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    Introduction



    Kaiser Wilhelm II reigned during the World War I era, and some would say he
    is responsible for the breakout of that war altogether. He served as the
    last German emperor and the king of Prussia, and it was the changes he made
    to German foreign policies that some say led to the start of the First
    World War.



    Wilhelm’s background was mixed. He was born of parents who were from
    Prussia and England. As he grew up, he would identify with the German and
    Prussian side of the family more. Later, he would go as far as speaking
    down on the British, disregarding the fact that his own heritage went back
    to England on one side of his family.



    Wilhelm was quite intelligent, but he was also arrogant and self-serving.
    He had a hot temper and could be very impulsive. In his time as Kaiser,
    Wilhelm managed to offend many of his peers and much of society. He damaged
    his reputation over and over, just by being himself and showing off his
    high-strung personality. While others before him had worked very hard to
    try to stabilize Europe and keep peace within the continental borders,
    Wilhelm seemed to work tirelessly at stirring up conflict with many of
    Germany’s neighbors, as well as with countries in other parts of the world.
    His scant efforts at diplomacy were often overshadowed by his pompous
    attitude about Germany and what he felt his country was entitled to. He
    often disregarded public opinion, seeing it as less important than his own
    opinion.



    Wilhelm’s time spent leading Germany was riddled with alienation, leading
    to his own self-destruction and the ruin of the German Empire as it was
    once known. In 1918, 30 years after he had taken over as the German emperor
    from his father, Wilhelm II had lost all support from the army. He
    abdicated from his position as the leader of the German Empire and Prussia
    and spent the rest of his life in exile in the Netherlands.



    The reign of Kaiser Wilhelm II may seem to be full of blunders. But the
    world’s history was shaped heavily by this man’s political moves, however
    disliked he may have been. He spent a lot of time offending others and not
    by accident. He wasn’t discreet when talking about people; in fact, the
    term “behind the back” didn’t apply to Wilhelm. Others always knew what he
    thought of them because he was forthright in his opinions and insults. He
    often spoke down to people or made fun of them right to their faces. His
    life, to some degree, may not have been one to call well-lived, but it has
    had an immense impact on how the world has turned out to be in present day.



Chapter One



    Born with a Disability


    “Germany must have her place in the sun.”



    —Kaiser Wilhelm II



    Born under the name Friedrich Wilhelm Viktor Albert von Hohenzollern,
    Kaiser Wilhelm II would go down in history as an often frowned upon leader
    in the World War I time period.



    Wilhelm was born on January 27, 1859. His father, Prince Frederick Wilhelm,
    was from Prussia while his mother, Princess Victoria, was from England.
    While Wilhelm’s ties to the English royal family did play a role in some of
    the political moves he would make during his reign as the German emperor,
    those ties wouldn’t be strong enough to solidify any kind of soft spot in
    Wilhelm’s heart for Britain. He would still maneuver things politically to
    end up sparking World War I where the German Empire and Great Britain were
    on opposite sides of the fight.



    Wilhelm was born as second in line to rule Prussia as his great-uncle
    Frederick William IV was the king of Prussia at the time of his birth.
    Later, Wilhelm would also become next in line to be the German emperor.
    There was no formal political German Empire when Wilhelm was born
    however—the so-called Second Reich would not be founded until 1871 when
    Germany was unified.



    One key event in Wilhelm’s early life that helped shape him into the man he
    became later in life was his birth, which was very traumatic for both
    Wilhelm and his mother. The doctor who was attempting to deliver Wilhelm
    was having a difficult time getting the baby boy out of the birth canal.
    The complications of his delivery resulted in a left arm that was much
    smaller than his other arm and was also quite useless for many everyday
    tasks. In his adult years, Wilhelm became quite good at hiding his
    disability. He was especially good at covering it up in portraits. He would
    pose his arm to make it look as if it was useful in some way, use props
    that would make the arm look longer, or distract the viewer from seeing
    that his left arm was withered and shorter than the right arm. Many
    scholars think that the disability Wilhelm was born with stunted his
    emotional growth and contributed to him making reckless decisions
    throughout his reign as Kaiser and king.



    From very early on, Wilhelm had a volatile temper and would often act out
    of anger. When he was only four years old, he was taken to England to
    attend his uncle’s royal wedding. His outfit for the wedding was completed
    with a tiny toy dirk; a dirk was a small dagger carried by Scotsmen of the
    time. Wilhelm got a bit antsy during the wedding ceremony, and his uncle
    who was watching over him tried to get the boy to be still. But Wilhelm
    wasn’t having any of it. He pulled his dirk and pointed it at his uncle,
    threatening him to stay away. His uncle attempted to physically restrain
    the child, so Wilhelm bit his uncle on the leg.



    Wilhelm was the first-born grandchild to Queen Victoria of England. She and
    her grandson had a good relationship and were quite fond of each other in
    his early years. She missed all the ruckus with the leg biting incident and
    saw her grandson as a good little boy with a sweet disposition.



    Princess Victoria, the queen’s daughter, on the other hand, worried a lot
    about Wilhelm when he was growing up. She became almost obsessive about her
    son’s arm and felt a lot of guilt that he had to live with the disability.
    She thought she was responsible for the complications that arose during
    childbirth, and she worried about him being hindered in life because of his
    resulting disability. It haunted Princess Victoria’s thoughts that an heir
    to the throne might not be capable of riding as he should. So, she made it
    a mission: Wilhelm was going to learn to ride a horse, no matter what it
    took.



    At about eight years old, Wilhelm began taking lessons to learn how to
    ride. It was almost torturous for the young boy. He would sit on the back
    of the horse with tears streaming down his face. He fell off time after
    time after time. Made worse by his useless arm, his balance was the biggest
    issue. It took several weeks of continuous lessons, but in the end Wilhelm
    was capable of doing it; he would ride a horse as the Prussian king,
    disability or not.



    When Wilhelm was 12 years old, in 1871, the German Empire was formally and
    politically formed as its own national entity. The Empire was to be led by
    the Prussian king, and this occurrence boosted Wilhelm’s enthusiasm for
    Prussian and German nationalistic views. Wilhelm was already second in line
    to be the king of Prussia, and the unification of Germany meant that he
    would also be second in line to be the German emperor.



    In the meantime, Wilhelm had to finish his education. He was tutored as a
    young boy, but in his teenage years Wilhelm went to Friedrichsgymnasium in
    Kassel. He was a smart boy and did well in school. He graduated when he was
    18 years old, and his grandmother Queen Victoria gave him a special gift,
    the Order of the Garter, which is one of the most prestigious orders of
    chivalry in Great Britain.



    After his time spent in Kassel, Wilhelm went on to finish his education at
    the University of Bonn. He attended this college for four terms, studying
    law and politics. As with all of his other studies, Wilhelm performed well
    at university. The exclusive Corps Borussia Bonn made Wilhelm a member, of
    course. The group was the corps of the House of Hohenzollern, the royal
    dynasty and noble family of which Wilhelm as part.



    Even though Wilhelm was born of both German and British descent, he
    gravitated more toward the nationalistic views of his father’s side of the
    family. He was raised around the Prussian military groups and had been
    exposed to militant ideals from a very early age. Princess Victoria tried
    hard to teach her son about British liberalism. But Prussia was all about
    strong, manly military ideals, and Wilhelm believed in that way of life
    more and more the older he grew, following in the footsteps of his
    grandfather, Wilhelm I.



Conclusion



    Kaiser Wilhelm II may not have gone down in history as the most successful
    ruler of Germany, but he certainly went down in history as one of the most
    famous. The world changed a great deal under his control. Even having been
    born of parents from two different royal lines, Wilhelm couldn’t find a way
    to unite the continent using his heritage. In fact, he did quite the
    opposite.



    Wilhelm was a boisterous and often impulsive man. He would lash out at
    those who opposed him and his beliefs. While he was very intelligent, his
    inability to think outside of what he saw as the right and entitled path
    for Germany ultimately led to his abdication and exile out of his country.



    It’s hard to say how different history might look if Wilhelm had never been
    in power. His take on foreign policy was not one that promoted peace and
    stability. He claimed to be guilt free in terms of the start of World War
    I, but many historians do put the blame squarely on the German Kaiser. It’s
    safe to say that he had a hand in what led to the outbreak of war in some
    shape or form.



    After his reign as German emperor and Prussian king, Wilhelm lived the last
    quarter of his life in exile in the Netherlands. Even from his little
    corner of the world where he had no great power as he had before, Wilhelm
    still fought in his own way for Germany. He wanted the monarchy restored
    all the way to his dying day. He wanted to see his family continue to rule
    the country he so loved and supported. But it would never come to be. With
    the end of Wilhelm’s reign came the end of an era. The world would never
    again know another German emperor.


