation were directed to other, 
4 

more receptive, governments. 

•Britain's first attachment was surprising but 

shrewd. In 1902 an alliance with Japan was signed, defen­

sive in nature against Russian infringement in the Far 

East. Her second agreement was even more surprising. In 

1904 Great Britain and France terminated centuries of 

3 
Sir Edward Grey, Viscount of Fallodon, Twenty-Five 

Years, 1892-1916, Vol. I (New York: Frederick A. Stokes 
Company, 1925), 43. 

4 
Gooch, Before the War, p. 233; and Luigi Alber-

tini. The Origins of the V̂ ar of 1914, Vol. I: European 
Relations from the Congress of Berlin to the Eve of the 
Sarajevo Murder, trans. aiiJ ed. by Isabella M. Massey 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1952), 117. Hereafter 
cited as Albertini, Origins of the War. 



bitter and hostile colonial rivalry by signing the Entente 

Cordiale, which signaled a new era of understanding between 

the two nations. 

Thus France was allied to Russia and was Britain's 

friend. The progress of these new amicable relations 

between France and Britain was, for a time, impeded by the 

outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War in 1904. France was 

Russia's ally; Britain, Japan's. The war was an Asian 

problem; as long as the conflict remained localized in the 

Far East it posed no threat to European stability and 

peace. Only a stupid blunder by a warring nation could 

possibly cause the spread of the war to Europe. 

The stupid blunder occurred. On the night of 
5 

October 21-22, 1904, the Russian Baltic Fleet, en_ route 

to the war theatre in the Far East, fired on unarmed 

British fishing vessels, killing two Englishmen. This 

event, the Dogger Bank incident, threatened to transform 

the Russo-Japanese War into a major European conflagration. 

All dates in this work are given according to the 
Gregorian calendar, v;hich added thirteen days to the Julian 
calendar used in Russia at that time. 



CHAPTER I 

THE DOGGER BANK INCIDENT 

From its outbreak on February 8, 1904, the Russo-

Japanese War was a series of disasters for Russia. Expect­

ing to crush Japan within a matter of months, the mighty 

Russian colossus suffered defeat after humiliating defeat. 

Her army, ill-trained and armed with outdated weapons, was 

from the first routed by the Japanese. The navy fared no 

better. The pride of the Russian navy, the well-seasoned 

and well-equipped First Pacific Squadron, had, since the 

initial Japanese attack on Port Arthur, been blockaded in 

the harbor by Admiral Heihachiro Togo's squadron. 

Thus, instead of being victorious, Russia found her 

army retreating and her navy rendered impotent. Faced with 

a collapsing military and a disgruntled populace, the 

government in St. Petersburg resorted to desperate measures 

to stem the tide of Japanese successes. A decision was 

A detailed account of the disasters suffered by 
the Russian military prior to the dispatch of the Baltic 
Fleet can be found in J.N. Westwood, Witnesses of Tsushima 
(Tokyo: Sophia University, 1970) , pp. 33-44. Also see 
[Charles A'Court Repington], The War in the Far East, 1904-
1905 (New York: E.P. Dutton and Company, 1905). Hereafter 
cited as Repington, War in the Far East. 



made to send the Russian Baltic Fleet halfway around the 

world to the war theatre. Upon arriving in the Far East 

the fleet was expected to perform the tasks that had 

hitherto eluded Russia's military: the Baltic Fleet was to 

rescue Port Arthur and crush the Japanese navy.^ 

Under the command of Admiral Zinovy Petrovich 

Rozhdestvensky, the fleet was, as its name implied, based 

in the Baltic Sea. Rozhdestvensky had served with dis­

tinction in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878. At the 

outbreak of the war with Japan he was serving as Chief of 

the Russian Naval Staff. Favored by Nicholas II and sup­

ported by popular opinion, Rozhdestvensky seemed the 

logical choice to command the Baltic Fleet.'̂  The voyage to 

be undertaken by the fleet was 18,000 miles in length and 

presented innumerable difficulties. From beginning to end 

Rozhdestvensky was plagued with perplexing problems—four 

of which were most significant. The first dealt with the 

diverse nature of the ships of the Baltic Fleet; the second 

with the background and experience of the men serving on 

^Baron Roman Rosen, Forty Years of Diplomacy, 
Vol. I (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1922), 249; Serge 
Witte, The Memoirs of Count Witte, trans, by Abraham 
Yarmolinsky (New York: Howard Fertiz, 1967), p. 132. 

^Rear Admiral Rozhdestvensky was promoted while en 
route to the Pacific to the rank of Vice-Admiral and Aide-
de-Camp to the Emperor. 

Westwood, Witnesses of Tsushima, pp. 52-56. 



these ships; the third, and most constant obstacle to be 

overcome, was the supplying of coal to the ships; and the 

final problem was the low morale of the crews. Singularly, 

each of these difficulties severely impeded the progress of 

the Baltic Fleet; cumulatively they signaled its defeat 

before its departure. 

Among the ships of the fleet (which also became 

known as the Second Pacific Squadron) were recently con­

structed ones, but these were exceeded in number by anti­

quated models which served to slow the progress of the 
5 

entire fleet. The voyage from Baltic waters to Port 

Arthur would have been formidable for a modern fleet; for 

the Baltic Fleet it was unthinkable. Believing that sheer 

numerical superiority would be an asset, the Russian 

Admiralty, over Rozhdestvensky's objection, dispatched many 

ships that were not suitable for a long sea voyage either 

because they had been built for short-range coastal defense 

or because they simply were too old. Typical of the older 

ships assigned to make the voyage was the Navarin, built in 

Noel Busch, The Emperor's Sv/ord: Japan vs. Russia 
in the Battle of Tsushima (New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 
1969), p. 85. 

"The Forlorn Hope of the Baltic Fleet," Scientific 
American, XCI (September 24, 1904), 210. 
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1891 and which "steer [ed] badly."^ Exemplary of a ship 

unsuitable for the lengthy voyage was the Almaz, a grand 

duke's yacht fitted with a few light guns.^ Contemporary 

naval tacticians contended that the fleet would have been 

more effective without the obsolete and useless ships—the 

homogenity of a squadron, not the number of ships compris­

ing it, provided the combat capacity of a squadron.^ But 

even the first division of battleships, invincible in 

theory, had been rushed to completion and were prone to 

develop mechanical difficulties throughout the entire 

voyage.^^ 

The second difficulty was the nature of the ships' 

crews. The cream of Russia's sailors already served in the 

Pacific—the men of the Baltic Fleet had neither the train­

ing nor the experience for a long and arduous trip with a 

battle at its conclusion. The men of the fleet consisted 

'''Fred T. Jane, ed. , Jane's Fighting Ships, 1905/6 
(London: Sampson Low Marston, 1905; reprint ed.. New York: 
Arco Publishing Company, Inc., 1970), p. 237. Hereafter 
cited as Jane, Fighting Ships. 

^Westwood, Witnesses of Tsushima, p. 57. 

^"The Start of the Baltic Fleet," Scientific 
American, XCI (November 5, 1905), 318. 

l^Eugene S. Politovsky, From Libau to Tsushima 
trans, by Major F.R. Godfrey (London: John Murray, 1906), 
pp. 3, 7, 27-28, 34-35. Politovsky was the chief con­
struction engineer for the fleet. His letters to his wife, 
which form a diary of the voyage, are filled with accounts 
of the mechanical difficulties incurred by the various 
ships of the fleet. 


