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Preface





Influxes of refugees from one country into another may be viewed by the indigenous population either as a nuisance, even a threat, or as an asset, an enrichment of the existing society and culture. Examples of the former kind would include, in British history, the large numbers of Irish immigrants used to break strikes in the 1840s and 1850s, European tailors brought over for the same purpose in the 1860s, and the group of poor Jews fleeing from East European pogroms in the 1890s and early 1900s. Such groups of workers pressed on the already suffering poor of the cities; they took employment which the native population needed, or accepted the lowest-paid jobs at salaries and under conditions which their British peers refused, thus making it difficult for the combinations of workers (trade unions) to fight for better wages and conditions all round. They were, understandably, both miserable and resented.


The other kind of refugee was one who had a special skill which complemented, rather than competed with, the existing labour force, or who arrived at a time when unemployment was not a pressing problem. Such were the Huguenots who fled from religious persecution in France at the end of the seventeenth century. Among them were skilled silk-weavers who settled down to their traditional work, many of them in the Spitalfields area of London, and who seemed to add to, rather than drain, the resources of the host society. More recently, many of the Germans and other Europeans, mostly Jewish, fleeing from Hitler’s Germany in the 1930s, have enriched the scientific and cultural life of Britain to a quite remarkable degree. Other ‘exiles’ who were clearly assets were those who came, not because of religious or political persecution, nor because they were starving for lack of work in their native countries, but because Britain offered them a wider field for their activities. Thus the Hanoverian Georges brought with them, or in their wake, talented artists and musicians of whom the most famous was Handel, a number of learned men including the astronomer Sir William Herschel, and a community of businessmen and financiers who set up international banking-houses in London. Among these latter were the Rothschilds, the Goldsmids, the Barings, and the Grotes, some of whose descendants were to play a part in the story of the German refugees in Britain after the 1848 revolutions which this book sets out to tell.


To which of the above-mentioned groups do the refugees of 1848 belong? The answer is to neither, specifically, and to both, in certain cases. As a group, they were heterogeneous in their politics, religion, and profession or trade. Though all suffered under repressive German governments—many had been imprisoned for anti-state activities—and all of them were forced into exile, their political views varied widely, from the communism of Marx and Engels to the international republicanism of Karl Blind and the intermittent constitutionalism of Gottfried Kinkel. In some cases, as with the tailors and carpenters among them, they competed with their poor British brethren for jobs at low wages and under appalling conditions. No doubt they were often resented, though a few of them, chiefly Marx’s friends Lessner, Eccarius, and Lochner, became leading members of English trade unions in the 1860s and after, and one, Friedrich Lessner, was a founder-member of the Independent Labour Party in 1893. The artists and musicians among them had a hard time getting commissions in the face of competition, resentment, and their being at a disadvantage in the matter of references and contacts. Those who taught, either in schools and colleges or as resident tutors and governesses, faced poor conditions and an unwonted lowly status. Jobs were hard to find, but the German exiles often struck lucky because the existing German communities in cities like London, Manchester, and Bradford—financial families such as the Rothschilds, the Huths, and the Schwabes of Manchester—took on exiles as tutors and governesses to their children. Moreover, education in England was expanding in the 1850s. The founding of Queen’s College, Bedford College, the North London Collegiate School, and many other educational institutions for women and girls created openings of which some German refugees, notably Gottfried Kinkel and Friedrich Althaus, were able to take advantage on their arrival in England.


The group contained people not only of a wide variety of political opinions, talents, and occupations, but also of varying attitudes to exile, to Britain, and to one another. A high proportion of them were educated men and women, who had been teachers and professors at home. Two of them, Friedrich Althaus and Engels’s friend Carl Schorlemmer, became professors, at University College London and Owens College, Manchester, respectively. Others, like Freiligrath and Kinkel, tried for chairs and failed, though Kinkel almost succeeded. Many attempted to publish socialist or radical German journals in London, in order to continue their political agitation against German repression. This was the way Marx and Engels chose, but, like many British oppositional papers, their journals failed for lack of finance. Marx made some money from writing articles, largely for American papers, but at no time did he earn enough to live on. Engels had to spend twenty years in the Manchester office of the family firm, Ermen and Engels, to keep himself and the Marx family more or less solvent.


Almost all the exiles were greatly preoccupied by their economic situation. Only a very few of them were wealthy. One such exile was Count Oskar von Reichenbach, who helped his fellows by taking them on as tutors to his children. Another, Baroness Marie von Bruiningk, also hired German tutors and kept open house for that group among the exiles, led by August Willich, which disdained to look for gainful employment, preferring to plot the military overthrow of Prussia in the Baroness’s drawing-room or in the lounge of a German pub in Soho, in the mistaken belief that a new revolution could be sparked off in a matter of months. Apart from the few rich refugees, the rest were more or less destitute on arrival in Britain. They tended, naturally, to approach one another for help. Thus, as so often happens, certain areas became the focus of refugee groups. Soho, particularly Leicester Square, with its cheap housing and its model lodging-houses set up to new specifications of hygiene to offer bare accommodation to the very poor, was one such area. St John’s Wood, not then so smart as it is today, though airier and more spacious than noxious Soho, was another. The richer Germans, mostly merchants established in London for a generation or more, also had their favoured parts of London, Hackney and Camberwell being popular for their fresh air and large, comfortable houses. Many a political exile travelled to Camberwell to lecture to his non-political fellow countrymen.


The story of the German refugees in England is one which has not been told before, though much has been written, of course, on the life of Marx in Dean Street and Engels in Manchester. The rest of the exiles—made up of colourful army captains like Willich, professors of art history and literature like Kinkel and Althaus, poets like Freiligrath, journalists like Karl Blind and Arnold Ruge, a host of teachers, a few brave governesses such as Malwida von Meysenbug, some tradesmen (mainly tailors and cabinet-makers), artists, and a proportion of cheats, beggars, thieves, and madmen—these have been rather ignored, except inasmuch as they are mentioned in the voluminous letters and acrimonious pamphlets of Marx and Engels. The Italian refugees, with Mazzini at their head, have received more attention, partly because, of all the national groups, they appealed most to English sympathies. The chief Hungarian, French, and Polish refugees have also had their biographers. The Germans, one supposes because of the existence in their midst of the most famous (and daunting) of all political refugees, Karl Marx, and possibly also because of the heterogeneity of their aims and interests, have not had their chronicler. The present book is an attempt to go some way towards filling this gap.


The aim is twofold. Firstly, it is to tell the life story of a number of interesting people, all of them German and all opposers of German reactionary politics, who made their way to Britain after 1848. Secondly, it is to add to the cultural history of Victorian England by viewing it through the eyes of these Germans. Why did they choose England (if it was a matter of choice)? What did they expect? What did they find? Many of them knew English literature and history and were excited by the prospect of finding themselves in the most civilized and advanced country in Europe. They reached for their pens and wrote articles, pamphlets, letters, autobiographies, memoirs, and novels in which ‘England’ is a major character. Dickens, Carlyle, and Shakespeare (as well as Dante for the scenes of urban misery) were plundered for their descriptive passages; Marx is only the most notable of the many exiles who quoted richly from English literature to convey, usually to a German reader or correspondent, a sense of English life in the mid nineteenth century. The German exiles, more than any other national group, have left records of their responses to all aspects of British life: social, political, religious, and cultural. They add to our stock, already rich, of descriptions and assessments by their British contemporaries John Stuart Mill, George Eliot, Dickens, Carlyle, Disraeli, and others in works of history, fiction, and criticism.


The German refugees in England were divided, as the Russian exile Alexander Herzen said, into forty times forty schisms. But they may be studied in interlocking groups, the grouping being on partly chronological, partly political, and partly professional grounds. Thus Engels and his fellow ‘communist businessmen’, Weerth and Freiligrath, will be discussed together, both because they all first came to England before 1848, and because they came first for professional reasons, though two of them, Engels and Weerth, seized the opportunity to analyse English capitalist society from the communist point of view. Marx and his ‘party’, consisting chiefly of Liebknecht, Wilhelm Wolff, Ernst Dronke, Wilhelm Pieper, and Peter Imandt, come under the next heading of ‘communist intellectuals’, though most of them, as Marx himself noted in despair, lacked incisive intellects and did little to further the Marxist cause. Many of them made their living from teaching and journalism, so that their views of English life (and Scottish life in the case of Imandt, who settled in Dundee) are of largely domestic and social interest. Ruge, Blind, and Kinkel, not themselves much in agreement, are close enough in their political positions, their egotism and desire to lead, and their literary and journalistic careers, to be treated together. They are the chief among the ‘Great Men of the Exile’ whom Marx pilloried in pamphlets and letters. They are also the exiles who, with Friedrich Althaus and Karl Tausenau, settled down most comfortably and fully in English society. All of them except Kinkel remained in England to the end of their lives; all of them, whether they espoused democratic, republican, or socialist political views, lived quiet ‘bourgeois’ lives.


The women of the exile merit a chapter to themselves. Johanna Kinkel and Malwida von Meysenbug, with Amely Bölte, Frau von Bruiningk, and Therese Pulszky (German wife of a Hungarian exile), made their livings mainly from teaching and governessing, so that they were well placed to observe English home life and English attitudes to education. They wrote fiction and memoirs which are of the greatest interest. Then there are the workers and the sad figures of the unemployed, the idlers, the beggars, the cheats, and the insane—in other words, the equivalent among the refugees of the great mass of the English proletariat and beneath it the lumpenproletariat. While most of these did not leave memoirs, they appear regularly in the letters and autobiographies of the better-off Germans on whom they often depended. We can therefore catch a glimpse of their situation in exile. Lessner and Eccarius, both tailors and disciples of Marx, wrote pamphlets and articles the grammar and spelling of which Marx and Engels, as often as not, had to correct for publication. The modest Lessner was asked to write his memoirs after the death of Engels in 1895. These were published in 1898, the same year in which Lessner, as the last survivor of Marx’s original group in England, took Eleanor Marx’s ashes to the premises of the Social Democratic Federation.


In their relations with one another, the exiles formed a colourful microcosm of the larger society to which they came as uninvited guests. They taught one another’s children, gave one another lodgings, lent and borrowed a pound here and a coat there, and used one another’s skills, whether tailoring, cabinet-making, doctoring, or lecturing on the future dictatorship of the proletariat. Their interaction with the host society was partial and varied. Marx, at least, left his mark on English political thought late in the century, and Marx, Blind, and Althaus (who became Professor of German at University College London in 1874) left a personal legacy which was fruitful. Their children all contributed to the education and literature of England. It was one of the exiles, Johannes Ronge, the leader of the liberal religious community ‘the Friends of Light’, who founded the first kindergarten in England in 1851. The story of the exiles’ lives and their responses to England illustrates both the phrase coined by one, ‘Flüchtlingsleben/Dornig leben’ (‘A refugee’s life is a thorny life’), and the remark made by Johanna Kinkel in a letter of 1854:




We are the last to deny or defend the dark side of English life. But if we are to make a comparison, England is without question superior … The Englishman does not like to quarrel; he is altogether the most peaceful, well-meaning, human type you can find, and that is certainly the result of long years of political freedom. The police hinder no one in the development of his talents. Thus people here are not bitter and angry.


But—one must work terribly hard here … No wonder this island is overpopulated, since it is the only free spot in Europe. It has become a narrow stable, it is true, and the impatient sheep find the space very restricted.





As Engels conceded in an essay analysing English ‘liberties’ in 1844, ‘England is undeniably the freest, in other words, the least unfree, country in the world’. The German refugees experienced the freedoms and the limitations, the advantages and drawbacks of English life the more intensely for belonging to the identifiable but heterogeneous category of political exile.


What follows will be an account of the debts on both sides, the successes and the failures, the positive and negative effects which German exiles exercised on Britain and Britain on them. I have chosen to examine in detail the lives and responses of men and women who seem to be representative of their class, their profession, their sex, or of a particular political point of view, while I have been guided also by the amount of material, published and unpublished, which is available on them. Thus the work concentrates on the lives of twenty or so refugees whose letters, books, pamphlets, and articles are a rich source of comment on themselves and their adopted country. Where an English translation of key works exists—as in the case of many of Marx’s and Engels’s works—I have used it, in the expectation that many readers will have no knowledge of German. Otherwise, I have used German editions, referring to them in the notes and bibliography, and have myself translated passages for quoting in the text. I have had recourse to many libraries for unpublished manuscript sources. A list of libraries and also of individuals to whom I am indebted follows.


It will perhaps be noted that among those acknowledged are several scholars connected with University College London, where I teach. I cannot forbear pointing out that University College plays a noble part in the story of the exiles. From Althaus, who was appointed to a chair, to Kinkel, who almost was; from the working-class friends of Marx who attended Professor Huxley’s lectures on physiology in the 1860s, and the eminent Germans, like the engineer Siemens, whose literary and scientific clubs met there, to the children of so many German exiles who were pupils at University College School (founded on the same liberal, non-denominational principles as the College itself), exiles found in University College a natural place of resort. An earlier generation of ‘exiles’, foreign and national, had founded and benefited from the institution: the prominent Jewish rights agitator Isaac Goldsmid gave his time and money to help found the College and endow several chairs. Alexander Baring and George Grote, descendants of German immigrants, were also among the founders and first members of the College Council. The first Professors of Italian and German, Panizzi and Mühlenfels, were political refugees in the late 1820s; the Professor of Sanskrit was Theodor Goldstücker, not strictly an exile but a liberal unwanted in Berlin. I, too, owe a debt to the College for the use of its excellent library, including many of its collections of manuscripts, and for conference and research grants which have helped in the preparation of this work.


My greatest debt is to Professor Chimen Abramsky of University College London, who lent me books unavailable in libraries, shared his wide knowledge of Marx literature with me, and referred me to several works in the Rare Books Room of the British Library of Political and Economic Science. I am indebted also to Professor E. M. Wilkinson, Mr Dan Jacobson, and Mr René Quinault, all of University College. Others who have helped me in various ways are Dr Bernard Porter of the University of Hull, Miss Christine Lattek of the University of Cologne, Dr Gregory Claeys and Dr Thomas Fock of the University of Hanover, Miss Christiane Eisenberg of the University of Bielefeld, Lord Walston, Sir Isaiah Berlin, Professor Karl Miller, Professor Clyde Ryals of Duke University, and Professor G. Ziegengeist of the Akademie der Wissenschaften der DDR. Special thanks go to Mr Nigel Althaus, Mr Karl Ruge, Herr Wolfgang Ruge, Herr Arnold Ruge, and Pastor Albrecht Plag. I am grateful to Professor Karl Miller of University College London for granting me leave of absence, to the German Academic Exchange Service for a travel grant, and to the British Academy for awarding me a Thank-Offering to Britain Research Fellowship which enabled me to finance my leave of absence in order to write this book. I would also like to thank Judith Luna and George Tulloch of OUP for their help and encouragement.


I wish to thank the librarians and archivists of the following libraries for help and for permission to quote from their manuscript holdings: the British Library, University College London Library and Record Office, the British Library of Political and Economic Science, the Public Record Office, the Institute of Germanic Studies, University College School, the North London Collegiate School, the German Hospital, the German Evangelical Church at Sydenham, and the House of Lords Library, all in London. My thanks go also to the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland in Edinburgh, and the librarians of the Co-operative Union in Manchester, Newnham College, Cambridge, the Hon. David Lytton-Cobbold, and the Hertford County Records Office. I have consulted, though not quoted from, papers in the Rothschild Archives in London. Libraries abroad whose material I have consulted are: the Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection, New York Public Library, the International Institute for Social History, Amsterdam, the Jagiellonian Library, Cracow, the Deutsche Staatsbibliothek, Berlin, the Universitätsbibliothek and the Stadtarchiv, Bonn, the Bundesarchiv, Aussenstelle Frankfurt-am-Main, the Cotta Archiv in the Schiller-Nationalmuseum, Marbach-am-Neckar, the Sächsische Landesbibliothek, Dresden, the Staatsbibliothek Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin, the Generallandesarchiv, Karlsruhe, the Universitätsbibliothek, Heidelberg, the Lippische Landesbibliothek, Detmold, and the Stadtarchiv und Landesgeschichtliche Bibliothek, Bielefeld.






















Introduction





In April 1867 Friedrich Engels wrote from Manchester to his friend Karl Marx, who had gone to Hanover to deliver the manuscript of Das Kapital, vol. i, to his publisher:




I have always felt that this damned book, over which you have gestated such a long time, was the basic core of all your misfortunes and that you would and could never get out of them until you had shaken it off. This eternally unfinished thing weighed you down physically, mentally, and financially, and I can very well understand that, having shaken off this nightmare, you now feel an entirely different person, especially as the world, once you enter it again, no longer looks as gloomy as before.1





Though Engels was right to stress the mental and physical burden of nearly twenty years of study on Marx, he showed, as he always did, some delicacy in referring to the financial sacrifice involved in Marx’s having spent so many hours in the British Museum, for that sacrifice had been chiefly Engels’s. In November 1850 he had reluctantly returned to the family cotton mill in Manchester in order to earn a regular income sufficient to keep Marx and his family in London while the great work of political economy was in progress. Now Engels was near to being able to retire from ‘this filthy commerce’ with a pension large enough to keep them all, and he rejoiced in the same 1867 letter at the prospect of treating himself to ‘a huge frolic’ on his ‘release’ and to writing ‘an entertaining book: Woes and Joys of the English Bourgeoisie’.2


Had such a book been written, it would doubtless have been a colourful and critical sequel to Engels’s first book on England, Die Lage der arbeitenden Klasse in England (The Condition of the Working Class in England, 1845). For Engels was better placed, by experience and temperament, than any of his fellow political exiles in England to write a critique of the English middle class to which he himself, by 1867, amusedly belonged, having combined years of communist journalism with belonging to the wine-drinking, club-frequenting, fox-hunting community of prosperous Manchester businessmen.3 Engels was, in fact, a benevolent godfather to scores of his fellow German exiles in England. He had the advantage over most of them of having spent long periods in England on his father’s business since 1842, speaking good idiomatic English, and having a seemingly bottomless purse into which he was astonishingly willing to dip again and again to help less fortunate and less prudent friends who began to arrive from mainland Europe in the wake of the 1848 revolutions and the 1849 expulsions.4


Engels’s two titles for his books—one completed, the other merely jokingly projected—suggest one of the main themes of this book: the responses to England of the large and interesting group of German refugees of 1848. What light may be thrown on Victorian institutions, attitudes, and customs by a group of intelligent, literate Germans who had reason to be grateful for the right of asylum but who might yet, by virtue of their political views, their temperament, and the very condition of being stateless and uprooted, be highly critical of the land of industrial progress, a liberal constitution, laissez-faire, individual liberty, and appalling urban distress? What interaction with England, intellectual and social, did such Germans have, such Germans as Marx and Engels, the poet Ferdinand Freiligrath, the journalist Karl Blind, the philosopher Arnold Ruge, and the art history professor Gottfried Kinkel, who spent at least fifteen and in some cases more than fifty years in England, and whose children were brought up here and educated in English schools?


The two dates, 1845 and 1867, are significant for the study of German political exiles in England. Refugees of other nationalities, particularly Italians such as Mazzini and a large group of Polish nationalists, had made England their home in the late 1830s and early 1840s. And although the largest influx of escapees from repressive European states—Hungarian nationalists like Kossuth and Pulszky, and French radical and socialist exiles led by Ledru-Rollin and Louis Blanc—came in the years immediately after the failed revolutions of 1848, there was already an established colony of German communists and workers in England before 1848. Some were non-political: sugar-bakers, furriers, tanners, and tailors who simply came looking for work. Others, like Karl Schapper, the watchmaker Joseph Moll, and the shoemaker Heinrich Bauer had fled to England around 1840, victims of press censorship, the repression of workers’ associations, and the clamp-down on student societies (Burschenschaften). These men were the leaders of the London section of the international League of the Just, which became, in September 1847, the Communist League, and they dominated the closely associated German Workers’ Education Association.


Thus when Engels first visited England in 1842, he found an established community which he could join, to which he could introduce his friend Marx on a visit from Brussels in November 1847, and, finally, in which he would stage in 1850 a takeover bid for the leadership of the German communists in London.5


The pivotal date is, of course, 1848. A kind of pattern of pre-revolutionary repression in Europe can be traced from the travels of Marx and others during the years up to 1848. The capital cities of the Continent had been alternately receiving and ejecting foreign liberals and radicals throughout the 1840s; by 1849 most of them ended up in England—the only country never to expel foreigners—though not before they had tried other centres first. Thus until 1845 or so, Paris, home of the 1798 and 1830 revolutions, was the favourite place of refuge for German, Polish, and Russian émigrés. Marx himself was there until he was expelled in 1845 at the behest of the Prussian authorities; and the Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin remembered arriving in Paris in July 1844, hoping for both ‘safe refuge’ and ‘inspiration’.6 He was expelled for a radical speech in 1847 and, like Marx two years before, made his way to Brussels, where police and government were generally less repressive. However, when the Paris revolution broke out in February 1848, sparked off by the government’s banning of a political banquet planned by opposition leaders and reformers, Brussels in turn became unwelcoming to its political exiles. Most of them, including Marx and Bakunin, were anyway inclined to return to Paris to observe and further the activities of the (short-lived) revolutionary government.7


Then in March, when middle-class radicals and poor workers joined forces in Berlin, Vienna, and other cities in emulation of their French counterparts, most German radicals hurried from Paris to participate in events in their home towns. By the summer of 1849 uprisings all over Europe had been put down, and reactionary governments and monarchs who had been temporarily unseated had returned to power and were pursuing their repressive policies as before. From Paris, Brussels, Cologne, even Geneva and Zurich, which had been alternative refuges for some exiles before 1848, liberals and radicals were now systematically expelled. They came to England.


By a quirk of history, the major radical force in England, Chartism, was in decline by 1848, when one Continental revolution after another was being kindled at the French torch. As Palmerston complacently put it in a debate on refugees in the House of Commons in 1852:




A single spark will explode a powder magazine, and a blazing torch will burn out harmless on a turnpike road. If a country be in a state of suppressed internal discontent, a very slight indication may augment that discontent and produce an explosion; but if the country be well governed, and the people be contented, then letters and proclamations from unhappy refugees will be as harmless as the torch upon the turnpike road.8





Arguments still abound among historians about the reasons for the decline of Chartism and the failure of the Chartist demonstration on Kennington Common on 10 April 1848. Lack of unified Chartist leadership, a backward-looking programme of land reform intended to reassert artisan independence in a neo-feudal framework, England’s monopoly of world trade and economic prosperity, and the improvement of police organization may all have been contributory factors to the fizzling out of Chartism.9 (Palmerston’s splendid political rhetoric about a contented and well-governed people ought to be taken, of course, with a pinch of salt.) Thus while most European refugee groups arrived in England too late to have much to do with Chartism at its zenith, the Germans, through Schapper and Engels, had contacts with the Chartist leaders Ernest Jones and George Julian Harney in their important years before the 1848 loss of credibility and influence.


Still pondering the date of Engels’s Condition of the Working Class in England, we might note that, though Engels candidly described it to Marx in November 1844 as a ‘compilation’ from English newspapers and books, his work predated Henry Mayhew’s celebrated and much-quoted Morning Chronicle articles on London labour and the London poor (1849–50), Kingsley’s novel in response to Mayhew, Alton Locke (1850), and Dickens’s novel of industrial relations, Hard Times (1854).10 However, the idea for his book came partly from a British writer, Carlyle, whose Past and Present (1843) Engels reviewed in an article for the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher (a short-lived periodical edited by Marx and Ruge from Paris in 1844) under the title ‘The Condition of England’. In Past and Present Carlyle, the admirer of Goethe and proselytizer of German spiritual pantheism,11 diagnosed with celebrated passion and rhetorical fury the ills of industrial England. Marx and Engels found in Carlyle’s writing both a recognizable ‘Anglo-Germanism’ and a model of indignant rhetoric to describe the misery of the English urban poor. Though Engels dissented from Carlyle’s anti-democratic conclusions and his proposal of a neo-feudal, ‘true aristocratic’ cure for the modern English disease, he quoted copiously and admiringly from the descriptive passages of Past and Present. For example, when Engels quotes from the first chapter, entitled ‘Midas’, he says, ‘I cannot resist the temptation to translate the finest of the book’s often marvellously fine passages. Criticism will no doubt take care of itself.’ Then follows Carlyle:




The condition of England … is justly regarded as one of the most ominous, and withal one of the strangest, ever seen in this world. England is full of wealth … in every kind; yet England is dying of inanition. With unabated bounty the land of England blooms and grows; waving with yellow harvests; thick-studded with workshops, industrial implements, with fifteen millions of workers, understood to be the strongest, the cunningest and the willingest our Earth ever had; these men are here; the work they have done, the fruit they have realised is here, abundant, exuberant on every hand of us: and behold, some baleful fiat as of Enchantment has gone forth, saying, ‘Touch it not, ye workers, ye master-workers, ye master-idlers; none of you can touch it, no man of you shall be the better for it; this is enchanted fruit!’12





When Engels came to build on his review of Past and Present for his book on the English workers, the main sources of his descriptions were his own firsthand experience of Manchester, ‘the classic type of a modern manufacturing town’, the English factory commissioners’ reports for 1843, and Carlyle’s ‘Chartism’ (1839) and Past and Present. Following Carlyle, he links the industrial misery of the nineteenth century historically to the French Revolution of 1789. Unlike Carlyle, his prophetic tone is gleeful and confident as he welcomes




the deep wrath of the whole working-class, from Glasgow to London, against the rich, by whom they are systematically plundered and mercilessly left to their fate, a wrath which before too long a time goes by, a time almost within the power of man to predict, must break out into a revolution in comparison with which the French Revolution, and the year 1794, will prove to have been child’s play.13





Though Engels could rival Carlyle in Dantesque descriptions of the living hell of the poor (his most celebrated vignette is that of an old man living in a cow-stable in a working-class district of Manchester, scraping a bare existence from the dung-heaps at his door14), his analysis of the problem was markedly different from Carlyle’s. As the passage just quoted shows, Engels was not to be beguiled into talking of mysterious ‘fiats as of Enchantment’ as the cause of the worker’s being alienated from the fruits of his labour. The cause lay squarely in the exploitation of the poor by the rich.


In short, The Condition of the Working Class in England, much read by, and influential upon, German radicals who had no personal knowledge of modern industrial life in 1845, was the first public assessment by a philosophically trained communist German observer of nineteenth-century capitalist English conditions.15 That the work was published in German, and found no English outlet until an unsatisfactory American version of 1887 and an Engels-approved English translation in 1892, constitutes, with the similar history of the publication of Capital, a lost opportunity for closer mutual relations between English and German political thinking in the nineteenth century. Engels intended his work for a German audience, and indeed wrote much of it from his prim family’s home in Barmen between visits to England. Marx, on the other hand, writing from a long and fixed residence in Britain, hoped to get Capital published in England as well as Germany. But as late as 1883 the publishers Macmillan & Co. wrote to Marx’s friend Carl Schorlemmer, Professor of Chemistry at Owens College, Manchester, regretting that they were ‘not disposed to entertain the publication of “Das Kapital” by the late Dr. Karl Marx’.16


The first volume of Capital, published in German in 1867, completed the historical picture of the rise of capitalism in England for which Engels’s work might have been a preparatory sketch. Indeed, Marx quotes frequently from his friend’s youthful work, and Marx, too, makes full and gratefully acknowledged use of the reports of English factory-inspectors, commissioners of inquiry into the exploitation of women and children, and medical reporters on public health. These are men celebrated by Marx as ‘competent’ and ‘free from partisanship and respect of persons’, to whose honest reports disgracefully little attention has been paid: ‘Perseus wore a magic cap that the monsters he hunted down might not see him. We draw the magic cap down over our eyes and ears as a make-believe that there are no monsters’ (Preface to the first German edition of Capital).17 That Marx knew at first hand of the neglect of such reports is testified by his disciple and son-in-law Paul Lafargue, who tells how Marx picked up the reports and parliamentary blue books cheaply from a waste-paper dealer in Long Acre, members of the House of Commons being in the habit of disposing of the books either in that way or by using them for shooting practice. The ever-observant Punch noted too, in 1853, the public disregard of the blue books, which ‘have hitherto been looked upon as so many blue pills by the public, … and have been to be found chiefly on the shelves of the second hand book-stalls’.18


Marx’s work is a remarkable fulfilment of Engels’s early boastful claim in his prefatory addresses to The Condition of the Working Class in England: namely, that the English, having ignored the reports and blue books which they alone in Europe are privileged to have available to them, have ‘left it to a foreigner to inform the civilised world of the degrading situation you [i.e. the working classes of Great Britain] have to live in’.19 Marx uniquely brings together his German philosophical training with his long study of the predominantly British literature of political economy (Adam Smith, David Ricardo, John Macculloch, James and John Stuart Mill, Nassau Senior) and the factual reports in order to ‘examine the capitalist mode of production, and the conditions of production and exchange corresponding to that mode’, the ‘classic ground’ of those conditions being England. Drawing painstakingly on material assembled by empirical British observers, Marx applies his powerfully theoretical mind to the discovery and description of the laws he sees underlying the observed conditions. The result is a wonderfully rich mixture. What would the British economists have said (always supposing they could have read Capital in German in 1867) to being plundered and quoted and browbeaten for their provincialism and naïvety? Marx’s wit is nowhere more evident than when he opens his discussion of Nassau Senior’s work in the field:




One fine morning, in the year 1836, Nassau W. Senior, who may be called the bel-esprit of English economists, well known, alike for his economic ‘science’ and for his beautiful style, was summoned from Oxford to Manchester, to learn in the latter place, the Political Economy that he taught in the former.





And in one of his many trenchant footnotes, Marx robustly tells Senior and John Stuart Mill, those ‘vulgar economists’, to ‘ponder, once in a way, over Spinoza’s “Determinatio est Negatio”’.20


Capital, then, is the supreme document to emerge from among the German political exiles in England in the mid nineteenth century, and its peculiar qualities are traceable in part to its German author’s peculiar translation to England at a particular historical moment.21 Its date, 1867, also marks for some of the exiles the end of their time in Britain, though others stayed until their deaths in the 1880s or later. (In the Epilogue I will trace my German subjects, often through their children, on towards the end of the century and beyond.) Several of the German exiles had, by 1867, changed their views of the Germany they had fled. Many had accepted amnesties offered by German governments in the 1860s and returned to professorships, or retirement, or even political office, in their homeland. Though Marx, Engels, Eccarius, and Lessner, and their old comrade (now long estranged) Karl Blind, remained in Britain, implacably opposed to Germany, Bismarck, and the rise of Prussia in the 1860s, others saw in Bismarck’s Prussia the possibility—presaged in the Austro-Prussian War of 1866 and fulfilled in 1870–1 during the Franco-Prussian War, which was part-engineered by Bismarck for this very purpose—of the creation of a united, strong, independent Germany. Many had by now dropped their idealist demands for a democratic or socialist republic and welcomed unity as a possible, even necessary, prelude to the forming of the kind of state they desired. Freiligrath, once the ‘red poet’ of the 1848 revolution, returned to Germany on a public subscription, hailed as a national hero, in 1867, and sang of Prussia’s 1870 victories in a patriotic poem called ‘Hurra, Germania!’ (Marx wrote of his erstwhile friend’s effusion in words borrowed from Hotspur in 1 Henry IV: ‘I had rather be a kitten and cry mew / Than one of these same metre ballad-mongers.’22)


Of the German exiles who remained in Britain, aloof from, or at least sceptical of, the course of politics in Germany in the 1860s, Marx and Engels, with their loyal disciples Eccarius and Lessner, the carpenter Lochner, and the painter Pfänder, had found by 1867 a genuinely international field for their activities. The founding of the International Working Men’s Association in September 1864, with Marx as its undisputed leader until its decline and dissipation in 1872, brought the German communists in England into close working contact with English trade unionism and with international workers’ associations for the first time.23 Marx came out of the study (and the British Museum Reading Room) and into public meetings in St Martin’s Hall, where he shared platforms with British workers’ leaders and prominent political intellectuals like Edward Beesly, leading positivist and Professor of History at University College London. As a result, Marx began to be generally known in Britain. With his controversial International Address of June 1871 supporting the Paris Commune, he gained enemies among the press and public but admirers in the persons of John Stuart Mill, Beesly and his fellows Comtists Frederic Harrison, Richard Congreve, and J. H. Bridges.24 When Marx applied for British citizenship in 1874—he did so in order to be able to travel to German health spas without fear of arrest—his request was turned down. Scotland Yard’s Metropolitan Police Office report noted that Marx was ‘the notorious German agitator, the head of the International Society, and an advocate of Communistic principles’, adding naïvely (or disingenuously), ‘This man has not been loyal to his own King and Country’.25 Marx took a risk and travelled anyway, under the old pen-name of ‘Charles Williams, gentleman’.


While Marx now became the most famous of the exiles still living in England, Freiligrath deserted from exile in 1867, as did Gottfried Kinkel, once the greatest name among the German refugees, who succumbed in 1866 to the lure of a permanent and prestigious position. He had been the young and handsome Professor of Art History at Bonn University when the events of 1848 swept him suddenly into the political arena. For briefly and unsuccessfully taking up arms in 1849 in a rebel army unit, of which Engels was also a member, Kinkel was sentenced to life imprisonment at Spandau but managed a spectacular escape with the help of an admiring student. He came to London in January 1851, preceded by reports in the English press spreading the romantic story of his adventures far and wide. But in 1866 he accepted a chair of art history at Zurich, reasoning that, though not in Germany, it was a place close to his homeland, and that he had spent long enough in England doing bits and pieces of teaching but never finding a proper ‘berth’.26 Kinkel, too, became a supporter of the unification of Germany under Prussian hegemony.


It was not only such ‘enemies’ of Marx and Engels as ‘the fat rhymesmith’ (Freiligrath) and Kinkel, whom they despised for his political trimming and his ‘Jesus-Christ’ political histrionics,27 who now left their English exile. By 1867 Marx’s disciple Liebknecht had also returned to Germany to work with the infant German trade union movement and to found the German Social Democratic Party in opposition to Bismarck. Liebknecht, somewhat undervalued by Marx and Engels, who called him an ‘oaf’ and a ‘donkey’,28 but whom he served faithfully and as usefully as his Panglossian temperament and his experiences of Prussian harassment and the insides of Prussian prisons allowed, reminisced in 1895 about his political education. He had, as he said, ‘gone to school’ to Marx to learn political theory. But he had also been a pupil of




John Bull, the great practical man, who alone understands how to perform the feat of sweeping the cobwebs of philosophy and ideology out of our German skulls, and who, moreover, from his great worldly standpoint, lets us see into the bustle of the world market he dominates, thereby showing us in his present state the state that will be ours in the future.29





Liebknecht’s words sound a theme of great importance for the study of German exiles in England. Among the heterogeneous group of Germans who arrived in England around 1850, many were intellectuals and most had studied philosophy. For good or ill, they brought to their English experience minds trained in the complexities of recent German philosophy from Kant to Hegel. Thanks to Carlyle’s enthusiastic, if unfocused, essays endorsing Germany as the land of idealism as against the prevailing materialism of British philosophy since Locke and Hume, and thanks to the widespread view, expressed most famously by John Stuart Mill in his Westminster Review essays on Bentham (1838) and Coleridge (1840), that there existed a ‘Germano-Coleridgean’ influence on English thinking in opposition to Bentham’s native English utilitarianism, the British view of Germany in the 1840s was of a country of philosophy, of idealism, even of mysticism.30 When comparing the cultures of England and Germany, English writers invariably contrasted, with varying degrees of approval, the German tendency to speculation with the English habit of practical observation. Mill, who had himself briefly come under the ‘German’ spell of Carlyle in the early 1830s, wrote to his Austrian friend Theodor Gomperz that the main aim of Logic, the work of his which Gomperz was translating, was to place




metaphysical and moral science on a basis of analysed experience, in opposition to the theory of innate principles, so unfortunately patronized by the philosophers of your country, and which through their influence has become the prevailing philosophy throughout Europe. I consider that school of philosophy as the greatest speculative hindrance to the regeneration so urgently required, of man and society; which can never be effected under the influence of a philosophy which makes opinions their own proof, and feelings their own justification. It is, besides, painful to see such a mass of cultivated intellect, and so great an educational apparatus, as exist in your country, wasted in manufacturing a false appearance of science out of purely subjective impressions.31





Mill’s friend G. H. Lewes, biographer of Goethe and an early enthusiast of the Hegelian philosophy, soon climbed down from the dizzy heights of the Hegelian dialectic, which he called ‘clouds of mysticism’ and ‘bogs of absurdity’ in his Biographical History of Philosophy (1845–6).32 His correspondence with Arnold Ruge, the self-styled philosophical successor to Hegel (Marx punningly called him the ‘Confusius’ of the German emigration, and the international ‘doorkeeper to German philosophy’, amongst other, yet more insulting, appellations33), is rather comic in this respect. Against his better judgement, Ruge translated Lewes’s militantly anti-idealist, anti-Hegelian History of Philosophy into German in 1871. While Ruge confessed to his son that he had only translated Lewes’s ‘idiotic stuff’ to please his publisher, his more tactfully worded expression of criticism to Lewes himself elicited the candid reply from the latter that ‘what appears to you as plain as a pikestaff appears to me moonshine!’34


Yet Lewes and Mill could fully appreciate the contribution of recent German philosophy to the intellectual history of Europe, and they were quick to denounce British insularity and, borrowing a German word, ‘philistinism’. So were Matthew Arnold, whose Culture and Anarchy (1867) contained a sustained attack on the philistine aspect of English culture, and Dickens, who in his periodical Household Words wrote ironically, in the person of the pugnacious ‘Mr Bendigo Buster’:




What I say is, the Germans are a speculative people … The Germans are nice men! Nice un-English men! Why it’s painful—as my prize-fighting friend the Chicken says, it’s mean—to see how they sophisticate their children, willy-nilly. They have got a word like a Brazil nut, Schulpflichtigkeit, which means the duty of instructing children as a sort of moral law over a state and all its subjects.





This is folly, says Mr Buster. Look at England:




England is acting, in regard to schools, as becomes her practical good sense … England, as a nation, don’t trouble herself much about the education of the masses; something like forty-five out of a hundred of ’em can’t read and write. That’s what I call being practical.35





Germans and Englishmen alike noticed the difference. Kingsley brings the scholarly Prussian ambassador Chevalier Bunsen into a fictional circle in Alton Locke to rebuke the eponymous philosophical tailor for not knowing German:




Well, you must learn it. We have much to teach you in the sphere of abstract thought, as you have much to teach us in those of the practical reason and the knowledge of mankind. I should be glad to see you some day in a German university.36





Richard Monckton Milnes, who had been to a German university, who prided himself on his knowledge of German affairs, and who offered financial aid and professional advice to several of the German exiles in London, assessed the political state of Germany in 1849 in the framework of its philosophy and education:




Revolution has come upon the most instructed, the most literate, the most thoughtful people of the world … The old analogy of learning to swim without going into the water, remains accurately correct: for the whole art and mystery of constitutional government is to teach men to govern themselves, and this is to be learned by experience alone.37





The paradoxical link between politics, philosophy, and education had been noticed, too, by the Quaker author William Howitt, a shrewd observer of German affairs. In The Rural and Domestic Life of Germany (1842) he pointed out that while the British government neglected to educate its working class, that class was nevertheless educated in the political sense, by virtue of belonging to a country with a parliamentary system (though not yet a representative one), a relatively free press, and access to cheap books. In Germany, by contrast, there was universal education, but no parliamentary system and a muzzled press:




Their minds are not quickened by politics, for that is a dead region to them… The world of politics, with all its mind-stirring schemes, is shut to them; and if they venture into it, they soon knock their heads against so many posts-and-rails of government prohibition that they are glad to walk out again.38





In fact, one of several curious facts about the state of society in the many loosely federated German states in the mid nineteenth century was that philosophy—even political philosophy—should thrive in the universities while actual political life was confined to the antics of a small number of feudal-minded noble families. Looking at the phenomenon in another way we may say that philosophy necessarily became political during the 1830s and 1840s, that the intelligentsia discussed politics in philosophical terms in the debating societies and lecture halls of the universities because they had no opportunity to do so in press or parliament. This tendency was intensified by the fact that Hegel’s philosophy, preached from most university chairs at the time, lent itself beautifully to a debate between left and right. The very dialectical method—the notion of thesis opposed by antithesis and resolved into synthesis (the German term for this resolution, ‘Aufhebung’, means equally ‘dissolution’, ‘destruction’) which in turn becomes the new thesis, and so on—breathes paradox and ambiguity. In terms of human society, one may interpret this progressive but endlessly self-repeating process in either of two ways. Hegel himself, in the years before his death in 1831, viewed the reactionary Prussian state of the post-Napoleonic era as the embodiment of enlightened but strong government. Allowing his love of systematic patterning to dictate his presentation of historical facts, he drew a picture, in his Philosophy of History (1822–31), of oriental history dominated by despotism, Greek history by democracy, and modern European history by the progress from aristocracy to constitutional monarchy. The king—by whom he meant the unconstitutional Prussian king, whose servant Hegel was by virtue of holding a chair in Berlin—figures as ‘the dot on the constitutional i’.39 Many of the young men who studied Hegel, among them Marx and Ruge, interpreted his drift in a quite different way. Reactionary Prussia was in a state of flux, and its antithesis—revolution, or at least the clamour for reform—would cause it to dissolve and become progressive.40


Ruge took the Hegelian ingredients of dialectic, paradox, repetition, and progress and preached a peculiar doctrine which, though it tended towards ‘democratic republicanism’, was most notable for its plethora of pleasing contradictions. He wrote a pamphlet, published in London in 1854 by the radical atheist publisher George Jacob Holyoake, and based on lectures given to what must have been a very bewildered English audience (an audience which, according to Alexander Herzen, rapidly dwindled to two: himself and the Polish refugee Worcell41). Ruge expressed himself on the ‘dialectics’ of religious atheism and voluntary repression:




It will now be our task to create, in the midst of tyranny, the Lodge of Humanism, the invisible church of humanity, voluntary freemasonry for our principles, an open conspiracy for the safety of all the achievements of the German genius; and to foster the belief in the unity and liberty of our nation, the saviour of all the rest.42





Marx laughed at Ruge’s propensity to cling to intellectual confusion and call it dialectic, and he and Engels were as wary as any commonsensical Englishman could be of the metaphysical excesses of Hegel and his more impressionable followers. In The German Ideology, written in 1845–7 but, like many of their polemical works, unpublished in any language in their lifetimes, they wrote a stinging attack on the ‘young Hegelians’ among whom they had only a few years previously counted themselves. The aim of the book was




to ridicule and discredit the philosophic struggle with the shadows of reality, which appeals to the dreamy and muddled German nation.


Once upon a time a valiant fellow had the idea that men were drowned in water only because they were possessed with the idea of gravity. If they were to get this notion out of their heads, say by avowing it to be a superstitious, a religious concept, they would be sublimely proof against any danger from water. His whole life long he fought against the illusion of gravity, of whose harmful consequences all statistics brought him new and manifold evidence. This valiant fellow was the type of the new revolutionary philosophers in Germany.43





But it takes a Hegelian to criticize Hegelianism, and Marx and Engels, naturally enough, wielded their inherited metaphysical weapons defensively as well as aggressively. Engels in his Preface to The Condition of the Working Class in England might criticize the lack of practical experience among German thinkers:




German Socialism and Communism have proceeded, more than any other, from theoretical premises; we German theoreticians still knew too little of the real world … At any rate almost none of the avowed champions of such reform arrived at Communism otherwise than by way of the Feuerbachian dissolution of Hegelian speculation.44





(Engels was so alert to the different routes by which German and English socialists reached their positions as to omit this preface from the English editions of his work, though he kept it in all the German editions during his life.) But at the same time, as we have seen, he criticized the English for omitting to draw conclusions from the economic facts they observed. Marx, too, was frequently witty at German philosophy’s expense, but his very wit was characterized by the delighted philosophical embracing of contradiction. In an early unpublished work, Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law (1843), he cut his teeth for later intellectual assaults on the factitious element in Hegelianism. Employing the master’s use of analogy and verbal parallelism, he wittily ‘proved’ what so many of his contemporaries bemoaned: the non-existence, except as an ‘idea’, of Germany itself:




As the ancient peoples went through their pre-history in imagination, in mythology, so we Germans have gone through our post-history in thought, in philosophy. We are philosophical contemporaries of the present without being its historical contemporaries. German philosophy is the ideal prolongation of German history. If therefore, instead of the œuvres incomplètes of our real history, we criticise the œuvres posthumes of our ideal history, philosophy, our criticism is among the questions of which the present says: That is the question.45





The italics proclaim the parody in this instance. As we shall see, however, Marx’s wit most often manifested itself in the philosophical, see-sawing, punning manner of the Hegelian method. And his chief complaint about British thinkers, from Adam Smith to Charles Darwin, was always the German philosophical scholar’s disapproval of the ‘coarse’ empirical development of their thought. As he coolly pointed out in a footnote about factory abuse in Capital, vol. i, ‘the English … have a tendency to look upon the earliest form of appearance of a thing as the cause of its existence’.46


Of course, an exile is just the person to preserve, and get away with, the double view of the respective merits of his loathed (and beloved) fatherland and his admired (but resented) adopted country. Heinrich Heine, whom Marx both respected and resembled, abused everything German to the French but also, while insulting the Germans to their faces in his books written and published in Germany, aimed some cunning side-thrusts at the country in which he had found refuge. It was he who coined perhaps the most famous phrase to describe the homelessness of the refugee, ‘the sleepless night of exile’. But he did so in an ironic context. The work was the dream-poem Germany: A Winter’s Tale, published by Marx himself in his short-lived Parisian periodical Vorwärts! in 1844. Heine’s main target is Germany represented as the great sleeper among European countries during the years of struggles and revolution among its neighbours. The immediate reference is to the Paris revolution of 1830. The poet returns to his slumbering homeland. How often he had longed for the feather beds of home during the sleepless night of exile on the hard mattresses of France! How softly and sweetly one sleeps on German pillows … Innocent nostalgia, pathos, and simple pleasure at the familiar comforts of home are deftly and insultingly employed to criticize German inaction in stirring times:








Ich ging nach Haus und schlief, als ob


Die Engel gewiegt mich hatten.


Man ruht in deutschen Betten so weich,


Denn das sind Federbetten.







Wie sehnt ich mich oft nach der Süssigkeit


Des vaterländischen Pfühles,


Wenn ich auf harten Matrazen lag,


In der schlaflosen Nacht des Exiles!
















[I went home and slept as if rocked by angels. One sleeps so softly in German beds, for they are feather beds, you know. How often I had longed for the sweetness of the pillows of my fatherland as I lay on hard mattresses in the sleepless night of exile.]47





And yet, as Heine confessed, he needed to visit Germany (though only briefly) to ‘breathe German air’, in order to be able to write the verses so wittily critical of Germany.48


So, also, might the many refugees who made their way to England have contradictory feelings towards her. Some, like the poet Moritz Hartmann, who knew no English and was not lionized in London, or Amalie Struve, whose husband could not make a living and was, like many others, forced to move on to America and try his luck there, merely sneered at English coldness, which they invariably related to the English climate of cold, rain, and fog. They hugged their sense of German warmth and sentiment—also felt, and mistrusted, by Heine—as a precious possession in a time of deprivation. Most were emotionally more robust, including Marx who, as Ruge rightly observed, was the very type of the man who ought to have felt deracinated. Ruge described Marx, with whom he collaborated on the ill-fated Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher in Paris, in a letter to Feuerbach in 1844. ‘By virtue of his learned disposition’, wrote Ruge, ‘he belongs entirely to the German world. By virtue of his revolutionary thinking he is excluded from that world.’49 Marx is, in fact, the most striking example—Ruge himself is another—of the type of the German ‘professor raté’ in the nineteenth century. The products of a particular educational and cultural tradition, such men found themselves unacceptable in the very state which had nurtured but now would not tolerate them.50


At its best, the condition of being an exile resulted in such a work as Capital (though the cost of the accompanying sacrifice for Marx’s family was high). At its worst, it produced paranoia and whining, though not often in the form of published work. The most notable exception to this was the ill-informed and ill-tempered book dashed off by the French exile Ledru-Rollin, De la décadence de l’Angleterre (1850). The book won him no friends, either among the English or in refugee circles. Dickens replied in Household Words in the person of the outraged ‘Christopher Shrimble’ of ‘Paradise Row, footing’, who noted that Ledru-Rollin had ‘been amongst us at least three months’ and had viewed the state of England ‘through a flaming pair of Red Spectacles’. Liebknecht echoed Dickens in one of his ‘English sketches’ for the German publisher Cotta. He criticized Ledru-Rollin for having shamelessly ‘cobbled together a two-volume book’ foretelling the imminent decline of England, having merely brought his ready-made ideas of England across the Channel with him.51 Among the Germans, Lothar Bucher wrote a book critical of the English political system, Der Parlamentarismus wie er ist (The Parliamentary System as it is‚ 1855), which was disapproved of by most of his countrymen in England.


The systematic denigration of one’s host country—even if that country was, as in many cases, a last rather than the first resort—was frowned on equally by Marx, whose path in exile was not a particularly smooth one, and by Kinkel, who had the easiest introduction of all. Marx understood well the causes of such ingratitude. Thus he added, in 1875, a mellow postscript to his earlier denunciation of his fellow communist August Willich. He now made allowances for Willich’s excessively furtive and conspiratorial activities in the early 1850s. These, too, he saw as consequences of the psychological stresses of exile:




The violent suppression of a revolution leaves a powerful imprint upon the minds of those involved, especially if they are turned away from their homes and cast into exile. So that even people with steady personalities may lose their heads for a longer or shorter period. They can no longer keep pace with the march of events. They refuse to admit that history has changed direction. Hence that playing around with conspiracies and revolutions which compromises the cause they are serving no less than themselves; hence, too, the errors of Willich and Schapper.52





Kinkel, whose arrival in England was heralded by sensational accounts, in German and English newspapers, of his trials, imprisonment, and escape, found himself the centre of several exile factions, each hoping to get his name on their manifestos, money-raising letters, projected newspapers, and club lists. Having battled wearily for six months to keep the peace and offend no one, he might well complain to a female friend in Germany in July 1851 of the ‘petty and vain’ elements among the German refugees. ‘Exile existence’, he added, more charitably, ‘makes most of them awkward, angry, and some even malicious.’53 And his wife, Johanna, was impatient with the superior, carping tone adopted by several exiles towards England. ‘You know’, she wrote to the German authoress Fanny Lewald in 1852, ‘it is the done thing among the refugees to find London and the English awful.’ Moreover, she went on, every Tom, Dick, and Harry (‘Hinz and Kunz’) seemed to think all they had to do was to introduce themselves in English society as refugees, and the rest would follow. In her view, they were merely ‘exiled tailors, shoemakers, scholars, artists, etc.’ whose job it should be to try to make a decent living.54


There, of course, was the rub. Whereas earlier influxes of Europeans into England—the Huguenots, for example, and the German musicians, scientists, and financiers who came over with the Hanoverian Georges in the eighteenth century—often had special skills which enriched British society without threatening too much the employment prospects of the native population, the large numbers of exiles streaming into England around 1850 were less easy to assimilate.55 The workers among them, tailors, cabinet-makers, jewellers, and shoemakers, for the most part, had to compete with an underpaid army of near-starving British proletarians who were overworked and out of work by turns. Thus Marx’s friend Johann Georg Eccarius eked out a wretched tailor’s existence in the ‘tailor’s hell’ of the sweat-shop system. The evils of the tailoring trade were, of course, well publicized. Thomas Hood’s ‘Song of the Shirt’ (1843), Carlyle’s outcry in Past and Present about the wicked ‘law’ of over–production which brought about the ‘novelty’ of ‘too many shirts’ in ‘this intemperate Earth, with its nine-hundred millions of bare backs!’, and Mayhew’s detailed descriptions of the ‘honourable’ and ‘the cheap slop, or dishonourable trade’,56 educated the public by stirring its imagination. Mayhew may have been politically naïve (indeed, Eccarius was pressed by Marx to write an account of the system that would correct Mayhew’s sentimental one57), but his work abounds in descriptions of situations ripe for dialectical analysis. Much of the power of Mayhew’s articles lies in his innocent method of alternately quoting workmen and giving his own shocked middle-class response:




‘Look here’, cried one of his friends, dragging a coat from off the sick man’s bed. ‘See here; the man has no covering, and so he throws this garment over him as a shelter.’ (It was a new pilot coat that was to be taken in that evening for the shop.) I expressed my surprise that the bed of the sick man should be covered with the new garment, and was informed that such in the winter time was a common practice among the workpeople. When the weather was very cold, and their blankets had gone to the pawnshop, the slop-workers often went to bed, I was told, with the sleeves of the coat they were making drawn over their arms, or else they would cover themselves with the trousers or paletots, according to the description of the garment they had in hand. The ladies’ riding habits in particular, I was assured, were used as counterpanes to the poor people’s beds, on account of the quantity of cloth in the skirts.58





Mayhew never makes the conscious political judgements on such scenes that Engels had done in The Condition of the Working Class in England, though the last sentence quoted here has something of Defoe’s naïve yet somehow knowing reporting tone.


No wonder Mayhew was plundered by observers of the British working class; hardly a report from London appeared in the French, German, or American press around 1850 but it drew on Mayhew’s accounts. Ledru-Rollin’s diatribe on England borrowed wholesale from them. Liebknecht had to defend himself to his German editor against the (just) charge of sending reports ‘from our London correspondent’ which were entirely cobbled together from Morning Chronicle and other English newspaper reports.59 And Lothar Bucher, one of those embittered exiles whom Johanna Kinkel criticized to Fanny Lewald for their anti-English attitude, used long quotations from Mayhew in his opportunist work on the Great Exhibition, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der  Industrieherstellung aller Völker (Cultural-historical Sketches from the Industrial Manufacture of all Nations), published in 1851.60


Reporting ‘from our London correspondent’ for foreign newspapers was, along with tutoring in the German language and literature, the most common activity of the middle-class members of the German exile community. Those, like Bucher, Liebknecht, and ‘Bohemian’ Strauss, who contributed to papers published in Germany, had to do so anonymously and cautiously as there was no permitted radical press. Cotta’s periodicals, the Morgenblatt and the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung, were liberal-conservative, and some of Liebknecht’s more Marxist phrases proved unacceptable to Cotta.61 Strauss, in his late, rambling memoirs written in English for an English readership, Reminiscences of an Old Bohemian (1882), wrote with perverse glee:




In the course of my long career I have been employed on journals of every shade of opinion—from republican to absolutist. But in the case of any except republican and liberal papers, it has always been simply in the capacity of a translator, excerptor, or summarist. It was wholly and solely in this capacity that, at the instance of my friend Hippolyte Baillière, I consented to work on the Observateur de Londres, a reactionary weekly, started in London in 1848, by Herr von Klindworth, one of the most active and most capable political agents of the period, then a refugee from France, where he had been Councillor of State and one of Guizot’s right-hand men.62





Strauss goes on to say that the Austrian Chancellor, Metternich, the most reactionary European statesmen of the post-Napoleonic era, put up £2,000 to start the newspaper.


Marx and Engels, of course, had no access to the German press. Like other exiles, they tried more than once to set up a German-language paper in London, but capital was lacking, as was a willing, paying readership. Thus their continuation of the Cologne radical paper, the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, lasted only six months in London in 1850, as did their later venture, Das Volk (1859). Their problems in this respect mirrored those of many radical English publicists. Jones and Harney started Chartist newspaper after Chartist newspaper, all of which failed for lack of finances. The readership they aimed at, the working class, could not afford to buy even the cheapest newspaper. Of all the new papers launched in the 1850s, only the middle-class, gently radical Leader, set up by Thornton Hunt, G. H. Lewes, and others in 1850, achieved a steady paying public. It was through the Leader, even more than through Harney’s Red Republican (in which an English translation of the Communist Manifesto was published in November 1850) or through Jones’s Notes to the People, in which Jones himself translated Freiligrath’s famous ‘red’ poem from the Neue Rheinische Zeitung in April 1852, that the activities of some of the European refugees reached a wider British public. Mazzini’s European Central Democratic Committee, founded in 1850 with Ruge as the German representative, was given a great deal of attention during 1850 and 1851. Kinkel’s sorry plight in prison was feelingly described (by Fanny Lewald) in November 1850, and even Marx and Engels, who mistrusted the ‘bourgeois’ press and who would be loath to appear in print in the same columns as ‘the Pomeranian thinker’ (Ruge) or ‘the wily enthusiast’ (Mazzini), wrote letters to the editor of the Leader when they wished to publicize political events in Germany.63


Not many of the exiles could make more than a partial and precarious living from journalism. The English radical editors opened their columns, but often had no editorial purse to open from which to pay their contributors. Marx wrote several articles for Ernest Jones’s papers in the early 1850s for no remuneration.64 The German press was either hostile or nervous with regard to its exiled countrymen. America offered the most openings, as there was both an English-language public eager to hear of events in Europe and a large German-speaking community, among which newspapers of every political hue appeared. The only proper ‘earnings’ Marx ever received came from the widely circulated New York Daily Tribune, to which he contributed excellent current affairs articles, some of them written or translated into English by Engels, from 1851 to 1862,65 and he had contacts with several radical German-American papers. But these, too, like Marx’s friend Joseph Weydemeyer’s Die Revolution, for which Marx, Freiligrath, and other London exiles wrote articles in 1852, often lasted for only one or two numbers.


Teaching was the other chief resource of the educated exiles. Kinkel’s fame and contacts with English public figures sympathetic to his plight, if not to his politics, brought him several teaching posts, mainly in the ladies’ colleges which were being founded in London in the 1850s and 1860s.66 Karl Tausenau, an Austrian democrat who came to London after six weeks in a Paris prison in 1849, followed the advice of an English lawyer, to whom he had a letter of introduction, by getting himself a good suit, joining the Whittington Club, and settling into smart lodgings in which he could respectably receive his hourly pupils.67 Both Kinkel and Tausenau had the all-important letters of introduction and enough cash to get started. Others, including Marx’s friends Liebknecht, Wilhelm Pieper, and Wilhelm Wolff, arrived in England nearly destitute, and had to borrow suits from one another, or redeem their coats from the pawnshop, in order to look presentable to the parents of prospective pupils.68 Tutoring was an undervalued and underpaid occupation, as well as being dispensable in times of economic crisis. The American financial crisis of 1857 resulted not only in Marx’s salary from the New York Daily Tribune being reduced summarily, but also in a loss of earnings among the German teachers and governesses in England. When the middle-class employers of language tutors felt the pinch, they naturally dispensed with the least essential elements of their children’s education. This hit the exile community hard, for it seems that those who were not language teachers were invariably teachers of music or art and therefore most vulnerable to the belt-tightening of their employers. The unpolitical Charles Hallé had found this in Paris in 1848, when the ‘damnable Revolution’ deprived him of his livelihood and drove him to England to swell the numbers of musical refugees there.69 Johanna Kinkel, also a music teacher, found during the years of increased taxation due to the Crimean War that people chose to keep up their standard of living at the expense of ‘Bildung’ (‘education’, ‘culture’), so she lost pupils.70 In an article on London’s musical scene she remarked that the Hungarian exile community was almost entirely made up of pianists. And in one of her many lively letters to German friends commenting on exile life in London she summed it up succinctly: ‘We are now a whole colony of teachers in search of pupils’ (September 1851).71


Johanna, who, more even than Marx and certainly as much as Engels, was a keen, shrewd, and witty observer of English life and the German colony’s part in it, provided in the same letter an image for the group to which she belonged. ‘We are’, she wrote, ‘in a condition like that after a great shipwreck; each one of us grabs a plank and entrusts himself to the waves.’72 Despite the establishment by sympathetic English groups and some wealthy Germans of refuges for the poor exiles in the East End, there were those who sank: the letters of the better-known (and better-off) exiles mention from time to time the fates of the unluckier amongst them. There were a couple of Germans known to Marx and his wife who ended up in lunatic asylums; Kinkel regularly received desperate begging letters from fellow countrymen; Carl Göhringer, who ran one of the German pubs in London, was in debtors’ prison in 1854; ‘poor Klose’, a member of the Communist League, had no money for his wife’s funeral in July 1852; and Marx, himself living in intermittent squalor (relieved by regular gifts of money and wine from Engels) in Soho, provides a perspective on the degrees of poverty and distress that existed in London. He reported to Engels in May 1854 the death of a Polish refugee Miskowsky:




The poor devil had long been in the most wretched circumstances … and had thus sunk to being a lumpenproletarian in Whitechapel to whom we in the West End from time to time sent some small aid. A few days ago the pauvre diable, together with six other refugees, was burned alive in the wooden shack he occupied with them in Whitechapel.73





Marx wrote this from his three rooms in Dean Street, themselves described as follows by a Prussian government spy in 1852:




In the whole apartment there is not one clean and solid piece of furniture. Everything is broken, tattered and torn, with half an inch of dust over everything and the greatest disorder everywhere. In the middle of the salon there is a large, old-fashioned table covered with an oilcloth, and on it there lie manuscripts, books, and newspapers, as well as the children’s toys, the rags and tatters of his wife’s sewing basket, several cups with broken rims, knives, forks, lamps, an inkpot, tumblers, Dutch clay pipes, tobacco ash—in a word, everything topsy-turvy, and all on the same table. A seller of second-hand goods would be ashamed to give away such a remarkable collection of odds and ends.74





Still, in spite of some very low periods, with the deaths of three of his children, the constant illness of his wife, the depositing of all his goods in pawn, and his creditors threatening to sue, Marx—baled out again and again by Engels—was among those who stayed afloat. But surviving in exile inevitably brought psychological problems. For the middle-class refugees, in particular, there was a loss of status, of occupation, of profession. The case of the former army generals who had deserted in 1848–9 to lead rebel units was perhaps the worst. August Willich, the gifted Prussian army officer who led the unit in which Engels and Kinkel fought, found himself, Othello-like, without an occupation in peaceful London. The very conditions which made England the only refuge for a fleeing rebel—its liberal laws of asylum—were bound up with others—a stable financial, social, and political system unlikely to be easily undermined—which rendered Willich’s one talent useless. After three years of futile armchair planning for the next German revolution (in which he would take Cologne and thus control the Rhine75) in Schärttner’s German pub in Long Acre, he left for America in 1853, where he was later to give distinguished service on the Northern States side during the American Civil War.76


Life in exile was disorienting also for the many scholars (Gelehrte) in the group. As an early psychoanalytic observer, Dr Oscar Blum, noted in 1916, loss of profession is a horror for the bourgeois, resulting in ‘something abrupt, sectarian, even maniacal in the émigré psychology’. The excessive scorn so often observable in refugees is, according to Blum, nothing but a ‘disguised subconscious revenge for the sudden violent derailment from the previous professional path’ of the victim. Hence the phenomenon, so clearly visible in the lives of the European exiles after 1848, of fierce infighting.77 It often seems that Prussia was less of an object of hatred to the refugees than they were to one another. Marx caricatured the splits in the German colony as ‘the war between the frogs and the mice’,78 but his insight into the absurdity of exiles with so much in common pulling so violently in different directions could not prevent him from crowning such absurdity with his own lengthy and obsessive denunciations of Kinkel, Ruge, Willich, Blind, and the rest in ‘The Great Men of the Exile’ (1852).


The condition of being an exile produces, it seems, larger-than-life tendencies in its victims. Marx and his friend Wilhelm Wolff reacted to the financial instability of their London existence with excessive pride and secrecy. Marx went to great lengths to hide from well-off visitors like Ferdinand Lassalle and Georg Weerth the real state of his affairs, and Wolff allowed himself to reach almost starvation point before asking Engels for help. Others, like Liebknecht, were, so to speak, liberated from shame by the horrors of near-destitution. Liebknecht, along with a host of beggars, frauds, and cheats, became rather shameless in his despair. He used his wife’s state of health, and the English climate as its cause, at once to excuse his failure to send newspaper copy to Cotta and to ask for further advances on his salary. When Cotta finally dropped him from his staff after more than ten years of irregular and indifferent articles, begging letters, and Micawberish hopes of future solvency, Liebknecht asked him to insert in the very Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung from which he had been sacked the following advertisement:




A journalist, settled in London for twelve years, closely acquainted with English conditions, among other things contributor for several years to one of the first political journals of Germany, desires a permanent post as English correspondent of a liberal, pan-German, preferably Austrian newspaper.79





Such extremes of pride, bitterness, or shamelessness as the exiles showed in response to their situation must, of course, be taken into account when their responses to Britain are assessed. As Theodor Fontane noted in the case of Lothar Bucher’s negative work on the British parliamentary system, Der Parlamentarismus wie er ist (1855), whatever England’s faults, ‘it is not England that is so black, but the glass through which it is being viewed’.80 We have to pay attention to the difficulties faced by the refugees: their loss of occupation, problems with language, financial situation, and prospects, and the foreign customs and traditions of the country which they knew to be the most advanced and most liberal in Europe and which yet was strange and often disappointing to them. We must also know something of the situation from which they had fled and their reasons for choosing, inasmuch as a choice was involved at all, England as their second home.
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