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Note on Dates and Spellings

Russian dates in this book follow the Western calendar, which was twelve days ahead of the Russian calendar in the nineteenth century and thirteen days in the twentieth, until February 1918 when the two were standardised. Names were spelt in a confusing variety of ways within the European royal family. Nicknames also varied, as with Alix, the Tsarina, who was also known as Alicky. I have tried to make them as consistent as possible, as I have place-names.

The European royals loved exclamation marks, capital letters and underlinings. For the purpose of this book, I have used capital letters.

   
The families of the King, the Kaiser and the Tsar

Only the main characters who feature in the book are named here.
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Introduction

ON 21 MAY 1913 dockworkers were standing about on the quayside at Flushing in Holland when the Royal Yacht Victoria and Albert came alongside. Her hull was black, decorated with a double gold line. She had a full-time crew of a hundred and twenty and she could carry fifty guests. The dockworkers watched as George V, dapper in bowler hat and carrying a tightly furled umbrella, came down the gangplank, followed by his Private Secretary Lord Stamfordham and Frederick Ponsonby, his Equerry-in-Waiting. Queen Mary had preceded him and was already seated in the automobile which would take them the short distance to the railway station where the Kaiser’s Imperial train awaited them. They were on their way to Berlin to attend the wedding of the Kaiser’s only daughter, Princess Victoria Louise. George V decided to walk to the station, accompanied by his courtiers. A couple of urchins ran alongside this august group, curious to see a real King.

In the train George V changed into his German Field Marshal’s uniform. ‘We reached Berlin at 11.30 & were received by William, Victoria & all the Princes & Princesses, Generals, Adm[ira]ls etc. and a G[uar]d of H[onour] of the 1st Regt of the Guards which marched past. I drove to the Schloss with William in an open carriage with escort, streets lined by the whole garrison of Berlin, very fine sight,’ wrote George that evening in the comfort of his own rooms in the royal palace at Potsdam. Kaiser Wilhelm II was George V’s first cousin. George called him William or Willy, just as their grandmother Queen Victoria had. Tsar Nicholas II, the third royal cousin, known in the family as Nicky, would arrive from Russia the next day. Between them Georgie, Willy and Nicky ruled more than half the world.

‘May and I have accepted William’s kind invitation to be present at his daughter’s wedding next month,’ Georgie had telegraphed Nicky, his cousin on his mother’s side. ‘I also understand he has invited you and I trust that you may be able to come as it would give me the greatest pleasure to meet you there. I hope nothing will prevent this. Our best love to Alix and the children. Georgie.’ ‘I’ll go if you go,’ Nicky telegraphed back.

It looked like just another family outing, one of a series of weddings, funerals and christenings which punctuated the royal calendar. But beneath the friendly exchange of invitations and telegrams, and almost obscured by the pomp and ceremony of a royal event, lay a long history of personal jealousies and rivalries. Years later George V recalled that he was rarely able to be alone in a room with the Tsar during that Berlin visit without the Kaiser hovering outside the door, spying on them. Though they did not know it, the Berlin wedding was to be the last occasion on which the three royal cousins were together before the First World War, the last time any of them would ever see each other. By 1918 Nicky was dead, assassinated along with his family by the Bolsheviks at Ekaterinburg, and Willy was in exile in Holland, there to live on in obscurity for another twenty-three years. Georgie was the only one of the three to survive the war with his monarchy intact – more than intact: flourishing.

The three cousins had known one another since childhood. They had shared holidays, visited each other’s homes, played together, celebrated each other’s birthdays, danced with each other’s sisters, and later attended each other’s weddings. They were tied to one another by history, and history would tear them apart. Queen Victoria – Georgie and Willy’s grandmother, Nicky’s grandmother by marriage – was the lynchpin of the family, having her say on everything. ‘I fear I cannot admire the names you propose to give the Baby. George only came over with the Hanoverian family,’ she wrote to Georgie’s father, the Prince of Wales, on 13 June 1865. ‘However, if the dear child grows up good and wise, I shall not mind what his name is. Of course you will add Albert at the end, like your brothers, as you know we settled long ago that all dearest Papa’s male English descendants should bear that name, to mark our line, just as I wish all the girls to have Victoria at the end of theirs!’ She minded less about Georgie because he was only the second son, not the eventual heir to the throne.

The story of the three royal cousins begins lightly, but ends in the dark of the First World War. And the question which runs through it, right up to the last moment of hope before the outbreak of war, is to what extent they – the King, the Kaiser and the Tsar – through their own personalities and their relationships to one another contributed to the political developments and failures which finally made that war inevitable. The answer forms the subject of this book, an answer filled with contradictions and complications but one which leads ineluctably to the conclusion that the relationships between the three, their personal likes and dislikes, did indeed contribute to the outbreak of hostilities.

At the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century the monarchs of Europe, principally those of England, Germany and Russia, still enjoyed great power, especially in Russia and Germany, where the Tsar and the Kaiser were autocrats. But at the same time these monarchs were also plain Georgie, Willy and Nicky, three cousins affected by the usual ups and downs of family life. But whereas in any ordinary family the inevitable quarrels and clashes of personality could play themselves out with little damage to anyone else, any private quarrels and rivalries between Georgie, Willy and Nicky were played out in public, on the dangerous stage of international politics. The homosexual scandals surrounding the Kaiser, the power exerted by Alix, the Tsarina, over her vacillating husband Nicky, the snubs regularly meted out to Willy by his English relations – none of these would have had any impact on world events but for the fact that the three cousins were also the King, the Kaiser and the Tsar.

‘What a strange spectacle Europe is presenting, a perfectly unknown future depending upon the will of three or four men,’ wrote the Prime Minister Lord Salisbury to his friend Canon Gordon in August 1896. ‘It is very remarkable that in spite of the progress of democratic ideas, the weight of individual personalities, for good or evil, is greater than ever. Now every turn in the humours of the Emperor Nicholas or the Emperor William, or the Sultan of Turkey is watched and interpreted – the fate of many thousands of lives depends on them.’ Salisbury did not mention his own sovereign, Queen Victoria, because England was a constitutional monarchy, and the Queen was answerable to Parliament.

Power in the wrong hands is a constant theme, as pressing then as it is today. At the turn of the century the systems of power were beginning to shift as the old regimes were forced to give way to the new. The Ottoman Empire was fading, the nation states were rising. The people were on the march, fuelled by industrial progress. In hindsight it is easy enough to see that the monarchies of Europe were under threat; but the King, the Kaiser and the Tsar were not the only ones who failed to read the signs.

For all three royal cousins the monarchy was what mattered most, the one thing for which all else might be sacrificed. This was what they unquestionably shared, the thing they understood like no one else. Monarchs stood shoulder to shoulder, and together they faced the problems of obstreperous parliaments, rising Socialism, a critical press, and threatening Republicanism, writing each other long letters of commiseration and support. Paradoxically, however, once it came to national interests and defending their own crowns, the Trade Union of Kings, as Edward VII liked to call it, fell apart and the King, the Kaiser and the Tsar, instead of helping to maintain the peace, contributed to its destruction and to the outbreak of a war more terrible than anyone could ever have imagined.


1

Willy’s Bad Start
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JUST BEFORE MIDNIGHT on 26 January 1859 Vicky, Crown Princess of Prussia and eldest daughter of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, went into labour in the Royal Palace in Berlin. She was attended by a team of German doctors, led by the court physician Dr Wegner. Standing by were Sir James Clark, Queen Victoria’s personal physician, and Mrs Innocent, the midwife, sent from England by the Queen, oblivious to the resentment this would inevitably cause in Prussia. Fourteen long hours later the child was born. He was named Friedrich Wilhelm Viktor Albrecht von Hohenzollern, Willy for short.

During the fourteen hours of labour it became increasingly clear that something was amiss. At ten o’clock next morning Dr Éduard Martin, Professor of Obstetrics at Berlin University, was summoned to assist Dr Wegner. Sir James Clark had brought some of the newly invented chloroform from England, but had confined himself diplomatically to the sidelines. After an internal examination, the alarmed Dr Martin was forced to administer chloroform to the mother and use forceps to lever out the child. It was a breech birth and there was little hope, for babies rarely survived breech births at that time. The mother was half dead from exhaustion and pain. The Berlin newspapers had her obituary ready and prepared for publication. But at last, early that afternoon, Willy emerged, rump first, with his left arm wrapped awkwardly round his neck. He was quite lifeless and badly bruised, ‘seemingly dead to a high degree’ as Dr Martin later reported. But after being slapped hard many times, Willy finally began to breathe.

The initial reaction was one of relief. The mother was safe, the child was born and, last but by no means least, it was a boy. Once tidied up, the baby was joyfully presented to his German grandparents and attendant courtiers. Outside the palace a large crowd had gathered in the snow, waiting for news. At three o’clock in the afternoon a hundred-and-one-gun salute told them what they hoped to hear: there was a son and heir for the Prussian throne. Sir James Clark sent word to Queen Victoria, assuring her that all was well. ‘God be praised for all his mercies, and for bringing you through this awful time!’ the Queen wrote on 29 January from Windsor Castle. ‘My precious darling, you suffered much more than I ever did … Poor dear Fritz – how he will have suffered for you! I think and feel much for him. The dear little boy if I could but see him for one minute, give you one kiss. It is hard, very hard.’

Vicky was confined to her bed for a month. On 28 February she wrote back to her mother: ‘I am so thankful, so happy, he is a boy. I longed for one more than I can describe, my whole heart was set upon a boy and therefore I did not expect one … I feel very proud of him and very proud of being a Mama.’ Queen Victoria was now able to turn her attention to less pressing matters. ‘I am shocked to hear baby leaves off his cap so soon,’ she wrote. ‘I hope however only in the nursery, for they look so frightful to be seen without caps. In the nursery it is wholesome but it is not pretty.’ Willy had a wet nurse for the first eight months, while Mrs Innocent oversaw the nursery. ‘Quite between ourselves,’ Vicky confided to her mother, ‘I would not have had a German nurse come close to him for all the world.’

Unusually for a royal marriage, Vicky and Fritz’s had been a love match, if a most convenient one. It enabled Vicky’s parents, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, to fulfil a dream they had cherished ever since they themselves were married: to see the English model of monarchy adopted throughout Europe. ‘English’ meant constitutional and liberal, and neither Victoria nor Albert was troubled by a single doubt that this was the right model to unite Europe, foster peace and stave off revolution. Being related to most of the other monarchs was helpful, but the best way to secure real influence was, as it had always been, through marriage. Queen Victoria’s letters and journals are filled with accounts of match-making, both significant and insignificant. The insignificant were permitted to be purely romantic, the significant were always supposed to be in ‘our’ interest. If any of the relations disagreed, which from time to time they did, they were treated to Queen Victoria’s famous disdain.

But of all the European Crowns, the one Victoria and Albert minded about most was the Crown of Prussia and, later, of Imperial Germany. After all, they were more than half German themselves, Queen Victoria having German grandparents, and Albert having arrived in England from the small and impoverished German state of Coburg in 1840, to marry the young Queen and Empress of the most powerful nation in the world.

Vicky, or Pussy as a family obsessed with nicknames liked to call her, was the eldest of their nine children and determined to hold on to her pre-eminent position, a feat she was clever and attractive enough to achieve with ease. It did not hurt that the second child, Bertie, the future Edward VII, was considered very ordinary, neither very bright nor very ambitious. Vicky referred to him haughtily as ‘the boy’, and the boy accepted his inferiority without much of a fight. Her father, with little official work to do while his wife attended to affairs of state, spent hours talking to Vicky, his undisputed favourite. Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha was serious and high-minded, and loved nothing better than educating his precocious daughter. Vicky for her part was a most receptive pupil who loved and admired her father, perhaps excessively.

From the age of six Vicky’s mornings were spent with her governess doing arithmetic, dictation, poetry and history (mostly royal) and in the afternoons, geography, more history, scripture, music, art and dancing. She was irritatingly good at everything. Bertie quickly transferred his affections to his younger and gratifyingly average sister, Alice. While the proud parents smiled on Pussy, they shook their heads and frowned on Bertie. As for Alfred or Affie, the fourth and again disappointingly unpromising child, he was educated from the start to become the heir to the Coburg throne, ‘that dear small country’ as Queen Victoria liked to call it. Affie would be German whether he liked it or not.

‘I must write down at once WHAT has happened – what I FEEL and how grateful I am to God for one of the happiest days of my life!’ Queen Victoria wrote ecstatically in her journal on 29 September 1855, referring to the day Crown Prince Friedrich of Prussia came to Balmoral to propose to Vicky. Vicky was barely fifteen, but already extremely confident, not to say opinionated. Prince Friedrich, or Fritz, was handsome enough to be known as ‘Siegfried’ in his own country, but certainly not as intelligent or as determined as his betrothed. From the start there were rumours that Fritz loved Vicky too much, and was too much in her power, but Victoria and Albert’s dream of a ‘Prussian marriage’ was secure. They were sublimely unconcerned that the Prussian aristocracy was offended by what they in turn called the ‘English marriage’, that the Tsar of Russia was less than pleased with this new alliance, even that The Times referred to Prussia as that ‘wretched state’.

From the moment of the betrothal, Prince Albert spent two hours every evening preparing his daughter Vicky for her future role as Crown Princess of Prussia, bearer of those liberal ideas which would shape the new Germany. And Vicky, quick on the uptake and believing her father could do no wrong, happily absorbed the lessons, eager to put them into practice as soon as possible. Nevertheless, her parents insisted she wait till she was eighteen before she married and could embark on her mission, one which did not, in the event, evolve quite as planned.

The Prussians expected the marriage to take place in Berlin. Queen Victoria was pleased to disagree. ‘Whatever may be the usual practice of Prussian Princes,’ she wrote sharply to Lord Clarendon, who was to inform the Prussians otherwise, ‘it is not every day that one marries the eldest daughter of the Queen of England. The question therefore must be considered as settled and closed.’ The couple were married on 25 January 1858, in the Chapel Royal at St James’s Palace. After a short honeymoon at Windsor, they set off for Berlin. ‘My Beloved Papa,’ Vicky wrote from the Royal Yacht Victoria and Albert, crossing the North Sea to Germany, ‘The pain of parting from you yesterday was more than I can describe; I thought my heart was going to break when you shut the cabin door and were gone … I should have liked to have thanked you for all that you have done for me, for all your kindness. All your love … To you, dear Papa, I owe most in this world. I shall never forget the advice it has been my privilege to hear from you at different times. I treasure your words in my heart, they will have with God’s help an influence on my whole life.’ Now that she had to part from everything that was familiar and dear to her, she was broken-hearted.

The Crown Prince and Princess’s triumphal procession through Northern Germany took almost a week. Everywhere there were speeches, deputations of welcome and gala banquets. First they stopped at Cologne, then at Magdeburg. At Hanover there was an awkward moment when Vicky saw that the King of Hanover had inadvertently (or perhaps advertently) ordered that the gold plate service be used for the gala dinner. Queen Victoria claimed the plate belonged to her, the King, her cousin, disputed it, and they were currently embroiled in a legal battle to decide the outcome. Vicky sensibly pretended not to notice. On Monday 8 February they finally made their grand entry into Berlin to pealing church bells and thundering cannon. In a true spirit of welcome the crowds lining the royal route waved English as well as Prussian flags as the state coach, drawn by eight horses with postilions and outriders, made its way through the Brandenburg Gate down Unter Den Linden to the Royal Palace. Vicky, wearing a coronet of diamonds, waved and smiled, though the state coach, made largely of glass, was freezing cold, and she only had a short ermine cape over her thin silken gown. ‘She shivered from head to foot,’ recalled a German Court official, ‘and I was told that after the first greetings at the Schloss were over she broke down and cried.’

The festivities lasted a fortnight. The same Court official reveals that the German people were delighted that this royal wedding was a love match. But the future Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, was not so pleased. On 8 April 1858 Bismarck wrote to General von Gerlach, the Prussian delegate at Frankfurt: ‘You ask me in your letter what I think of the English marriage. I must separate the two words to give you my opinion. The ‘English’ in it does not please me, the ‘marriage’ may be quite good, for the Princess has the reputation of a lady of brain and heart. If the Princess can leave the Englishwoman at home and become a Prussian, then she may be a blessing to the country.’ That, unfortunately, was precisely what Vicky could not do without betraying her parents’ dearest wish. Prussia was to become English, hardly the other way round.

Meanwhile she was trying to accustom herself to her new life and the strange ways of the Prussian Court. Everything was reported back in long letters to her mother. The Berlin Court was provincial, the etiquette stiff and old-fashioned; the men excessively military, always in uniform, the women extremely boring, it not being the Prussian way for women to have opinions. Vicky herself naturally held opinions on everything and was used to expressing them in a forthright manner. And she expected to be taken seriously. Perhaps because her dazzled husband fully agreed, she never managed to curb this tendency, and in all the years ahead, she never managed to think of Prussia as home. ‘She certainly was a little tyrant,’ wrote Countess Walburga von Hohenthal, one of her ladies-in-waiting, ‘and with a less chivalrous and devoted husband there might have been difficulties.’ Vicky was soon being referred to not as the Crown Princess of Prussia, but as ‘the English Princess’.

Her mother did not help. She demanded letters almost daily, and in return gave endless advice. ‘Promise me faithfully dear not to keep your rooms too hot – or let the fire catch your face, and also to get fresh air as much as you can. I know that you are quite aware of the necessity of it, but you are lazy, my good child, often, and may neglect looking at thermometers and to open windows.’ She was by no means pleased to hear that Vicky was pregnant. She thought her much too young at nineteen, and Fritz a typically selfish man to place his wife in such a position hardly a year after their marriage. ‘What you say of the pride of giving life to an immortal soul is very fine, dear,’ she wrote, ‘but I own I cannot enter into that; I think much more of our being like a cow or a dog at such moments.’

Within a few days of Willy’s birth the nurses noticed that his left arm hung limp and useless at his side. Later it was discovered that he was unable to sit up properly. The neck muscles and ligaments had been so badly torn by Dr Martin’s brutal wielding of the forceps that Willy’s head drooped to one side, unbalancing him. Later still it was found that his right ear and hearing had also been seriously damaged. As Willy grew older the ear developed inflammations, with growths and excretions affecting the delicate inner ear which, as the medical specialists warned, was dangerously close to the brain.

At first his parents were not too alarmed. The doctors suggested that Willy’s right arm be strapped to his side to make him use the left one. When there was no improvement he was subjected to a series of treatments. First came animal baths, when the limp arm was wrapped in the still-warm skin of a freshly killed hare. Next the arm was treated with primitive electric shocks. When he was four Willy was strapped into an iron machine for an hour every day to straighten him out. The child seemed to bear it all with remarkable cheerfulness and forbearance, but Willy himself put it slightly differently in his memoirs: ‘Medical science was not as advanced in those days as it is now,’ he wrote. ‘So I was subjected to various treatments which one could nowadays only describe as amateur, the only result being that I was painfully tortured.’

The crippled arm, which eventually was some five inches shorter than the other, with the hand half-size and quite useless, caused Vicky increasing distress. ‘The ARM makes hardly any progress,’ she wrote to her father when Willy was one. ‘The idea of his remaining a cripple haunts me … I long to have a child with everything perfect about it like EVERY BODY ELSE …’ She blamed herself because she had tripped over a chair on a slippery palace floor when she was five months pregnant. She asked her parents not to tell the others at home about Willy’s deformity.

When her next child Charlotte was born eighteen months after Willy, Vicky wrote unfeelingly: ‘She is 1000 times nicer because she is always good and a great deal prettier then he ever was and takes twice as much notice now, as he did when he was twice the age she is … I am so proud of her and like to show her off, which I never did with him as he was so thin and pale and fretful at her age.’ ‘The ARM’ was the reason Vicky felt Willy wasn’t ‘pretty’, because otherwise he was a good-looking child.

The science of psychology was not advanced in the 1860s, and Willy was mishandled from the start. Medical specialists completely missed the most important symptom of all: the child’s extreme restlessness and lack of concentration, which became a distinguishing feature of the mature man, causing endless problems for his courtiers and political advisers. In a later, post-Freudian period, Willy’s strange behaviour as a child might have been seen for what it was, an emotional disturbance which needed careful handling. As it is, he was surrounded by ignorance and empty flattery, which only made his condition worse. He longed for affection, the one thing his mother found it almost impossible to give. His father, less complicated than Vicky, refused to acknowledge any problems, blindly believing that everything would come right in time, and was often seen carrying his over-lively child around the palace, proudly showing him off to anyone who might come their way.

Willy’s greatest problem was unavoidable: the hopes and expectations of Prussia rested on his shoulders. But at the same time he was expected to fulfil Victoria and Albert’s dream of a united Germany ruled along English democratic lines. So Wilhelm, future German Kaiser, was split from the start, Prussian on one hand, English on the other. Even his name was split. Friedrich Wilhelm Viktor Albrecht arrived into this world festooned with the names of his German father, German grandfather, English grandmother and English (albeit originally German) grandfather, in that order. If he was Wilhelm in Germany, in England he was always William. Luckily Willy worked in both languages, though Queen Victoria persisted in spelling it ‘Willie’. The liberal English model represented by his mother came into daily conflict with the autocratic Prussian one represented by his grandfather King Wilhelm, and by Bismarck. And Willy, bright and ambitious but emotionally confused, jumped first this way then that, with only one certain outcome: if he pleased one side, he offended the other.

The rift between Vicky and Bismarck was apparent early on. As soon as her father-in-law inherited the Prussian crown in 1861 Bismarck was at his side, guiding him to put his own stamp on Germany. The stamp was purely Prussian – militaristic, and most certainly not liberal – and was bound to come into conflict with the democratic forces beginning to flourish in Germany as a result of rapid industrial expansion. The first confrontation with Parliament was over King Wilhelm’s planned reform of the Prussian army, which he intended to enlarge massively. When the Reichstag refused to fund it he dismissed his ministers, dissolved the Reichstag and called in Bismarck, who was at that time the Prussian Ambassador in Paris. Bismarck became Minister-President in 1862, and together he and King Wilhelm embarked on their vision of a militaristic state ruled by a monarchy which told Parliament what to do, and not the other way round. The fact that the Liberals were gaining ground in the Reichstag did not bother Bismarck, the Iron Chancellor. ‘Germany does not look to Prussia’s liberalism, but to Prussia’s might,’ he said in a speech almost designed to offend Vicky. ‘The great questions of the times will not be solved by speeches and majority decisions, but by iron and blood.’

The antipathy between the two was cast in stone a year later when Bismarck set about curtailing the freedom of the press. Vicky and Fritz were appalled. Not used to holding her peace, Vicky persuaded Fritz to condemn the act as unconstitutional during a speech he was giving in Danzig. It caused an awful row between father and son, and permanent hostility between Vicky and Bismarck. In her letters home to her mother she calls Bismarck false, dangerous, unprincipled, and an Anglophobe.

In fact Bismarck never forgot Danzig, and began a secret campaign to undermine the Crown Prince and Princess. The Court official who reported on their wedding had a particular liking for Vicky, but was forced to admit that her obstinacy and lack of diplomacy had created serious problems. He felt that Vicky ‘idolised’ her father and that at the heart of the problem lay the discussions she had had with him before ever coming to the Berlin Court. ‘These discussions’, he sadly reflected, ‘were injudicious and sometimes detrimental to harmony later on … Her education, in fact, had been, for Prussian ideas, on a quite unnecessary scale for a woman.’

Willy’s own memories of his early years began with England. ‘The earliest memories I can recall are connected with Osborne on the Isle of Wight,’ he wrote in his memoirs, Aus Meinem Leben, published in 1922 from his exile in Holland after the First World War. ‘I have an exact memory of my grandfather, Prince Consort Albert, husband of Queen Victoria. He spent a lot of time with his eldest little grandchild, and liked to put me in a napkin and swing me around … I was two and a half years old.’ The grandparents had in fact met Willy for the first time at Coburg the previous summer. ‘Such a little love!’ Queen Victoria wrote in her Journal.

The Prussian Crown Prince and his small family were in England for three months in 1861, from June to August. For Vicky it was the first visit home since her marriage, and it is not difficult to imagine her joy. Father and daughter had plenty of time to pick up the threads of their political discussions, happy again to agree on everything. Once Vicky was back in Berlin, Prince Albert wrote urging her, a touch ponderously, to keep up the good work: ‘May your life, which has begun beautifully, expand still further to the good of others and the contentment of your own mind! True inward happiness is to be sought only in the internal consciousness of effort systematically directed to good and useful ends.’ It was a letter to celebrate her twenty-first birthday. A month later Prince Albert was dead, struck down by typhoid after visiting wayward Bertie in Cambridge. Queen Victoria’s grief is well known; Vicky’s was almost as bad.

Willy remembered much more of their next visit to England, in 1863 for his uncle Bertie’s wedding in St George’s Chapel, Windsor on 10 March. The ceremony was long for four-year-old William (as he was for the time being), attending in full Highland costume. Although he loved the pageantry and the music, he soon grew restless. When one of his uncles ticked him off, he bit him in the leg. Queen Victoria watched the proceedings with a certain detachment from the Royal Closet above the chapel. For her the real ceremony had already taken place privately the day before. ‘Drove with Alix, Lenchen [her third daughter] and Bertie to the Mausoleum where Vicky and Fritz met us. I opened the shrine and took them in. Alix was much moved and so was I. I said “He gives you his blessing,” and joined Alix and Bertie’s hands, taking them both in my arms and kissing them. It was a very touching moment and we all felt it.’ Alix might not have been clever, but she knew how to reach Queen Victoria’s heart.

On Willy’s sixth birthday Queen Victoria sent him a present of a writing case. ‘That beloved and promising child was adored Papa’s great favourite; he took (and he takes I am sure) so deep an interest in him and in his physical and moral well-doing,’ she wrote to Vicky. ‘But bring him up simply, plainly, not with that terrible Prussian pride and ambition, which grieved dear Papa so much and which he always said would stand in the way of Prussia taking that lead in Germany which he ever wished her to do!’ Vicky wrote back about the ‘important task’ of Willy’s education: ‘I shall endeavour to make him feel that pride and devotion for his country and ambition to serve it that will make sacrifices and difficulties seem easy to him. And may I be able to instil our British feeling of independence into him, together with our brand of English common sense, so rare on this side of the water.’

From September 1866, when he was seven, Willy began lessons with Dr Georg Hinzpeter, who had a greater influence on his upbringing than anyone else. Hinzpeter was a 39-year-old bachelor, aesthetic in habit and appearance, and extremely Spartan in his tastes. He was a strict Calvinist who believed in duty, self-sacrifice and the value of hard work. He had absolutely no sense of humour. The future monarch must not be spoilt and he must learn duty and self-discipline. The regime should be simple and strict, for this child would sooner or later be surrounded by flattery. These are notions which crop up again and again in the education of all three royal cousins, and it is easy now to see how misguided it was, and how useless as a defence against the corroding power of flattery. Vicky was additionally determined that Willy’s education be civil in character, not military. Or to put it another way, English not Prussian.

To Willy’s parents Hinzpeter seemed the perfect choice. He was not a noble, a fact much appreciated by both of them, but the son of an ordinary grammar school teacher, and an ordinary grammar school teacher himself before entering the service of an acquaintance of theirs. The Crown Prince and Princess were impressed by his seriousness of purpose and his cleverness, because Hinzpeter was a Doctor of Philosophy. Hinzpeter, for his part, was perhaps a little more ambitious than his extremely respectful demeanour implied. To Vicky and Fritz’s delight he appeared to agree with them on everything, even sharing their own liberal views and keen interest in social matters. They were increasingly worried by Willy’s restlessness and lack of concentration, and thought Hinzpeter just the man to curb this dangerous tendency and to mould their son into the responsible ruler he would one day have to become. Hinzpeter could only agree, and keenly set about his task.

Willy’s day started at 6 a.m. in summer and 7 a.m. in winter, ending at 6 or 7 p.m., again depending on the season, with just two breaks, the first for breakfast and the second for the midday meal, which never lasted more than three-quarters of an hour. Breakfast consisted of plain bread. Occasionally someone came to tea. Willy had to offer them cake, but was not allowed any himself. Lessons consisted of Latin, history, arithmetic, religious instruction, geography and later Greek, as well as English with a Miss Archer, and French with a Mme Darcourt who subsequently married Dr Hinzpeter. Hinzpeter never gave praise, as a matter of principle. Everything was done as an exercise in duty. ‘It was hard for a seven-year-old,’ Willy wrote. ‘One can think what one likes about Hinzpeter’s method, but it seems certain to me that lessons with no joy to them start out from the wrong psychological standpoint.’ In good hands, Willy might have shaped up into an intelligent, if always difficult, ruler.

Lessons were shared with his younger brother Heinrich. While everyone could agree that Willy was bright, with an exceptional memory and a natural talent for languages, Heinrich, though perfectly agreeable, was distinctly dull. Hinzpeter did his pious best with Heinrich, but soon gave up to concentrate all his efforts on his main charge, the future Kaiser. Willy repaid Hinzpeter by applying himself conscientiously to his studies and working hard, always hoping to please his tutor and gain some small praise. History was his favourite subject, especially Ancient and German. The pages were filled with stories of heroes which the handicapped boy especially loved, with the added pleasure that many were his own ancestors. Frederick the Great was Willy’s favourite, referred to again and again throughout his life, in conversations, speeches and memos.

But the education of a Prince required more than school work. There were dancing, gymnastics, fencing, shooting, swimming, rowing, sailing and, most important of all, riding. All presented difficulties to Willy with his crippled arm. His strenuous exercise regime had corrected his posture, but had made no difference to the arm. ‘The poor arm is no better,’ wrote Vicky to Queen Victoria when he was ten. ‘William begins to feel being behind much smaller boys in every exercise of the body – he cannot run fast, because he has no balance, nor ride, nor climb, nor cut his food … I wonder he is as good tempered about it. His tutor thinks he will feel it much more, and be much unhappier about it, as he grows older, and feels himself debarred from everything which others enjoy, and particularly so as he is so strong and lively and healthy.’ They obviously had not reckoned with Willy’s character and his own keen sense of what was required of him for his future position. By the time he was fourteen, when he easily passed all his exams to go to grammar school, he could join in virtually everything his classmates did. Only eating still presented a problem, though a clever gadget combining a knife, fork and spoon helped. A friend, Prince Heinrich von Schonburg-Waldenburg, noted that Willy never made an issue of his handicap, simply saying ‘With my arm, I can’t do this or that’. Nor did he try to hide it, except in public, when the sleeve of the left arm might be folded into his pocket, or his small hand rested on a sword or a saddle.

In time Willy mastered all the sports: only riding remained. With his useless arm and his uncertain balance, riding was a torture for him, and yet it was the one thing a future Kaiser had to be able to do. Prussia’s pride was her army, the largest and most powerful army in Europe; a Prussian army without the Kaiser riding at its head in parades, on military manoeuvres and, if necessary, to war was unthinkable. But Willy at nine still could not ride, only sit on his pony, being led on a lead. Riding was terrifying because he could not get his balance, a problem at the time put down to his crippled arm, rather than his damaged ear. No one in the royal stables had the heart to force the weeping child to ride without support. Finally Hinzpeter stepped in. In the memoirs written when he was nearly sixty the exiled Kaiser still vividly recalled the sheer terror of it, quoting Hinzpeter’s own account: ‘In spite of all his begging and pleading and crying, he was mercilessly put back on his horse every time he fell off, until eventually, after weeks and weeks of torture, he finally found his sense of balance.’ Even Hinzpeter was moved, admitting that these morning exercises were a horror for everyone involved. Prince Heinrich was regularly reduced to tears, just watching. But Wilhelm always graciously accepted that Hinzpeter did what had to be done, and even thanked him for it.

As it happened, Willy’s parents had totally misunderstood one crucial aspect of Hinzpeter’s character. They had chosen him because he shared their views on the training required for a future monarch and also on the importance of establishing in Germany a liberal society which paid humane attention to the social problems of the lower classes. Vicky herself spent many hours on her various charities, hospital work and educational schemes, particularly for women. Without proper consideration for the lower orders, society itself was in danger, Willy’s parents and Hinzpeter agreed. As did Queen Victoria, who on 18 December 1867 wrote to Vicky: ‘I wished to answer what you said about the bar between high and low. What you said about it is most true … The higher classes – especially the aristocracy (with of course exceptions and honourable ones) – are so frivolous, pleasure-seeking, heartless, selfish, immoral and gambling that it makes one think (just as the Dean of Windsor said to me the other evening) of the days of the French Revolution … The lower classes are becoming so well informed, are so intelligent and earn their bread and riches so deservedly – that they cannot and ought not be kept back – to be abused by the wretched, ignorant, high-born beings who live only to kill time. They must be warned and frightened or some dreadful crash will take place.’ With this in mind, and encouraged by the Crown Prince and Princess, Hinzpeter took his two young charges on frequent visits to the factories and workshops of the lower classes, engaging the workers in polite conversation, the princes always remembering to doff their caps to their bewildered hosts before they left.

Hinzpeter was not, however, a liberal. He dedicated his life to preserving the system of absolute, not constitutional, monarchy. The lot of the labouring poor had to be improved only so that it should not become a threat to the system. The Crown Prince and Princess would have been extremely surprised to learn that Hinzpeter’s great hero was Bismarck. They entrusted their son to Hinzpeter’s care for twelve hours every day for eleven years, even taking him on holiday with them, and whether through Hinzpeter’s powerful influence or through his own choice and temperament, Willy emerged wholeheartedly sharing his tutor’s views. Next to Frederick the Great there now stood two contemporary heroes: his grandfather Wilhelm I of Prussia, and Otto von Bismarck.

Bismarck himself lost no time putting his political beliefs into practice. His aim was to make Willy’s grandfather, currently the King of Prussia, Kaiser of a united Germany, ruling as an absolute monarch and avoiding the democratic English model which they both considered weak and dangerous. Wilhelm I was a military man with simple tastes and simple political views. He was happy for Bismarck to wield the power behind the throne, applying his ‘iron and blood’ policy to both internal and foreign affairs alike.

In all, Bismarck launched three wars of German unification; the first, with the help of Austria, was in 1864 against Denmark, to gain the duchies of Schleswig and Holstein, which had the misfortune to straddle the border between Germany and Denmark. Bismarck was determined to gain the territory for Prussia, and as soon as possible build a canal through them to join the North and the Baltic seas. Willy never forgot the sight of the soldiers, German, Austrian and Hungarian, marching up Unter Den Linden in Berlin, off to war. He was just five as he looked down on the scene from the window of the Royal Palace as his grandfather, splendidly uniformed and standing on a dais, took the march-past. ‘A born Berliner naturally has childhood memories which are military in nature,’ he wrote later. The war was won within six months by Prussia and Austria and the victory parade, again along Unter Den Linden, with row upon row of marching Prussian soldiers, regimental flags flying, bands playing and wildly cheering crowds, left an indelible mark on Willy, not least because his own father was one of the returning heroes.

But the war caused a deep rift with the English side of the family. Queen Victoria’s early misgivings about Bertie’s marriage to the Danish Princess Alexandra now became a pressing reality. Alexandra’s father, who had only recently gained the Danish throne as King Christian IX, was forced to give up almost half his kingdom and pay a heavy compensation which as a poor ruler of a poor country he could not afford. Princess Alexandra never forgave the Prussians. Queen Victoria, remembering beloved Albert’s dream of a united Germany, supported the Prussian claim in spite of the fact that her own son and daughter-in-law as well as her Government and her people sympathised with the Danes. Bertie, pulled both ways, at first tried to take a balanced view, but Alexandra’s distress was so great that he was soon openly and not always discreetly abusing Prussia. Queen Victoria was not pleased. Bertie took no notice, accusing his sister Vicky of having become a thorough Prussian.

If only it were that simple. ‘My position is not an easy one,’ Vicky had written to Fritz, fighting at the front. ‘They reprove me here for being too English, at home I am too Prussian. It seems I cannot do anything right.’ Things weren’t much easier for Fritz. The victory parade down Unter Den Linden was a confusing mixture of pride and pain. The crowd was hailing him as their hero, but the war had been against a small, poor and defenceless country, and it had been unprovoked. ‘I feel ashamed,’ he wrote in his diary. On 18 December, the day his father the King had decreed as a day of thanksgiving for the Prussian victory, the church bells of Berlin rang out all day long. But that evening at the grand banquet, when Bismarck’s health was proposed Fritz did not raise his glass. It was a foolishly provocative act, not lost on Bismarck.

In England Vicky and Fritz’s dilemma went unnoticed, especially by the Prussian-hating Prince and Princess of Wales. On 21 June 1865 Queen Victoria was obliged to write a painful letter in reply to Vicky’s request that she and her family should come to England for Christmas. They were effectively banished from Windsor that year, and Vicky even had to subscribe to the idea that it was for her own sake, as she ‘would not be happy’ in the company. The truth was that Queen Victoria was changing her mind about the Prussians, who seemed determined to maintain a military and aggressive stance in their foreign policy quite unlike what dear Albert had envisaged. Poor Vicky, groomed into the Prussian marriage by her parents, now had to suffer the role of the outcast, both at home in England and at home in Prussia.

Bismarck was meanwhile planning his next war of German unification, this time against his ally Austria in order to acquire the whole of Schleswig and Holstein for Prussia, a plan he had made as soon as the first war was won. In June 1866 the Seven Weeks’ War broke out, ending with Austria’s quick defeat. The smaller German states which had sided with Austria were shown no mercy, in accordance with Bismarck’s ‘iron and blood’ policy. Frankfurt was given twenty-four hours to pay 25 million guilders in war reparations. The wealthy King of Hanover (the one with the gold dinner service) lost everything and fled to England. Worst of all for the English Royal family was the fate of the small state of Hesse-Darmstadt. Vicky’s sister Alice, the quiet, average sister who was Bertie’s favourite, had married Louis of Hesse in 1862. When war broke out in 1866 they sent their two children, Victoria and Ella, to England for safety, to stay with their grandmother Queen Victoria. Alice was expecting their third child, but she busied herself helping to organise a hospital for the wounded. There were 40,000 dead on the Austrian side in one day alone at the decisive battle of Königgratz, commanded on the Prussian side by Crown Prince Friedrich. Louis was still away fighting on the other side when the Prussians entered Darmstadt, and Alice had to watch helplessly while they marched arrogantly about, looting whatever took their fancy. Hesse, already poor, was made virtually bankrupt. Louis III (Louis’ uncle) was only allowed to keep his throne because his sister was married to Tsar Alexander II of Russia. The fact that Alice’s brother-in-law was the Commander of the Prussian army only made matters worse.

Queen Victoria and English public opinion were outraged by this further manifestation of Prussian aggression. It was impossible for Vicky and Fritz, again torn between the two countries and the two Royal families, to know where to place their loyalties. During the war there had been an additional tragedy for Vicky, made much worse because Fritz was away fighting. Their fourth and favourite child, Sigismund, known as Sigi, not yet two years old, caught meningitis and died within days. Vicky wrote to her mother in despair: ‘Your suffering child turns to you in her grief … My little darling graciously lent me for a short time, to be my pride, my joy, my hope, is gone, gone … Oh HOW I loved that little thing, from the first moment of its birth, it was more to me than its brothers and sisters, it was so fair, so loving, so bright and merry.’ Willy, Charlotte and Henry between them could never make up for the loss of the child Vicky called ‘her own happy secret’. In letters home she referred to Henry as ‘dull and idle’, Charlotte as ‘fat’ and Willy as ‘loud and rough’. Even the new baby, Victoria, could not help. From then on, every Sunday after church the family made their way to the Friedrichskirche and the chapel where Sigi was buried.

As for Willy, his anxious parents could not help noticing that this second Prussian victory was increasing his tendency, eagerly encouraged by his grandfather, to a certain Prussian pride. On 27 January 1869 he celebrated his birthday. ‘My tenth birthday was an extremely significant one for me,’ he wrote later, ‘in the sense that on this day, according to the customs of our royal house, I was enlisted in the renowned Prussian army. Thus it happened that my grandfather awarded me the highest Order of the Black Eagle and at the same time I acquired my uniform of the First Foot Guards Regiment. The ceremony took place in our most intimate family circle. My father handed the Order to my grandfather in a gold vessel, and I had already put on my uniform in order to pronounce my oath to his Majesty.’

On the same day he was allowed to accompany his grandfather to the parade ground at Potsdam, where in front of the whole family he fell into line with his regiment and practised marching for the first time. He had trouble keeping up and had to run and dodge about to keep his place. It was a charming sight, but not everyone was amused. ‘Poor Willy in his uniform looks like some unfortunate little monkey dressed up standing on top of an organ,’ Vicky wrote to Queen Victoria.

Bismarck and Willy’s grandfather would seem to have won that particular round. Willy was a real Hohenzollern now, and nothing would change that. His grandfather began to request his presence on the parade ground, not caring that this meant interrupting lessons: the old King not only disliked books, but was proud of it. Wilhelm I held the opinion that in order to be a good Prussian officer, books were not required. This all went down extremely well with Willy, happy to escape the schoolroom and delighted with military parades. Willy’s parents were less happy, recognising this as part of Bismarck’s plan to wean the boy away from their influence. In the same way, Bismarck continued his secret campaign to turn the King against his son the Crown Prince. At that time father and son still felt an affection for one another, despite having little in common, but Bismarck found it easy enough to sow suspicion in the King’s mind about his son and his daughter-in-law, the ‘English princess’.

In 1870 Bismarck instigated his third and final war of German unification, this time against France. The Franco-Prussian war was by far the most ambitious, bitterly fought over nine months to gain Alsace-Lorraine and Metz. For Willy the Franco-Prussian war was, and for the rest of his life remained, Prussia’s finest hour. This time the triumphant victory parade down Unter Den Linden was preceded by a ceremony in the Hall of Mirrors at the Palace of Versailles on 18 January 1871 at which his grandfather was pronounced Kaiser Wilhelm I of the new German Empire. The young and impressionable Prince Wilhelm gloried in the idea that his grandfather was now the ruler of a great Empire, just like his grandmother Queen Victoria in England. When the troops returned to Berlin from France he was allowed to accompany his father and mother riding out to meet them. ‘My mother wore the uniform of her Hussar regiment. I was naturally in the uniform of the First Foot Regiment,’ he recalled in his memoirs. ‘The ecstatic cheering of the crowds knew no bounds, the soldiers being bedecked with laurel wreaths again and again.’

Now Germany was a nation, albeit under Prussia’s iron leadership. The next two decades brought a period of rapid expansion to the young Reich, buoyed up by this new identity and power, propelling the country from a largely rural to a modern industrial society. Germany was soon looking across the globe for new markets for its trade. Russian diplomats and businessmen returned home from this thrusting country in some alarm. The English maintained their superior air, but kept a careful eye on developments. As for the French, humiliated by the war and the loss of Alsace-Lorraine, they hated the new German Empire with a Gallic hatred which lasted till the First World War.
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