Otto von Habsburg, son of Austria-Hungary’s last emperor, dies

by David Rising

Otto von Habsburg, who witnessed the disintegration of the empire his family ruled for centuries and emerged from its ashes as an early champion of a united and democratic Europe, died July 4 at 98.

Dr. von Habsburg, the oldest son of Austria-Hungary’s last emperor, died of undisclosed causes at his villa in Poecking in southern Germany, where he had lived since the 1950s.

As the head of one of Europe’s oldest and most prominent families, Dr. von Habsburg was exiled from his homeland after Austria became a republic following World War I.

A stateless claimant to the nonexistent Austrian throne, he used his influence in a vain struggle to keep the Nazis from annexing Austria before World War II, then traveled to Washington to warn President Franklin D. Roosevelt about the dangers of Adolf Hitler’s Nazism and Joseph Stalin’s communism.

In the decades after the war, he renounced his royal title and reentered politics in 1979 as a European Parliament member for the conservative Bavarian Christian Social Union in southern Germany.

He served as president of the Pan-European League and was an outspoken campaigner for opening the Iron Curtain. In 1989, he played a key role in organizing the Pan-European Picnic peace demonstration on the Austria-Hungary border.

The border was briefly opened in a symbolic gesture, allowing 600 East Germans to flee communism months before the fall of the Berlin Wall. It was the first time an Eastern European nation had opened its borders and is widely seen as the start of the fall of communism.

Dr. von Habsburg continued to serve in parliament until 1999 and lobbied for expanding the European Union to include former Eastern Bloc nations. 
Otto von Habsburg was born Nov. 20, 1912, in Reichenau, Austria, into a family that rose to power in Europe at the end of the 13th century and at its height ruled much of the continent.

Otto became crown prince in 1916, when his father, Charles I, became emperor. But Charles I ruled only two years before he was forced to abdicate the throne as his empire was dismantled after World War I. 
The family left the country for what turned out to be permanent exile. When his father died in 1922, the 9-year-old Otto officially took over as the head of the House of Habsburg. His family settled in Spain, where his mother set up court and insisted that young Otto be addressed as “Your Imperial Highness.”

He studied in Berlin and in 1935 received a doctorate in political science from the University of Louvain in Belgium. He tried to negotiate his return to Austria in 1935 and again in 1938, when he even sought to become chancellor to fight the expected invasion by Hitler’s troops, but could not gather enough support.

Instead, he found a channel through the U.S. Embassy in Paris to contact Roosevelt and later claimed to have prevented Allied bombings of a number of Austrian cities by pleading with the U.S. military. 
He was also credited with having helped about 15,000 Austrians, including many Jews, escape the Nazis. At the same time, as he told the Austrian paper Die Presse in 2007, he negotiated Austria’s postwar fate with Roosevelt, Winston Churchill and Charles de Gaulle. 
Dr. von Habsburg lived in Washington from early in World War II until after the Allied invasion of France in 1944. He then lived in France before marrying Germany’s Princess Regina of Saxe-Meiningen in 1951.

They settled in Poecking and had seven children. Dr. von Habsburg’s wife died last year; his eldest son, Karl, runs the family’s affairs and has been the official head of the House of Habsburg since 2007.

