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AUTHOR’S NOTE [image: ]


THIS BOOK BEGAN in 2015 when I bought an old boat. It was a thirty-eight-foot runabout built in 1996 with the original gasoline engines. I stood on the dock by my new purchase and spoke with the gentleman who owned the boatyard. He’d run the yard for decades, having taken it over from his father, and the whole place appeared frozen in the 1950s. The man’s face was rough and tanned from the sun and salt air, his fingers like stones. He rolled his own cigarettes. I asked him what he thought I should do to fix up the boat.

He said that a boat like this should have Diesel engines, not gasoline. I had always thought one engine delivered on the same promise as any other, so I asked him why. He launched into his reasons: that on my two-hundred-gallon fuel tank I’d get twice the range; that I wouldn’t breathe noxious fumes from the Diesel fuel the way I would with gasoline; that nearly all boat fires came from gasoline engines and none from Diesel. He held up the stub of his cigarette, which looked like a splinter pinched between his fingers, and said, “I could drop this lit cigarette into a barrel of Diesel fuel and nothing would happen. Gasoline engines start with an electric spark, but not Diesel. Diesel fuel’s not flammable and the engine doesn’t use a spark. The fuel needs to be pressurized inside the engine first. Diesel is a different engine. A better one.” I followed the old salt’s advice and repowered the boat with Diesels.

A year later, in the strange lull between having finished one novel and not having started my next, I was doing what I always do to connect with a new idea. I was on my computer, exploring anything and everything, plucking the threads of random discovery that bring me to different eras and geographies. As I clicked my way down threads, sometimes following one for a great distance, then hopping to a new thread, I came upon a list of “mysterious disappearances at sea.” Down the list a bit I saw the name Rudolf Diesel and wondered if there was any connection between this person and my new Diesel marine engines. I clicked to a summary of the events of September 29, 1913, and began the extraordinary voyage that led to this book.






PROLOGUE [image: ]


    OCTOBER 11, 1913.

There was something in the water.

Crew members of the Dutch pilot steamer Coertzen approached the object that had caught their attention. There, near the mouth of the Scheldt River along the eastern edge of the English Channel, in the rippling black, the men on the small vessel realized what they’d seen.

It was a body.

Though the decomposition was ghastly, the sailors noticed the fine quality of the clothing that still wrapped the body. Pulling the remains alongside the boat, they plucked four items from the pockets of the deceased before releasing the rotting corpse back into the waves: a coin purse, a penknife, an eyeglass case, and an enameled pillbox. The steamer then made its scheduled call to the Dutch port city of Vlissingen, where the crew reported the discovery and turned over the items.

Harbor officials immediately wondered if the report from the Coertzen could be connected to the missing person case that had been in the headlines of newspapers in every major city in Europe and America. Officials sent word to the missing man’s son, who arrived in Vlissingen from Germany the next day. As soon as he saw the items, Eugen Diesel confirmed that they belonged to his father, Rudolf.

Rudolf Diesel, the inventor of the revolutionary engine that bears his name, had disappeared almost two weeks earlier during an overnight crossing of the English Channel on his way from Belgium to London. The captain of the passenger ferry had reported Herr Diesel missing at sea, in international waters where there was no legal jurisdiction and no investigatory authority. Since there was no body, there had been no coroner’s report. There was no trial by admiralty nor even a company hearing. There had been no official investigation at all.
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From the front page of the New York Times, October 2, 1913.





Rudolf Diesel grew up during an industrial boom. In America it became known as the Gilded Age, in France it was called the Belle Époque. Economies flourished and urban centers developed at unprecedented rates. Through his childhood, Diesel witnessed this expansion from the vantage of an impoverished immigrant. His nomadic family scratched out a living in cities across Europe, until a relative recognized the boy’s gifted mind and offered him a hand up.

At the age of twelve, Diesel took the modest opportunity for an education and made the most of it. With natural ability and the determination of the most desperate, he excelled at his studies, and by his early twenties he inhabited the most revered circle of engineers in Germany. His scientific peers were Edison, Tesla, Bell, Marconi, Ford, Einstein, the Wright Brothers, names that would achieve cultural immortality. These geniuses delivered innumerable advances in science, spawned new industries and destroyed existing ones, have been the subject of books, films, and other tributes, and have been the shoulders upon which countless others have stood. Yet Rudolf Diesel is missing from this list.

Throughout history, the world has often adopted technological advances in ways the inventor never imagined, and certainly never intended. The advances wrought by Diesel and his contemporaries changed their world from a place of decentralized rural economies to a place of mass industry, from the age of steam power to the age of oil, from battles fought at close range between men bludgeoning each other to mechanized warfare. As empires, both political and corporate, applied revolutionary technologies to accelerate their advance, the unintended consequences of an inventor’s brainchild could wreak havoc and terror.

In the time before Diesel’s engine became ubiquitous, the great battleships such as the British Dreadnought and the great passenger ships like the Lusitania and Titanic were equipped with steam engines. The steam technology pioneered by James Watt was as old as America and was the genesis of the Industrial Revolution. Shipbuilders installed a giant boiler filled with water, a coal-burning furnace stoked by teams of men to turn the water to steam, the steam pressure turned the gears of the engine, and finally a chimney and funnel that released black towers of smog from the coal furnace. It was rudimentary technology. A ship “raising steam” from the cool water in the boiler of an idle engine took hours to get under way, and the tons of coal needed to feed the furnace took up valuable cargo space. The dozens of men living on the ship to shovel the coal took up more space and needed to be fed as well. The massive and inefficient engines required the ships to hop from port to port around the globe to acquire more coal, announcing their advance with a smoke-stained sky visible for a hundred miles.

The Diesel engine didn’t require hours to boil water. It operated immediately from a cold start. Nor did it require teams of men to stoke the fires, but simply drew liquid fuel automatically from a tank. The compact engine had no boiler, no furnace nor chimney apparatus at all. Diesel burned a viscous fuel that had no fumes, was safe to store, and the engine consumed its fuel so efficiently that a ship could circumnavigate the globe without stopping to refuel, and it did so with no discernable exhaust to give away the ship’s presence on the horizon. What’s more, the fuel for a Diesel engine came from the natural resources that were abundant nearly everywhere. Diesel’s design was a quantum leap forward in humankind’s ability to convert a substance into power. His engine became the most disruptive technology in history.

Diesel intended for his compact, safe, and efficient engine to lift up rural and urban economies alike, to do the work previously done by the backs of men, to advance the quality of life for all. But his intention was not to be.

When Rudolf Diesel went missing in 1913, the major newspapers from New York to Moscow ran front-page stories about the great scientist’s disappearance. Though suicide by drowning was the working theory, the press also advanced the theory of foul play, and named two of the most famous men on the planet as the prime suspects.

One theory pointed to the German emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm II, and his agents, hypothesizing that the kaiser was so enraged by Diesel’s rumored business dealings with the British that he had ordered the inventor’s murder. One headline read, “Inventor Thrown into the Sea to Stop Sale of Patents to the British Government.”

The other high-profile person who some suggested could be behind Diesel’s death was the world’s richest man, John D. Rockefeller. Rockefeller and his cohorts viewed Diesel’s revolutionary technology—an engine that didn’t require gasoline or any product derived from crude oil—to be an existential threat to their business empires. Another headline claimed that Rudolf Diesel was “Murdered by Agents from Big Oil Trusts.”

In death, Rudolf Diesel, the genius inventor, was at the center of a great mystery. Only one year earlier, in 1912, major figures on the world stage had lauded the emergence of Diesel’s game-changing technology. Thomas Edison pronounced the Diesel engine “one of the great achievements of mankind.” Winston Churchill, an early admirer and advocate of Diesel motors, declared a new class of Diesel-powered cargo ship to be “the most perfect maritime masterpiece of the century.” Now Rudolf Diesel, the man whom the famed British journalist W. T. Stead described in 1912 as “the great magician of the world,” was gone.



In an industrial age nothing moves without a motor. It is the beating heart of nations, and no inventor was more disruptive to the established order than Rudolf Diesel. The terrible irony is that Rudolf Diesel abhorred the societal evolutions that his engine wrought. He opposed economic centralization to urban centers, he despised global dependence on the oil monopolies, and he loathed mechanized warfare. His aim from the start had been to invent a compact and economical source of power to revitalize the artisan class and liberate the factory workers of the Industrial Age. He envisioned an engine that burned the natural resources that nearly all countries possessed, and did so cleanly, ridding the earth of smogging pollutants.

The story of Rudolf Diesel’s effort to change the world is one of the most important of the twentieth century, yet most people know little about it. His engine has persisted and thrived through the decades, and incredibly, the fundamental concept of the engine’s design is practically the same today as the engine Rudolf first unveiled in 1897.

But the man seems deliberately scrubbed from history, so much so that Diesel is often misspelled with a lowercase “d.” When has Ford been spelled with a lowercase “f”? Chrysler or Benz?

Today, people around the world pass within a few yards of the word Diesel many times each day: written on the side of a passenger train, a marine engine, at a fueling station, or on one of the five hundred million Diesel motor vehicles traveling the roads.I But few know that the word refers to a person. That he started out an impoverished immigrant. That he seized a sliver of opportunity to escape London’s slums. That he believed in the rigors of capitalism, and also stood for peace, equality, the artisan class, a clean environment, and humane working conditions in an era of increasing exploitation. That he believed an engineer had a dual role as both a scientist and social theorist.

Diesel’s genius set him on a collision course with an emperor and a tycoon. The result of this collision changed the course of the Great War and the fate of the modern world, yet history has failed to recognize that these figures are intertwined. Four people are key to understanding the quarter century leading up to the Great War: John D. Rockefeller, Kaiser Wilhelm II, Winston Churchill, and—overlooked until now—Rudolf Diesel. By walking the paths of these men in the decades before the war and connecting facts previously thought to be unrelated, a shroud of mystery dissolves to reveal the truth about Rudolf Diesel’s fate.



On September 28, 1913, the day before he disappeared, Diesel penned a letter to his wife, Martha. In his final hours before boarding the passenger ferry Dresden bound for London, he wrote “Do you feel how I love you? I would think that even from a great distance you must feel it, as a gentle quivering in you, as the receiver of a wireless telegraph machine.”

One day later, Diesel was gone. While his disappearance and the eventual discovery of his body were front-page news for a time, earth-shaking events were unfolding that would push all else aside. It was the eve of a global conflict that would see thirty-two nations declare war and claim forty million casualties. Investigators ceased to pursue the peculiar actions of the players involved in Diesel’s last days, the press failed to resolve the conflicting news reports in the weeks after his disappearance. The outbreak of brutal calamity only months after Diesel’s presumed suicide demanded attention to the exclusion of nearly everything else. And the world forgot about Rudolf Diesel.


	
I. WardsAuto estimates there were 1.4 billion automobiles in the world as of 2020, approximately 35 percent of these are Diesel. This excludes off-road and heavy machinery, almost all of which are powered by Diesel.
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CHAPTER 1 [image: ] An International Identity


EUROPEAN WARS WOULD bookend Rudolf Diesel’s life.

He was twelve years old in August 1870 when the French government decreed that all immigrants of Germanic origin must leave the country. The hostility toward the German peoples that had been brewing for years in France had reached a boiling point, and the countries were now at war. Rudolf fled with his family from their home in Paris.

The Diesels were of Bavarian descent, but the family felt a kinship with their Parisian neighbors, among whom they’d lived for more than a decade. The Diesels were participants in the flourishing cultural life of the great city, had sunk Parisian roots. But the Kingdom of Bavaria was one of thirty-nine loosely affiliated Germanic states led by Prussia that had formed a confederation and had gone to war with France. The Diesels found themselves designated as belligerents in their adopted French home.

The streets of Paris were in chaos, swollen with panicked newcomers as rural families streamed inside the city limits to seek refuge from the advancing Prussian armies. Theodor and Elise Diesel gathered their son, Rudolf, and his two sisters, Louise and Emma, packed what few possessions they could carry, and abandoned their modest residence and workshop to the inevitable looting mobs and certain ruin. Theodor had attempted to secure a loan but failed in the hostile climate. They fled Paris nearly penniless.



Theodor Diesel, Rudolf’s father, was a third-generation craftsman, working mainly with leather as a bookbinder, though he also crafted children’s toys, purses with delicate silk linings, and holsters for guns. He was born in 1830 in Augsburg, one of Germany’s oldest cities, in the Kingdom of Bavaria. At the age of twenty, he emigrated to Paris with his brother in search of greater fortune. They were disciplined and ambitious men, used to a life of struggle and long workdays.

In Paris, Theodor met Elise Strobel, the daughter of a Nuremburg merchant. She was four years his senior. The couple wed in 1855 and had three children in orderly succession: Louise (b. 1856), Rudolf (b. 1858), and Emma (b. 1860).

Elise had a gentler nature than her husband. When she was younger, Elise had lived and worked in London as a governess teaching English, French, German, and music. When her father passed away unexpectedly, she returned home for several years to care for her seven younger siblings. She then settled in Paris and was working as a teacher of music and language when she met Theodor. The Diesel family lived with few luxuries, but Elise instilled in Rudolf a love of music and art.

His observant mother recalled to friends that she knew even from his infancy that Rudolf was unlike her other children. Her first indication was that though she breast-fed her two daughters, she was vexed in nursing her son. She couldn’t get the strong-willed baby to comply, so soon after his birth she hired a wet nurse who cared for Rudolf until he was nine months old.

In these early years, the family noticed other ways in which Rudolf was different from his siblings and other boys his age. He would shrink away from boisterous play—games of tag or races in the street—and withdraw in solitude to a corner of their home where he would disassemble and analyze toys made by his father or draw sketches of mechanical devices. At an early age he possessed a level of sustained focus that amazed his sisters and mother, but Rudolf’s father found his son’s analytical nature troubling. Like Elise, Theodor recognized that Rudolf’s relentless curiosity could lead him to a life beyond the tradition of his father’s humble workshop—and from Theodor’s vantage, the workshop was where Rudolf belonged.

Theodor’s business occupied the ground floor of the family home at 38, rue Notre-Dame de Nazareth in Paris’s third arrondissement. During the first years after Rudolf’s birth, the workshop was a busy place with enough customers to keep Theodor and two apprentices employed. The smell of leather, oils, and grease drifted up the stairs to the shared bedrooms on the second and third floors where Elise tutored the children in language and music.

One morning while his father worked, seven-year-old Rudolf’s curiosity carried him away. Accustomed to playing with toys crafted in the home, he pulled the family’s prized possession, a cuckoo clock, to the floor with him. Determined to discover the clock’s inner workings, he pulled apart the clock to its component pieces.

At first confident that he could put the clock back together before his father found him, he soon realized he was out of his depth. He sat and awaited his father’s fury, which did come. That afternoon, the Diesels had a family outing planned. After Theodor yelled at Rudolf and lashed him with a leather strap, the rest of the family went on their excursion. Seven-year-old Rudolf spent the day alone at home, shackled to a heavy sofa.



The Paris of Rudolf Diesel’s youth had already earned its name La Ville Lumière, the City of Light. In 1667, Louis XIV had decreed that lanterns should brighten the city to promote safety, making Paris one of the first cities to adopt streetlighting. At the dawn of the Age of Enlightenment, generally considered to be the year of the Sun King’s death in 1715, Paris became the center of this intellectual and philosophical movement, and so the city’s nickname took on both a literal and metaphorical meaning.

The first gas streetlamps appeared along the Champs-Élysées in 1828. By the 1860s, the gas lamps were commonplace throughout the city, and by 1900 more than fifty thousand of them sparkled in the Paris night.

This innovation added to the gaiety of outdoor Parisian life and allowed evening activity that otherwise could not exist. On a typical Sunday afternoon, working-class Parisians would dress up and gather in outdoor spaces for parties to dance, drink, and eat. The parties lasted into the night under the dizzying new illumination. Renoir’s Bal du moulin de la Galette (1876) gives an Impressionist snapshot of the real-life festivities in the Montmartre area of the Right Bank’s eighteenth arrondissement. Renoir depicts the weekend scene under the lights at this famous hub of restaurants and cafés, only a fifteen-minute walk from the Diesel home. During the early 1860s, when Theodor’s workshop was still bustling and the Diesel family hovered precariously above the threshold between the working and middle classes, Theodor and the musically inclined Elise would often stroll to Montmartre to enjoy music and wine. While Paris had an undeniable and inimitable charm during these decades, it was far from perfect. A typical nineteenth-century European city of 500,000 people might have been home to 100,000 horses, each one dropping thirty-three pounds of manure and more than two gallons of urine per day on the city streets. Worse, the manure attracted hosts of flies that bore typhus, taking the lives of thousands each year.

The population of France was second only to Russia at the time, and the capital was dense with people. According to the 1861 census, Diesel’s district alone, the third arrondissement, was home to an astounding 99,000 people (nearly triple the arrondissement’s population of 34,000 in 2017).I

Horse-pulled carriages and buses filled the streets, some intersections so heavily trafficked that they were considered wonders of the world. Through this bustle, beauty, and bile, Rudolf pushed his wheelbarrow to deliver his father’s homemade goods, traveling from the family workshop only a mile from Notre-Dame Cathedral to the homes of some of the city’s wealthiest aristocrats.



Much of the city Rudolf walked had been recently transformed by the new head of state. Charles-Louis Napoléon (Napoléon III), nephew of Napoléon Bonaparte, was elected to be the first president of the French Second Republic in 1848. French constitutional law prohibited reelection, so the arrogant and power-hungry president overthrew the government and appointed himself emperor in 1851.

He wanted the capital to reflect the glamorous image he desired for his regime, so he made the beautification of Paris a priority. The new emperor ordered the construction of broad and straight boulevards, expansive parks, majestic monuments, and breathtaking government buildings. The engineering works beneath the city were no less of a masterpiece. There were millions of pipes for water, drainage, and gas. Engineers built a subterranean sewer wide enough for a rowboat. And high above the city, hot-air balloons floated across the skies, carrying wealthy sightseers in wicker baskets. This high-altitude mode of transportation was a marvelous amusement, and in times of war, provided a method to scout enemy positions and drop incendiaries.

Young Diesel and his peers in Paris were familiar with photography, aluminum for use in jewelry and fine cutlery, soaring airships, and engines that burned gaseous fuels like methane or natural gas. The world was experiencing a period of rapid innovation unlike any in history. Startling technical achievements continuously altered the way people traveled, communicated, and worked. Advances in metallurgy enabled the construction of machines and buildings never before possible.

The excitement surrounding this acceleration in human knowledge and achievement was reflected in the advent of the Exposition Universelle—also known as the World’s Fair—the first of which was held in Paris in 1855. The very idea that society could undergo such rapid change was a change in itself, and something to celebrate.

Rudolf attended the Paris World’s Fair of 1867, the second fair hosted in Paris. The event ran from April 1 to November 3 and attracted fifteen million visitors, including Tsar Alexander II of Russia, Wilhelm I and Otto von Bismarck of Prussia, Emperor Franz Joseph of Austria, and Sultan Abdülaziz of the Ottoman Empire.

The government commissioned Victor Hugo and Alexandre Dumas to write promotional materials for the event. Jules Verne attended to witness the astonishing exhibits demonstrating electricity that inspired his novel Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea (published in 1870).

In wide-eyed wonder, nine-year-old Rudolf strolled the Champ de Mars, the 119-acre stretch of land housing the fair that was ordinarily used as military parade grounds. More than fifty thousand exhibitors in concentric ovals were arranged by category of innovation and region of origin. He stopped to listen to the glorious tones of the Steinway piano from an American exhibit that sparked a global piano craze. He stood transfixed in front of the exhibit of the Krupp foundry from Prussia, studying the terrible dimensions of the fifty-ton cannon made of steel using the latest metalworking techniques, so that he could later sketch it.

He stopped at the unusual exhibits of the Japanese who, at the invitation of Napoléon III, participated in a World’s Fair for the first time, bringing paintings, ornately decorated folding screens, swords, ceramics, and sculptures that intrigued the Europeans.

But a different exhibit garnered the most attention at the fair that year, and certainly the most attention from young Diesel. In 1867, the World’s Fair’s Grand Prix went to the coal-gas engine designed by Nicolaus Otto. Otto and his partner Eugen Langen won the prize for their engineering of a motor that was safer and more compact and fuel efficient than traditional steam-powered engines. Otto’s new creation was an internal combustion engine burning gaseous fuels, unlike the external combustion steam engines burning coal that had provided power for almost every industrial use since the dawn of the Industrial Age one hundred years before when James Watt first developed a practical steam engine.



To imagine the traditional steam engine (external combustion), think of the famous scene from the film Titanic when the captain says, “Let’s stretch her legs” and passes the order for “all ahead full.” The camera then enters the engine room where dozens of sweating men working with shovels heap tons of coal into the fierce orange glow of the blazing furnaces in the belly of the massive ship. The actual Titanic had more than 150 engine stokers aboard to feed the fires around the clock. These furnaces heated boilers full of water to create steam, the same principle as a pot on a stove. The steam was captured in airtight pipes and the expanding pressure of the steam created incredible force, which moved the gears of the engine, the gears then turning the ship’s propellor. The coal fires in the furnace never touched the engine. The fires heated the boilers full of water that were external to the engine, and the water was an intermediary substance between the fuel and the engine. The pressure captured from the resulting steam then moved the engine to deliver the work.II

A chimney apparatus connected to the furnace captured the thick, sooty smoke of the coal fire and released the exhaust through funnels mounted on top of the ship’s deck. The steam engine requires two substances—fuel (usually coal or wood) and water (to make steam). Only the steam touches the engine. Primitive forms of steam engines existed even in ancient times—Egyptians used steam power to move heavy stone doors—though it was the pioneering advances of James Watt and others in the 1770s that brought the technology into industrial use.

Otto’s internal combustion engine changed the design so that the combustion could occur inside the engine chamber and move the pistons directly. Otto didn’t use an external furnace and boiler with water for steam. He did away with the intermediary substance (water) altogether.

Internal combustion engines explode the fuel directly inside the engine cylinder. Rather than the expanding pressure of steam, the expanding pressure of the combusting fuel itself moves the engine parts (the piston and crankshaft) to deliver work.

The origins of the internal combustion engine date back to the invention of the cannon in the twelfth century. With each combustion of gunpowder, the piston fired off at a single power stroke in the form of a cannonball. By the seventeenth century, scientists were experimenting with a closed cylinder containing a piston attached to a crankshaft (instead of a cannonball). Otto succeeded in delivering a useful engine with this concept.

The fuels for early internal combustion engines were unstable and highly flammable. Otto commonly used gases such as propane, hydrogen, benzene, or coal gas, and he experimented with liquid fuels such as kerosene, also highly flammable. As fuel combustion inside the cylinder moves the piston back and forth, the crankshaft turns a wheel to deliver the work. Collectively, internal and external combustion engines are in the broad category of “heat engines,” which convert heat, or thermal energy, into mechanical energy for work.III

For stationary purposes on land, the massive steam engine could pump water from mines, turn wheels to grind wheat or stone. Different designs of the steam engine could be used for transportation, providing power for large ships or trains. Steam engines were behemoths though, and required teams of men to tend them, constantly shoveling enormous quantities of coal into the furnace. This technology was especially challenging for marine and rail use because of its massive engine, boiler, and chimney apparatus, and because stores of fuel needed to be carried with the ship or train. The engine also required regular maintenance of the inevitable burst valves and tubes that conducted the steam pressure. Further, the nineteenth-century steam engine was still grossly inefficient, converting only 6 to 7 percent of the energy in fuel to usable work.

Because Otto’s new engine did away with the external furnace and boiler, it was much more compact than the steam engine. But a shortcoming of Otto’s engine was that it was puny by comparison, both in size and the amount of power it could deliver. The new internal combustion engine typically delivered only a few horsepower, nowhere near the many hundreds required to drive a ship. But Otto’s engine was more efficient in the amount of work it derived from a given amount of fuel, achieving approximately 12 percent fuel efficiency in 1867, double that of steam. In the rapidly expanding Industrial Age, the judges in Paris recognized the wealth of potential applications for this new power source and honored Otto and Langen with the grand prize.

Otto had a decades-long head start on his young admirer, who hurried home to sketch this new type of engine.



Later that summer, nine-year-old Rudolf and his father took a weekend stroll through Paris that resulted in a story retold by generations of the Diesel family. Sundays were typically reserved for relaxation and family time, as the other six days of the week Theodor worked in his shop from dawn to dusk.

Taking a pleasant stroll down the city streets, through parks, blooming gardens such as the Tuileries and Luxembourg, and alongside the River Seine was the most common pastime of the era. There were no commuter trains or motorcars of any kind. The Paris Métro wouldn’t begin operation until 1900.

The father and son started on a pleasant walk under the warming sun. Up ahead they saw a crowd of onlookers gathered around a tree, talking excitedly in disturbed tones. As the pair got closer, they realized the attraction was a body hanging from a branch of the tree. An apparent suicide.

After observing the body for a moment, Theodor Diesel stepped forward from the milling crowd, drew his knife that he used to shape leather in his workshop, and cut the rope so that the body dropped in a heap. He had found the crowd’s hysteria to be disrespectful and had put an end to it.

Theodor gathered his boy and wordlessly continued the walk. Minutes later, from a path atop a hill that overlooked a pond, Theodor gently put his hand on his son’s shoulder. From this initial feint of affection, he then stuck his foot to the side to trip the boy’s legs and forcefully shoved him down the hill toward the pond. Rudolf went sprawling down the hill, landing in water and mud. Shaken and bruised, Rudolf stood, covered in filth, now a spectacle himself to a new crop of onlookers. The startled and ashamed nine-year-old asked his father why he had done such a thing.

Theodor answered simply that it was a lesson in the hard knocks life had in store.

This was harsh parenting, even in the context of the period. Theodor’s tactics were brutal and had the effect of exacerbating the boy’s natural shyness.



A talent for invention ran in the Diesel family. Theodor showed creative flair, adding velvet to his leather pocketbooks, and he produced innovative games and toys for children. He invented a “light shedder” as housing to place over a burning gas flame, his invention predating by several years the glass cylinder that later became a standard lighting fixture of the time.

Theodor produced quality goods, but the family business was struggling by the late 1860s. Though the Diesels did not consider themselves to be a party to the Prussian aggression, French customers began to feel differently.

An increasing sense of anti-German sentiment had set in, and many of Theodor’s French clients were either delinquent in paying their accounts or ceased to do business with him altogether. Theodor often dispatched young Rudolf to collect fees from clients.

Theodor’s customers ranged from people of modest means to Paris’s most well-to-do. Rudolf covered the span of the city on foot and wrote in his journal that he came to know the city streets “like the inside of my pocket.” This exposure gave the boy an early education in the full spectrum of the social classes.

Theodor had good reason to place his son in the customer-facing role. Unlike Theodor with his heavy German accent, Rudolf spoke perfect French, and had a natural charm despite his reclusive nature. He was called not only handsome but beautiful, and Diesel biographer Charles Wilson (who met Rudolf years later in America) declared that Rudolf was considered “quite possibly one of the most beautiful young males in Paris.”

Rudolf would later write that these early years in Paris, pressed into service as the bill collector for his father’s struggling business, formed his views of money and poverty. Rudolf dreaded the task of bill collecting and often shirked the duty, then attempted to cover up his truancy with lies to his father.



Rudolf found ways to escape the confines of their home on the Right Bank. From his front door, turning right on rue Notre-Dame de Nazareth, he would walk less than a thousand feet to rue Saint-Martin and the Conservatoire national des arts et métiers, the oldest technical museum in Paris. The dank and dingy museum was the converted abbey of Saint-Martin-des-Champs (Saint Martin in the Fields), which was used as a prison during the revolution then reopened as a museum in 1802. It housed a strange assortment of exhibits that ignited Rudolf’s imagination: agricultural tools, models of ships, and some of the earliest steam engines.

Foremost among the exhibits was the fardier à vapeur (steam car), the world’s first automobile, designed by Nicholas-Joseph Cugnot in 1770. Cugnot mounted an enormous teapot-shaped boiler on the front of the three-wheeled vehicle that in all weighed two and a half tons. Though it could move only two miles per hour and was grossly fuel inefficient, it was a marvel of the age.IV

Diesel was a familiar face to the museum curators. He sat in the quiet, musty corridors and filled his sketchbooks with drawings that captured the nuances of the machine. At home, he escaped to the attic to sketch replicas of oil paintings he’d seen at the museum, or scenes from the Paris streets, or engineering contraptions far wilder than anything the old abbey held. As an adult, he often said to his friends, “Drawing is an engineer’s right hand.”



One summer day in 1869, eleven-year-old Rudolf sat on the warm, flat rocks in the sun along the banks of the Seine. He’d climbed to a quiet place amid the active shores of the river. Reports of the looming Prussian threat had grown more frequent, though a sense of true danger was still hard for the boy to conjure. He took a pencil from his leather pouch and opened the sketchbook in his lap. In the pages of the book he had drawn the ships that passed on the river before him, the hot-air balloons he’d seen overhead, horses, carriages—all with extraordinary precision for a boy not yet in his teens. He had precious few empty pages available in his book. Two beautiful women in fine dresses and elaborate hats walked the path above him, and he privately chose them to be the next subject to hone his skill as a draftsman.

As he worked, he barely noticed the group of bathers splashing in the river below him, or the old man on the opposite bank who fished for trout and Atlantic salmon. These were the happy childhood moments he lived for.

However, that morning his father had given him several addresses to visit and collect the fees for work. Rudolf couldn’t bring himself to do it. He felt embarrassed calling on customers in his threadbare clothes that bore the hallmarks of a mother’s mending. When he would arrive at a client’s home, he could feel his voice abandon him and his eyes well up from the flood of anxiety. The request for the fees was made all the more humiliating by his family’s obvious need.

Today he hadn’t gone to the addresses his father had given him. Instead, he’d taken his pouch of pencil stubs and his sketchbook and walked to the Seine.

Rudolf finished his drafting when the sun was low. It was time to return home—without the money. With the obstinacy of a dreamer, he hadn’t acknowledged the storm that awaited him. Back at the workshop, Theodor asked his son for the money. Rudolf said he had tried, and the clients promised to pay at a future date—but Rudolf was no good with lies, and when Theodor uncovered the truth, more old-country discipline lay in store. Theodor pulled the sketchbook and pouch from Rudolf’s grip, the moment emphasizing the stark contrast between the hands of father and son. Rudolf’s were soft, gentle, almost feminine next to his father’s stony, calloused hands that were stained dark by the oils he used to work with leather and wood. Theodor then reached for the strap.

After excruciating lashes, he made Rudolf design a large placard that read Je suis un menteur (I am a liar) and forced the boy to wear it around his neck through the following school day.


[image: Image]
A sketch of Jesus Christ made by the artistic Rudolf Diesel in September 1874, when Diesel was sixteen years old.



Life for the Diesels in Paris continued to grow worse through the late 1860s. By 1870, Theodor was unable to sell anything to French customers. He had placed all his products through the German-owned department store in Paris called Kellers of Solingen, but this strategy worked little better than selling direct. Then in July of that year, war was upon them.

Many of the peoples of the loosely formed German confederation, such as the Bavarians and Saxons, preferred peace and were friendly toward the French. But Prussia in particular was still bitter over the thrashing they’d taken at the hands of the first Napoléon. They were eager for revenge, if not against the original Napoléon, then the obnoxious facsimile Napoléon III would do. Eventually, Bavaria gave in to the will of Prussia and allied with it in the war against France.

On September 4, 1870, news of the Battle of Sedan reached Paris. The battle just two days earlier had been a devastating defeat for the French army. Along with the surrender of the French forces, Prussia captured the disgraced Napoléon III.

Paris erupted in bedlam. Mobs tore down the many likenesses and tributes to the showy emperor throughout the city. Shops that had once proudly displayed insignias to designate service to the royal house were threatened and sacked.

It was an unsafe place, especially for anyone of Germanic heritage. On September 5, as the Prussians advanced on Paris from the east, the Diesel family boarded a refugee train headed west to the coast. From there, they boarded a steamship to cross the English Channel, bound for London.

Forced to evacuate in haste, the Diesel family left behind their home and workshop along with most of their possessions. They had little in cash and brought only what they could carry on their backs. As Theodor’s grandson Eugen later related, Theodor managed to procure “a loaf of bread and a bar of chocolate” to feed the family of five on the channel crossing.

They were bound for an uncertain future among the throngs of immigrants pouring into England, competing for work and shelter.



Behind them the battle raged. France was falling to the disciplined Prussian forces with humiliating ease, and Paris was soon surrounded by Prussian troops, cut off from the outside world. Chancellor Otto von Bismarck had already led Prussia to quick victories over Denmark and Austria, and a decisive victory over France was the next and final military campaign of his political strategy. Bismarck’s chief aim was to unify the Germanic peoples into a single powerful German state with Prussia at the helm. A rapid defeat of France would secure his goal.

The end of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 marked the founding of the modern German state as the twentieth century would come to know it. Germany was immediately a feared rival of the major European powers, with the most lethal land-based military in the world. The Germans imposed harsh peace terms on the French, including massive reparations payments and seizure of the prized territory of Alsace-Lorraine. The German seizure of these French assets in 1871 created a long-standing political enmity between the two nations that would come to have a profound effect on Rudolf Diesel’s life.


	
I. The overall population of Paris in 1870 was in excess of 1 million people, and as the outer arrondissements grew, the city reached a peak of 2.9 million people in 1921. The population has gradually declined since World War II to the current level of 2.2 million.

	
II. The scientific definition of work refers to the transfer of energy into force that creates motion, or displacement. The early steam engines of the mid-1700s converted about 0.5 percent of fuel to usable work. The innovations of James Watt in the late 1700s improved efficiency to about 2 percent. These early steam engines were constrained by the state of metalworking technology. A great deal of energy was lost due to the inability to capture the pressure of expanding gases. Engine frames were made of wood timbers, metal fittings were hand-forged by blacksmiths, and pipes were packed with rope to make a seal, their valves capped with leather fittings. Pressure leaks and inefficiencies were inevitable.

	
III. Thermodynamics is the study of the relations between different forms of energy (heat/thermal, mechanical, electrical, chemical, etc.). “Heat Engine” is a broader category that includes both internal and external combustion engines.

	
IV. The fate of Cugnot’s engine had a particular foreshadowing of the fate of Diesel’s engine more than a century later. During the 1770s, as Cugnot’s engine got so much attention, Louis XVI ruled France. Louis was the last French monarch before the revolution, and the king prioritized technical innovation for military purposes over civil use. At the king’s direction, the French army took possession of Cugnot’s car and set it up to haul cannon. Once loaded with its cargo, the primitive machine went out of control and demolished a large stone wall. Badly damaged from the collision, the steam car eventually found its way to Rudolf Diesel’s childhood museum in Paris. This example of the military co-opting technology repeats throughout history, so perhaps Diesel should have read his own fate early on.








CHAPTER 2 [image: ] A Brief Stay in London


AS THE PRUSSIAN advance toward Paris continued, fleeing families packed themselves aboard overfilled steamships bound for England. The five members of the Diesel family huddled together, suffering seasickness as their steamer tossed in the rough seas of the English Channel. Winds whipped the ocean spray across the decks. Theodor did his best to protect their few possessions from the desperate people around them. They took a spot on the deck near the rail as the children became violently ill from the motion of the ship. Rudolf was old enough to register the raw fear that came with their new circumstances.

After a harrowing seven-hour crossing, the Diesels arrived in Newhaven, England. They spent the first night cramped in a cheap room at the London & Paris Hotel. Two days later, they reached London by train.

Theodor and Elise left the children on a bench at the train station as they set off to begin the overwhelming task of starting a new life in a strange city. The first requirement was a roof over their heads. They returned several hours later having found nothing.

The family of five then set out together, dragging their boxed possessions through the streets. Finally, nearly exhausted, they found a simple two-room flat at 20 Herbert Street in the district of Hoxton. The three children slept on a couch and the parents in the bed. The small boxes they had brought along as luggage were used for chairs, a table, and a washstand.

Hoxton is part of historic East London with roots dating back to the fifteenth century, though from the outset of the Industrial Age, a gradual displacement of the residents had been underway due to the encroachment of factories and warehouses. This is the London of Oliver Twist. And in 1870, twelve-year-old Rudolf arrived at precisely the age of Dickens’s title character. Hoxton is in the Borough of Hackney, a name associated with a lower-class “Hackney,” or Cockney, accent. The sudden relocation from Paris to this dangerous new home was an unsparing deterioration in their already modest circumstances, traumatizing for both the adults and the children.

Rather than falling in with any artful dodgers, the introverted Rudolf immediately tried to replicate his pastimes from Paris, and found his way to the British Museum and the South Kensington Museum, where there were exhibits of engines to study and sketch. As a silver lining, he realized the good fortune he had to live in the two cities of the world that most honored the tradition of the engineer.

But he also encountered horrors in London that haunted him the rest of his life: tenement housing of the London industry laborers, factories with poor lighting and no ventilation, the foul smells of wretched humans mixed with the smog of coal smoke from belching machines.

Worst of all was the immoral use of children pressed into labor. Rudolf was only twelve years old, and children his age and younger were marched off to factories rather than schools. Floggings of children were routine, and in his Hoxton neighborhood Rudolf witnessed children with prison pallor and open, bleeding welts. Rudolf was so disturbed by these encounters that years later he recounted the experiences in detail to his children, and his son Eugen included the stories of Rudolf’s time in London in the family biography he published.

On a brisk autumn afternoon Rudolf began a walk across London Bridge, spanning the River Thames. Midway across, he stopped and gazed across the horizon that was blotted with the rising black plumes of coal exhaust from ships, cranes, pile drivers, and factories scattered over the landscape. Smoking chimneys and trails of steam smudged the horizon. Rudolf had been in London only a month and had already seen the inhumane conditions that existed at the points of origin of those smoky plumes. Whether his German immigrant craftsman father could find work in this new city amid a throng of other refugees was all that separated Rudolf from the factory and the whip.

Passersby on the bridge would have barely noticed his slender frame standing by the rail. The young boy was a bit odd, a loner, a dreamer who had a gifted but untrained mind for engineering, and who also loved the arts due mainly to his mother’s gentle touch. Though the source of his next meal was uncertain, he was, for the moment, more fortunate that the ill-fated children bound for the factories. The naive and optimistic youth who filled his time drawing sketches of contraptions he’d seen in exhibits, or more fantastical ones from his imagination, determined in that moment that he could create a better machine. As he stood on the bridge, he committed himself to the vague ambition of making something that could change the circumstances of working-class people like him and his family.I

He pushed back from the rail of the stone-arched bridge with an erect posture that he would maintain throughout his life, his skinny limbs draped in clothes even more threadbare and ill-fitting than in his Paris days. Rudolf contrasted the smog before him in the London sky with what he had experienced in his father’s Paris workshop. The mechanized society that had begun in England had made its way to the continent and tilted the economic scales overwhelmingly in favor of big urban industry over smaller rural businesses.

The advent of industry on this new scale seemed a form of enslavement. Businesses relied on an army of pliant workers and behemoth machines fueled by warehouses of coal. These resources to power the Industrial Age were antithetical to the small proprietorships that had been the norm of Diesel’s youth in Paris.

Rudolf’s observations and experiences in London and Paris during these years became ingredients for invention. A thousand times he had sketched in his notebooks the ravenous coal-devouring machines that were both beyond the means of the independent craftsman and counter to the tradition of custom workmanship. But, he thought, perhaps there could be a new engine design that could distribute power to rural communities, an engine that could fit in a corner of a workshop rather than the colossal apparatus that was larger than the workshop itself. Otto had already revealed an engine design that was a small step in this direction only three years prior.

Rudolf walked to the other side of the bridge, ideas swirling in his head. He had a goal, a vision that would matter to artisans like his father.



Theodor was an immigrant in London, without his own shop, without prospects for work at all. Louise, the eldest Diesel child, managed to find a job teaching language and music at a small private school. Her income helped put food on the table, but the Diesels were only barely eking out a living. The three children were as close as ever, bonded in the family struggle. Though destitute, the family unit remained intact.

Theodor’s brother (also named Rudolf) had left Paris several years earlier and returned to Germany. Theodor wrote to his brother in Augsburg to inquire about prospects there, but his brother replied that employment conditions in Germany were no better.

And then came a lifeline for Rudolf. Theodor’s cousin Betty in Augsburg was married to a mathematics teacher, Christoph Barnickel. These relatives offered to have Rudolf come to Augsburg, where he could attend the Royal County Trade School. Barnickel offered to board Rudolf in their home along with several other students.

Even if they didn’t always show it with displays of tenderness, Theodor and Elise loved their son, as letters between them over the next several years attest. They also recognized that their son had a gifted mind. Life in Augsburg with the Barnickels would open doors for Rudolf that would be firmly shut to him in London.

Theodor was loath to humble himself by accepting charity, but he knew an education like this could lift twelve-year-old Rudolf out of the day-to-day struggle to survive. His son could have a stable home life and the opportunity for an education, after which, Theodor assumed, Rudolf could return and join his father in a reconstituted workshop.II

Rudolf spent less than three months in London, but that stay would have a major impact on his life and worldview. In late November 1870, traveling alone under a sky of steel gray and in the biting cold, he boarded a ship with one change of clothes, a few coins, and a basket packed by his mother with enough food to last several days.

The trip to Augsburg took eight days. Weather delayed his crossing. From Rotterdam he took trains taking him through Emmerich, Cologne, Frankfurt, and Würzburg. He stayed in cheap inns along the way, sharing rooms with strangers, fearful the entire time of being robbed of the little he had. During one severely cold night, he sipped a glass of schnapps that a stranger offered, and he wrote to his parents that he enjoyed the drink, but suffered from a sore throat, toothache, and earache for the remainder of the trip.

When he arrived at the Barnickels’ home, he was exhausted, ill, and homesick. He was worried about his sisters and whether his father had found any prospects for work.

Upon seeing the boy, Christoph Barnickel remarked that he was “more like a mature adult than a twelve-year-old boy” and that he was a youngster “to whom anyone could immediately lose his heart.” Barnickel kept Rudolf home for three days to rest and recover.

But while his body rested, his mind remained unbridled. Fresh from his first experience riding long stretches in railway cars, he became fascinated by trains. Barnickel remarked that during the boy’s three-day rest period he “made a railroad out of cigar boxes, complete with marshalling yard. He nailed wooden rails to the cigar-box boards. The switches, which actually moved, were connected to the signal box by hairpin wires.”

Barnickel, an educator of many promising youths, was immediately impressed, and determined to nurture Rudolf’s obvious gifts. Once ensconced with the Barnickels, Rudolf began the formal education that would set the trajectory for his life’s work. In Augsburg, the seed of Rudolf Diesel’s vision began to grow.

Rudolf’s son Eugen later summarized the benefits of his father’s nomadic youth from an engineering perspective. “Paris kindled in him an enthusiasm for technical and scientific things under the aspect of that special genius peculiar to the French. London showed him the classical origins of the age of the heat engine, as well as the vast scale of operations of a great world power… Germany brought him in contact with the solidity and logic of the SwabianIII school of German workmanship.”

Throughout his life, Rudolf pursued the parallel efforts of the engineer and the social theorist. His early years, shadowed by war and dislocation, developed in him truly international sensibilities. When he returned to the home of his ancestors in 1870, he had already lived in the capitals of Germany’s two greatest rivals, spoke three languages, and had spent twelve years immersed in Anglo-French culture, politics, and educational systems.

But the prevailing and indelible lesson, learned through traumatic personal experience, was his understanding of the fragility of a family’s security. War and industrial innovation could destroy the life a family had made for itself.


	
I. The moment on the bridge was indelible to Rudolf and the story entered Diesel family lore. He recounted the vivid memory to his children many times, and eventually his son Eugen wrote out the story in a family biography published in 1937.

	
II. Theodor promised to pay the Barnickels 1,000 marks per year (approximately $6,000 today), which was the regular boarding fee, though this was not paid until some years later by Rudolf once he started earning his own money.

	
III. Swabia was a medieval duchy that eventually became part of the Kingdom of Bavaria in 1803. Cultural stereotypes portray Swabians as frugal, entrepreneurial, and hardworking. The stereotype exists to the present day, evidenced in a remark by Chancellor Angela Merkel praising the “thrifty Swabian housewife” (The Guardian, September 17, 2012).








CHAPTER 3 [image: ] A New Empire in Europe


AT THE TIME of Rudolf’s arrival, Augsburg was a modest-sized city of 50,000 people. (The population of Berlin at this time was 820,000 and Munich about 180,000, though these urban centers were experiencing a period of rapid growth.) Sprawling canals were lined with waterwheels that had powered early forms of industry for centuries. It was one of Europe’s oldest cities and had been an important trade route for ancient Rome. The original name of the city at its founding, Augusta Vindelicorum, was in tribute to the Roman emperor Augustus.

By the 1800s, it was a place of textile manufacturers and factories, tobacco mills, and was home to all types of tradespeople. In 1838, Carl Buz, a German railroad engineer, directed the construction of a fifty-mile rail line to connect Augsburg and Munich, which brought another surge of industry to the ancient city.

When Buz had completed the railway, he decided Augsburg was the perfect town for a young engineer like himself. He met a talented, well-connected potential partner in Carl August Reichenbach, whose uncle had invented the flatbed printing press in 1811.

In 1844, the two men purchased an existing manufacturing plant in Augsburg and Buz soon founded Maschinenfabrik Augsburg (M.A.), where he focused on building heavy machinery for industry: steam engines, steam boilers, and water turbines.

In 1864, control of the company passed to Carl’s son, Heinrich Buz, whose savvy and daring business acumen established M.A. as a leader of German industry, just as Germany was emerging as a world industrial power. By the time Diesel arrived in Augsburg in November 1870, Heinrich Buz had earned his nickname “the Bismarck of German Industry.” Augsburg was a hotbed for rising engineering talent, and in Germany during the late nineteenth century, if an engineer wanted to bring concept to reality, Heinrich Buz of Maschinenfabrik Augsburg was the man to see.

For the prior hundred years, the greatest engineering advances had come from France and England, but this was now changing. Germany was enjoying rapid economic expansion, and Rudolf found himself in the seat of Germany’s rising engineering power.



War and industry have always had a symbiotic relationship. The nature of the political regime within which a scientist works can have a determining effect on the direction and application of his work, and a scientist must find his place. The reason for Germany’s industrial surge was in large part due to the political and military triumph of the Prussian leadership. After the Prussian-led victory over France, Augsburg was no longer simply a city in the Kingdom of Bavaria. When Rudolf arrived, Augsburg had become a city within the German Empire.

To understand the political and social climate within which Diesel lived and later worked, it is important first to understand how the German Empire was created, and how Kaiser Wilhelm and later his grandson Kaiser Wilhelm II exercised their power. At the time of Rudolf’s arrival, the nascent German Empire was still forming its identity.

Upon victory in the Franco-Prussian War in 1871, Wilhelm I became the first German emperor. Otto von Bismarck, the minister-president of Prussia, assumed the title “Chancellor of the German Empire,” along with the nickname “the Iron Chancellor.” The emperor’s grandson, a prince the same age as Rudolf Diesel, cheered on the victorious German military.

Chancellor Bismarck became the dominant political figure of Germany. Standing over six feet tall with broad shoulders, an imposing figure in every sense, Bismarck bent even the aging emperor to his will. Kings and ministers around the world revered and feared Bismarck, who now presided over the most powerful army on the continent. For the next two decades, he would continue to pull the strings of international diplomacy. Not since Charlamagne in the ninth century had any one leader so ably implemented his vision over the expanse of Europe.

France had been the third and final of Bismarck’s strategic wars to forge the German Empire. He fought a successful nine-month war against Denmark in 1864 and defeated Austria in 1866. By ousting France as a rival and threat, Bismarck had won the political capital and public goodwill to obtain the prize of German unification. Bismarck had surmised all along, and declared in an 1862 speech that “[The German states do] not look to Prussia’s liberalism but to her strength… The great questions of the day will not be decided by speeches and resolutions of majorities… but by iron and blood.” On the road to unification, he had defeated two emperors and created a third.

Bismarck wrote the new German constitution. Though the German Empire was nominally a constitutional monarchy, as was Great Britain, Bismarck was far more conservative in his allocation of government powers, and granted greater authority to his emperor, and to himself, than was the case for Britain’s monarch. As the global trend saw democracy on the rise and autocracy on the wane, Bismarck designed a government of the autocratic old world. This fundamental political difference would echo through generations.



What even Bismarck could not control or predict were the wild twists in the dynastic lines of power of royal families. In an era of rapidly shifting international alliances, marriages among the ruling classes were a strategic tool. In 1858, Wilhelm I’s son, Frederick III, married Victoria, Princess Royal (“Vicki”), the eldest child of Britain’s Queen Victoria. Their son Wilhelm II was Queen Victoria’s eldest and favorite grandchild, and through the complex web of royal connections this meant that Wilhelm II was a first cousin to King George V, against whom he would eventually go to war.

But in these halcyon last decades of the nineteenth century, England and Germany were on friendly terms. Several German states had joined England as allies against Russia in the Crimean War (1853–1856), and before that as part of the allied coalition in the Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815). Queen Victoria was of German descent, and had chosen a German, Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, for her husband and consort. With delight, the Queen agreed to the marriage of her favorite daughter, Vicki, to the German crown prince, Frederick.

Vicki and Frederick’s first child, Frederick William Victor Albert, was born on January 27, 1859, in Berlin, capital of the Kingdom of Prussia. He was second in line for the German throne (after his father) and just ten months younger than Rudolf Diesel.

Wilhelm was born with a physical deformity; his left arm was six inches shorter than his right. In the hypermasculine Prussian culture, this enfeeblement caused him great embarrassment. Sadly for the boy, the withered arm was also a source of embarrassment for his mother, who wrote to her own mother in England, “He would be a very pretty boy were it not for that wretched, unhappy arm which shows more and more, spoils his face… his carriage, walk and figure, makes him awkward in all his movements… not being able to do a single thing for himself…. To me it remains an inexpressible source of sorrow.”

Wilhelm’s greatest torment in his youth was learning to ride, a skill his mother insisted that, as heir to the throne, he must learn. The riding instructor who supervised Wilhelm later wrote, “The weeping prince was set on his horse, without stirrups and compelled to go through the paces. He fell off continually; every time, despite his prayers and tears, he was lifted and set upon its back again.”

Reflecting years later, Wilhelm confirmed, “The thought that I should not be able to ride was intolerable [to my mother]. But I felt I was not fit for it because of my disability. I was worried and afraid. When there was nobody near, I wept.”

Vicki blamed herself. Wilhelm’s birth had been a complicated breech, and the baby’s arm was crushed during the delivery. The child would not resemble his tall, handsome, strapping father. Vicki’s obsession with the handicap only served to exacerbate the problem for the boy. She wrote to Queen Victoria in May 1870 that Wilhelm “begins to feel being behind much smaller boys in every exercise of the body—he cannot run fast because he has no balance, nor ride, nor climb, nor cut his food…”

Wilhelm’s arm, and his mother’s obsession with it, contributed to his lifelong feelings of insecurity. Throughout his life he attempted to conceal the withered arm behind his back in photographs.

Despite her dismay over her son’s arm, Vicki remained devoted to Wilhelm’s overall development and took charge of his general education. She did so in a decidedly British manner. Vicki found German culture and German education to be boorish. This won her few friends among the German nobility, but she didn’t mind the absence of affection from those she looked down upon.

Her distaste for things German extended to politics and Bismarck’s autocratic form of government, which she found to be unmodern, nearly medieval. She wrote to Queen Victoria, “Prince Bismarck remains the sole and omnipotent ruler of our destinies. His will alone is law here.”

Throughout this period, Vicki guided and educated her son. Many of the boy’s fondest childhood memories were lengthy visits to Buckingham Palace or to his grandmother’s summer retreat at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight. The most lasting impression on Wilhelm from these visits was the magnificence of the Royal Navy. The boy was awestruck by the splendor and massive bulk of the capital ships that ensured Great Britain’s domestic security and her hold on her global possessions.

Not only were these visits frequent, but Vicki, to her last days, in all her correspondence referred to England as “Home.”I Vicki’s way of life was thoroughly British, and by conscious and subconscious influence, she tried to instill in Wilhelm the notion that the ways of the English were superior to those of the Germans. Her husband, Crown Prince Frederick (who in 1888 would ascend to the throne for a period of only ninety-nine days before dying of throat cancer), while a devoted German, was also a devoted husband. He supported a liberal education for his son, and he preferred a liberal form of government that was less autocratic than what Bismarck had crafted for the German Empire.

As the years passed and the more docile Wilhelm I grew old, Frederick and Vicki moved ever closer to the throne. Bismarck recognized the liberal threat that Frederick and Vicki represented, but he also recognized a new potential ally to combat the ascending couple.

When young Wilhelm, alternately spoiled and aggressively disciplined, reached his early teenage years, Bismarck and his ministers gradually asserted more influence in the direction of the boy’s professional education, slowly wresting control from Vicki. Bismarck’s aim was to steep the boy in conservative principles and instill in him a Prussian sense of regimen. Bismarck already held sway with the German public and ministers. As insurance, he wanted to fortify the young prince in the struggle he foresaw once the boy’s father ascended to the throne.

Bismarck, the master manipulator, succeeded. The boy’s worldview, even his nature, began to change. No longer did he yearn for the playful visits to his mother’s homeland, nor did he subscribe to Vicki’s political beliefs. And as he spurned her entreaties, he fully embraced his German roots and placed the grand Prussian achievement of German unification on a pedestal. Wilhelm set aside his own parents and came to idolize his grandfather. He referred to Wilhelm I as “Wilhelm the Great” and fostered a cult of the first German emperor. Even his manner took on the brusque, clipped bearing of the Prussian military, and his relationship with his mother grew increasingly distant.

Reflecting on the origins of his physical deformity, he recounted that Vicki had allowed only English physicians to care for him as a child because she felt the German doctors did not have equal ability. He came to view her dismissal of the German doctors as an insult. In 1889, Wilhelm remembered his youth in an outburst that revealed his pent-up loathing. “An English doctor killed my father, and an English doctor crippled my arm—which is the fault of my mother.”

Hardened as he had become, inside Wilhelm was still that little boy who stared with fascination at the grandeur of the Royal Navy, who happily played at the feet of his adoring grandmother, who esteemed British manners, traditions, and sophistication. Biographer David Fromkin observed, “The half-German side of him was at war with the half-English side. He was wildly jealous of the British, wanting to be British, wanting to be better at being British than the British were, while at the same time hating them and resenting them because he could never be fully accepted by them.”



Many people find strength in having an identity that is a blend of ethnicities and cultures. For Wilhelm, his dual identities were a source of confusion and conflict. For Rudolf Diesel, the blend of cultural influences led to a certain balance in his character. His mother had taught language and arts as a governess in London. His father embodied the stern, almost militaristic, discipline of the German old country. Rudolf spent his youth in both France and Germany, indifferent to the fact that the antagonism between the two nations led to the greatest political rivalry in Europe. Rudolf embraced both places as home. He appreciated his Bavarian roots as well as the cultures of his adopted cities, in particular Paris. He happily declared himself to be a “citizen of the world.” Wilhelm could not find such peace in duality. In his case, the military culture of Prussia came to the fore, to the exclusion of the fond feelings he once had for his mother, Vicki, and his grandmother, Queen Victoria.



Eugen Diesel, Rudolf’s son, became one of Germany’s preeminent writers on the topics of culture and technology. He would later write of Bismarck’s influence on the empire, “Germany’s lodestar was the soldier. And Prussia, the embodiment of militarism, became the ideal in which the German love of order and organization could find full satisfaction. Germany became an astounding piece of organization, strong in every measure of defense, weak only in the national culture which was to be defended. Germany had risen by the sword; by the sword, then, it would continue to live. In military rigor lay the path to success.”

But Bismarck’s leadership was more nuanced than what Eugen describes. His plan was tempered with specific, strategic goals. Having achieved German unification, Bismarck was finished with the sword for the moment and preferred to maintain a pragmatic peace while he focused on growing Germany’s economy. Politically, he recognized that France would be a perpetual antagonist so long as Germany held Alsace-Lorraine, and therefore France must be politically isolated. Thus, the key to Germany’s success was to remain always on good terms with the other great powers.

Bismarck had the world’s most powerful army, yet as Germany had no significant navy to speak of, Britain was unperturbed by these land forces. (Even the navies of France and Russia were a distant second and third at this time—Britain ruled the sea.) The Royal Navy rendered continental armies impotent, making them just as unlikely to reach English shores as had been the armies of Napoléon at the start of the century.II Bismarck had no wish to develop a navy and pursue colonial expansion overseas, which he felt would only antagonize his neighbors.

Bismarck’s focus was domestic, and as he artfully crafted a web of alliances to secure peace, German industry grew at a rate that stunned the nations of the world. In 1871, Great Britain was the center of the Industrial Revolution and by far the world’s leading coal producer, delivering 112 million tons of coal. Germany produced a mere 34 million tons in the same year. Though Great Britain maintained healthy growth, by 1911, astonishingly, the coal output of the two nations was equal.

The growth of German steel production, critical for war and heavy industry, was even more astounding. In 1871, German production of steel was negligible compared to Great Britain. By 1890, Germany moved closer, producing 2.4 million tons of steel compared to Great Britain’s 3.6 million, and by 1896, German steel production surpassed Great Britain’s. By 1914, Germany produced more than two times Great Britain’s steel output (14 million tons to Britain’s 6.5 million). Germany’s rate of population growth, also essential for industry and war, outstripped the other European nations by a similar proportion.



The Germany that Bismarck created was very different from the place Theodor Diesel had left in 1850. By the time Rudolf returned to the land of his ancestors only twenty years after his father had left, all of Germany was united under the political sway of Bismarck and Wilhelm I. Success was in the air. Urban centers grew and modernized. German industry thrived under Bismarck’s stewardship, but it was with an undercurrent of nationalism and a focus on maintaining a dominant military force. These were exhilarating times for a twelve-year-old prince waiting in the wings off the throne room, and for a twelve-year-old student determined to change the world with his intellect.


	
I. In her final days in 1901, Vicki left two dying wishes. First, that her body be returned to England for burial. Second, that she be buried unclothed and wrapped in the English flag. Wilhelm, by this time thoroughly embittered by his mother’s pro-English sentiments, refused the first, feeling it would be a disgrace to Germany, but in a moment of sentimentality he granted the second.

	
II. Napoléon’s Grande Armée was vastly superior to the English army and he planned to invade the British Isles, but the French Navy was never able to provide safe passage across the channel for the French troops due to the strength of the British fleet. Eventually the Royal Navy met the combined French and Spanish navies on October 21, 1805, in the Battle of Trafalgar. The Royal Navy, led by Vice-Admiral Horatio Nelson in the flagship HMS Victory, triumphed, which definitively established Britain as the world’s dominant sea power.





OEBPS/e9781982169923/images/f0002-01.jpg
NO RAY OF LIGHT
ON DIESEL MYSTERY

German Inventor Was a Million-
aire and His Home
Was Happy.






OEBPS/e9781982169923/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169923/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169923/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169923/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169923/fonts/Roboto-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169923/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Prologue


		Part I: War & Oil Engines, 1858–1897

		Chapter 1: An International Identity


		Chapter 2: A Brief Stay in London


		Chapter 3: A New Empire in Europe


		Chapter 4: Is Anyone Truly Self-Made?


		Chapter 5: Petroleum Upends the Game


		Chapter 6: Pursuit of the Ideal


		Chapter 7: Meant for More Than a Salary


		Chapter 8: Wilhelm II Envies a Navy


		Chapter 9: The Birth of Diesel Power







		Part II: Diesel Proliferation, 1897–1910

		Chapter 10: Lord Kelvin Goes First


		Chapter 11: A Hiccup Before the Grand Prize


		Chapter 12: The Trappings of Success


		Chapter 13: A Study of the Sleeping Giant


		Chapter 14: “The Old House” Fights for Its Life


		Chapter 15: The Kaiser Adopts “Risk Theory”


		Chapter 16: A Place Among the Armaments of Nations


		Chapter 17: Dawn of the New Era







		Part III: Masterpiece, 1910–1913

		Chapter 18: Rudolf Diesel Breaks Ranks


		Chapter 19: The Admiralty Boards the MS ‘Selandia’


		Chapter 20: Secrets of the First Lord


		Chapter 21: The Great Light to the West


		Chapter 22: Rising Pressure


		Chapter 23: The Final Months


		Chapter 24: SS ‘Dresden’: September 29, 1913







		Part IV: Vanishing Act

		Chapter 25: The World Reacts


		Chapter 26: The Available Theories


		Chapter 27: Operation Rudolf Diesel


		Chapter 28: Fingerprints







		Epilogue: At Last


		Photographs


		Appendix


		Acknowledgments


		Timeline


		Addendum: Secrets at M.A.N.—Battleship Diesels for the Great War


		About the Author


		Notes


		Comments Regarding the Bibliography


		Bibliography


		Index


		Image Credits


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Prologue


		Epilogue: At Last


		Appendix


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374








OEBPS/e9781982169923/images/f0022-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982169923/fonts/Roboto-Light.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169923/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982169923/images/common03.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982169923/images/9781982169923.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

DOUGLAS BRUNT

o i

TERIOUS
CASE or
RUDOLF DIESEL

GENIUS, POWER, AND DECEPTION
ON THE EVE OF WORLD WAR |





OEBPS/e9781982169923/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982169923/images/title.jpg
THE MYSTERIOUS
CASE OF
RUDOLF DIESEL

(enius, Power, and
Deception on the Eve of

World War |

DOUGLAS BRUNT

AAAAAAAAAA





OEBPS/e9781982169923/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


