
                                        Good Old Kaiser Bill

It is not easy for a British commentator to cast a warm glow of 
approval over the life and actions of Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany. 
Crippled by a love-hate relationship with Britain the half-British side 
of his character admired the power and influence that accrued to 
Britain thanks to the industrial revolution and the wealth of the 
Empire. He was also devoted to his grandmother, Queen Victoria, 
who actually died in his arms at Osborne House. But the half-
German side of him was filled with bitter resentment and jealousy 
of Britain, wanting to be better then the British and angry that he 
was never fully accepted by them. This resulted in a bellicose 
competitiveness,- “I can build a bigger Dreadnought than your 
Dreadnought”- which helped to power the gradual slide towards 
the First Word War.

 But there is perhaps one area where it is possible to summon up a small smidgen of 
support for the Kaiser. This focuses on the archaeology of Roman German in the second 
half of the 19th century where  the Emperor used  his powers to encourage a proper 
scientific and scholarly examination of what remained of Rome in Germany, centred in 
particular on the German Limes or frontier. (It has to be acknowledged that the Kaiserʼs 
fascination with Rome stemmed in no small measure from his own megalomania. Clearly 
as Emperor of Germany he saw himself as the modern embodiment of the Roman 
emperors of the past. Take your pick as to which one! (Kaiser is after all the German 
version of Caesar.)

 In charge of the 
archaeological investigations 
was the Nobel prize winning 
historian,Theodor Mommsen. 
The excavations which he 
initiated continued long after 
his death, and indeed continue 
today. The work centred 
initially on the Roman fort at 
Saalburg near Bad Homburg 
in Hesse. It was part of the 
Limes Germanicus and had 
survived in remarkably good 
condition into the 19th century. 
The Kaiser ordered it to be 
completely reconstructed 
following the results of the 
excavations carried out there.



Photographs taken during the excavations show the work was carried out in a thorough, 
painstaking and “modern” way, uncovering layer by layer rather than a frantic dig to find 
treasure, (as happened at Pompeii.)



The Kaiser, along with Mommsen. was a regular visitor to the excavation sites.

It will not come as a surprise to hear that once the Saalburg had been restored to the 
Kaiserʼs satisfaction it became his Imperial Palace mark 2, where he would receive 
distinguished visitors, on whom the symbolism of the situation could hardly be missed.



And for German high society in general it became a ”must visit” and fashionable 
destination.



Today Saalburg, as part of the German Limes, is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. It 
houses a museum and an archaeological park as well as being the home of the Saalburg 
Research Institute, which coordinates the ongoing archaeological research along the 500 
kilometre length of the Limes.
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