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The Daily Telegraph Affair (October 28, 1908)

Abstract

An interview that Kaiser Wilhelm Il gave in 1908 to the British newspaper The Daily Telegraph created a
fiasco. His uncensored and off-the-cuff remarks on British foreign policy angered the British public. They
also discredited him in the eyes of many Germans, who increasingly saw his erratic behavior as a liability
for the German Empire. The affair ultimately weakened the Kaiser’s position.

Source

We have received the following communication from a source of such unimpeachable authority that we can
without hesitation comment on the obvious message which it conveys to the attention of the public.

[...]

As | have said, his Majesty honoured me with a long conversation, and spoke with impulsive and unusual
frankness. “You English,” he said, “are mad, mad, mad as March hares. What has come over you that you
are so completely given over to suspicions quite unworthy of a great nation? What more can | do than |
have done? | declared with all the emphasis at my command, in my speech at Guildhall, that my heart is
set upon peace, and that it is one of my dearest wishes to live on the best of terms with England. Have |
ever been false to my word? Falsehood and prevarication are alien to my nature. My actions ought to
speak for themselves, but you listen not to them but to those who misinterpret and distort them. That is
a personal insult which | feel and resent. To be forever misjudged, to have my repeated offers of
friendship weighed and scrutinized with jealous, mistrustful eyes, taxes my patience severely. | have said
time after time that I am a friend of England, and your press - or, at least, a considerable section of it -
bids the people of England refuse my proffered hand and insinuates that the other holds a dagger. How
can | convince a nation against its will?”

“l repeat,” continued His Majesty, “that | am a friend of England, but you make things difficult for me. My
task is not of the easiest. The prevailing sentiment among large sections of the middle and lower classes
of my own people is not friendly to England. | am, therefore so to speak, in a minority in my own land, but
itis a minority of the best elements as it is in England with respect to Germany. That is another reason
why | resent your refusal to accept my pledged word that | am the friend of England. | strive without
ceasing to improve relations, and you retort that | am your arch-enemy. You make it hard for me. Why is
it?” [...]

| suggested to his Majesty that an important and influential section of the German Press had placed a
very different interpretation upon the action of the German Government, and, in fact, had given it their
effusive approbation precisely because they saw in it a strong act instead of mere words, and a decisive
indication that Germany was once more about to intervene in the shaping of events in Morocco. “There
are mischief-makers,” replied the Emperor, “in both countries. | will not attempt to weight their relative
capacity for misinterpretation. But the facts are as | have stated. There has been nothing in Germany’s
recent action with regard to Morocco which runs contrary to the explicit declaration of my love of peace,
which | made both at Guildhall and in my latest speech at Strasbourg.”

His Majesty then reverted to the subject uppermost in his mind - his proved friendship for England. I
have referred,” he said, “to the speeches in which | have done all that a sovereign can do to proclaim my
good-will. But, as actions speak louder than words, let me also refer to my acts. It is commonly believed



in England that throughout the South African War Germany was hostile to her. German opinion
undoubtedly was hostile - bitterly hostile. But what of official Germany? Let my critics ask themselves
what brought to a sudden stop, and, indeed, to absolute collapse, the European tour of the Boer
delegates, who were striving to obtain European intervention? They were feted in Holland, France gave
them a rapturous welcome. They wished to come to Berlin, where the German people would have
crowned them with flowers. But when they asked me to receive them - | refused. The agitation
immediately died away, and the delegation returned empty-handed. Was that, | ask, the action of a
secret enemy?”

“Again, when the struggle was at its height, the German government was invited by the governments of
France and Russia to join with them in calling upon England to put an end to the war. The moment had
come, they said, not only to save the Boer Republics, but also to humiliate England to the dust. What was
my reply? | said that so far from Germany joining in any concerted European action to put pressure upon
England and bring about her downfall, Germany would always keep aloof from politics that could bring
her into complications with a sea power like England. Posterity will one day read the exact terms of the
telegram - now in the archives of Windsor Castle - in which I informed the sovereign of England of the
answer | had returned to the Powers which then sought to compass her fall. Englishmen who now insult
me by doubting my word should know what were my actions in the hour of their adversity.”

[...]

“But, you will say, what of the German navy? Surely, that is a menace to England ! Against whom but
England are my squadrons being prepared? If England is not in the minds of those Germans who are bent
on creating a powerful fleet, why is Germany asked to consent to such new and heavy burdens of
taxation? My answer is clear. Germany is a young and growing empire. She has a worldwide commerce
which is rapidly expanding, and to which the legitimate ambition of patriotic Germans refuses to assign
any bounds. Germany must have a powerful fleet to protect that commerce and her manifold interests in
even the most distant seas. She expects those interests to go on growing, and she must be able to
champion them manfully in any quarter of the globe. Her horizons stretch far away. She must be
prepared for any eventualities in the Far East. Who can foresee what may take place in the Pacific in the
days to come, days not so distant as some believe, but days, at any rate, for which all European Powers
with Far Eastern interests ought steadily to prepare? Look at the accomplished rise of Japan; think of the
possible national awakening of China; and then judge of the vast problems of the Pacific. Only those
Powers which have great navies will be listened to with respect, when the future of the Pacific comes to
be solved; and, if for that reason only, Germany must have a powerful fleet. It may even be that England
herself will be glad that Germany has a fleet when they speak together on the same side in the great
debates of the future.” [...]

Source: Daily Telegraph. London, October 28, 1908; reprinted in Louis L. Snyder, ed., Documents of
German History. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1958, pp. 296-300.
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