
A Royal Murder  

Seven conspirators joined the crowd lining the Archduke's route to City Hall. Each took a different position, ready to 
attack the royal car if the opportunity presented itself. The six-car procession approached one conspirator, Gabrinovic 
(or Cabrinovic), who threw his bomb only to see it bounce off the Archduke's car and explode near the following car.  

Unhurt, the Archduke and his wife sped to the reception at City Hall. The ceremonies finished, the Royal procession 
amazingly retraced its steps bringing the Archduke into the range of the leader of the conspiracy, Gavrilo Princip. More 
amazingly, the royal car stopped right in front of Princip providing him the opportunity to fire two shots. Both bullets 
hit home.  

Borijove Jevtic, one of the conspirators gave this eyewitness account:  

"When Francis Ferdinand and his retinue drove from the station they were allowed to pass the first two conspirators. 
The motor cars were driving too fast to make an attempt feasible and in the crowd were many Serbians; throwing a 
grenade would have killed many innocent people.  

When the car passed Gabrinovic, the compositor, he threw his grenade. It hit the side of the car, but Francis 
Ferdinand with presence of mind threw himself back and was uninjured. Several officers riding in his attendance were 
injured.  

The cars sped to the Town Hall and the rest of the conspirators did not interfere with them. After the reception in the 
Town Hall General Potiorek, the Austrian Commander, pleaded with Francis Ferdinand to leave the city, as it was 
seething with rebellion. The Archduke was persuaded to drive the shortest 
way out of the city and to go quickly.  

The road to the maneuvers was shaped like the letter V, making a sharp turn 
at the bridge over the River Nilgacka [Miljacka]. Francis Ferdinand's car could 
go fast enough until it reached this spot but here it was forced to slow down 
for the turn. Here Princip had taken his stand.  

As the car came abreast he stepped forward from the curb, drew his 
automatic pistol from his coat and fired two shots. The first struck the wife of 
the Archduke, the Archduchess Sofia, in the abdomen. She was an expectant 
mother. She died instantly.  

The second bullet struck the Archduke close to the heart.  

He uttered only one word, 'Sofia' -- a call to his stricken wife. Then his head fell back and he collapsed. He died 
almost instantly.  

The officers seized Princip. They beat him over the head with the flat of their swords. They knocked him down, they 
kicked him, scraped the skin from his neck with the edges of their swords, tortured him, all but killed him."  

Another Perspective  

Count Franz von Harrach rode on the running board of the royal car serving as a bodyguard for the Archduke. His 
account begins immediately after Princip fires his two shots:  
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"As the car quickly reversed, a thin stream of blood spurted from His 
Highness's mouth onto my right check. As I was pulling out my handkerchief 
to wipe the blood away from his mouth, the Duchess cried out to him, 'In 
Heaven's name, what has happened to you?' At that she slid off the seat and 
lay on the floor of the car, with her face between his knees.  

I had no idea that she too was hit and thought she had simply fainted with 
fright. Then I heard His Imperial Highness say, 'Sopherl, Sopherl, don't die. 
Stay alive for the children!'  

At that, I seized the Archduke by the collar of his uniform, to stop his head 
dropping forward and asked him if he was in great pain. He answered me quite distinctly, 'It's nothing!' His face began 
to twist somewhat but he went on repeating, six or seven times, ever more faintly as he gradually lost consciousness, 
'It's nothing!' Then, after a short pause, there was a violent choking sound caused by the bleeding. It was stopped as 
we reached the Konak."  

Gavrilo Princip (1894-1918) was born in June or July 1894, the son of a 

postman.  One of nine children, six of whom died in infancy, Princip's health was poor from 

an early age: his eventual death was caused by tuberculosis. 

After attending schools in Sarajevo and Tuzla, Princip left for Belgrade in May 1912.  While 

in Serbia Princip joined the secret Black Hand society, a nationalist movement favouring a 

union between Bosnia-Herzegovina and Serbia. 

Princip was one of three men sent by Dragutin Dimitrijevic, the chief of the Intelligence 

Department in the Serbian Army and head of the Black Hand, to assassinate Archduke 

Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, during his visit to Sarajevo on 28 

June 1914.  Ferdinand had accepted the invitation of General Oskar Potiorek to inspect 

army manoeuvres in his capacity of Inspector General of the army.  The other men sent to 

assassinate Ferdinand were Nedjelko Cabrinovic, and Trifko Grabez. 

The three men were instructed to commit suicide after killing the Archduke.  To this end 

they were each given a phial of cyanide, along with a revolver and grenades.  Each of the 

men suffered from tuberculosis and consequently knew that they did not have long to live; 

meanwhile, Dimitrijevic did not wish any of the men to live to tell who was behind the 

assassination. 
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The prime minister of Serbia was given advance warning of the assassination plot, and whilst a 

sympathiser of the Black Hand's objectives - Bosnia-Herzegovina achieving independence from Austro-

Hungary - he feared war with Austria-Hungary should an assassination attempt be successful.  He therefore 

gave orders for the arrest of the three men as they left the country; his orders were not acted upon 

however. 

Once in Bosnia-Herzegovina the three men met up with six fellow conspirators and travelled onwards to 

Sarajevo. 

Franz Ferdinand arrived in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, a Sunday, and was met at the railway station by 

General Potiorek, to be taken on to the city hall for the reception and speeches. 

Seven members of the Black Hand lined the route due to be taken by the Archduke's cavalcade along Appel 

Quay.  One of the men, Nedjelko Cabrinovic, threw a grenade at the Archduke's car.  The driver took 

evasive action and quickly sped from the scene.  The grenade bounced off the back of the Archduke's car 

and rolled underneath the next car, exploding seconds later; two of its occupants were severely wounded. 

Cabrinovic swallowed his cyanide capsule as instructed, and jumped into the River Miljacka.  He did not die 

however, but was captured and arrested.  It is speculated that the capsule contained nothing other than a 

harmless water-based solution. 

Ferdinand attended the reception at the city hall and complained vociferously about his reception at the 

city. 

"What is the good of your speeches?  I come to Sarajevo on a visit, and I get bombs thrown at me.  It 

is outrageous!" 

 

Archduke Franz Ferdinand interrupting the Mayor's welcome speech at Sarajevo's city hall, 28 June 1914. 

Following the reception the Archduke determined to visit those injured in the grenade 

explosion at the city hospital.  General Potiorek decided that the motorcade should take an 

alternate route to the hospital, avoiding the city centre altogether.  However the driver of 

Ferdinand's car, Franz Urban, was not informed of the change of plan and so took the 

original route. 

Turning into Franz Joseph Street, General Potiorek, who was a passenger in Ferdinand's 

car, noticed that the altered route had not been taken.  He remonstrated with the driver 

who in turn slowed the car and then began to reverse out of the street. 

Gavrilo Princip, who happened to be in Franz Joseph Street at a cafe, seized his 

opportunity, and took aim at Ferdinand from a distance of five feet.  His bullets struck the 

Archduke in the neck and his wife, Sophie, who was travelling with him, in the abdomen. 

Urban drove the car to the governor's residence at Konak; the couple died soon afterwards. 



After the shooting Princip made to turn his gun upon himself but was seized 

and restrained by a man nearby, aided by several policemen.  He was arrested and taken to a police 

station. 

In total eight men were charged with treason and Franz Ferdinand's murder.  However under Austro-

Hungarian law capital punishment could not be applied to anyone under the age of 20 when the crime was 

committed.  Gavrilo Princip, whose precise date of birth could not be firmly established at his trial, was 

therefore imprisoned for the maximum duration, twenty years.  He died however of tuberculosis on 28 April 

1918. 

 


