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One wit stated that "the governmment would as soon

have regulated the weather." However, von Oldenburg's
tolerant attitude towards government interference had its
limitations. According to the Bund!'s own admission, profit
was stlll the Junkers! paramount objective: low prices kept
much of the food supply from the official marketst Conse-
quently, von Oldenburg, with the approval of the Bund's

Executive Committee, made the following recommendations for

improved food supply:
a) no ceiling on fowl, malt and pork;

b) no interference with private slaughtering, nor with
the raising of cattle;

¢) prevention of profiteering.l
That the profit motive was still uppermost in the
Junkers! minds can be seen from the following letter, which
von Oldenburg sent to the then Home Secretary, von Loebell,
on April 15, 1915:
Your Excellency, Dear Fritz,

About to return to my job in Poland, I thank God
I shall be free of all these rows about foodstuffs and
with civilian officials. It 1s now really unbearable
in the country with these constantly changing regulations.
I am going to let 500 acres go out of cultivation, and
lots of others are doing the same, because of the uncer-
tainty of the crops, and the fixed prices are far more
than can stand. Potato prices are now comparatively
reasonable; half of the pork will get rotten in the brine
casks. Disaffection in the country is rife, and will
break out seriously after the war; in addition to that,
confidence in the Supreme Command of the Army is dwindling;
confidence in the Supreme Ciyll Administration went long
ago. You know thatt Finis.?2

lOldenburg-Januschau, Erinnerungen, pp. 156-157.

2Philip Scheideman, The Making of New Germany (New York,
1929), p. 270. Italics mine.
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After all, 30 million tons of potatoes would have
been availlable, if only the producers had been let alone, and
the govefnment had been prepared to pay 5 marks a ton for

theml1

These words were uttered in the face of a starving
people. They expressed the complete selfishness of the great
Prussian landholder, to whom "the right price" was the only
incentive for feeding his hungry fellow-citizens. The sacri-
fices of the fighting men and of the civilian population were
ignored for a small margin of profit.

But another, and albeilt. 1larger, threat loomed on the
horizon of von Oldenburg's Junker serenity in the spring of
1917. Bethmann-Hollweg, realizing that the unjust three-class
franchise demoralized troops and civilians alike, thought to
forestall any thoughts of revolution. He introduced in the

Herrenhaus an electoral reform Bill, known as the Easter

Message of 1917. The Bill called for universal and. equal
suffrage, to be granted in Prussia immediately after victory
was achieved. To the Junkers, this appeared as a resurrection
of the vital threat of the years 1909 ~ 1910. For "who wanted
to control Germany had first to control Prussia."® And the
Junker rule of Prussia, maintained only by the undemocratic

three-class franchise, would collapse if the reform were

successful.

lOldenburg-Januschau, Erinnerungen,p. 171.

°Ibid., p. 18L.

195036
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Naturally, this was considered as a coup d'etat by

the Conservatives. Countermeasures were swift and violent:
von Oldenburg first persuaded the Crown Prince to oppose the
measure and then he attacked it himself in the Prussian
Upper House. Far from considering the three-~class franchise
as 1deal, he considered it, on the contrary, to be only the

lesser of two evils.l The problem could not be solved on

the English pattern, fof England was an island, and its
population had a "national instinct". Even though there were
grumblings deep in the mass of the people, "my friends and

I could not consider giving ground, but rather had to make

our stand firmly, whatever the cost might bet"® Blindness,

arrogance and lack of touch with the people were betrayed

in that last sentence. The "friend of the people" had
certainly travelled a long way. But von Oldenburg was willing
to "compromise": after the war, plurality could be granted.
This, combined with the removal of the Emperor!s power to

pack the Herrenhaus, would still leave the Junkers an

effectlve way to block controversial legislation.

The first step in defeating the Bill seeﬁed to be
simple enough: obtain its authorts dismissall Ever since his
intrigues of 1916, von Oldenburg’had attempted to provoke
the Chancellor's !'resignation'!. During the weeks immediately
preceding and following the resignation in July, 1917, the
urgency of such a step was first expressed, then relief at

the event's happening. The resignation, he wrote, "reminded

1b1d., pp. 18) fr.

°Tpid., p. 187.
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one of the March days of 1848". The Junkers had teamed up
with the High Command into pressuring the Emperor to dismiss
his Chancellor. Von Oldenburg made the cryptical, and yet
cynical comment, that this was "highly revolutionary, and
bound to bring about the Republict"l He, von Oldenburg,
washed his hands of the whole afféir.

His comments on the political situation of these
stormy days in the summer of 1917 are revealing. "It is a
scandal....The spineless political leadership which let
itself be influenced in everything by the other States and
Social Democrats." But more astonishing even 1s the exclama-
tion that "the ways of God are wonderful....the Prussian
spirit embraces the world, and the King of Prussia is losing
his crown."?2 Whether Qon Oldenburg and his friends realized
that this impending loss was their own fault, is a debatable
point!t

On the occasion of the last convention of the Bund

der Landwirte, February 18, 1918, he delivered a speech that

was to prove the swan song of the organization, and of his

own ideals. It read in part:

If owr diplomatists have failed, thls will be found to
have been due to the instructions given them by Herr von
Bethmann..... Bethmann has made 1t as difficult as
possible for the Army to conquer. His statement about the
wrong done to Belgium is one that no rain can wash away.
We did not need to know that Prussla was justifled in
occupying that fortress, but he was bound to know it....
[The Reithstag] has stabbed our Army in the back with
this abominable Peace Resolution.....One of the many con-
fused ideas of Bethmann was his wish to make the Soclal

Iletter to his wife, dated August 2, 1917. Quoted in:

Mantis, "Brief des Januschauers", Der Turmer, October 19, 1917.
2

Oldenburg-Januschau, Erinnerungen, p. 18l.
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Democrats competent to govern.... This war is a war for
world domination, and though it may be hard to wage, 1t
must be fought out to victory, and the victory must be
exploited..... It 1s asserted that Hindenburg ang
Ludendorff have interfered in politics. ©No, their
gigantic responsibility gives them the right to gssure
themselves that the Kaiser and the King still decides.
The German heart beats....at Great Headquarters.,T

This, then, was the true von Oldenburg: militarist,
expansionist, favoring a military dictatorship. In the
invasion of Belgium, for example, the fault had not bean to
invade the country, it had been Bethamnn's 'blundering'"y

In the late fall of 1918, von Oldenburg realized that
the worsening military situation, coupled with the unrest
created by the repeal of the electoral reform Bill in July,
would result in the fall of the House of Hohenzollern.
Queried about his own readiness for quelling a revolution,

he replied:

When the people are starving, and one lets them be
shot, then it is wrong. But if they are well-fed,
and just want to play at revolting because they

refuse to pay the prices necessary for production, it is
justifiable to shoot themiZ2

The German people were starving to death; von Oldenburg and
his Conservative friends had to look for a more peaceful

solution to the impending revolution.
On October 26, 1918, with Germany's allles collapsing,

or already out of the fight, the military situation was deemed

hopeless, even by Ludendorff. A speedy armistice was the

only hope of salvaging what was left of the Empire. But the

'Ralph H. Lutz, Fall of the German Empire, Vol. II,
Hoover War Library Publications - no. 2 (Stanford, Stanford

Univ. Press, 1932), pp. 321-323.

2Oldenburg-Januschau, Erinnerungen, p. 158.
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Emperor stood in the way, for the Allies would never negotiate

a8 long as he was on the throne. Therefore, the staunch

Stalwarts of the Junker class did some plotting of thelr own

to persuade the hesitating Emperor to abdicate, and thereby

Shore up the tottering bullding. First, as a measure of

desperation to stave off the revolution, the equal suffrage

Then, von Wangenheim-Kleinspiegel,

Bill was passed.
1 went to Army Headquarters in

accompanied by vonAOIdenburg,
Berlin, to persuade Hindenburg to take over the reins of

government as a dictator. But the '01d Gentleman! refused

the job, partly because of his loyalty to his Emperor, and
Partly because of the hopelessness of the situation. Now,

even von Oldenburg was willing to try his hand at saving
But it was too late. They who

the system for the Junkers.
For once, no amount

had sown the wind had reaped a storm.

of reed-like riding with the storm would at this time save
the plant from being uprooted. Negatlve opposition always

ends by turning against its authors, and the recent develop-

ment proved to be no exception.
The Emperor abdicated on November 9, in the face of

mutinies and revolution. The plot had failed, and von

Oldenburg faded from the pﬁblic scene, a defeated man. He

returned home to Januschau, to rest and recuperate from the

fatigues of the war. He was now 63 years of age, and could

look back on a life rich with experience. He had seen the

lIbid.-, p. 206.

D ——

2Ibid., p. 205,
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Empire at its zenith, he had helped hold it there for a while,

then had worked very hard at bringing it down, unwittingly
perhaps. And down it crashed, in the bleak November days
of 1918.

Upon hlis retun home, hé discovered there had been
some loose revolutionary talk about sharing the wealth, on
the part of one of his field-hands. Authoritarian to the
last, still the "only one who could make politics on my
estate", he sought out the fellow in the fields, and made

him retract his statements by threatening him with a public

caning.l

Tbid., p. 209.



CONCLUSION

What historical conclusions are to be derived from
von Oldenburg's life? This study has sought to accomplish a
two-fold purpése: to}giﬁe a sketch of a Junkert's life in the
Empire of William II, a life which, with its many humorous
sides, it is hoped was not too dull reading; and secondly,
to show what one of the big East Elbian landholders thought,
politically and socially, during one of the crucial periods
of Germany's history. For it was a time just as important
for the Gefman people as Bismarck's era of unification. The
years 1888 to 191l indeed destroyed most of Bismarck's
herculean effort to build the German people into a nation.
The struggle between a rising industry and a powerfully
entrenched agrarian party led to great bitterness and internal
squabbles. It would have taken stronger personalities than
those of William II and his Chancellors to pfomote a reasonable
amount of understanding between the two contending parties.
Sacrifices on both sides should have been evenly distributed,
and not assessed fully on the one, and then on the other.

But one of the main failures of the politicians of
the period was to meke the Junkers understand that they, too,
could play an important role in the affairs of State. By
antagonizing them with low-tariff trade~treaties, and pro-

viding them with no help agalnst formidable foreign competition,

one cannot help blaming the German goverhment and sympathizing
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to some extent with the agrarians in their opposition to it.
Embittered, and feeling persecuted, they resorted to pressure
politics to achieve their end. And this is where onet's
sympathy must leave them. That fhe aristocratic leaders of
a people never realized that their mission was more than just

a preservation of the status quo, that they failed to let

progress take its course in political and social areas, this
must be recorded to their eternal discredit. Though the
Junker did not follow the pattern of the vast méjority of the
European nobility, and stayed on their lands instead, theilr
way of 1life had nevertheless become outmoded in a modern
State. The very pride they took in "personal service"
showed how far they were behind times. The twentieth
century is not one in which one performs "personal services",
but it 1is rather one in which privileges are abolished, and
equalization made necessary. By fighting this movement, by
. failing to gauge its strength, the Junker made of himself an
"anachronistic curiosity".

The main failure of von Oldenburg and his fellow=-
Junkers is that they never did realize that a shift had taken
place, from an agricultural to an industrial State. On the
contrary, they stole the very weapons forged to accomplish
it, and turned them against the realization of a new Germany
on & more popular basis. Their use of parlismentary pro=-
cedure was masterly, but unfortunately applied to the wrong
purpose. One cannot discuss the use of the means employed
to attaln an end, if the end itself is wrong.

What better parting shot could be delivered by the



0ld Januschauer himself than this advice to a would-be

dictator, Kapp, who proposed that he join him in a march

on Berlin:

You must take riding lessons, for the one who

wants to conquer Berlin must ride through the Branden-
burger Tor.l

lOldenburg—Januschau, Erinnerungen, p. 212.

17
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