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‘The Germans in general are a good-natured people, hospitable and generous, lovers of pomp and magnificence. I would not look for French vivacity, Italian cunning or English good sense amongst them. Take them as you find them and a traveller may pass his time very well amongst them.’
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‘The word Germany is as uncertain in its derivation, as it is often vague and indefinite in its application . . . the extent of country comprised under the term Germany has varied in every century since it first became known to the Romans.’


John Ramsay McCulloch, A Dictionary,
Geographical, Statistical and Historical
(1841, 2nd ed., 1849)





Several tasks, none of them easy, but each exciting. The key clarity in offering an account of German history is one of accepting its complexity and seeking to work with it rather than treat it as an impediment. This includes the topic of Germany in the world and, notably, how best to engage with its recent or, indeed, earlier, history. Simplicity will not work with presenting either the differing strands of Germany’s account of itself or those of others’ views of Germany, both country and nation. Nor indeed with the traveller’s experience, which is part of my subject.


There are many Germanys that can be proffered and, therefore, differing chronologies, narratives, causations and epiphanies. Is it appropriate to project some sort of German identity far back into the past and, if so, does it have some kind of timeless space and character? Is Germany the modern state and, if not, what geography is our subject? The Germany of the Empire, later Holy Roman Empire, variously included Bohemia, the Low Countries and northern Italy. It was swept aside by Napoleon, to be replaced in 1806 by the Confederation of the Rhine, but that, in turn, was overthrown by his enemies, and a new, and very different, federation was created in 1814, only in 1866 to be replaced by a Prussian-dominated Germany. That fell foul of a war it caused and was replaced by a more geographically circumscribed republic in 1919, a state that – under Adolf Hitler as Chancellor from 1933 – first expanded and was then conquered. In turn, this was partitioned and two Germanies were created from much of the rubble. That situation ended in 1990 when, depending on the narrative, Germany was united or reunited. Maps have long provided differing criteria, notably of the Empire or of Germans but also using other definitions, for example by the drainage basin of German rivers, as in Philipp Heinrich Zollmann’s 1712 map.


And so also with ‘Germans’. Is language the key element and, if so, what is to be made of the very different dialects, which for many were incomprehensible? Does, for recent and earlier times, the category ‘German’ include all who spoke German or might consider themselves ethnically German? In which case, our history is also that of Austria and much of Switzerland. Or is it essentially a matter of the inhabitants of what is today Germany? T. S. Eliot captured this uncertainty in The Waste Land (1922): ‘Bin gar keine Russin, stamm’aus Litauen, echt deutsch.’ (‘I am not Russian at all, I come from Lithuania, I am a real German’), a remark allegedly heard in Munich.


As in Britain, history records different legal classifications. Thus, in 1913, the Reichstag, in which the Social Democrats were more powerful after the 1912 election, decided that citizenship did not any longer require residence in Germany, instead granting citizenship to six million Germans who lived outside Germany. This was a basis for the treatment of refugees after the two world wars. So, very differently, with the subsequent treatment of Turkish ‘guest workers’ and the eventual 2000 German Nationality Act which granted citizenship to all born in Germany, regardless of their heritage.


As also with the values and collective identity (ies) that are supposed to characterise or even define Germanness, and the degree to which they were/are to be associated with particular parts of Germany and aspects of its politics and society. Were and/or are Bavaria or Prussia more ‘German’ and, if so, how, when and for whom? There is also always a tension between big-picture and small-picture approaches: between Reich/Germany, volk/nation, and the regions. Terminology, however, was, for a long time, less clear-cut than that might suggest; in particular, the term ‘Germans’, for example, used also to describe those who lived in Swabia.


The process by which regions were created that were to be sustained to the present is complex. Ethnicity played a role, and DNA analysis can be helpful in this context, but far more was involved in the process. The topography of particular areas was linked to agricultural possibilities and to the related agrarian regime and social geography, notably in the nature of settlement. Yet, alongside this continuity, there was the more diffuse one of whatever could or can be put in the box of specific area and the resulting role and range of possibilities, as with the ‘stem’ or tribal duchies of the tenth to twelfth centuries, which created a sense of identity. The role of possibilities provides a very different causation to that of allegedly deterministic patterns. Furthermore, the role of politics in the modern world in affecting the character of regions was amply demonstrated in 1944–90, as large numbers of people moved to avoid the Soviet advance and later in response to the history and legacy of East Germany.


Given this lesson from the recent past, it is probable that there should also be an emphasis for the distant past on a moulding by events. This is an important qualification to the facile habit of tracing long-term causes back to some supposed distant foundational period, as in the observation that modern areas of far-right support are focused on the trans-Elbian regions and definitely not on those that had been under Roman control. Such links may be suggestive, but much work is required to move from the coincidental to the causative.


Linked to the question of regional significance and identity comes that of the images of Germany. The ruralism that is so important to the notion of local identity – Heimat – is replicated at the national level, notably with the theme of forests, but that is scarcely a pertinent image across the entire country. In 2012, forests covered 11.4 million hectares, or 32 per cent of the country. This was particularly the case in the Länder (states) of Hesse and Rhineland-Palatinate, each with 42.3 per cent, while the largest state, Bavaria, had the most forest. Spruce, followed by pines, beech and oak, together made up three-quarters of the forested area. Yet, the wooded hilly areas that tend to match suppositions of German forest, notably the Bavarian Forest, the Black Forest and also, for example, the Spessart, are not found across northern Germany, where forests, such as the Spreewald, Brandenburg, the Jasmund on Rügen, and the Gespensterwald near the Baltic, are all far flatter. Moreover, despite the undoubted importance of the Greens and the strong commitment they represent, it is unclear that young city-dwellers are as likely to feel as committed to a Völkisch ruralism (a sense of ethnic identity with the countryside) as would have been the case for many in the 1900s and 1920s.


In looking at national developments, where is the emphasis to be placed? For the late nineteenth century, what of Prussianisation, of the various strands of conservatism and of political parties, such as the National Liberals who helped give the Second Reich (1871–1918) the character of a constitutional monarchy, and also of the more left-wing Social Democratic Party, the most popular party in federal elections from 1890.


What also with reference to the place of history? Later Germans proudly proclaimed the valour of Arminius and the Teutoburg Forest battle in which the Romans were defeated in CE (AD) 9; but that is no longer a value with traction, no more than the Second Reich seeing a link with Frederick Barbarossa (r. 1155–90) in the quest to unite Germany. The current focus on the last century helps ensure that deep history, to a degree, is less a German experience today than in most other European states. That itself is a product of recent history, but not one that means that this deep history is without consequence.


Today, with many Germans unsure who Bismarck was, let alone of his significance, the emphasis is on a nationalism that turns to ethics, economics and sport, rather than military power or territorial expansion. Germany and German history, however, are still strongly overshadowed by the Nazi years (1933–45) and the Holocaust or moral politics today is a consequence of this. This perspective contrasts with the earlier situation when, after 1945, Nazism, the Second World War and the Holocaust were for a while largely ignored and even to a degree excused in large part by those who had been adults then.


Every account exploring the history of a country is individual. Mine will be an end-loaded history because there is considerable need for caution in linking aspects of the ‘deep history’, such as the limits of Roman rule or the partition of 843, to developments over the last two centuries of nationalism, industrialisation, urbanisation, mass literacy, participatory politics and dictatorships.


My memory of Germans comes before that of Germany, as we had a series of German au pairs when I was small, notably Babel. I first visited Germany as a child with my father. We took the overnight Harwich–Hook ferry (I remember lying awake listening to lorries straining against their chains as the ship rolled), drove through the Netherlands without stopping (which I found a surprise), paused in Germany at a service station – where, as if in a sweetshop, I was amazed at the range of food on offer – took the bends of the E5 autobahn through the wooded Spessart, and spent the night at a bed-and-breakfast in Ochsenfurt, the guest of a policeman and his wife. They provided dinner – a carp with a little flag out of its mouth wishing us a good appetite.


The next morning, the wondrous fresco of Apollo and the Continents over the great staircase in the Würzburg Residenz, painted for the Prince-Bishop from 1749 to 1754, Karl Philipp von Greiffenclau, by Giambattista Tiepolo in 1750–3. This is an instance of the role of cosmopolitanism in German culture, a strand that it is all too easy to downplay when writing a national history. At the same time as this cosmopolitanism, the vaulting of the imperial hall came first, and for that, in 1752, Tiepolo produced a programme including The Marriage of Emperor Frederick Barbarossa to Beatrice of Burgundy, a wedding that took place at Würzburg in 1156, and The Investiture of Herold as Duke of Franconia by Barbarossa at the Imperial Diet in Würzburg in 1168.


Over the years, I have been very many times to Germany, whether for holiday, research, lecturing or conferences. My favourite area is Lake Constance, to which I have managed five visits; but the very variety of this large and populous country commands interest, as does its difficult history. Thus, on the last visit, I noted in a church in Lindau a notice put up to explain the inclusion of Waffen SS members on a war memorial.


It is a great pleasure to thank Peter Brown, Charles Coutinho, Steven Fischer, Lothar Höbelt, Paul Kerry, Jürgen Luh, Jeremy Noakes, Thomas Otte, Duncan Proudfoot, Alexander Querengässer, Martyn Rady, Harold Raugh, Joanne Schneider, Falko Schnicke, Alaric Searle and Ulf Sundberg for their advice on all or part of an earlier draft. Peter-Carlo Lehrell offered advice on particular points. They are in no way responsible for the comments here and the errors that survive, but I much appreciate their help. It is greatly valued for morale as well as specifics.


In guiding this work through, Duncan Proudfoot has again managed that wonderful, but difficult, combination of professionalism and friendship. I have benefitted greatly indeed from the help of Amanda Keats on the production side. The book is dedicated to Graham Stewart, an historian and friend with whom I have much enjoyed making a regular series of podcasts.
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Introduction: On the Grand Tour in Germany


............




‘Bad weather and impracticable roads from hence to Dresden, keep us at present.’


John Sturrock, Kassel, December 1740


‘A beautiful town with a magnificent bridge over the Elbe with sentinels who make you go on one side and come back on the other, a restraint that Englishmen are very refractory about . . . I never had so violent a desire to walk up and down the same side of a bridge in my life.’


Thomas Brand, Dresden, 1787





Hurtling across Germany by means of ICE (Intercity-Express) trains, on autobahns or by air, travellers today have scant sense of the experience of their predecessors. Difference, of course, can be readily within recent memory. I remember the terrible state of the street lighting, pavements and trains when researching in East Germany in 1980 and, on subsequent visits, noted change. However, a sense that distance keeps Germany apart or, at least, of sustaining difference, can more readily be grasped from the accounts of British grand tourists of the eighteenth century. Moreover, turning to those ensures that we do not take the ‘primeval forests to modern society’ approach, which it is all too easy to pursue.


As is still the case, Germany lacked the tourist appeal to foreigners of France and Italy but, nevertheless, the number of British tourists who visited increased during the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The greater amount of time required to incorporate Germany into a British itinerary, otherwise focused on Paris and Italy, affected tourist numbers, as did accommodation and transport problems, as well as the greater historical cultural significance of Paris and Italy, notably Rome. Nevertheless, the interest of visiting German capitals increased after the accession of the Hanoverian dynasty in the person of George I (r. 1714–27) to the British throne and that of Frederick II, the Great (r. 1740–86), to the Prussian.


British tourists to Germany arrived by means of a number of routes, but, most usually, via a crossing from Harwich to Hoek van Holland (‘hoek van’ being the ‘corner of’), and then from the Netherlands east to Hanover. From there, it was possible to travel via Berlin, Dresden, Prague and Vienna to go on to Italy. Another route was via Paris and Strasbourg.


In 1748, Robert Lowth found Berlin, the capital of Prussia:




‘a very large and a very fine town: the palace is truly magnificent, the public buildings in general are handsome and in good taste; the streets spacious and well-built, especially the new town . . . you would wonder how ever they are supplied with provisions, if you were to see the country round about, which is a deep sand.’





The frequently caustic Nathaniel Wraxall was less positive in 1777: ‘The diversions of Berlin are mean . . . I think it a magnificent, but not an agreeable city . . . a kind of gloomy grandeur and sombre magnificence which strikes, but does not pleasingly affect, the mind.’ In 1794, Randle Wilbraham found the Prussian court more lively and welcoming, and left for Dresden ‘delighted with the civilities we had met with’:




‘Our route lay through a flattish, sandy country covered in a great measure with forests of fir, the blackness of which, contrasted with the snow which lay upon the ground, had a very fine effect, in one of the clearest moonlight nights I ever remember, during the whole of which we travelled.’





Travel focused on cities. Dresden, the capital of Saxony, was less forbidding than Berlin, and more cosmopolitan than Hanover. As yet, there was not much of the Sturm und Drang cult of ‘sublime’ landscape, nor the resulting vogue for an identity in terms that would have been familiar a century later. Instead, as the 1781 travels of the Berlin writer Christoph Friedrich Nicolai (1733–1811) indicated, there was a distaste of forests and mountains: he criticised, for example, the Black Forest. By the 1790s, the situation, as in Britain, was increasingly different, with more interest in landscape and, to a lesser extent, the common people. The Gothic came into fashion, which affected the response to the German past and to Gothic cities and buildings; for example, Nuremberg, and Cologne Cathedral. Mountains and forests were in, as was the Rhine gorge.


Social customs varied from home. In Leipzig, in August 1751, William, 2nd Earl of Dartmouth, found a dinner convention of going round the table and kissing all the women ‘sad, clammy work’, as well as indecent. Thomas, 7th Earl of Elgin, was more willing to engage, writing to his mother in 1787, ‘I have only to show myself to excite tender passions. Veni, vidi, vici.’ There were also unrequited passions. The young and wealthy John, 3rd Duke of Roxburghe, fell for Christiane Sophia Albertina, the eldest daughter of the Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, while on a continental tour in 1761. As, however, her younger sister, Charlotte, soon became engaged to George III, whom she indeed married, it was deemed necessary to break off the match for reasons of politics and protocol. Neither Roxburghe nor Christiane ever wed.


Another to fall in love on his travels was the young William Drummond, in 1787, who dined at the Poste at Montabaur, en route between Bonn and Frankfurt:




‘The man who keeps it has a beautiful daughter, who attended us at dinner. A more elegant, innocent, graceful and engaging creature I scarcely ever have met with in my travels. She charmed us so, that had we not been wiser than the companions of Ulysses, we should have remained there too long: we did leave it with regret and we shall not forget her.’





Such thoughts would have helped him cope with the roads: Germany lacked both the basis of Roman roads and coordinated governmental activity to address the situation. George, Viscount Parker, found the roads so narrow between Munich and Augsburg in 1719 that he was forced to change his coach, while – also in Bavaria – Sacheverell Stevens was obliged to walk nearly half the way between Donauwörth and Nuremberg. In 1752, David, 7th Viscount Stormont, found rain made the already bad road between Leipzig and Hanover almost impassable, while it took William, 4th Earl of Essex, four days and four nights to travel with six horses from Hanover to Utrecht.


Travel was very weather-dependent, as so many road surfaces were largely unimproved; hard frosts were welcomed for providing roads with a firm surface. The nature of the ground itself – for example, the sandy soil found between Emden in East Friesland and Hamburg – very much affected ease of movement. East Friesland is still an area visited by very few tourists, as is the northern Netherlands to the west. Poor roads from Mainz to Cologne led to Robert Arbuthnot being advised in April 1787 to sail down the Rhine (passing upriver was a very different process) and Sir John Macpherson to decide to go to Italy in 1790.


These were not the sole problems. In 1788, William Smith MP encountered difficulties after leaving Cologne:




‘We had not gone far on our way to Düsseldorf when we perceived our postilion to be a very obstinate fellow who, notwithstanding all the signs we could make, would not move beyond a foot’s pace, till the gentlemen got out to walk, and then he endeavoured to ride away from them. We were near four hours going ten miles to Opladen; here the master of the inn used all his eloquence to make us pass the night, but finding it was all labour lost, he was near forty minutes before he produced the horses, with a postilion as slow as the last. Threats, entreaties, signs were as ineffectual as with the other. We still moved on, [at] our accustomed funeral pace . . . between one and two the carriage stopped at the gates of Düsseldorf, having been nine hours coming twenty-one miles . . . We found, as we knew we should, the gates of the city shut and had, therefore, the pleasure of sitting in the carriage till five o’clock when they were opened.’





Used to the new turnpike roads of Britain, its travellers could be particularly critical, but in practice the situation in Germany had greatly improved, with better roads matched by improved facilities, notably post-houses. In 1500, a journey from Hamburg to Augsburg had taken a month; by 1780, it took just over a week. Carriage services became more frequent and increasingly prompt.




Contrasts: Speyer and Schwetzingen


The attractive variety of Germany, a country dense in interesting things for the visitor, is captured with the proximity of Speyer on the Upper Rhine and nearby Schwetzingen. The former contains a wonderful cathedral, as well as an attractive old town including the galleried Trinity church, while Schwetzingen, the summer residence of the Electors Palatine in the eighteenth century, includes a very attractive landscaped park with both French and English styles on display, and some fascinating buildings within the park, including a mosque-inspired structure built in 1779–91.





As elsewhere in rural Europe, the accommodation for travellers could be poor and, where bedding was available, it was not always pleasing, with straw often provided instead of beds. Of the post-house at Leese in north-west Germany, George Ogilvie recorded in 1779, ‘our beds stink abominably and half the panes of glass in the windows were broken, so that we almost froze to death’. In the same area, another tourist found a one-room inn, in which the ‘parlour cowhouse stable hogsty and barn’ lacked a chimney and was therefore full of smoke as well as animals.


Food varied, in availability, range, and quality, William Lee finding from Magdeburg to Berlin in 1753 ‘little to eat but bad, sour, heavy rye bread, and salt butter’. Samuel Pratt thought the bread had a ‘bitter and sour taste’ and, in Potsdam, Thomas Brand ‘could get little else to eat than sour-crout and sausages and my napkin had served some greasy, whiskered Hussar the day before’. However, German game – for example, wild-boar ham – was generally praised, as were Rhenish and Moselle wines.




Zweites Frühstück (Second Breakfast)


Archival research in 1980 in Münster meant strawberries in the beer and working in what was a carpenter’s workshop in the local government building rather than in the archive itself; the collection I was interested in was both bulky and not in demand.


I was put in the charge of this worthy carpenter and told I had to fit in with his hours and not those of the archive. While that meant a 7.30 a.m. start, it also meant that at 9 a.m. we went to the very reasonably priced canteen where I would sit with the carpenter and his mates while they discussed football and ate a ‘second breakfast’. Hard-boiled eggs were very much on the menu, as was bread. In Bavaria, the focus is on the Weisswurst (white sausage).


I also remember being puzzled on my visit to the archives in Munich by a persistent buzz, only to discover that this was my first encounter with air conditioning.





The tourists reflected on what they saw and here they join us, albeit commenting in the context of the then present, adopting a different perspective. In 1748, David Hume wrote to his brother, ‘Germany is undoubtedly a very fine country, full of industrious, honest people, and were it united it would be the greatest power that ever was in the world.’ This well-considered point appeared highly implausible and was not generally made. Indeed, the War of the Austrian Succession that came to an end that year had seen Germany very divided. Differently, the perceptive Elizabeth Montagu wrote from Düsseldorf, the main seat of the Elector Palatine, in 1763, ‘It grieves one to see princes so magnificent and luxurious while their subjects are so poor and wretched.’ Such a comment could be made across the country, except in the Imperial Free Cities.


Religious commitment was more apparent in Catholic areas, although in 1785, one tourist noted at St Goar in the Rhineland, ‘The watch proclaim the hour by blowing so many times with a horn and making a little pious address to the people who are all Protestants, to thank God for giving them another hour.’ Five years later, Friedrich Köhler, a theology student touring the Swabian Alps, noted the persistence of the past, in the form of Sunday regional costumes, as well as most houses still having thatched roofs.




En route to Pumpernickel [Weimar] in Vanity Fair (1847–8)


The novelist, William Makepeace Thackeray placed on the steamboat from London a company including:




‘jaunty young Cambridge men travelling with their tutor, and going for a reading excursion to Nonnenwerth or Königswinter . . . old Pall Mall loungers bound for Ems and Wiesbaden, and a course of waters to clear off the dinners of the season, and a little roulette and trente-et-quarante to keep the excitement going: there was old [Lord] Methuselah, who had married his young wife, with Captain Papillon of the Guards holding her parasol and guide-books!’





From Rotterdam, another steamer took them on up the Rhine:




‘To lay down the pen and even to think of that beautiful Rhineland makes one happy. At this time of summer evening, the cows are trooping down from the hills, lowing, and with their bells tinkling, to the old town, with its old moats, and gates, and spires, and chestnut trees, with long blue shadows stretching over the grass; the sky and the river below flame in crimson and gold; and the moon is already out, looking pale towards the sunset. The sun sinks behind the great castle-crested mountains, the night falls suddenly, the river grows darker and darker, lights quiver in it from the windows in the old ramparts, and twinkle peacefully in the villages under the hills on the opposite shore.’





With Romanticism greatly influencing travel impressions from the 1790s, the Rhineland entranced British tourists as well as German travellers. The first passenger steamer arrived in 1816 and the railway followed on both banks from 1844.





Modern tourists will not be able to recreate the experiences of their eighteenth-century predecessors. Walkers can slow the pace to less than that of a carriage, but they will be travelling now through a Germany in which material circumstances are much more homogeneous than those of the past. There are variations in beer, cuisine, housing style, religious commitment, plants and much else; but their impacts have all been lessened through the effect of the state, universal education, national broadcasting and consumer products and travel. In the past, moreover, the size of Germany posed particular problems in governing, both politically and administratively.


Now, motorways and trains smash through the terrain, with the 1960s having proved crucial for the former; notably linking Hamburg to Basle in 1962 and Frankfurt to Munich via Nuremberg. Yet, terrain still has an obvious presence for the traveller. And most clearly so in the contrast between a northern Germany that is generally flat and a southern Germany that is more mountainous, especially so as you go further north and south.


At the same time, there is no uniformity. Northern Germany includes the hills of the Harz, the Teutoburger Forest, and the Weser Mountains, while southern Germany includes not only mountains, notably the Alps, but also the hilly areas of Baden-Württemberg, the flat lands of the Swabian-Franconian Basin and the Bavarian Plateau. It is tempting to link flat lands via agricultural production, to state formation, in the shape of the above and Prussia, Hanover, Saxony, Württemburg and Bavaria. Conversely, the mountainous or hilly lands of central Germany, including the Rhineland Schist Massif west of the Rhine and the Sauerland, Taurus, Thüringer Forest, and the mountainous or hilly areas in northern Germany, were not the basis for major states. In northeast Bavaria, the Fichtel Mountains were where, in 1797, the last German bear was killed.


There are other areas of complexity. Some of the flat lands are fertile, but others, notably those scoured by the glaciers in northern Germany, are not and/or are poorly drained. This is particularly a problem in East Friesland between the Ems and the Weser and the Elbe, notably on Lüneburg Heath, and in Mecklenburg and Western Pomerania.


Climate is another factor, notably with cold easterly winds in the winter and winds from the Atlantic and the North Sea that can lash with rain. The Alps are a cause of climatic variations in southern Germany. More generally, Germany is divided as well as united by the weather.


Travellers will also find great varieties in townscapes, although their regional identity has generally been subsumed by economic development and military damage.




Know Your Sausage


A bratwurst is a sausage consisting of more than 50 per cent pork. It is grilled. However, I recommend instead a bockwurst, which generally consists of more than 50 per cent veal, simmered or steamed.


Attributed to Herta Heuwer in Berlin in 1949, drawing on ketchup and curry powder from British troops, curry-wurst is seasoned with curry powder or curry sauce and then ketchup. It is a very popular dish; a museum dedicated to it opened in 2009 in Berlin, and in 2019 the state mint issued a commemorative coin. I like German sausage, especially with weissbier (pale beer), but neither with curry sauce nor with cheese.





WHERE IS GERMANY?


One of the oldest frontiers in Europe is that of Saxony and Bohemia along the Erzebirge, a frontier established through the Peace of Eger in 1459. Thereafter, the county of Schwarzenberg was divided between Bohemia and Saxony in 1546, while the frontier moved south in 1938 to include the Sudetenland, but was re-established in 1945. Other frontiers have been more varied. Indeed, the changing frontiers of Germany in the twentieth century can be readily mapped, with the successive falls of the Second and Third Reich leading to border changes with France, Denmark, Poland and Russia. That, in contrast, makes the borders with the Netherlands and Switzerland appear stable, but, in practice, that also has not been the case.


Eastward Dutch expansion into German territories led to tension from Dutch independence in the sixteenth century into the early eighteenth century. There was no obvious frontier and, instead, reasons of protection to drive the Dutch to expand, as they also did into Belgium. This led to tension along the frontier from the Lower Rhineland to the North Sea. Dutch garrisons in the Lower Rhineland, as in Wesel, were an issue in the seventeenth century. Moreover, immediately after the death of the childless William III in 1702, the Dutch seized the Orange counties of Moers and Lingen, in north-west Germany, ostensibly on behalf of a claimant, the prince of Nassau-Dietz, but in reality to prevent the claims of Frederick I of Prussia, seen as an unwelcome neighbour. Despite protests by Frederick and the Westphalian Circle and a judgement by the Imperial Court, the Dutch refused to withdraw. Meanwhile, Frederick William I was unwilling to renounce the family’s claim to the Orange inheritance for nearly a decade. In the event, a compromise left the Prussians in control.


East Friesland then became the key area of dispute, but here the Prussians succeeded in 1744, and thus became a block on Dutch intervention and even expansion. To the south, the county of Bentheim was another area of competing claims, but the Dutch did not expand into that region. Moreover, the grip of outside powers in north-west Germany was lessened in 1773 when the king of Denmark exchanged his rule over the non-contiguous Duchies of Oldenburg and Delmenhorst for the continuous ducal parts of Holstein.


In south-west Germany, Rottweil, an Imperial Free City from 1268, joined the Swiss Confederacy in 1463 with, from 1519, an ‘Eternal Covenant’, which lasted until 1802 when the territory was allocated to Württemberg. Constance, another Imperial Free City, had tried to join the Confederacy when its hinterland, the Thurgau region, was conquered by the Swiss in the fifteenth century, but the Swiss refused and the city instead joined the Swabian League. Repeatedly, force and intimidation played roles in the fixing and refixing of German frontiers.


To focus on the history of Germany and not Germans, means not offering an account of many areas outside its current borders, not least Austria, Silesia, East Prussia and eastern Pomerania. Thus, there is inherently a process of distortion as there was nothing in the past that inevitably led to the establishment of borders there nor anything unique to its current territory. Indeed, all of those areas were in the German world for centuries, with eastern Pomerania part of Prussia from 1648 to 1945 and Silesia from 1742 to 1945. Yet, boundaries exist today, boundaries fixed in 1945 for a state unified in 1990, that are not troubled by any demand for revision and they present us with the task of providing the history of the present country rather than that of the very many Germanies of the past.




Reconciliation


A visit to St Stephan, Mainz, is one of ethereal peacefulness due to the light, the unusual blue warmth from the nine stained-glass windows that Marc Chagall, a Russian Jew, provided between 1978 and his death in 1985, for a Gothic church that had been very badly damaged in Second World War bombing. The symbolism is clear, but so is the artistic excellence. Peace comes as well from the adjoining cloister rebuilt in 1968–71.







German Recreations


1 ‘Without smoking and drinking the winter evenings will seem very tedious.’


Charles Whitworth, British diplomat,
envoy to the Imperial Diet at Regensburg, 1714


2 ‘Here is neither diversion nor conversation . . . people’s spirits are under such a perpetual constraint.’


Whitworth, Berlin, 1721


3 From hunting whores and hunting play


and minding nothing else all day


and all the night too you will say.


To make grave legs in formal fetters


Converse with fops and write dull letters


To go to bed twixt eight and nine


And sleep away my precious time


In such an idle sneaking place


where vice and folly hide their face


And in a troublesome disguise


the wife seems modest, husband wise


for pleasure here has the same fate


which does attend affairs of state.


The plague of ceremony infects,


Even in love, the softer sex


Who an essential will neglect


rather than lose the least respect.


With regular approach we storm


and never visit but in form.


That is sending to know before


At what o’clock they’ll play the whore.


The nymphs are constant, gallants private


One scarce can guess who ’tis they drive at


It seems to me a scurvy fashion


who have been bred in a free nation


with Liberty of speech & passion


Yet I cannot forbear to spark it


And make the best of a bad market


Meeting with one, by chance kindhearted


Who no preliminaries started


I enter’d beyond expectation


Into a close negotiation


Of which hereafter a relation


Humble to fortune not her slave


I still was pleased with what she gave


And with a firm & cheerfull mind


I steer my course with every wind


To all the ports she has designed.’


Sir George Etherege, envoy to the
Imperial Diet at Regensburg, 1686.


4 ‘As I know that both your rammer and balls are made for a German calibre, you may certainly attack with infinite success.’


Philip, 4th Earl of Chesterfield, to his fellow
diplomat James, Lord Waldegrave, 1728







Humour Issues


National styles and idioms of humour vary and do not always appeal. My father, in Frankfurt for a business fair, was kindly treated to dinner by a German company, after which the managing director insisted that everyone round the table should tell a joke in order. They were ponderous, but received with hearty laughter until my father delivered his joke. ‘The masochist says to the sadist, “Whip me! Whip me!” and the sadist says, “No.” ’ It was met by stunned silence. After a while, the MD gave a short laugh, whereupon everyone else laughed.







Which Capital City?


On 20 June 1991, the Bundestag voted for Berlin to be the seat of newly unified Germany’s capital, rather than the former West Germany’s Bonn; but the majority was only 338–320 (two abstained and one vote was invalid). Yet no other city had even that much traction, although Frankfurt, once the capital in 1848–9 as seat of the national assembly, was briefly mentioned.


In practice, Germany has never been short of capitals. The first Empire was polycentric, with Regensburg, Mainz, Aachen and Frankfurt all having particular significance. The individual states each had their own capital, thus helping create a basis for a range of choices in 1848, including Dresden, Nuremberg and Erfurt. Although Weimar was the place in which the constitution was written, Berlin was the capital of the ‘Weimar Republic’. Thus, the role of history, and yet again of conjuncture, is seen in the location of the capital. Moreover, as with the rulers of the First Reich, who spent much time in Italy, Hitler – while happy to indulge his architectural fantasies in Berlin – preferred to spend time in Bavaria.


The choice of Bonn for capital, however, had not had any of the apparent inevitability of Berlin and the Second Reich. Symbolic of the federal structure of West Germany, Bonn, initially a provisional capital, was the choice of Adenauer, who wanted a Rhenish and Catholic location, and was also seen as a way to anchor the Rhineland in the new state and thus thwart possible French plans for the region. Bonn was also halfway between north and south. The only skyscraper allowed was an office block for Bundestag members.













2



Differing Germanias, –1517


............


The Arminius Monument, south of Detmold, is a dramatic demonstration, visible from a considerable distance, of a later vision of German history. Finished in 1875, it centres on a large statue of Arminius, his sword aloft, and was a celebration of the destruction of a Roman army in the Teutoburger Forest in CE 9. The usefulness of the past owes much to its role in identity and identification and this was especially so for German commentators and leaders seeking to ground an idea of Germanness. That was made far more complex by the degree to which different Germanies were on offer and in competition. Thus, Arminius (or Hermann) was also to be deployed by critics of the Catholic Church in the early sixteenth century. Ulrich von Hutten (1488–1523), a supporter of Martin Luther, in his Arminius (1519), praised his hero as a defender of Germany against the tyranny of Rome: ironically Arminius is a Latin work. Defying Imperial Rome drew on a longstanding Christian resonance as it was Imperial Rome that had executed Jesus.


Neither issue nor symbol was lost. In the 1740s there was much interest in Arminius, and in 1769, the emperor Joseph II, the ruler of Austria and an opponent of papal power, was the dedicatee of the play Die Hermannsschlacht (Hermann’s Battle), a glorification of the struggle of the ancient Germans written by the poet Friedrich Klopstock (1724–1803). Klopstock spent much of his life in Hamburg and also sought, in Oden (1771) and other works, to replace classical myths with Germanic ones.


Arminius was also an inspiration in the struggle with Napoleon, as in Heinrich von Kleist’s play Die Hermannsschlacht (1809) which was later much performed as a nationalist text under the Second and Third Reichs and in Caspar David Friedrich’s painting Old Heroes’ Graves (1812), in which Arminius is named. Thus, the Arminius Monument drew on a long tradition of nationalism, but one with different contexts and variable meanings.


The early history of Germany is like that of much of Europe and the wider world as a whole, with similar developments in human species, agriculture, settlement and metalworking. Neandertal, a small valley of the river Düssel, east of Düsseldorf, was the site of the industrial limestone quarrying that led to the discovery in 1856 of the bones of the Neanderthal man, which can be better understood at the modern museum at Mettmann. There are a number of other Neanderthal sites in Germany. However, as elsewhere, the separate Neanderthal strand – which it is difficult to date – was to end, possibly about 40,000 years ago. This was probably due to conquest and/or absorption by Homo sapiens, in a context made difficult by low population, climate change and disease. Genetic analysis certainly indicates a degree of absorption.


The ice ages – for there was no single ice age – provided a very changeable physical environment, but Germany was an area of settlement, and notably so with the Vogelherd Cave in the eastern Swabian Jura. Excavation in 1931 showed small figures of mammoth ivory from about 32,000 years ago and additional excavations in 2005–12 have yielded findings of some of the world’s oldest-known works of figurative art, including sculptures of a mammoth, a cave lion and a horse, across a considerable time span. This led to the cave becoming part in 2017 of the UNESCO World Heritage site, Caves and Ice Age Art in the Swabian-Jura.


At Breitenbach in Saxony-Anhalt, a very extensive site, there were occupations between 28,800 and 24,860 BCE. Many flint and bone tools have been found there. Subsequently, following a common pattern of location reuse, a Neolithic settlement of about 5,500–3,500 BCE also occupied the same place. Flint tools at Sahlenburg, part of Cuxhaven, date from about 16,000 BCE.


The last ice age reached its peak around 18,000 BCE and then, after an ablation (recession) beginning in about 14,000 BCE, was followed by a ‘re-chill’ that began around 10,800 BCE and ended around 9,700 BCE. During this re-chill, part of northern Germany was covered by the permanent ice cap, the Fenno-Scandinavian Ice Sheet, with much of its soil pushed south by glaciers when the ice advanced. To the south, there was tundra and permafrost, although there was also glacial advance from the Alps.


Climate warming at the end of the last ice age led to the spread of plants, animals and humans in Germany. The humans were for a long time hunter-gatherers, until they were supplemented by those who brought cultivation, notably of oats and rye, along with wild cattle, pigs and other sources of food. The plentiful timber and workable mud and wild grasses of the region ensured that buildings could be constructed. Permanent settlements followed, along with social stratification, trade and protection. Metallurgy also provided a means of increasing the effectiveness of both agriculture and warfare. Funeral rituals indicate developed belief systems as exemplified by the skulls, dated to 7,000 BCE, of the Ofnet caves near Nördlingen – arranged concentrically with their faces turned toward the setting sun and covered with a layer of red ochre.


By 5,000 BCE, Germany was very much in the developing world of cultivation, with early settlements in a number of places including Duvensee in Schleswig-Holstein. A wooden paddle has been found on the site, as well as wooden arrow and axe shafts and flint tools. The stone age was followed by the copper and then by the bronze ages, with the latter seeing barrow burials, as at Bonstorf on Lüneburg Heath. Settlement was concentrated on lightly forested and open areas, especially if the soil was loess, which was both fertile and easily worked.


Work published in 2019 on ancient DNA from skeletons of about 2,800–1,700 BCE in the Lech Valley in southern Bavaria, a longstanding farming region, has suggested, as also indicated by grave goods, social contrasts within individual households, which may indicate servants or slaves. The presence in the graves of high-status women from far away is a matter for speculation. In 1999, near Nebra, Saxony-Anhalt, a bronze-age find, probably from about 1,600 BCE, but possibly iron-age, yielded a bronze disc with gold symbols offering a depiction of the solar system. Unearthed by illegal treasure hunters, the hoard was traded privately before being seized by the police in 2002 and the disc is now held in the Saxony-Anhalt prehistory museum in Halle. The find was in an area of neolithic settlement and plentiful barrows and the sun sets each solstice behind the Brocken, the highest mountain in the Harz. The minerals in the disc reflect trade patterns, coming from Austria and Cornwall.


There are often major issues in the evaluation of findings, both in their own right and with reference to broader developments. Thus, in 1996, a perceptive amateur archaeologist discovered in the Tollense valley what was regarded as the site of one of Europe’s oldest battles. Aside from human remains, including a skull with blunt-force trauma, possibly caused by a club, and an arm bone pierced by an arrowhead, weapon finds included a bronze sword, flint and bronze arrowheads, cudgels, spearheads and daggers. Initial investigations suggested that the battle, in the bronze age in about 1,200 BCE, roughly when Troy was destroyed, involved as many as 4,000 warriors, of whom possibly 1,400 died. It arose from an invasion of the north by south Germany. In contrast, more recent genetic analysis has established few ties of kinship among the dead and therefore made it improbable that the find was of a migrating group. Instead of a battle, an ambush of a trade convoy is now suggested.


Parts of Germany consisted of sections of several prehistoric cultures, including the Lusatian and Urnfield cultures, and were affected by the spread of Indo-European groups, notably the Celtic peoples who appeared in southern Germany around 800 BCE. Their sites include Heuneburg, close to the upper Danube near Herbertingen, Württemberg, a hillfort and settlement which was an important centre in c. 700–c. 500 BCE, one involved in trade with southern Europe. As with other early settlements, the interpretation of this site has varied greatly, both in terms of its history and its significance. It is possible, indeed, that Heuneburg was the Celtic city called Pyrene by the Greek historian Herodotus.


Although processes are unclear, there appears to have been a Celtic-Germanic sub-language family spun off from one of the original proto-Indo-European clusters of 3,500–3,000 BCE. It seems that this family then broke up. The Germanic peoples were an Indo-European ethnolinguistic group that appears to have emerged in southern Scandinavia during the Nordic bronze age of 1,700–500 BCE. They moved south, at the expense of the Celts, and also clashed with the Romans. This was most notably in 102–101 BCE, when the Cimbri and Teutones invaded southern France and northern Italy, only to be defeated by the Romans.


From about 500 BCE, in the iron age, iron axes and ploughs made it easier to clear the woodland and to work the soil. Large parts of lowland Germany were cleared of trees, opening up what became a permanent difference between upland and lowland areas.


ROME


Germania was a term used by the Romans, notably by Caesar in his Gallic Wars (58–49 BCE), and by the Greek polymath Posidonius (135–51 BCE), who travelled extensively in the Roman Empire, producing a now lost geography of the Celtic lands that was referred to by other writers. Caesar invaded Germania in 53 BCE, building an impressive bridge over the Rhine, the first to span the river.


In his Germania (98 CE), the Roman historian Publius Cornelius Tacitus, who had never visited the region, refers to the name Germani as an ‘inventus nomen’ (invented name) of recent origin. To Tacitus, the borders of Germania were the Rhine, Danube and Vistula.


Knowledge of Germania was of significance to the Romans because the Danube and Rhine frontiers of their Empire became a consistent area of confrontation, with the Romans advancing beyond both in the 10s BCE, indeed, probably to the Elbe. However, after their defeat in 9 CE in the Teutoburger Forest, the Romans pulled back to what became the Rhine frontier. Limes, or fortified frontiers, were then created, notably the Limes Germanicus between the two rivers in 83 CE.


At Saalburg, a Roman fort near Bad Homburg, there is a reconstructed fort and a museum. These fortifications consolidated Germania Superior, which was made into a province based on Mogontiacum (Mainz, founded in about 13–12 BCE), separate to Germania Inferior, based on Colonia (Cologne), the latter the basis of the excellent Romano-Germanic Museum which is designed around an impressive Dionysus mosaic of about 220 CE. Conquered in 15 BCE, the province of Raetia in modern southern Germany had its capital at Augusta Vindelicorum (Augsburg), which was founded in 15 BCE. Initially its frontier was on the Danube, before the Limes were constructed about a hundred miles to the north. Regensburg was the base of a legion by 179 CE.




Trier: A City of Roman Remains


Founded by the Celts and renamed by the Romans as Augusta Treverorum around 16 BCE, Trier became one of the most important Roman cities north of the Alps and was variously the capital of the province of Belgic Gaul and of the Prefecture of the Gauls, one of the four prefectures into which the Empire was divided in 337. This entailed the government of the Roman west, in the shape of Iberia, France, Belgium, Roman Britain and Roman Germany, and part of Roman North Africa. It held this position until either 395 or 407 when the capital was moved to Arelate (Arles). Trier’s population was about 75,000 and it was the seat of the oldest bishopric north of the Alps. The remains of the Roman period include the impressive Porta Nigra, the largest surviving Roman city gate north of the Alps, its name derived from the grey sandstone. Begun in about 170 CE, this was one of the four city gates. Other remains include those of the imperial palace, the Aula Palatina (the largest extant hall from antiquity), the amphitheatre and the bridge over the Moselle. The Roman remains form part of Trier’s UNESCO World Heritage site.







The History of German Wine


In the 1880s, hundreds of cultured grape seeds dating to 1500 BCE were discovered at Hagnau on Lake Constance, then Celtic territory and today still a locale for prime wine. The Romans, therefore, most likely reintroduced rather than began winemaking. Some of the sites of production go back to the Roman period. The wine was probably produced by, and for, garrisons, with pruning knives dating from around the first century CE. The Moselle region, near the major governmental centre of Trier, became an important region of production. Decimus Ausonius (c. 310–c. 395) made reference to winemaking both in his native Bordeaux region and in his poem Mosella (c. 370), where he described the valley vineyards. The wild vine already grew in the Upper Rhineland, but Roman-era techniques probably reflected the practices brought by the Romans.


If the early areas of wine production were very much linked to Roman rule, the middle ages brought expansion elsewhere in Germany that was related to Christianisation and, in particular, the establishment of monasteries. There appears to have been a peak in production around the eve of the Reformation. Subsequently, it was hit by the breakup of monastic communities and the resulting loss of their skills, the spread of beer production, the climate cooling of the little ice age and its impact on northerly production areas and, in the seventeenth century, by the disruption of the Thirty Years’ War (1618-48), which much increased the risks of commerce.


While there are German rosés and, far more, reds (production of the latter grew greatly from the 1980s), most German wines are white. Key white grape varieties are riesling, grauer burgunder, silvaner and Müller-Thurgau. The cost is high because the steep vineyards do not lead themselves to easy mechanisation and wages are not low. The market focuses on German consumers, and many German wines, such as the undistinguished Sekt – sparkling wine – are not much drunk outside Germany, except for riesling.


Apfelwein (apple wine) is cider and is generally fairly tart, due to the use of sour apples. It is particularly drunk in Hesse, where on trips to the archives in Marburg in 1980 and later, I got used to drinking it hot with cinnamon or sugar, rather like mulled wine.





Thus, much of modern southern and western Germany was under German rule, which was an aspect of an early division of the modern country, albeit without the modern counterpart of Scotland and Ireland remaining outside Roman Britain. Many of the Germanic tribes who lived to the north of the Roman Empire, and were perceived as ‘barbarians’ by the Romans, were partly romanised by their contact with them, which, by the later imperial period, included military service.


AFTER THE ROMANS


Increased pressure forced the Romans onto the defensive. Recent archaeology, for example, has established that Constance was fortified with new walls in the fourth century. However, in the early fifth century, the Germanic tribes overran the Western Roman Empire, with Romanitas having less of an afterlife than in the case of France, Spain and, in particular, Italy, all of which had been settled over a longer period and more intensively. In part, the decline of Romanitas reflected the dominance of the military in the urban life of Roman Germany and the consequent lesser possibility of a strong post-Roman identity. However, all the major Roman cities in Germany were to be significant.


There was no unity among these tribes but, instead, a shifting pattern of advantage reflecting feuds within and between ruling families and a violent practice and ethos of rulership and politics. The major tribes in Germany were the Franks, Saxons, Thuringians, Alemanni, Bavarians and Helvetii, but mapping their bounds is unwise, not least given the vagueness of contemporary ideas of overlordship.




A Forgotten Dynasty


Based in Regensburg, the Agilolfings ruled Bavaria as allies of the Merovingian rulers of the Franks from the sixth century until deposed by Charlemagne in 788. Tassilo I was appointed king by Childebert II, the Frankish king, in 591, as part of a somewhat obscure peace in which Tassilo’s predecessor was removed in part to thwart his alignment with the related Lombards of northern Italy. Much of the early history of Bavaria is obscure, not least its degree of independence from the Franks and its separate alignment with Italy. The death of Duke Theodo in 716 was followed by the division of the inheritance between sons probably based in Salzburg, Regensburg, Passau and Freising, leading to civil war and the death of all bar one of the sons, Grimoald. He was, in turn, killed in 725 by the invading Frankish leader Charles Martel. The Frankish attempt to extend control was resisted by Grimoald’s successor, Hugbert (r. 725–36), who sought to create an independent church as a source of legitimacy. Links between ruling families and the Church were important to the position, stability and ideology of the former and helped differentiate these families from ordinary nobles. Bishoprics were established in 739 by Odilo (r. 736–48).


Bavaria was the most viable centre of a German Christian polity, one seen with the development of the Church and its close links with the dynasty, both the new bishoprics and new monasteries such as Niederaltaich (741), the abbot of which compiled the collection of Bavarian laws, and Mondsee (748). Another source of support was the nobles, some of whom rebelled against Odilo in 741, greatly limiting his freedom to engage with the Franks, who defeated him in 743 and made him accept their overlordship. The subsequent fate of the dynasty owed much to Frankish politics, with Tassilo III becoming ruler, first as a ward and in 757 as a vassal. He was deposed in 788 and made to enter a monastery. This was an important success for Charlemagne, one that was significant not only for that region, but also for wider politics in Germany, Italy and central Europe. Even today, however, the Bavarians consider themselves a people apart from the rest of the Germans.





The Franks were long the dominant group – for example, conquering the Thuringians in 531–2 – but were prone to division between royal sons – as in 511, 561 and 639. Politics was a system operating by spoils, providing, therefore, a basis for dispute. Kings, relatives, aristocrats and clerics were all landowners and the payments, produce and services they received as a result kept the system going. The agricultural services were provided by serfs whose labour was gruelling and rewards few.


Ultimately, a new dynasty – that of the Carolingians, with its capital at Aachen, and in the person of Charlemagne (r. 771–814) – won control of France and Germany, with the eventual hard-fought conquest of the Saxons by 804 crucial to the latter. In defeating the Saxons, Charlemagne allied with the Obotrites, a confederation of west Slavic tribes in Mecklenberg, cooperating in a victory at Bornhöved in 798. As a result, the Obotrites briefly gained part of Holstein. The frontier with Denmark was fixed on the Eider River in 811. Thuringia was brought under stronger Carolingian control after a rebellion was suppressed in 786, while, in 806, the Sorbs, a Slavic group that had settled widely in Lusatia and Thuringia, were defeated near modern Weissenfels and submitted.


CHRISTIANISATION


Conquests furthered conversion to Christianity in a long-term process. The Christianisation of the parts of Germany under Roman rule was disrupted by ‘barbarian invasions’, not least because there were conversions to Arian Christianity rather than the orthodox Trinitarian creed of the Catholic Church. After the fall of the Western Roman Empire, notable conversions to Christianity included the ruling Frankish Merovingian dynasty in 498. However, the conversion of the Franks was a more gradual process, as it was with other groups, the Alemanni becoming Christian in the seventh century and the Saxons as a result of Charlemagne, who destroyed their sacred pillar of Irminsul in 772.


Saint Boniface (c. 675–754), an English missionary, was appointed missionary bishop for Germania and cut down the Donar Oak, a pagan sacred tree near Fritzlar, Hesse, the wood of which became the basis for a chapel dedicated to St Peter. Winning the backing of the Frankish leaders, Boniface became part of their campaign against groups including the pagan Saxons. In 732, he was given archepiscopal jurisdiction over Germany by Pope Gregory III and later became the papal legate for Germany and, in 745, archbishop of Mainz, with authority over all Germany east of the Rhine. Boniface founded the dioceses of Eichstätt, Erfurt and Würzburg and won the support of Odilo of Bavaria, only to be martyred while on missionary work near Dokkum in Frisia in 754. He became patron saint of Germania, with his remains venerated at Fulda.
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