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  About the Book


  When this book begins, in the reign of Edward VII, Great Britain commands the mightiest empire the world has ever seen. By the time it ends, with the Coronation of Elizabeth II, Britain has emerged victorious from a world war, but ruined as a world power. How did Britain’s power and influence decline? This is one of the questions which A. N. Wilson seeks to answer in his masterly follow-up to The Victorians.


  About the Author


  A. N. Wilson was born in 1950 and educated at Rugby and New College, Oxford. A Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, he has held a prominent position in the world of literature and journalism. He has written lives of Sir Walter Scott (John Llewellyn Rhys Prize), Tolstoy (Whitbread Award for Biography), C. S. Lewis, Hilaire Belloc, Iris Murdoch and John Betjeman. His novels include The Healing Art (Somerset Maugham Award), Wise Virgin (W H Smith Award), The Sweets of Pimlico (John Llewellyn Rhys Prize), My Name is Legion, A Jealous Ghost and the five books in the Lampitt Chronicles. In 1992 he caused a sensation with his bestselling Jesus and this he followed up with his equally controversial Paul. His study of the Victorian age, The Victorians, was published by Hutchinson in 2002 to massive critical acclaim. He lives in North London.
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  Foreword and Acknowledgements


  Like its predecessor, The Victorians, this book is a portrait of an age, rather than a formal history. It takes the story of Britain, and her place in the world, from 1901 to the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in 1953. Though it is as long a book as the last one, I am even more conscious as I finish it of the omissions. Yet, enough is enough, and a volume must be light enough to hold without the aid of a lectern.


  As I wrote, it became more and more clear to me that what I was painting was a portrait of my parents’ generation. It is the story of Britain in the five decades preceding my own birth. I grew up with this history as an oral tradition, as we all did. ‘Before the war’ … How many sentences on their lips began with that phrase. In this oral history different family members were associated, however private their lives, and however insignificant in terms of great public events, with those events themselves. Both grandfathers were said to have been ruined by the Slump. My father was just too young, by a few months, to have served in the Great War, but his elder sister, my beloved and favourite aunt Elizabeth, had served as a nurse in France during that war. Every Christmas, as some of us in the family went to church, we waited for the moment (no churchgoer she) for her to light her cigarette and say: ‘The last time I attended a Midnight Mass was at Amiens Cathedral in 1917.’


  There was the General Strike, in which my father had enjoyed himself as a mounted policeman. There was the extraordinary story of Germany, deeply linked to my mother’s destiny as she recalled her two happy years in Koblenz from 1929 to 1931, and the clouds which fell over the household there when the father denounced his teenaged sons for enjoying a book called Mein Kampf. And of course there was the war itself, during which my brother and sister were born, and in which my father served as a colonel in the Royal Artillery. All these things went on before my arrival in the family, but they were constantly rehearsed and discussed, as were the subsequent excitements of the Great Winter of 1947. I suspect that the picture of the twentieth century in the following pages would not be the story that any of the rest of the family would have told. But it could not have been written without them.


  Then again, as on previous occasions, I owe much to the libraries which I have visited. In the Bodleian Library, I have been guided skilfully to manuscript sources. In the British Library, I have also had kind help in the Manuscript Room, though I have chiefly worked from printed sources in the Humanities One Reading Room, where, as always, the staff have been exemplary for their courtesy and friendly helpfulness during a period of the library’s history which has not been easy. I have also consulted the London Library, and am grateful to the staff who have always noticed, but not always objected, when I have borrowed more books than my ticket allowed. The Marylebone Public Library is also an excellent reference library and its staff are always helpful.


  I have been extraordinarily lucky in my publishers. Sue Freestone is as good an editor as she is a friend. James Nightingale, an ever-reassuring presence, has been an unflappable co-midwife and has done hard work with picture research. Steve Cox has edited a long and difficult typescript with welcome rigour. On the other side of the Atlantic, the enthusiasm of Jonathan Galassi and Eric Chinski has been inspiring. Grateful thanks to Douglas Matthews who made the index.


  None of my books would get written without the patient support, friendship and advice of Gillon Aitken, king among agents, who encouraged me at the beginning and helped me to the end. In initial stages he used to refer to the book as Edward, George, Edward, George, and in some ways I wish that I had kept this title, even though it suggests too exclusive an interest in the Royal Family  and this book is supposed to be about Britain in its politics, its changing social mores, its art and literature, its scientific achievements, its wars, its victories, its losses.


  When I had written the book, Amy Boyle typed it, and then when I had scribbled on her typescript, she typed it again. My professional life would be impossible without her. Her speed and skill are phenomenal. Since she is always the first person to read what I write, her merry voice on the telephone reporting the completion of another chapter is always a tonic.


  I feel very fortunate that five writers whose work I esteem much more highly than I do my own have found time to read this book in typescript and to make countless, often very detailed sugestions: Richard Aldous, Hugh Cecil, A. D. Harvey, Lawrence James and Hugh Massingberd. The oft-repeated formula is true, that any mistakes remaining are my own; but these friends have done their best to make this a better book.


  1


  Oedipus Rex, Oedipus Kaiser


  IN 1900 THERE was published in Vienna one of the most extraordinary and revolutionary texts ever to come from a human brain. Die Traumdeutung (The Interpretation of Dreams) expounded the theory on which all subsequent psychoanalysis was based, even or especially those psychoanalytical theories which reacted most violently against it: namely, that the human mind consists of what might be described as two layers. With the outer layer, of our conscious mind, we reason and form judgements. In reasonable, well-balanced individuals, the pains and sorrows of childhood have been worked through, put behind them. With the unhealthy, however, neurotic or hysterical individuals, there is beneath the surface of life a swirling cauldron of suppressed memories in which lurk the traumas (the Greek word for wounds) of early experiences. Under hypnosis, or in dreams, we re-enter the world of the subconscious and with the care of a helpful analyst we can sometimes revisit the scenes of our early miseries and locate the origins of our psychological difficulties. The author of this world-changing book, Dr Sigmund Freud (18561939), was a happily married neurologist, born in the Moravian town of Freiberg, but for most of his life resident in Vienna, hub of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where his consulting room in Berggasse 19, Vienna IX (from 1931), and his celebrated couch, on which patients lay to recite their sorrows, became a totemic emblem of the century which was to unfold. The need to return to some forgotten, irrational, dark place of our lost past became compelling, personal and collective, as the hysteria of the twentieth century reached its crescendo-point and as Dr Freud, a Jew, though a non-believing one, packed his belongings and took his family to live in London for the last year of his life, following the Anschluss, the joining together of Germany and Austria into a Great Germany, Grossdeutschland. He had already had the honour of having his books burned in Berlin in 1933, and in 1938 they were burned in Vienna.


  On the publication of Die Traumdeutung, there were many people who, if not actually tempted to burn the book, must have found its contents shocking.


  If Oedipus the King is able to move modern man no less deeply than the Greeks who were Sophocles’ contemporaries, the solution can only be that the effect of Greek tragedy does not depend on the contrast between fate and human will, but is to be sought in the distinctive nature of the subject-matter exemplifying this contrast. There must be a voice within us that is ready to acknowledge the compelling force of fate in Oedipus … His fate moves us only because it could have been our own as well, because at our birth the oracle pronounced the same curse upon us as it did on him. It was perhaps ordained that we should all of us turn our first sexual impulses towards our mother, our first hatred and violent wishes against our father. Our dreams convince us of it. King Oedipus, who killed his father Laius and married his mother Jocasta, is only the fulfilment of our childhood wish. But, more fortunate than he, we have since succeeded, at least insofar as we have not become psychoneurotics, in detaching our sexual impulses from our mothers, and forgetting our jealousy of our fathers.1


  Dr Freud, further, told his Vienna lecture audiences: ‘The dream of having sexual intercourse with the mother is dreamed by many today as it was then, and they recount it with the same indignation and amazement [as Oedipus].’2


  Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, succeeded his mother Queen Victoria upon her death at half-past six in the evening on 22 January 1901, and became King Edward VII. He had waited a long time. ‘Most people pray to the Eternal Father,’ he had quipped, ‘but I am the only one afflicted with an Eternal Mother.’ If he ever had dreams about his mother of the kind believed by Dr Freud to be so usual, he did not record them for posterity. Queen Victoria did, however, believe that Bertie, as he was always known in his own family, in effect achieved half of the Oedipal destiny by killing his father, Prince Albert.


  An indiscretion with an actress, Nellie Clifden, at the Curragh Camp near Dublin had brought Bertie’s name into the newspapers, and his serious German father, embarrassed, angry and distressed, had gone to Cambridge, where Bertie was an undergraduate, to remonstrate with him during a wet evening in November 1861. A bad cold had turned to fever, and within a few weeks the doctors had diagnosed typhoid, almost certainly caused by the drains at Windsor Castle, one of the Prince Consort’s obsessions, and hardly to be blamed on poor Bertie. Nevertheless, it was, from the very first moment of her widow’s grief, one of the Queen’s obsessions that Bertie’s ‘fall’ had caused ‘beloved Papa’s demise’, aged forty-two.


  ‘Poor unhappy Bertie,’ wrote the distraught mother a few weeks after Albert died, to Bertie’s elder sister, the Crown Princess of Prussia, ‘much as I pity I never can or shall look at him without a shudder as you may imagine’.3 And again: ‘If you had seen [your husband] struck down, day by day get worse and finally die, I doubt whether you could bear the sight of the one who was the cause.’4


  By the time he inherited his kingdom, Edward VII was fifty-nine years old; at 67 inches high, he weighed 225 pounds. In some outward terms, he was not an obvious case of a man who bore any resentment of his upbringing by parents who had clearly deplored in equal measure his limitations of intellect and his lack of morals. For example, at a public dinner, when mentioning his father, he had burst into tears.


  The speed with which he dismantled any physical reminders of his parents, however, tells its own story. In Windsor Castle, and in Buckingham Palace, the new monarch walked about cheerfully with a cigar stuck between his lips, Caesar, his long-haired white fox terrier,5 trotting at his heels, his hat still on his head as he cleared out and destroyed his father’s and mother’s memory. In these rooms, where smoking had always been forbidden, the obese, bronchitic king coughed, puffed smoke and gave orders that hundreds of ‘rubbishy old coloured photographs’ be destroyed. Busts and statues of John Brown, his mother’s faithful Highlander, were smashed; the papers of the Munshi, Queen Victoria’s beloved Indian servant, were burned. The huge collection of relics of the Prince Consort, undisturbed since his untimely death forty years earlier, was sent to the muniment room in Windsor’s Round Tower. While getting rid of his parents’ old rubbish, he also took the opportunity to extend the telephone networks, install new bathrooms and lavatories, and to convert coach houses into garages for the cars of his nouveaux riches friends. ‘Alas!’ Queen Alexandra wrote to Edward VII’s sister, now the Empress Frederick, in Berlin. ‘During my absence, Bertie has had all your beloved Mother’s rooms dismantled and all her precious things removed.’


  The most significant of the new king’s anti-parental gestures was his decision to close Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, and make it, jointly, a Royal Naval College for young cadets and a convalescent home for retired officers. There is an apocryphal story told at Osborne of a visitor coming down the drive in the 1920s and seeing twenty or thirty elderly gentlemen of military or naval deportment, some in bath chairs and covered with plaid rugs, some strolling on the lawn. The visitor was waggishly told: ‘Those are the Prince Consort’s illegitimate children!’ It would not be funny if, instead of referring to the priggishly monogamous Albert, the joker had claimed the old gentlemen to be children of the notoriously lecherous Edward VII. What the joke points up is the fact that the Prince Consort’s real children were no longer there in the Italian palazzo which he had so lovingly built in the 1840s. It was where the distraught queen had spent the greater part of her long widowhood, and it was where she had died.


  As the old queen lay dying in January 1901, Henry James, wisest of commentators, had written from his London club, the Reform, to American friends:


  I feel as if her death will have consequences in and for this country that no man can foresee. The Prince of Wales is an arch-vulgarian (don’t repeat this from me); the wretched little ‘Yorks’ are less than nothing; the Queen’s magnificent duration had held things magnificently  beneficently  together and prevented all sorts of accidents. Her death, in short, will let loose incalculable forces for possible ill. I am very pessimistic.6


  To another American, when the queen had actually died, he wrote:


  We grovel before fat Edward  E. The Caresser, as he is privately named … But I mourn the safe and motherly old middle-class queen, who held the nation warm under the fold of her big, hideous, Scotch-plaid shawl and whose duration had been so extraordinarily convenient and beneficent. I fear her death much more than I should have expected; she was a sustaining symbol  and the wild waters are upon us now.7


  James bids his compatriots to mourn Victoria, ‘for she was always nice to us’.8 His novelistic antennae caught, as political commentary might have failed to do, the vulnerability of the most powerful nation upon Earth, at the apogee of its pre-eminence.


  From the perspective of over one hundred years, we look back to the early years of the twentieth century and see the Edwardian world through the mayhem of slaughters and revolutions which followed. Knowing what is to come will influence two quite different approaches. Some will look back on the period before the First World War as a Golden Age of peace and prosperity, of long afternoons and country house parties. Others will see in the troubled situation in the Empire, the terrible living conditions of the urban poor, the twin growth of nationalism and military technology, a terrifying howl of ancestral voices prophesying war. Both those opposing polarities will focus some of their thoughts upon the monarchy. After all, it was in the aim of ridding the world of the tyrannies and injustices with which a monarchical system is associated that the revolutions in Russia, Germany, Bulgaria, Italy, Spain, were to be driven forward. Some readers of history will continue to see that upturning of thrones to be, in the Cromwellian phrase, a cruel necessity. Others will note that in the years when other countries of the world had their civil wars, their Gulags, their Dachaus and their Kristallnachts, it was the conservative, monarchical, aristocratic Britain which maintained a political ideal of personal freedom, not merely for its own citizens, but also for foreign refugees to its shores and those in other lands who fought for freedom.


  Those who lean towards the latter view, as I do myself, need to be clear in their minds what they are saying. While it might be true that the evolved monarchical system and a liberalized aristocracy in Britain undoubtedly did help to maintain a rule of law, a continuity with stabler days, in a way that revolutionary wars did not, it would be absurd to suggest that the monarchs themselves had very much to do with it. Faced with the military or economic disasters which befell some other European countries, it is unlikely that any of the four British monarchs of the first half of the twentieth century would have been able to withstand the rise of a British Lenin or a British Mussolini. It was often what they did not do, rather than what they did, which strengthened the monarchs’ roles. The notion that beneath a deceptive appearance there lurked profound political acumen in the monarchs who reigned from 1901 to 1952, in Edward, George, Edward or George, is to be resisted. It is to overlook the truth of what Henry James intuited as he witnessed the passing of Victoria, the removal of ‘a sustaining symbol’. This is not to say that Edward VII, who was personally amiable, did not have some aptitude for oiling diplomacy. His chief virtue, politically, however, was that he allowed that side of things, almost exclusively, to be handled by professional politicians.


  ‘He subscribes to his cripples, rewards his sailors, reviews his soldiers and opens bridges, bazaars, hospitals and railway tunnels with enviable sweetness,’ said Mrs Asquith, the wife of his Liberal prime minister. Lord Fisher said of him: ‘He wasn’t clever, but he always did the right thing, which is better than brains.’9 No one would have said this of the king’s Prussian nephew Willy.


  If genial, self-indulgent and in many respects well-adjusted Edward VII would have been a disappointing subject for a psychoanalyst, the same could not be said for his nephew, the German Emperor Wilhelm II. Nor is this simply a matter of interest to doctors or to royal obsessives. It is now generally recognized that the Kaiser, an autocratic ruler with immense power over his 68 million subjects,fn1 was governed in his foreign policy by the profound psychological complexity of his attitude to his mother. There is first the very matter of his birth, in 1858, to Queen Victoria’s eldest child  herself named Victoria  and Prince Friedrich Wilhelm of Prussia. Princess Victoria insisted upon English doctors, and only English doctors, being present at the birth, which took place in Berlin. She always blamed herself for the fact that his arm was deformed, apparently as a result of clumsy midwifery. For the first few years of his life she was in denial about the withered arm, and throughout his youth she feared that it would warp his manliness or his independence. When he was eight and a half his tutor, Hinzpeter, was instructed by Princess Victoria to make sure that the disabled little boy could retain his balance on a horse. In Hinzpeter’s words:


  The tutor, using a moral authority over his pupil that had now become absolute, set the weeping prince on his horse without stirrups and compelled him to go through the various paces. He fell off continually: every time, despite his prayers and tears, he was lifted up and set upon its back again. After weeks of torture, the difficult feat was accomplished: he had got his balance.10


  Princess Victoria’s anxiety for the moral and intellectual development of her son was no less demanding. She hero-worshipped her father Prince Albert, whose liberal politics were greatly at odds with the autocratic militarism of the Prussian Junkers. She abominated Bismarck, who rallied the conservative and militaristic elements of the country, with triumphant effect, to unify the German states under Prussia and with their victory over France in 1870 to create the unified Reich of modern Germany. Wilhelm was just twelve when Germany was born  the existence of the Reich was proclaimed in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles as a triumphant gesture at the end of the Franco-Prussian war  and just thirty when in June 1888 his father, who had only been Emperor for ninety-nine days, died of throat cancer.


  Vicky was quite as savage and violent towards her son the future Kaiser as Queen Victoria had been to Bertie. When the teachers at the horrible gymnasium at Kassel, which the boy was compelled to attend, humiliated and criticized him, Vicky redoubled their attacks by letter. ‘I am so sorry to hear that you are so bad at your mathematics & so behindhand compared with other boys! I fear you fancy yourself far more perfect in many things than you really are, and you will have to find out by experience how little you really do know …’ But it is one thing to find out from experience and another to hear no praise from a parent, no positive response to any effort.


  Willy responded with heart-rending letters from the gymnasium about his somewhat disturbing dreams:


  I dreamt last night that I was walking with you & another lady … you were discussing who had the finest hands, whereupon the lady produced a most ungraceful hand, declaring it was the prettiest and turned us her back. I in my rage broke her parasol; but you put your dear arm round my waist, led me aside, pulled your glove off … & showed me your dear beautiful hand which I instantly covered with kisses.11


  Is it too fanciful to see in this fourteen-year-old’s dream an insight into the psyche which commanded the later Kaiser’s political and foreign policy? Unable with a part of himself to confront or accept his mother’s coldness and downright callousness, he divides her into two beings: a beautiful lady who accepts his physical adoration and allows him to make innocent love to her by unpeeling her gloves and kissing her hands, and a harsh, ugly-handed woman who needs to be treated with violence? The lovely lady who responds to his love is the Germany whom his mother married, the cruel lady whose parasol deserves to be broken is the England who gave his hated mother birth.


  Willy, as the parents called him, did everything possible to defy his liberal father and his English mother. He befriended the most extreme conservative Junker army officers. He married the fervently anti-English and anti-Danish Princess Augusta Victoria of Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Augustenburg. He was openly and vulgarly anti-Semitic, much to his parents’ distress. His anti-English fanaticism could be so uncontrolled that when he suffered from a nosebleed he would do nothing to stanch the flow, exclaiming that he would be happy if he lost every drop of his English blood.


  In other moods, the all but schizophrenic Wilhelm would tell his closest confidant Graf Philip Eulenburg-Hertefeld (18471921) that Britain was, for him, a home from home (Es ist mir eine Heimat). ‘It sounds ghastly to a German ear when I say,’ wrote Eulenburg, ‘that the German emperor is not a German at all, but actually an Englishman.’ Opinion differed about the degree of his mother’s success in wanting to make her Hohenzollern son into an English gentleman.12


  In England, where the Kaiser delighted in his title as an Admiral of the Fleet, he loved to attend the Cowes Regatta and to be a guest at the great country houses. True, there were snobs who believed that ‘in his checked suit and boater he looked more of an incongruous cad than most Bank Holiday trippers to Margate’.13


  It was not because he was badly received in England that the Kaiser had such a profoundly ambivalent attitude towards his mother’s country. There was something deep in his psyche which longed both to love and to destroy her. While Queen Victoria was still alive, he had denounced her as an ‘old hag’. But he rushed to her deathbed at Osborne and behaved like a model mourning grandson. It was he who, in an emblematic gesture, had insisted upon closing the dead queen’s eyes. During the Jameson raid against the Boers he had infuriated English public opinion by sending the Boer leader Kruger a congratulatory telegram at having kept the English predators at bay. Yet he advised his nephew Prince Bertie, later Edward VII, about how to deploy English troops in South Africa. He was in awe of the Royal Navy and rejoiced in its strength. He also wanted to build a German navy which could destroy it. ‘One cannot have enough hatred for England. Caeterum censeo, Britannia esse delendam,’ he could proclaim to Eulenburg, yet he could splutter to the Austro-Hungarian ambassador:


  In England one seems to want to treat me as a quantité négligeable. But I will not tolerate this … I will certainly never be an enemy of England, in spite of all the insults which I have continuously been paid on their part. One seems in England not always to understand, in spite of the fact that I have often made it clear, that I and not my ministers make German policy.14


  There was some justice in the Kaiser’s impatience. One of the abiding themes in the story of Britain’s relations with Europe in the twentieth century is the assumption, or half-assumption, by British politicians and diplomats that European peoples would have benefited from arranging their internal political affairs on a British model. Their failure to do so has often provoked bafflement. Queen Victoria herself, and her daughter the Kaiser’s mother, dreamed of the liberal Germany towards which ‘dear Papa’ had aspired. If Edward VII had said ‘I and not my ministers make British policy’, he would have found himself being invited to see a doctor, if not to abdicate. Wilhelm II, particularly under the influence of Eulenburg, was tempted to ride roughshod over the delicate alliances and balances which constituted ‘Germany’. Edward VII was a constitutional monarch in a country which (excepting Ireland) was politically united, and confident in its parliamentary evolutions. It had huge social problems, vast injustices: it had not yet extended the franchise to all men, let alone to any women, nor solved any of the problems of urban poverty. But its system of evolved parliamentary representative government, administered by an impartial civil service, rested on a national history stretching back hundreds of years. Germany, when Queen Victoria died, was but thirty years old.


  Eulenburg persuaded Kaiser Wilhelm II to aspire after personal rule, total autocracy. Though Eulenburg retired as a result of scandal in 1902, his political influence remained as an aftertaste from which Wilhelm could not cleanse his palate. He was appallingly shocked when he learned the things of which Eulenburg stood accused  a passion for a Munich boatman a quarter of a century before. It would seem that Eulenburg, and all his Altedel entourage, were decidedly Grecian in their erotic preferences, and no doubt Dr Freud would have noted that the same men who excited the newspapers with their homosexual antics were also urging the Kaiser to build larger and bigger guns, and to expand the German navy. Most of the evidence against Eulenburg in his trial was perjury. The Kaiser only knew real emotional intimacy with men, and undoubtedly fell in love with them, but without knowing he had done so. No one in his position who understood the impression he was conveying would, on a visit to Eton, ask if he could watch ‘a boy being swished’. He needed his son to explain what ‘such men’ did  when he did so, he was incredulous. His reaction was comparable to that of his cousin, the future King George V, who said: ‘I thought men like that shot themselves.’ There could hardly be a greater contrast between two human characters than between uncle and nephew, a difference manifested in their courts  Wilhelm’s stiffly Protestant, highly aristocratic, steaming with only half-articulated homosexuality, violent and militaristic; Edward’s boozy, jolly, nouveau riche in atmosphere, the monarch’s taste for horses, women and rich food being reflected in his raffish friends, and his political ambitions veering in the direction of Entente with France and peace in Europe.


  The Kaiser’s schizophrenia about Britain provided just the sort of technicolor tragicomedy which newspapers love. The British public, fed by the ambivalence of journalists, loved, hated, love-hated and laughed at the Kaiser.


  ‘The German Emperor is … addicted to saying startling things to his own people and others, and our Government may safely be left to clear away any misconception on his part of the facts of this particular case [the Kruger telegram] unless, of course, he really wishes to force at once a quarrel with this country,’ the Liberal Manchester Guardian had written when Willy sent his tactless telegram congratulating Kruger for repulsing the Jameson raid in 1897. But the newspaper editors could have echoed the mood of the band in Portsmouth Harbour on 22 November 1899, when the Kaiser made one of his frequent visits: they played the old melody ‘Oh, Willie, We Have Missed You’.15


  He was such good copy. ‘We welcome the Kaiser as one of the most remarkable personalities of the day,’ gushed the Daily Chronicle  ‘as a War Lord who has never created or invited a war, and as a Divine Right autocrat in an age when scarcely one man in a thousand believes in monarchy by divine right.’16


  At the time of Queen Victoria’s funeral, Willy made a deep impression. ‘We have never lost our secret pride in the fact that the most striking and gifted personality born to any European throne since Frederick The Great was largely of our own blood.’17 Even if the newspaper really believed Willy was more gifted than Napoleon, Metternich or Bismarck, it is difficult to see how with three wholly German grandparents and one who was half German, he could have been ‘largely of our own blood’.


  The Daily Telegraph was the most pro-German of the British newspapers, and in 1908 it was rewarded with one of the most prodigious scoops in the history of journalism. Its correspondent Colonel Stuart-Wortley managed to secure an interview with the Kaiser. It occurred at the height of fears of German aggression and the most delicate negotiations in which the English king was being used by the diplomats and politicians to try to get an agreement by both nations to a joint reduction in naval expenditure.


  ‘You English are mad, mad as March hares,’ said the Kaiser. ‘What has come over you that you are so completely given over to suspicions quite unworthy of a great nation? What more can I do than I have done? Have I ever been false to my word? Falsehood and prevarication are alien to my nature.’18


  Although he convinced Colonel Stuart-Wortley, the Kaiser persuaded few English readers. The speaker at a miners’ rally in Swansea on 17 August 1908 was unusual:


  I have been astonished and grieved to read much of the wild language which has been used lately by people who ought to know better about our relations with Germany. I think it is greatly to be deprecated that persons should try to spread the belief in this country that war between Great Britain and Germany is inevitable … There is no collision of primary interests  big, important interests  between Great Britain and Germany in any quarter of the globe. Why, they are among our very best customers … Although there may be some snapping and snarling in the newspapers and in the London Clubs, these two great peoples have nothing to fight for, and have no place to fight in.


  This was the 33-year-old President of the Board of Trade in Asquith’s Liberal government: Winston Churchill. (‘As for Mr Churchill,’ wrote the king to the Prince of Wales, ‘he is almost more of a cad in office than he was in opposition.’)19


  In Germany, the hawks disliked the Kaiser’s conciliatory tone to the Daily Telegraph and the Social Democrats viewed it with as much incredulity as did the English king. While the English still saw him as a Hunnish warlord, his potential supporters in the Fatherland, the belligerent militarists, disliked his self-portrait in the English paper as an Anglophile leader of an Anglophobe nation. He was violently attacked in the Reichstag and questions were even asked about his fitness to continue as Kaiser. His chancellor, Bülow, who had egged him on to his most extreme positions of nationalism in earlier days, now did all in his power to undermine his royal master. After the exciting adrenalin of publicity, Willy felt such a corresponding let-down that Prince Fürstenburg, who had taken over the role of imperial best friend after the unfortunate ‘outing’ of Prince Eulenburg, decided to put on a little light-hearted entertainment at Court. Like so many things, especially farcical things, in Wilhelm II’s life, this piece of fun was destined to end in macabre fashion. The Kaiser was being entertained in Prince Fürstenburg’s Schloss. The orchestra was to play in the hall while General Dietrich von Hüber-Huseler, head of the military cabinet and a crucial figure in the armaments negotiations between Germany and Great Britain, appeared in one of Princess Fürstenburg’s voluminous ball gowns, complete with feathered hat and fan. He executed a graceful dance to the music, described by those who had seen him enact the turn on earlier occasions as a beautiful performance, if a little too dainty for a man in his position. The general acknowledged the applause gratefully, blew kisses to his audience, and exited to a passage off the improvised stage. The audience then heard a loud crash, and calls for a doctor. Two medics were summoned, but too late. The 56-year-old general had died of heart failure. While everyone panicked and wondered what to do, rigor mortis began to set in. His Imperial Majesty was terrified, in the light of the Eulenburg debacle, that the public, let alone the international press, should learn that one of his most trusted associates and military advisers had died in drag. An unseemly scene ensued in which Princess Fürstenburg’s ball gown was wrenched from the dead general, whose rapidly stiffening limbs were inserted into the breeches and epauletted tunic of his dress uniform.20


  The general had died too soon to be given a copy of an English book which the Kaiser presented to all his general staff and to his Admiralty to analyse. It was a futuristic novel entitled The Invasion of 1910, by William le Queux. The German translator changed the ending of the story so that instead of the Kaiser’s invasion being repulsed, the yarn ends with a triumphant German army marching through the shattered remains of a smoking London.21 Only nine years had passed since Queen Victoria’s funeral, when the English newspapers had heaped extravagant praises on his head. In 1901 the Daily Mail said, ‘it would be impossible to find in the records of our history a foreign Sovereign who has so much endeared himself to the British People as has the Kaiser’.22 By 1910 the Daily Mail had not only bought serial rights for le Queux’s anti-German invasion fantasy, but was advertising it with sandwich men in spiked helmets and Prussian military uniform goose-stepping along Oxford Street.23


  To those who know how the story will unfold  an assassination by a Serbian terrorist in Sarajevo of the heir to the Emperor Franz-Joseph leading to war between the Austro-Hungarian and the Russian empires; Germany entering the war on Austria’s side and invading Belgium; Britain, committed to an alliance with France, sending an expeditionary force to the Continent in late summer 1914 and hoping they would return by Christmas  there is something all but intolerable about reading the diplomatic history of King Edward’s reign. The tragedy is absolute. But so is the complexity, which is why so many books concentrate on the king’s role in it all. With his fluent French and German, his kinship with so many European monarchs, and his geniality, he did play a role in the story. But the thing is much more than a story of how Uncle Bertie got on with mad nephew Willy, or how King Edward charmed Delcassé, the French president, or the old Austrian emperor or his nephew Nicholas, last emperor of Russia. Behind each individual diplomatic triumph, or setback, behind each example of one European nation or another jockeying for position or threatening another, there is one quite simple demographic fact. It is summarized in one of those German compound words which in a later decade would resonate so sinisterly in European minds: Lebensraum. The industrialization of the Western world was accompanied by huge population growth. Industrialized capitalism did not know how to cope with its vast urban proletariat, either politically or physically. The increase of huge numbers of overworked and unhappy people was both the industrial world’s greatest problem and its greatest need  witness the scandal of Chinese labour being imported into Natal.


  When, in 1904, there was found to be a shortage of labour on the Rand, the mine-owners decided that they should import workers. It was the direct responsibility of the Balfour government that Chinese labourers were enlisted. By the end of 1904, 20,000 of these workers had been sent to the mines in the Rand, and 47,000 nine months later. The mine-owners had what they desired: cheap labour. The political consequences, not only for Arthur Balfour’s government but for Britain in the eyes of the world, were disastrous. The young Chinese were separated from their families. They worked long hours for minimal wages and were cooped up constantly with no society but their own. ‘The workmen spoke of it as slavery, and at least by Aristotle’s definition of slavery they were right.’24 Vice and rough punishment ruled the compounds where the young men lived, and when they broke their bounds, they terrorized the surrounding veldt farms. It was an ugly demonstration of how little the governing classes cared for human rights. Although the Liberals made capital out of it, and the notoriety of the ‘Chinese slavery’ issue harmed Balfour in the election of 1906, it was far from being a party issue. The Liberals, when they came to power, could end the ‘slavery’ of the Chinese in South African mines, but they could not end the wretched conditions of their own working class at home.


  Behind all the sabre-rattling, the military parades, the boastful phallic rivalries about whose navy was bigger than whose, lay the fear that the factories and mines which needed the Nibelungs to produce the national wealth would not be able to house them, or feed them, or appease their discontents. Hindsight may very well suggest to us that Britain, with its Empire, did not need Lebensraum in the way it was so desperately needed in, let us say, the Rhinelands, in Bohemia, in the Balkans. Britain, it might be argued, could go on shipping coolies and slaves as required to different parts of the world. The idea has a grisly attractiveness no doubt to some imperialists, but it was always questionable, both economically and morally, whether the British Empire could survive, once its subject peoples rejected its raison d’être.


  The French and the Germans, the Dutch and the Belgians, all had colonies too, of course, but it was never a realistic proposition that surplus population, to use a cruel Malthusian phrase, could be exported, as the British had so calmly, and without international protest, exported millions of their indigenous populations in Scotland and Ireland in the 1840s.


  When the prime minister of the only significant European republic, Georges Clemenceau (18411929), went to Marienbad to meet King Edward at the Hotel Weimar he had more on his mind than the superficial annoyance of Caesar the wire-haired terrier being present at the dinner table. (Wasn’t it illegal to bring a dog for short visits to the Continent? asked that canny, brave, cynical man. What about the quarantine laws? ‘Mais puisque c’est moi qui les fais,’ said the king.)25 What Clemenceau wanted to know, after a couple of years of tiptoeing round the matter with talk of Entente Cordiale, was, quite simply, what would Britain do if Germany repeated its destructive war of 18701? What was to stop the German army marching into France once again? The Kaiser and the newspapers were obsessed by the size of the British navy, but frigates and battleships were not much use in Alsace-Lorraine, or cruising down the Meuse. ‘Ce n’est pas à Trafalgar, qui était une bien brillante victoire navale, mais à Waterloo, qui était une bien petite bataille, que l’Angleterre à cassé le cou de Napoleon.’ When Clemenceau parted from the king he once again reiterated: ‘Surtout, Sire, soignez notre Armée.’26


  The advice was not heeded. A policy which might, conceivably, have acted as a deterrent to an invading German army in Belgium and France  namely the commitment of a colossal Anglo-French army, with the most up-to-date artillery  was never even considered in London. Instead, the obsession continued with the navy.


  Edward VII, who enjoyed travelling, and who had an easy conversational manner, came to be known as the Peacemaker after his performance as figurehead in the Entente Cordiale. On his first official visit to Paris, the royal entourage was booed, and the crowds cried ‘Vivent les Boers!’27 By the end of his reign there had been a genuine rapprochement between Britain and France. When the Russian chief minister Stolypin met Edward VII he was fascinated. ‘It was not only what he said but his manner bore the impression of an artist in international politics whom Europe regarded as the first statesman in Europe.’ But however great an impression Edward made on the Russian diplomatists, and although it was Edward who summoned an international conference in 1908 to discuss the crisis in Bosnia and Hercegovina, he could do nothing to calm the tension there, nor the rival claims of Serbian nationalism and Austro-Hungarian imperialism. The Dogger Bank dispute of a few years earlier showed the true Russian indifference to British feeling or interest  when Admiral Rozhdestvensky, en route for the Far East in October 1904 with about twenty warships, encountered some Hull trawlers fishing off the Dogger Bank and, fearing them to be Japanese torpedo vessels, opened fire. Several ships were seriously damaged, one was sunk with its captain on board. Even when their mistake had been made clear to them the Russians steamed on eastwards, only themselves to be sunk off Japan in May 1905.28


  Many of the political classes in England actually doubted the wisdom or helpfulness of Edward VII’s ‘hobnobbing’29 with a ‘blood-stained’ creature such as the Tsar, whose regime was so oppressive. And a more accurate picture of Edward VII’s diplomatic skills than Stolypin’s ‘artist in international politics’ is probably to be found in the rather cruel reflections of Count Zedlitz Trützschler, controller of the Kaiser’s household, who watched the king during his last visit to Berlin in 1909. It was a sad, nearly fatal visit. Edward was so bronchitic that at various moments he nearly passed out, and his attempts to reduce the growth of the German navy were vain.30


  ‘The King of England,’ wrote Trützschler,


  is so stout that he completely loses his breath when he has to climb upstairs, and has to save himself in many ways. The Emperor told us that at the first family dinner he fell asleep. At the lunch at the British Embassy he was indisposed for a few minutes, but he eats, drinks, and smokes enormously. He has an amiable, pleasant manner, and looks very shrewd. But I fancy the part he plays in the affairs of his country is smaller than we have imagined. He allows a great deal of independence to the persons who have been carefully chosen for their duties, and only takes a hand when there is something of special importance to call for his intervention, and then with his age and experience and thorough knowledge of the world he acts very adroitly. I can imagine that a sly and amiable smile steals over his face, when he thinks how the whole world looks upon him as the guiding spirit of all the solid and brilliant achievements of British diplomacy.31


  fn1 The population of Germany rose from around 50 million in 1888 to 68 million in 1914.
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  Rupees and Virgins


  ON 31 MARCH 1904, a small army of some 1,200 men, accompanied by 10,000 bearers and 20,000 animals  mules, bullocks, buffaloes, ponies, yaks and camels  were making their way through the snowy, windswept terrain of southern Tibet. The military members of the expedition included Gurkha infantry, some Sikh pioneers, and British gunners of the Norfolk Regiment, who brought with them the comparatively new-fangled machine gun invented by Sir Hiram Maxim and adopted into the British army in 1889.1


  The Maxim gun was sighted to 2,500 yards, and could fire about 450 rounds per minute. It was trundled along on a wheeled carriage.2 In Tibet, in 1904, they had never seen a wheeled carriage, let alone a machine gun.3


  The expedition as a whole was led by a short mustachioed figure called Colonel Francis Younghusband, of the King’s Dragoon Guards. The troops were commanded by Brigadier-General James Macdonald of the Royal Engineers. Their aim was to reach Lhasa, the monkish capital of that mountainous land. There, it was believed, they would find evidence of Russian weapon-emplacements, Russian spies and possibly even a Russian governor. It was to counteract this danger to the British Empire in India that Younghusband’s expeditionary force had set out, upon the instruction of the viceroy, to establish a British presence in the Tibetan mountains. A hundred miles inwards and upwards, they approached a hamlet called Guru.


  They had climbed to a height of 15,000 feet and were making their way down a track between an escarpment and a dry salt lake. On the gravel flats through which they went, the Tibetans had barred their progress by constructing a rough stone rampart. A group of Tibetan horsemen rode out to meet the invaders. Colonel Younghusband told the Tibetans that they had fifteen minutes to clear the road. They failed to do so. Everyone waited. Younghusband gave orders that no one should fire unless fired upon. In complete silence, the infantry advanced towards the barricade. On high ground to the east of this spot, the Norfolk Regiment had dragged up the Maxim guns and placed them strategically to look down on the thousands of Tibetans who milled about beneath them.


  The aim of the Gurkhas and the Sikhs was simple: to climb the escarpment and to manhandle the few Tibetan troops who were armed with antiquated muskets, matchlocks and swords. Having disarmed the enemy, they would then dismantle the roadblock and Younghusband would make his progress to Gyangtse, and then to Lhasa. Unfortunately, the Tibetan commander rode into the confused crowd, a Sikh attempted to grab his bridle, and he loosed off a pistol shot. The Tibetan commander shot an Indian soldier through the jaw  not fatally.


  Colonel Younghusband had never seen a war at close quarters. He was as much an explorer as he was a soldier, and he watched with horror as the Maxim guns, on the orders of Brigadier-General Macdonald, began their rapid mechanical chatter. Tseten Wangchuk, one of the Tibetans in the valley, recalled: ‘While we were waiting at the wall during the discussions, a hail of bullets came down on us from the surrounding hills. We had no time to draw our swords. I lay down beside a dead body and pretended I had been killed. The sound of firing continued for the length of time it would take six successive cups of hot tea to cool.’4


  The next morning, in a confidential memo to the viceroy of India, General Macdonald gave an account of what happened. His men had used 50 shrapnel shells, 1,400 machine-gun rounds, and 14,351 rounds of rifle ammunition. Their casualties were: six lightly wounded, six badly wounded, none killed. Some 628 Tibetans were killed in that very short space of time, with, as he reckoned, some 222 wounded.5


  Macdonald was a clumsy man, not a sadist. Neither the viceroy of India, Lord Curzon, who had authorized the expedition, nor Younghusband himself were by nature men of blood. On 4 April, Curzon wrote to Younghusband covering sixteen sides of paper.


  I know that you will have been rather miserable over the recent encounter, just as sickened and distressed as I was. For carnage is a horrible thing, even when justified by every law of necessity  and with the bulk of the poor wretches who were shot down we had no sort of quarrel. At the same time in so far as I know the facts  in the main from newspaper correspondents, I do not feel that there is ground to blame anybody except the Lhasa general and his men.


  In fact, when the killing-field was cleared, only three Russian rifles were found among the Tibetan dead and wounded.


  ‘I dare say,’ Lord Curzon continued, ‘the soldiers may have been slow to seize the provocation given: and the appetite for slaughter, once aroused, is not easily slaked.’6


  In spite of Younghusband’s disquiet at the killings, the expedition continued, now divided into two, with Macdonald leading one party, Younghusband the other. On 8 April a further 200 Tibetans were killed at Kala Tso, defending their position with ancient matchlocks.7 By 11 April the British had reached Gyangtse, and on 3 August they eventually got to Lhasa, the ‘forbidden city’ on the ‘roof of the world’. They were not the first Europeans to do so. Jesuit missionaries had arrived there in 1625 and kept a presence there for a century.8 What was new was the underlying political rationale for a British presence in this all but impenetrable place. Lord Curzon, antiquarian, linguist and historian, blanched at the prospect of British soldiers, at his behest, galumphing through historic sites. Writing to Younghusband from England from Walmer Castle, his official residence as Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, Curzon urged:


  When you come to Lhasa or while you are there, please be very careful to stop any pillaging of the temples or Monasteries. Any other country would strip them bare. But let us set an example as at Peking. Of course enormously important discoveries may be made in respect of manuscripts. But let there be no burning or wanton destruction.9


  Neither Curzon nor Younghusband had any doubts, however, not merely that the British had every right to be invading Tibet, but that they had a duty to do so. Younghusband wrote: ‘I hope His Majesty’s Government will never lose sight of the central fact that British interest in Lhasa is positive, legitimate and inevitable, and that Russian interest is factitious, ulterior, and pursued with unfriendly designs.’10


  One Russian, a Siberian named Buriat Dorjieff, was active in Tibet, and was seen by British intelligence as a grave danger to British interests. He was a Buddhist convert, and his conversations with the Dalai Lama were of a largely spiritual character, but Lord Curzon and Younghusband had persuaded themselves that Dorjieff had ‘taught the Tibetans to rely as trustingly on Russian support as Dr Leyds induced President Kruger’  of the South African Republic, the instigator of Boer resistance to British domination in South Africa, and so the key figure in promoting the Boer War  ‘to rely upon the Germans’.11


  Even when the British had entered Lhasa and found no evidence for their intelligence reports, no Russian presence, no plans for the Russian Tsar to convert to Tibetan Buddhism (which was one of the rumours), they could still persuade themselves that their very arrival was a blessing. ‘The Tibetans’, Younghusband believed, ‘are not a people fit to be left to themselves between two great Empires … They are nothing but slaves in the power of the selfish and ignorant monks … To force ourselves into personal contact with the leading Lhasa men means no oppression of a harmless people: it means rather the emancipation of a people most willing to be friendly with us, who are held in bondage now by a cruel, self-seeking oligarchy of monks.’12 The Communist Chinese offered similar justification for their invasion of Tibet in October 1950.


  When they eventually arrived in Lhasa, Younghusband gave orders for full-dress uniform to be worn as he marched his troops through the muddy streets. He was delighted by the warm Tibetan welcome. A Tibetan eyewitness recorded: ‘When the British officers marched to the Tsuglakhang [Jokhang] and other places, the inhabitants of Lhasa were displeased. They shouted and chanted to bring down rain, and made clapping gestures to repulse them. In the foreigners’ custom these were seen as signs of welcome, so they took off their hats and said thank you.’13


  By September, the British had withdrawn from Tibet. The secretary of state for war, Lord Lansdowne  Curzon’s predecessor as viceroy of India  rather delighted in a diplomatic coup in which he received Russian reassurance that Russia would not occupy Tibet. The Younghusband expedition had divided opinion in Britain, and not just among cabinet colleagues and bigwigs who disliked Curzon.


  Rudyard Kipling, ‘that little black demon of a Kipling’ as Henry James called him,14 the poet of the Empire, was one of the very many English in the pages which follow to have married an American. (Henry James was best man, on 18 January 1892, when Kipling married Carrie Balestier at All Souls’, Langham Place, in London with only five other people present  Edmund Gosse, his wife and son, the publisher William Heinemann and the clergyman who performed the ceremony.)15 It was in 1899 that Kipling paid his final visit to the United States and apostrophized them upon their taking possession of the Philippine Islands.


  Take up the White Man’s burden 


  The savage wars of peace 


  Fill full the mouth of Famine


  And bid the sickness cease;


  And when your goal is nearest


  The end for others sought,


  Watch Sloth and heathen Folly


  Bring all your hope to nought.16


  Kipling’s perspective of Empire was shaped by his childhood in India. His parents were artists and designers, he was a journalist. They were observers of those he most admired, the engineers, the administrators, the builders and soldiers. With his intuitive artistic antennae, Kipling, ardent British imperialist as he was, could sense, at the very acme of success for the Raj, that America was one day to supersede Britain as the world’s policeman, emperor and banker.


  Kipling’s version of the imperial role was entirely shared by Curzon the viceroy, who said in a speech delivered at Bombay: ‘Since this country first laid its spell upon me, I have always regarded it as the land not only of romance, but of obligation. India to me is “Duty” written in five letters instead of four. All the servants of Government, European or native, are also the servants of duty. The Viceroy himself is the slave of duty as well as its captain.’17


  George Nathaniel Curzon had become the viceroy of India, aged only thirty-nine. In Washington, on 22 April 1895, he had married the beautiful Mary Leiter, the daughter of Levi Z. Leiter, who had made a fortune, partly out of his partnership in the Chicago store, Field, Leiter and Co., partly by successful real estate investments. (He did very well out of the great Chicago fire of 1871.) The family, German Swiss in origin, Mennonite, subsequently Lutheran, in religion, sprang from Pennsylvania, but after old Levi made his money they moved to the American capital. Young Mary captivated the president’s wife, Mrs Cleveland, as she subsequently captivated British aristocratic society in the London season and at country house parties.18


  Curzon, heir to his father the Reverend Lord Scarsdale’s Derbyshire estate at Kedleston, was a person of flair and brilliance, but he had an income of merely £1,500 per annum. Though it may very well be true that he did nothing so crude as to marry for money, the Leiter fortune helped to establish him at a palatial London address, Carlton House Terrace, and there is no doubt at all that such an improvement in circumstances made it possible for him to live as a viceroy should. Upon their marriage, Mary and her descendants were offered immediately the annual income from $700,000 (£140,000) worth of bonds, which totalled $33,500 (£6,700), while on her father’s death her marriage settlement would receive a further million dollars. In the event of Mary predeceasing him (an event to occur when she was aged only thirty-six), Curzon was to be allowed as much of the £6,700 as he desired.19


  It certainly enabled them to keep up a princely style. And they were able, when the old queen died and was succeeded by her son Edward VII, whom Mary had befriended during her own version of ‘The Siege of London’, to represent their monarch at the splendid celebrations held in India, at the Delhi Durbar. On 12 January 1903 she wrote back to old Levi in Washington:


  From the day we entered Delhi on elephants to the day we left it in a state procession, one pageant was grander than another and the State Ball in the palace of Akbar was a thing to dream of  The Duke of Connaught and the Grand Duke of Hesse who had both been to the Coronation in Russia said that nothing there could compare with the positively bewildering beauty of the scene  Halls of alabaster inlaid with precious stones dazzling in the glow of electric light, Indian chiefs covered with jewels  officers in full dress  women in jewels, and as a background the jewelled throne of the old Empress of Delhi towering in lofty beauty as a setting to British rule. People were perfectly speechless with admiration and there were no words to describe the beauty of it. I think that Mamma and Daisy [the youngest sister] enjoyed everything. I had them blessedly looked after, and they had the best places.20


  Mary Curzon saw the superb pageantry of the Delhi Durbar as the outward and visible sign of an extraordinary political phenomenon, namely British rule in India. The subcontinent’s 1,802,629 square miles were equal in size to Europe minus Russia. Its population of nearly 300 million (294,361,056 in 1900) was administered by a Civil Service of fewer than 1,000 people, almost all of whom were British. The Indian army of 150,000 troops was the mightiest in the East, and India also bore the cost of a further 75,000 British army men garrisoned in situ.21 By an elaborate system of tariffs and controls, India was self-supporting, but it was also used to shore up the British economy, for example in its obligation to import cheap Lancashire-made cottons.


  The daughter of the Chicago department-store millionaire Levi Leiter was, like the teeming millions of the Indian subcontinent, helping to bankroll an extraordinarily successful political oligarchy. Later generations came to believe that elitism and privilege were bad because they were based on inequity, because by allowing a family such as the Curzons a large estate in Derbyshire, and encouraging them to be the ruling class, you were depriving others, no less able perhaps but less fortunate, of the chance to share some of their wealth, or to exercise political power. Why should power be exercised by the few on behalf of the many?


  This was to be the deepest political question of the twentieth century: Lenin’s great question of Who, whom? Who has the power to do
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