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Prologue – 13th June 1886


I wish to remain an eternal enigma to myself and to others – Ludwig II
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As the two men emerged from the castle, an orderly handed them folded umbrellas. Dr Bernhard von Gudden glanced at the sky and nodded his thanks. The clouds over Lake Starnberg were violet and dun-coloured, with bloated grey underbellies, hastened along by a wind strong enough to whip the lake into whitecaps. Patches of blue shone through here and there, and the sun was a lemony smear behind the clouds.

He would have preferred to spend the next hours near the ceramic stove in the library rather than accompanying his patient on yet another long walk. They had walked the lake path that morning when the weather hadn't been quite so unsettled. Then the clouds had raced in, and the rain started, interspersed by brief periods of sunshine.

“Cold for the time of year,” the orderly observed. 

“Quite. No need for you to accompany us, Mauder.”

The orderly frowned. “You’re sure, sir?”

Gudden had often told his students that they must never, never, allow themselves to be alone with a patient in situations where they could be overpowered.  Ludwig had requested that they not be followed by orderlies or policemen. Gudden and his colleagues recognised his aversion to ‘being spied upon' as an aspect of his paranoia. He had agreed because his patient had been so calm that day and his behaviour so entirely rational that Gudden hoped he had come to an acceptance of his condition and his fate.  

“What time is it?” Gudden had a gold pocket watch, but he frequently forgot to wind it. 

“Six thirty-five, sir.” 

“We shall be back by eight o’clock.” He was due at Baron Washington’s house at eight for dinner.

The doctor hurried after his patient who had already set off toward the lake path. Ludwig was a big man, well over six feet tall and with a large girth. Had he stretched out his arm horizontally, Dr. von Gudden would have been able to walk under it. Both men wore overcoats and bowler hats and clutched their umbrellas.

They followed the path south, where shivering trees arched overhead and the lake gleamed between stately trunks under the boiling clouds. The conversation was desultory, which the doctor found disturbing. Since his deposition two days earlier, Ludwig had been full of questions, some foolish, some wise, yet now, and suddenly, he seemed morose, unwilling to be nudged into any conversation.

After walking for about fifteen minutes, they came to a place where the path wound close to the lake. In spite of the changeable weather, there were a few fishing boats and pleasure cruisers out, for it was Pentecost, and families were enjoying the holidays on the water. Ludwig halted and stared down into the shallows, where the little waves lapped against the shore and the herons fished in the yellow foam and ducks brought their young to shelter among the reeds and strappy grasses. Further out was Rose Island, his haven away from a world that always seemed at war, and ministers who made increasing demands on him. Safely isolated among the roses, he was able to enter into his fantasies, a land populated by figures of myth and legend where he was happier than in the world of chaos.

After Ludwig had been staring for some time, Dr Gudden cleared his throat. Ludwig didn’t respond, so after another interval, the doctor said, “Shall we continue, Your Highness, or start back before the rain comes on?” 

There was no longer any blue patches in the sky and the ominous clouds threatened a thorough drenching. Across the lake was a shimmering curtain that indicated falling rain.

“Two days ago,” Ludwig said, without turning, “I was Your Majesty. I was Your Majesty for twenty-two years, and now I am Your Highness. How does it lie in the power of ordinary men to degrade one who was chosen by God to rule? How is that possible, Gudden?”

The doctor felt a prickle of apprehension at the back of his neck. Glancing around, he regretted instructing the orderlies to remain behind. They were beefy young men quite accustomed to dealing with difficult or violent patients. In his capacity as Director of the Upper Bavaria Mental Asylum, Gudden had witnessed many instances of docile patients suddenly turning violent. In their derangement, they were capable of exerting almost superhuman strength and were restrained only with great difficulty.

“As I have explained, your mind is so troubled as to make it impossible for you to rule effectively. It is in your interests. You will have a period of rest and treatment and then... Well, that is out of my hands.”

“I have not always been a good king, and I admit to sometimes shying away from my responsibilities.” Ludwig’s voice was low, almost sepulchral, yet entirely rational and bereft of any passion, as it had been so often during Gudden’s brief acquaintance with him. “But my people love me. Yes, they love me in spite of everything. Do you know why I didn’t flee to Munich from Neuschwanstein when I learned you were coming with a straitjacket to seize my royal person?”

The doctor, the man of science, was now feeling extremely nervous at being alone in this isolated place with a man he had judged insane. He would have no chance if Ludwig should suddenly turn violent. Policemen patrolled the grounds of Berg Castle, but it was doubtful any were close enough to hear should he call for help. Gudden remained silent. He had determined his best recourse was to get Ludwig back to the castle before his paranoia triggered a violent act.

“During my reign, Bavaria has been embroiled in two wars that were not of her making and for which she has suffered. I knew if I went to Munich my people there would protect and support me, but others would support the ministers and Uncle Luitpold. I was afraid if I went to Munich my country would become embroiled in civil war, the worst kind of war.” He glanced over his shoulder with a smile, his eyes – those eyes that had once fascinated with the intensity of their gaze – almost lost in pouches of flesh. “The act of a madman, eh Doctor?”  

To combat his growing unease, Gudden adopted his best authoritarian voice. “It is time to return to the castle, Your Highness. We can discuss the matter further there. If we are not back soon, Mauder will become worried and send out searchers.”

“You return to the castle. I have a different destination. I go where you may not follow.”

Beyond the king’s large figure, Gudden could see a boat that appeared to be motionless and people holding binoculars to their eyes. He wondered if they had recognised the former king and were just gawking, or if it was part of a planned escape attempt.

“Your Highness, I must insist –”

Ludwig whirled around so suddenly the doctor was startled. “Did you believe I, who am King by the Grace of God, would willingly submit myself to the future you and your colleagues have planned for me?”

A sudden and typical mood swing, the doctor, noted objectively, even as his heart lurched. 

“A little castle somewhere distant, perhaps like Fürstenried where Otto lives. Discreet servants who are also my keepers. Daily visits from you or one of your colleagues... No, that's quite wrong, isn't it? Once I'm confined, you'll forget about me, as you did poor Otto. I won't see the moon on the lake again, the sun shining on a snow-capped mountain, the first tender leaves of spring as I ride beneath them. No, Doctor, I will take my fate into my hands." 

“Your brother is well cared for,” Gudden said feebly. 

“Last time I saw him he didn’t even know me. Even our mother doesn’t see him anymore. It is too painful.” Ludwig turned away from the lake, his expression forlorn. “I have always been a public figure. Every blessed event of my life has been exposed to public scrutiny and the grubby inquiry of newspapers. Since the day of my birth I’ve been forced to pretend to be someone I’m not: crown prince, then king.” He tapped his temple with an index finger. “Except in my mind. My glorious, unfettered mind! In here I have always found comfort, companionship, the freedom to be who I want to be instead of who I am expected to be. But you doctors call that a tendency to delusions. I am excessively shy, and value privacy, and you call that paranoia. Perhaps you are right. Perhaps I am mad. I don’t know. All I know is I do not want to end my life like poor Otto.” 

“You will not get away. I entreat you not to try.” Even as he spoke, Gudden noticed that the boat on the lake had moved; it was heading southward, and the people on board no longer looked their way. 

“I will choose my own fate, Doctor. I do not choose the unhappy and degrading existence you have planned for me. Tonight my life's journey ends. Soon I will be spirit, and my spirit will join that of my Great Friend, and we will become beings of light and air and music!"

Finally, the doctor understood. Ludwig would escape, as he had done everything throughout his life, in his own way.

“I always knew that I would leave this world when the unthinkable happened, when he was gone, the truly beloved Friend. Yes, then my time would also be up, for then I should no longer be able to live.”

The Friend, Gudden supposed, was Richard Wagner, the composer who had first enticed Ludwig from his duty. Ludwig had showered millions of marks upon him.  

“Farewell, Doctor. Do not grieve that you have failed with me. I long to have the world behind me. Through you, I will experience the joys of death, of release, of ceasing to exist. You have succeeded in setting me free.” 

Dropping his umbrella and hat, Ludwig tore off his coat and overcoat together and, with a shout of pure exultation into the ominous sky, walked into the shallow water of the lake.

The thought flashed through Gudden’s mind that he would be ruined professionally and socially. How could he continue as Director of the Mental Asylum having failed to avert the suicide of so illustrious a patient while in his presence? His professorship at the University of Munich – surely he would forfeit the respect of the faculty and students. Everything he had worked for all his adult life would mean nothing. Ludwig was a well-known figure beyond the borders of Bavaria and a friend of the Empress of Austria. Bismarck, the Iron Chancellor, was said to be sympathetic to him. There would be a significant upsurge of grief at his tragic end and abhorrence of the man who failed to prevent it. Because of his ground-breaking research, the commissural fibres of the optic tract were called the commissure of Gudden, and he had developed a specialised microtome for sectioning the brain for pathological study. It had been a stellar career, but there would be no more plaudits, no more honours going his way. His peers would remember him as the man whose diagnosis of insanity had led directly to King Ludwig's suicide.

All of these thoughts pounded through his head like runners in a foot race, obstructing him from finding the words to prevent the impending tragedy. He was rendered speechless by the unbearable vision of the illustrious edifice he had built of his life turned to a crumbling ruin.

Forcing his limbs into motion, he dragged off his coat and splashed after Ludwig into the cold water of the lake just as lightning flashed behind the clouds. 
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Chapter 1 – October 1885


...he lets the ministers and the Chambers govern without interference – Prince Hohenlohe, former Prime Minister and Ambassador to France
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Prime Minister Johann Lutz was standing at a window of his house overlooking the Odeonsplatz in the heart of Munich when a carriage drawn by four white horses pulled up outside. The crested door opened and out stepped Prince Luitpold, the king’s uncle, the second Prince of the Blood Royal after Prince Otto, Councillor of State, and Inspector-General of the army. With a straight, soldierly carriage, he strode to the front door. It was precisely 11:25. The prince was punctual.

Lutz had worked in government jobs since the early years of Ludwig's reign, clawing his way up the ladder until he had reached its eminence. He was ambitious, and could not understand anyone who did not want to better himself in his chosen role in life. It hadn't taken him long to realise that the king wasn't interested in government, and he had seized upon the opportunity to accrue more power to himself, making decisions that should have been in the king's purview and assuming many of his responsibilities. But when Ludwig threatened his power, Lutz decided it was time for him to go.  

Within minutes, the prince entered Lutz’s study, having been relieved of his hat and coat by a footman. He was sixty-four years old, with pale blue eyes and hair still predominantly blond, although sprinkled with silver. The two men shook hands and exchanged polite enquiries after each other’s health.

“Please, make yourself comfortable, Your Highness.” Lutz indicated the two chairs placed on either side of a small table. “Sherry? Or would you prefer something a little stronger?” 

“Sherry will be fine.” Luitpold took a seat and gazed around the study, his eyes dwelling on the portrait of a youthful King Ludwig that hung behind the imposing desk. “Thank you for seeing me so promptly. I know how busy you are.” 

“Always a pleasure, Your Highness. If I may be permitted the liberty of asking: How is The Family?” 

The Family was the Wittelsbachs, which had provided all three generations of Bavaria’s kings, and before that electors and dukes and landgraves. It was an ancient and much-beloved family. Although Ludwig was the king, Luitpold was the senior member and was regarded as the head. Lutz didn’t know him very well, but a brief acquaintance had shown him a quiet, retiring man who abhorred above anything controversy connected to the good name of The Family. He lived a quiet existence on his country estate and did not involve himself in his nephew’s affairs except to stand in for Ludwig on some ceremonial occasions.

“That is precisely the reason I wanted to see you, Prime Minister. I will come straight to the point. The Family is concerned at the king’s gross mismanagement of his finances.”

Lutz handed his guest a glass of sherry and took his own seat. “Yes, I see,” he said, carefully neutral, and sipped his sherry.

“I have met with other members of The Family and we have concluded that he has damaged the Wittelsbach name by squandering what once was an impressive fortune and by his aberrant behaviour.” 

“Those castles of his are the cause. Everything is done at enormous cost. Have you seen Neuschwanstein, Your Highness?”

“Only from a distance.”

“Then you know how bizarre it is. Like something out of a fairytale, like something only a febrile imagination could dream up. Inside, one realises it is a monument to Wagner. There are Wagnerian motifs and murals on every surface. At Linderhof, he has created a representation of the grotto in the first act of Wagner’s Tannhӓuser. Now it is said he will build a swan-boat and sail upon the lake. But he also wants a ‘blue grotto' of his own, so he will install dynamos to change the colour of the illumination and the water. He has already purchased the site for another castle and had plans drawn up. It will be bigger and more expensive than all the others. Where does he expect the money to come from?” The Prime Minister shook his head.

“Even as a boy he loved to build. I think that was the influence of my father whose monuments have enriched our fair city. I remember an occasion when Ludwig took me by the hand and led me to the little brook in the grounds of Hohenschwangau. There he had built a pile of rocks with a hose running through it. When he poured water into the hose, it came out the other side and looked like a spring bubbling out of the rocks. He explained that it represented the water Moses struck out of the rock with the rod of Horeb. He was such a bright and charming boy." A lift of the mouth indicated a brief smile. “We are not close now, however.”

Unwilling to allow the conversation to digress along paths of the past, Lutz rose to refill his glass, noting that the prince hadn’t touched his. “What may I do for Your Highness?”

“I came to you, Prime Minister, in the hope of curbing my nephew’s excesses and restoring The Family’s good name.”

Lutz kept his back turned as a smile blossomed under his bushy moustache. He wasn’t interested in curbing the king, or in the reputation of The Family. What he wanted was to be rid of Ludwig before Ludwig made good on his threat to dismiss his entire ministerial council. In Prince Luitpold he saw a possible collaborator.

Adjusting his features into a thoughtful mien, he returned to his seat and heaved a deep sigh. “I'm grateful for Your Highness's candour, and I am, of course, entirely at your disposal. I share your concerns. The king poses a problem that my colleagues and I have struggled with on occasions too numerous to count.” He glanced at the prince to see his reaction to the king being described as a problem, but there was none. “The difficulty lies in restraining a man who exercises kingly power. Early last year his debts were seven and a half million marks. To spare Bavaria the ignominy of having the royal treasury sued by the king's creditors, Finance Minister Riedel negotiated a loan with a consortium of German banks. This money cleared the king's debts, but now, a little over a year later, we find they have risen again by six million, bringing the total to almost fourteen million! Without shame, the king wrote to Riedel demanding that he raise another loan.” 

“Disgraceful!” the prince interjected.

“Riedel wrote back advising the king of the urgent necessity of introducing strict economies in his financial affairs, which had become the subject of adverse comment in the press, both at home and abroad. The finance minister has done his best to accommodate the king, and his reward was a threat of dismissal. When the other ministers and I remonstrated with the king, he threatened to dismiss us all and find more amenable replacements. Nothing ensued from that contretemps except, of course, his efforts to raise loans became more and more outrageous.” 

“Is it a threat you take seriously?”

“Indeed I do. I fear His Majesty is capable of any mischief to get what he wants. It is a sad but undeniable fact that his barber has more influence with him than his entire cabinet. In fact, things have come to such a pass that he refuses to meet with us.”

The prince’s eyebrows rose at this. “How
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