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In May 2006 the Daily Telegraph, traditionally deferential to the Royal
Family, presented a little scoop that subsequently went unnoticed.
Among recently released papers at the National Archives a journalist
discovered a bizarre file. From 1959 onwards the Foreign Office had
developed and over the years regularly updated a top secret plan
codenamed Blue Thread. It provided for British forces to evacuate
thirty-eight German aristocrats in case of a Soviet invasion of
Germany. At the time this was a politically highly sensitive docu-
ment. If there had been an invasion, the aristocrats would have
received the same treatment as British military personnel, ranking
above British tourists. The potential evacuees would not have been
flown to Britain though (which was not considered safe in case of a
simultaneous nuclear attack), but to Lyons. All thirty-eight aristo-
crats were referred to in the papers as ‘Royal Relatives’, yet in fact
they were relatives of the Duke of Edinburgh and Lord Mountbatten,
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who thought up the plan. Mountbatten’s dynastic thinking is well
known, but his persistent letters to the Foreign Office regarding this
issue also give us an inkling of the enormous fear of Communism
which the aristocracy as a whole had lived under ever since 1918. It
was assumed that relatives of the Tsar, such as the Hesse family,
would be killed first by Soviet invaders. Although not mentioned in
the files, the chequered past of some of these would-be evacuees
would have presented a problem for the British side. While most of
the Baden family had behaved impeccably during the Nazi regime,
this could not be said of members of other dynasties, such as the
Hohenlohe-Langenburg or the Hesse family, as will be shown
below. 

Gems like this file from the National Archive are still few and far
between. When it comes to the twentieth century, it is not easy to
work on the nobility, first for the very basic but decisive reason that
access to archive material is restricted. Anyone who has had the
doubtful pleasure of begging to get into a private archive can testify
to this. While British private archives often charge scholars (the most
outrageous rate so far is £70 a day in the Duke of Bedford’s archive
at Woburn Abbey), German archivists offer their services free of
charge but often live in fear. Many are trained historians who serve
two masters—their employer, usually the head of an aristocratic fam-
ily who prefers hagiographies, and their fellow historians, whom
they genuinely want to help. Issues which German archivists fear
most, apart from Nazi skeletons, are wills (which are not made pub-
lic in Germany) and references to illegitimate children (which always
make an entertaining read during an uneventful day at the archives).
One would expect the British aristocracy to be more open on these
issues. But even if access is gained to their twentieth-century papers,
the archives often turn out to have been as sanitized as those of the
German nobility. Even in the case of a well known British Nazi sup-
porter such as Viscount Lymington, whose papers are deposited in a
public archive, letters written by his German, Austrian, and Italian
partners in crime are missing. The two books on Lord Londonderry
which will be reviewed below show, however, that some descen-
dants no longer indulge a selective memory and have become bru-
tally honest about their family’s past—a laudable exception. 

But even if one has overcome the archival hurdle, studying the
nobility in the twentieth century also presents methodological prob-
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lems. Were aristocrats in Germany or Britain still a distinctive group
after 1918? Even if they saw themselves as a group apart from the rest
of society, were their actions of any political or social relevance? If
they were relevant, a political study of them would make sense; if
they were not, scholars could focus more on the social problems of a
group in decline. This has been the viewpoint of novelists, who
formed our perception of the aristocracy in the past. Countless
Penguin Classics describe the decline of the European aristocracies in
the twentieth century. Evelyn Waugh showed sympathy for ‘his’ dis-
orientated Catholic aristocrats in Brideshead Revisited; Hugo von
Hofmannsthal ceremoniously staged the late summer of the Austrian
nobility; while Marcel Proust pitilessly dissected the great French
aristocratic families. Yet Proust also gives us a clue to the survival
techniques of the aristocracy: ‘the power of such people is seen to
reside not so much in their wealth or inherited position, much less in
their talent or personality. Rather it lies in the power of names them-
selves, the imaginative recognition ascribed to them by others and
the authority that the name appears to inscribe in them as people.’1

While British historians have always worked extensively on the
nobility as a politically crucial group and only started to study the
middle classes twenty years ago, developments in Germany went in
the opposite direction. There, thanks to the projects of the Frankfurt
and Bielefeld schools, the Bürgertum was at the centre of interest from
the 1980s onwards. The nobility was seen as an irrelevant, declining
group which, after 1918, played a negligible walk-on part in German
history. This perspective changed with the works of Heinz Reif and
his ‘Adel und Bürgertum’ project. Reif’s Ph.D. students have pro-
duced a number of monographs covering economic, political, and
cultural aspects of the German nobility from the nineteenth century
onwards.2 Eckart Conze, who published his study of the aristocratic
Bernstorff family at the same time and continued to work on the sub-
ject with his colleague Monika Wienfort, therefore rightly pointed to

66

Review Articles

1 For this see Simon Gunn, ‘Ascription as Inscription: Occupations and the
Transformative Power of Names’, paper given at the University of Green-
wich, 22 Nov. 2002.
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hundert (Berlin, 2003); Wolfram G. Theilemann, Adel im grünen Rock: adliges



a new boom in aristocracy studies.3 The Dresden group around Josef
Matzerath and Silke Marburg has brought the Saxon nobility back to
life,4 while monographs by Hartwin Spenkuch and Patrick Wagner
concentrate on the Prussian Herrenhaus and the Junkers respectively.5
Both liberated this thorny subject from ideological interpretations.
This little bibliographical survey already indicates that today the
aristocracy is to historians what the working class was for them in the
1970s. So, do we need any more monographs on the German aristoc-
racy? When it comes to the Third Reich we certainly do. 

Economic, political, and social transformation processes have
been a constant companion of the aristocracy since the nineteenth
century. After the First World War, however, these processes intensi-
fied tremendously. Aristocrats were confronted with revolutions,
republics, and an influx of ‘Bolshevist’ ideas. How did they react to
this threat? How, if at all, did they as a result become anti-democrat-
ic power centres? 

In answering this question, Stephan Malinowski’s dissertation
‘Vom König zum Führer’ has led the field.6 He untangled the com-
plex relationship between an old elite and its ‘successor’, the
National Socialists. Malinowski was the first to question the post-war
myth of the German nobility as early anti-Nazis who had always
detested the ‘plebeian Brown Shirts’ and portrayed Stauffenberg as
their representative. Instead Malinowski uncovered their anti-
Semitism, their deference to Hitler, and the Nazi tone of their ‘union’,
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Jägertum, Großprivatwaldbesitz und die preußische Forstbeamtenschaft 1866–1914
(Berlin, 2004). All these volumes are published in the series ‘Elitenwandel in
der Moderne’. 
3 Eckart Conze, Von deutschem Adel: Die Grafen von Bernstorff im zwanzigsten
Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 2000); id. and Monika Wienfort (eds.), Adel und Moder-
ne: Deutschland im europäischen Vergleich im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (Cologne,
2004).
4 Silke Marburg and Josef Matzerath (eds.), Der Schritt in die Moderne:
Sächsischer Adel zwischen 1763 und 1918 (Cologne, 2001).
5 Patrick Wagner, Bauern, Junker und Beamte: lokale Herrschaft und Partizipation
im Ostelbien des 19. Jahrhunderts (Göttingen, 2005); Hartwin Spenkuch, Das
preußische Herrenhaus: Adel und Bürgertum in der Ersten Kammer des Landtages
1854–1918 (Düsseldorf, 1998). 
6 Published as Stephan Malinowski, Vom König zum Führer: sozialer Nieder-
gang und politische Radikalisierung im deutschen Adel zwischen Kaiserreich und
NS-Staat (Berlin, 2003; several new edns).



the Deutsche Adelsgenossenschaft (German League of Aristocrats).
He showed that at least for a while the German nobility gained a new
status, new jobs in the military, and new land in the East as the result
of following a charismatic new leader. 

From the macro level of Malinowski, Jonathan Petropoulos has
now gone to the biographical level and looked at a particularly inter-
esting family in detail: the House of Hesse. His book aims to verify
the comment by Prince Michael of Greece on royal clans, namely, that
‘they keep a whole crowd of skeletons closely guarded in their clos-
ets’ (p. 8). Petropoulos does, indeed, identify many of these skeletons.
At the centre of his work are two brothers: Prince Christoph von
Hessen-Kassel, who was married to a sister of the future Duke of
Edinburgh, and his older brother Philipp, married to a daughter of
the King of Italy. British tabloids today are particularly intrigued by
the Hesse-Edinburgh connection, though the Duke of Edinburgh
could not, in the event, be turned into a Nazi. Although his sisters
were in the Party, his mother hid Jewish friends and he himself
fought on the side of the Allies.

Petropoulos, close to private sources, describes the Hesse broth-
ers’ descent into the Nazi Party as a Faustian story. The usual griev-
ances—lost war, fear of Bolshevism, admiration for the Italian model,
hope for a German awakening—and some diffuse anti-Semitism
drove them into the Nazi camp. In Germany they became door-open-
ers for Hitler’s unpolished movement; abroad they were useful to the
Nazis in forging ties with the Italian and the British elites (they were
close to lesser British royals). Göring had spotted their potential early
on and became their sponsor. He famously kept a ménage of aristo-
crats with international contacts, including Max Egon von Hohen-
lohe, the Duke of Coburg, and the Wieds. In return, these aristocrats
were showered with perks and given the feeling that they could play
a political role again. As the Duke of Coburg once summed it up in a
letter to his sister, the Countess of Athlone: ‘but what pleases me
most is that they still need our help. In spite of their saying nowadays
that the young must rule.’7
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The artistic Prince Philipp von Hessen in particular seems for a
while to have become a second Albert Speer to Hitler, a soul-mate
knowledgeable about architecture and painting. (Philipp’s bisexuali-
ty—one of his prominent lovers had been Siegfried Sassoon—did not
seem to be a problem at the time.) Philipp accompanied Hitler on his
state visits to Italy and together they dreamt of a Führermuseum in
Linz to rival the Uffizi Gallery. In the past Petropoulos has been an
expert witness on looted art cases and the way in which he uncovers
Philipp’s questionable dealings in the art world for the regime is im-
pressive.8 Worse, however, was Philipp’s role regarding the Hadamar
sanatorium, a killing centre for the T-4 programme (murdering
patients who lived an ‘unworthy life’). Philipp handed Hadamar
over to the Reich Interior Ministry and US investigators later
summed up: ‘after he facilitated the use of this sanatorium, about
10,000 mentally ill people were exterminated’ (p. 249). 

Philipp’s dashing brother Christoph meanwhile joined the SS,
was complicit in the Röhm putsch, and headed the Forschungsamt,
Göring’s (and later Himmler’s) intelligence agency. Many members
of the nobility worked for the Forschungsamt, as the Americans found
out after the war, posing as diplomats and using old international
contacts. From 1942, however, the princes, their knowledge and cos-
mopolitanism, became a liability. Hitler had lost interest in his former
favourites and the Stauffenberg plot, though of course completely
unconnected to the Hesses, did not exactly raise his confidence in the
nobility. The Hesse brothers sank back into oblivion.

While the Hesse case is an excellent example of the worst cooper-
ation of the German nobility with the Nazi regime, the Wittelsbach
case is one of the few positive stories about resistance. Malinowski
has already shown that Bavarian aristocrats were more prone to dis-
tance themselves from Hitler. This was not simply a matter of reli-
gion (after all, Catholicism did not prevent the Westphalian nobility
from falling for Hitler). One reason why Bavarian aristocrats were
comparatively immune might have been the dignified leadership of
Crown Prince Rupprecht. Dieter Weiß’s biography of Rupprecht will
be the definitive work on this subject for a long time to come. Weiß
had unrestricted access to the Wittelsbach archives and was the first
to use the diaries and private correspondence of the Crown Prince.
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His work shows that from very early on Rupprecht was the antidote
to the Prussian Crown Prince Friedrich Wilhelm, who flirted with the
radical right even before the outbreak of the First World War. The
two competed militarily from 1914 onwards, with Rupprecht being a
more successful and level-headed commander than his Prussian
counterpart. He was far from being a warrior prince though, and
tried to forge a role as a cultural sponsor in the tradition of Ludwig I
of Bavaria (1825–48). Ultimately this became impossible financially,
but as a friend of Franz von Lenbach and a supporter of the work of
Adolf von Hildebrand, Rupprecht could make an impact. While
Friedrich Wilhelm partied away the 1920s and campaigned actively
for Hitler, Rupprecht warned members of his family not to join the
SA or SS: ‘To allow a movement that is hostile to us to use us as
advertising would be the stupidest thing we could do’ (p. 283).

The 1920s were turbulent times in Bavarian politics and the
Crown Prince was approached by the Nazis several times. Weiß’s
chapters on this period are the most gripping. He shows the role of
Ernst Röhm and many others who tried to persuade Rupprecht to
support the party, and although a personal meeting with the ‘talka-
tive Austrian’ took place in 1922, it was never repeated. Only for a
very short period did Rupprecht share with members of other dynas-
ties the illusion that one could control and use the National Socialists.
He had also made it clear after his father’s death that he did not want
to achieve a restoration of the monarchy by force. Reading Weiß’s
analysis of the events of 1932–3 one could almost wish that the
Crown Prince had been more ruthless in seizing power in Bavaria
before Hitler achieved complete control. At the time Rupprecht had
the backing of the Bavarian SPD which, after the Nazi seizure of
power, saw the monarchy as the last saviour. However, Rupprecht’s
plan to put a non-partisan government in power alienated the
Bavarian minister president, Held. In the end he failed Rupprecht as
much as the Bayerische Volkspartei (Bavarian People’s Party),
Hindenburg, and the Reichswehr. What followed was a life surround-
ed by Nazi spies. In 1939 Rupprecht left for Italy, though his wife had
advocated emigration to the USA. Himmler made sure that the
Crown Prince would not be let back into the Reich. His wife, son
Albrecht, and Albrecht’s family were, after Stauffenberg’s assassina-
tion attempt, deported to concentration camps in Sachsenhausen,
Flossenbürg, and Dachau. 

70

Review Articles



When questioned by the American Forces in 1946, Rupprecht
advocated a constitutional monarchy for Bavaria based on the British
model. He had travelled to Britain in the interwar years and been
entertained, among others, by Catholic aristocratic families whose
work had left an impression on him. This was quite a common expe-
rience. In general, British aristocrats have been perceived as a success
story and as setting an example to their European cousins, who were
not as charismatic, urban, wealthy, or adaptable to the modern
world. In 1938 Noël Coward wrote the lyrics: ‘The Stately Homes of
England,|How beautiful they stand,|To prove the upper classes,|
Have still the upper hand.’9 In the twentieth century the British aris-
tocracy were considered to have been politically reliable—a Horthy
regime or a Prussian camarilla would never have been possible in
England. Aristocrats who are known to have supported radical right-
wing groups have often been portrayed as eccentric figures, or mar-
ginalized as disgruntled, ‘declining landowners’.10 In 2004 an acco-
lade for the aristocracy came to the conclusion that: ‘Class war,
socialism, fascism were un-English ideas, only suitable, if suitable at
all, for foreign countries . . . [This was because of the British
Aristocracy which] for three centuries guaranteed the rights and lib-
erties of all the British people so effectively as to make a written con-
stitution unnecessary.’11

So all is well on the Western Front of the European aristocracies?
Not if we look at the two very different biographies of Lord London-
derry under review here. The most interesting verdict on him was by
a contemporary, Harold Nicolson, who called him a grandee who
‘remained 1760 in 1936’.12 This sounds a bit apologetic, considering
Nicolson’s own brief infatuation with Oswald Mosley, but it gives an
inkling of Londonderry’s dynastic mindset. Like so many of his class,
Londonderry’s wish to strike a deal with Germany was prompted by
his fear of Bolshevism. In addition, his overtures to Hitler were based
on pragmatism—he knew that Britain had to prevent a war before it
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9 Quoted from Charles Castle, Noël (New York, 1973), p. 153.
10 Cannadine thinks that they were mainly ‘déclassé and marginal aristo-
crats’. David Cannadine, The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy (Lon-
don, 1992), p. 547. 
11 Peregrine Worsthorne, In Defence of Aristocracy (London 2004), pp. 27 f.
12 Harold Nicolson, Diaries and Letters, 1930–1964, ed. Stanley Olson (New
York, 1980), p. 93.



was rearmed—and by a degree of identity with the Nazi regime. As
a biographer of Hitler, Kershaw’s best chapters are on Londonderry’s
dealings with the Nazis. His handling of the appeasement movement
and the question of why someone of Londonderry’s background
finally left the political centre for good is extremely well written. The
problem, however, is that his subject bursts on to the stage in the
1930s, and the reader misses out on Londonderry’s First World War
experiences and the whole Irish question which formed his personal-
ity and decision-making processes. Kershaw is aware of this and
makes it clear from the start that he is interested in only one part of
Londonderry’s career, namely, ‘his involvement in the appeasement
of Germany’ (preface). 

A more rounded picture of Londonderry is presented by Neil
Fleming’s dissertation. Fleming does not write with the same
panache as Kershaw, but puts his subject into context. He is very
much aware of the dynastic thinking of an aristocratic family; in the
case of the Londonderrys the family hero is Viscount Castlereagh
(1769–1822) and his rather debatable achievements at the Congress of
Vienna. Castlereagh accumulated political capital for the family, an
achievement that the 7th Marquis wanted to emulate. Ancestor-wor-
ship is very similar in all aristocracies, of course. European noble
families often describe themselves as links in a chain. For them this
metaphor symbolizes the way in which one generation builds upon
another and a missing ‘link’ can destroy the family. Ancestors, cur-
rent, and future members of the family are one; they exist outside the
conventions of space and time. The family and its glory must be at
the centre of the thinking of every ‘link’. Londonderry certainly
believed in something similar, his inherited right to rule. Unlike
many of his German counterparts, however, he had the socio-eco-
nomic structures to realize this ambition. His wealth as a coal owner
and the tireless campaigns of his family on his behalf turned him
from Irish politics, the ‘graveyard of aristocratic ambition’ (p. 44) into
a Secretary of State for Air. To achieve this aim compromises had to
be made. His mother already knew that one had to work with talent-
ed members of the bourgeoisie, and this ‘aristocratic embrace’ (F. M.
L. Thompson) was later perfected by Londonderry’s glamorous wife
Edith, who cultivated middle-class politicians relentlessly. This did
not mean that she became a full-blown democrat. In her memoirs
Lady Londonderry makes it plain that Ireland was not yet ready for
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‘democracy as the British know it . . . It is not for southern Ireland.
They are of a different race. They want firm, wise but powerful con-
trol, to prevent them from trying to eat each other up.’13

The Troubles in Ireland made an impact on the Londonderrys, but
the First World War had been more decisive. Even without kitchen
psychology it is clear that Londonderry’s glasshouse upbringing,
banned by his parents from serving in the Boer War and only
allowed to serve behind the lines during the First World War, frus-
trated him enormously. His escape was a fixation on aeroplanes, and
he early on realized their enormous military potential. Churchill
made it possible for his cousin Londonderry to be appointed to the
Air Council after the 1918 general election and from then on his main
loyalty lay with the Royal Flying Corps (later RAF). Londonderry’s
greatest achievement, according to Fleming, was that ‘Britain main-
tained the core of an air force that would eventually repel the
Luftwaffe in what was later called “Britain’s finest hour” ’ (p. 78). In
his final verdict the author thus agrees with the fickle Chips
Channon: ‘[Londonderry] always maintained that there were only
two possible courses for us: either to make friends with Germany, or,
if this was impossible, to re-arm. We did neither, and war was the
result’ (quoted in Fleming, p. 216). The Marquis’s greatest mistake,
however, was to underestimate Hitler’s cunning and to hang on to
Anglo-German relations after everyone else had abandoned the proj-
ect. This had nothing to do with politics; here vanity and gullibility
were decisive.

Flirting with Hitler gave the German and the British aristocracy
only a short flush of excitement. After the war, they were eager to
delete this embarrassing little romance from the records. These
important biographies make sure that they do not get away with it. 
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