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INTRODUCTION




Kaspar Hauser, Europe’s most famous wild child, was a sixteen-year-old boy who turned up in the streets of Nuremberg, Germany, in 1828. He immediately drew local interest because he seemed to be unable to speak and barely able to walk, and was apparently not able to understand what was said to him. Rumors, at first dismissed as nonsensical, began to circulate that he was the heir to the throne of Baden, the son of Napoleon’s adopted daughter, Stéphanie de Beauharnais, Grand Duchess of the House of Baden. He drew international interest when it became apparent that somebody wanted him dead: A year after he first appeared, an unknown person tried to murder him. Soon all the newspapers of Europe and even the United States (the latter, no doubt, the source of Herman Melville’s abiding interest in Kaspar Hauser) were discussing him, his life, and the rumors. Was he a prince? Was he a wild man? Did his “goodness” represent the original nature of man? How easily did he learn language, and what did he talk about in that language? In 1833, less than five years after he first appeared in Nuremberg, Kaspar Hauser was lured to a deserted park on the pretext that his true origins would be revealed to him. He was stabbed in the heart, and died of his wounds three days later. The murderer was never found, despite a large reward offered by the king of Bavaria. The mystery of who he was, where he came from, and why he was killed has not been solved to this day.

Called the “child of Europe,” this “foundling” is known in the United States as the name of a psychiatric syndrome1  and through a lovely song by Suzanne Vega called “Wood Horse (Caspar Hauser’s Song).”2

For the last 165 years there has been unceasing interest in this mysterious story. Every year in Germany at least one new book comes out, most of them on the side of Kaspar Hauser, but a few aiming to prove he was a fraud. The literature is immense: More than three thousand books have been written about Kaspar Hauser, and at least fourteen thousand articles.3  The 1899 edition of the German Brockhaus, in its long article about Kaspar Hauser, avers that he was probably a fraud. The 1954 edition of the same encyclopedia says the opposite. The major historical and scholarly work, however, is clearly on the side of the pro-Hauser forces.

There are many reasons for this interest: Writers and poets found something haunting and compelling in this melancholy and solitary boy who had been kept for all or most of his childhood in a lonely dungeon. Educators and intellectuals were fascinated by the light his imprisonment shed on the so-called “natural man.” The general public was convinced, not without reason, that Kaspar Hauser was really the legitimate heir to the throne of Baden, a prince who had been robbed of his birthright. For me the story resonates with my interest in child abuse.

The Brief Life of Kaspar Hauser

Kaspar Hauser was a young boy who was first seen wandering the streets of Nuremberg in May 1828 (the very year in which the Wild Boy of Aveyron died). The police put him in a tower, where he immediately became the focus of attention: The citizens of Nuremberg thought he was a Tiermensch (a feral child) since he could barely walk, evidently could speak but a few bizarre sentences, and could hear but not understand what was said to him. The English poet Spenser relates of his wild man that “… other language had he none, nor speech, / But a soft murmur and confused sound / Of senseless words, which nature did him teach.”4

He showed an aversion to every kind of food—especially meat—except bread, and he would drink nothing but water. He carried a letter for the captain of the garrison of the light cavalry. He appeared to be between fifteen and eighteen years old, though in most respects he seemed more like a boy of eleven. The one sentence he repeated continually, and used as an all-purpose means of communication, was: “Ich möcht’ ein solcher Reiter werden wie mein Vater einer war.” That is the High German version of what he actually said, which was: “Reutä wähn, wie mei Vottä wähn is,” or “Ä sechtene möcht ih wähn, wie mei Vottä wähn is,” something like: “I would like to be a rider the way my father was.”

Mayor Binder’s Proclamation

Kaspar Hauser remained solitary and withdrawn. The mayor of the city, Jakob Friedrich Binder (1787-1856), was forty-one years old when he first met him. The day after Kaspar arrived in the city, Binder invited the city doctor, Preu, to examine him in his presence, since he had not been able to extract anything from him. Over the next few days Binder continued to meet with Kaspar, had friends speak with him, and finally issued a public proclamation, which he wrote on July 7, 1828, and published on July 14.5

It was the first published document in the history of the Kaspar Hauser case and quickly achieved almost canonical status as the Keimzelle (germ cell) of all future versions. Since the actual text has never been translated into English, and because it contains no doubt the earliest comments of Kaspar Hauser himself (although not in direct quotations), I reproduce the entire document (see appendix 1), which is written in stilted nineteenth-century official German (most sentences in the original are a page long), but I omit its appendices since they are almost identical to information that will be supplied from elsewhere.6

In spite of the many problems raised by the text (for example, could Kaspar Hauser really have provided all this information within less than two weeks of his arrival?), it is a document that must be read and reread. I urge the reader at this point to turn to it in the appendices and read it through before continuing with this introduction.

Newspapers all over Europe and as far away as New York, Boston, and Philadelphia immediately reported on the strange boy.7  A day after the proclamation was issued, however, a sharply critical letter was sent to the local authorities complaining that the publication may well have compromised the investigation—which should, in any event, be under the jurisdiction of the superior court, and demanding that all the documents assembled be sent immediately to it. A government official replied immediately, agreeing with the criticisms and letting the author know that the proclamation had already been published in two newspapers (though only in small numbers), but that all remaining copies had been seized and would no longer be published. The letter was signed by the legal counsel to the court of appeals in Ansbach, a small town not far from Nuremberg. It was also signed by the president of this court, the great German jurist Paul Johann Anselm Ritter von Feuerbach (1775-1833), the man responsible for the abolition of torture in Bavaria.8  As presiding chief judge in the court of appeals for Ansbach, he headed the court that had jurisdiction over the Kaspar Hauser case. Feuerbach was not happy with this proclamation:




This official story, if one wants to call it that, contains some unbelievable and contradictory things. There were also many details that were given with such completeness and assurance that it is hard to ascertain what came from the questioner and what from Kaspar Hauser; how much really flows from his dim memories and how much he was unwittingly talked into, or how much was adapted from the many questions; what was added to or created through suppositions; what was grounded in simply misunderstood comments he made, since he was an animal-like man barely capable of speech, still unacquainted with the most commonplace natural phenomena, and impoverished in everyday concepts. Nevertheless, the story told in the declaration agrees by and large—that is, with respect to the essential major circumstances—with what Hauser himself, duly sworn, was to write later in an essay, incorporated into official court depositions that were taken in the year 1829, as well as with what he has told me and many other people on different occasions, all of them in essential agreement.9



This may well be true; nonetheless the document is unique in that it represents the fruit of the earliest discussions (if that is what they were) with Kaspar Hauser. Although it is difficult to know what Binder “guessed” or “invented,” as Feuerbach says, it is the only document that testifies to the fact that Kaspar Hauser claims, at least, to have spoken with toy horses he played with in the prison, which means that he was capable of speech (though what he said to them is unknown). If Binder is correct, contrary to the generally accepted notion that Kaspar had no idea what any words meant, he knew approximately fifty. What is not certain is whether he knew them before he arrived, or acquired some or many of them in the first few days.

The document is also important in giving us a sense of what was already, from the very beginning, expected of Kaspar Hauser. He was, for reasons that Binder passionately conveys, considered to have come from a noble family. The expectations were obviously high, which may have had something to do with his later depression. The reason that Binder thought Kaspar was of high birth had to do with what he calls his Anlage, a word with high visibility in German nineteenth-century psychiatry,10  and refers to a person’s inherited capacities. Because Kaspar Hauser seemed in the beginning to learn very quickly—words, phrases, manners, music, drawing—it was assumed that he was born with certain talents that he could only have had through noble birth!

Before the proclamation was actually published on July 14, on July 11, Feuerbach himself paid a visit to Kaspar Hauser. It was a fateful day, for Feuerbach evidently was as touched by the meeting as the mayor, and soon took it upon himself to begin an elaborate investigation of both Kaspar Hauser and the circumstances that brought him to Nuremberg. From that day on, probably no child living in Europe at the time was observed in such close detail as was Kaspar Hauser. The book that Feuerbach would write just four years later, Kaspar Hauser: Beispiel eines Verbrechens am Seelenleben des Menschen (Kaspar Hauser: A case of a crime against the soul of a human being) would make the boy famous in Europe and beyond from that day to the present. Considered one of the masterpieces of German judicial literature, Feuerbach’s book has remained popular. It has also been enormously influential, and is the source of most of the films, as well as the poems and other literary works, about Kaspar Hauser from 1832 down to our own time.11

Kaspar immediately became a sensation, even a tourist draw. People would visit the tower where he was kept to watch him play with wooden toy animals.12  He was often sick, however, and subject to profound melancholy.

Kaspar Hauser Finds a Teacher

When Feuerbach visited Kaspar Hauser on July 11, 1828, he said that unless his situation was quickly changed, he would “die of fever of the nerves or fall into idiocy or insanity.” To the public at large, he may have been a freak (a point made in the various films about him) or the subject of rumors that he was of royal blood, but to one man, Georg Friedrich Daumer (1800-75), only twelve years older than Kaspar himself, he was a boy in need of care and a family. This is the man Feuerbach and Binder selected to take Kaspar Hauser out of the tower and into his own home, which he did on July 18, 1828. Daumer had been a student of the philosophers Friedrich Wilhelm Schelling (1775-1884) and Georg Wilhelm Hegel (1770-1831), and was now the tutor to Hegel’s children.13

Daumer had taught at the Saint Egidius Gymnasium in Nuremberg, but his poor eyesight forced him into retirement at the young age of twenty-eight. He was a strange man, progressive in many ways: the founder, in 1840, of the German Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, an early follower of homeopathy (more on this in the section about Daumer’s interests in Kaspar Hauser), and a poet.14

Even though more is known about the daily events in the life of Kaspar Hauser than possibly any other child of the time, we are still able to piece together his life only with great difficulty. Thus any authentic new information is an important addition to our meager knowledge. For the year and a half, between 1828 and 1830, that Kaspar Hauser lived with him and his family, Daumer kept a diary in which he recorded Kaspar’s progress and quoted his words. This diary was long presumed lost. As mentioned earlier, I had the good fortune to find it in Germany. My edition of it (in collaboration with the Kaspar Hauser scholar, Johannes Mayer), has just been published in German. I describe the discovery in greater detail in appendix 2. Although the amount of previously unknown material it contains is limited, Daumer’s diary is an essential document. Perhaps one of the most important sentences in that diary helps considerably in understanding more about Kaspar Hauser’s first days in Nuremberg. On page 124 of the recently published German text, we read the following previously unpublished note by Daumer, dated 1828: “Initially he was treated harshly, because it was assumed he was dissimulating. At that time he cried incessantly for eight days and eight nights.” These two short sentences tell us a great deal that was previously unknown about Kaspar Mauser’s earliest moments in Nuremberg. The “legend” has it that he was an overnight sensation. But the first sentence hints at something much likelier and darker, namely that he was neither believed nor accepted.15

At first Daumer seemed to have amazing success with Kaspar Hauser, whose vocabulary grew by leaps and bounds. He gave evidence of possessing strange faculties: He could read in pitch darkness, he could “feel” somebody pointing at him from behind, and his sensorium was inordinately sensitive. Loud noises could occasion convulsions in him, bright light caused him exquisite pain. He was often sick and subject to profound melancholy.

Daumer taught Kaspar Hauser to speak, to draw, to play the piano, and to wonder about his own past. Everybody who met Kaspar was impressed with his gentle nature and his extraordinary ability to say profound things in simple words.

Daumer made seemingly rapid progress with his pupil. We learn from the unpublished diary some important details about the chronology of Kaspar Hauser’s education. Kaspar first appeared in Nuremberg on May 26, 1828. In the diary Daumer tells us:




At the end of August 1828 … he began to express himself fairly fluently and in a manner that could be understood. He distinguished without further confusion between living and lifeless things, organic and inorganic objects. He began to differentiate between jokes and serious topics and enjoyed jokes with other people. Humor became part of his statements and responses, and his activities were not merely comprehending and imitative but partially productive. He drafted letters and essays himself, even though they were filled with mistakes. At the beginning of September he began to write the story of his life, (page 149)16 



The Autobiography

It is not entirely clear if the idea of writing down the story of his life was Daumer’s, Kaspar’s, or Mayor Binder’s. In fact Binder and other authorities wanted Kaspar to provide a coherent narrative account of his life, no doubt the better to be able to pursue their criminal investigations. This is not something that had ever occurred to Kaspar. To whom would he have told it? Evidently he never told it to himself, and he had nothing prepared, nothing ready. It obviously took some time for him to understand the concept, even, of the story of his life. But when he did, it is clear that he became obsessed with it. Yet the three different versions (at least—these are the only ones to have come down to us) give evidence that he found the task confusing. For whom was he writing?

Kaspar did begin, however, and the result has fortunately been preserved. Since it has never, oddly enough, been translated into English, let me translate the beginning of the fragment:17

It is dated, by Kaspar himself, the beginning of November 1828, five months after he first appeared:




I will write the story of Kaspar Hauser myself! I will tell how I lived in the prison, and describe what it looked like, and everything that was there. The length of the prison was 6 to 7 feet, and 4 feet in width. There were two small windows which were 8 to 9 inches in height and were [the same] width; they were in the ceiling as in a cellar. But there was nothing in it but the straw where I lay and sat, and the two horses, a dog, and a woolen blanket. And in the ground next to me was a round hole where I could relieve myself, and a pitcher of water; other than that there was nothing, not even a stove. I will tell you what I always did, and what I always had to eat, and how I spent the long period, and what I did. I had two toy horses, and a [toy] dog, and such red ribbons with which I decorated the horses. And the clothes that I wore it was short pants, and black suspenders, and a shirt, but the pants and suspenders were on my bare body, and the shirt was worn on top, and the pants were torn open in back, so I could relieve myself. I could not take off the pants, because nobody showed me how. I will give a picture of how I spent the day, and how my day went.

When I woke up I found water and bread18  next to me. The first thing I did, I drank the water, then ate a little bread until I was no longer hungry, then I gave bread and water to the horses, and the dog, then I drank it all up. Now I start to play, I remove the ribbons. It took me a long time until I had decorated a horse, and when one was decorated, then I again ate a little bread, and then there was still a little water left; this I finished, then I decorated the second one, which also took a long time, as did the first, then I felt hungry again, then I ate a little bread, and would have liked to drink water: but I no longer had any with which I could quench my thirst. So I picked up the pitcher probably ten times, wanting to drink, but never found any water in it because I assumed the water came by itself. Then I spent time decorating the dog. When the thirst was too terrible, I always went to sleep because I was too thirsty to play. I can imagine I must have slept a long time, because whenever I awakened, there was water, and bread. But I always ate the bread from one sleep to another. I always had enough bread but not enough water, because the pitcher was not large, it did not hold enough water, perhaps the man could not give me more water; because I [sic; mistake for “he”?] could not obtain a bigger pitcher. And how long I had been playing I cannot describe because I did not know what was an hour, or a day, or a week. I was always in a good mood and content, because nothing ever hurt me. And this is how I spent the entire period of my life until the man came and taught me to draw. But I did not know what I was writing.



Here is the same description written by Kaspar Hauser in February 1829, some four months later:19




The prison in which I was forced to live until my release was about six to seven feet long, four wide, and five high. The ground seemed to me made of hard earth, on one side were two small windows with wooden shutters, which looked black. Straw was put on the floor, upon which I sat and slept. My legs were covered from the knees up with a blanket. Next to my bed of straw, on the left side, was a hole in the earth, in which a bucket was placed; there was also a lid over it, which I had to move and then put back again. The clothes that I wore in the prison were a shirt, short pants, in which however the back part was missing, so that I could relieve myself, since I could not take off my pants. The suspenders were on my naked body. The shirt was over that. My nourishment consisted of nothing but water and bread; sometimes I did not have enough water; there was always enough bread, I ate little bread, since I could not move; I could not after all walk and did not know that I could stand up, since nobody had taught me to walk; the idea never occurred to me to want to stand up. I had two wooden horses and a dog with which I always entertained myself; I had red and blue ribbons and with them I decorated the horses and the dog, but sometimes the ribbons fell off because I did not know how to tie them.



As this passage demonstrates, Kaspar Hauser was learning the skills of writing and expression much more quickly than could possibly have been anticipated. It is as if he was recapturing skills he once possessed, rather than learning them afresh. The astonishing progress that Kaspar Hauser made in understanding the world around him—in remembering his own past, in being able to talk about it, describe it, and even to some extent be philosophical about it—was both a marvel to those of his friends and well-wishers who heard it, and also ammunition for his critics. How, they exclaimed, could Kaspar Hauser possibly have been as ignorant as he seemed to be, only to acquire the knowledge expected of an adult in a matter of mere months? Once again Daumer’s unpublished manuscript gives us more information than was previously available on Kaspar’s philosophical reflections: On one page of the manuscript we read:




1828: In September and October he often said that he was completely unable to imagine himself in his former mental state. He would love to be able to see himself as he had been earlier when he spent all his time playing. When he was alone he was often preoccupied with attempting to understand the state he had been in. He said that it was completely incomprehensible to him that during his imprisonment he had no self-awareness at all and never wondered whether there were any other living beings beside himself, or whether anything existed outside his cage, nor did he ever wonder where the bread and water came from that he found and consumed daily. The entire time20  prior to the period when he began to learn to read was only vaguely and dimly remembered.21



This passage invites speculation. Is the language actually that used by Kaspar Hauser, or is Daumer altering it in some way? The evidence seems to suggest that Daumer was taking notes on the same day Kaspar Hauser said something. My impression, then, is that this is actually what Kaspar said. But are these reflections spontaneous, or were they suggested or otherwise imposed by Daumer, Feuerbach, or other well-meaning adults?

Kaspar Hauser Is Stabbed

A year and a half after he came to Nuremberg, two things happened that were to have grave consequences for the later life of Kaspar Hauser. During the week of October 17, 1829, there rode into town in great splendor a rich English lord—Philip Henry, fourth earl of Stanhope, son of Charles (who invented the steam-driven battleship); nephew of William Pitt the Younger, and half-brother of Hester Stanhope, “queen of Thadmore.” Although we now22  know that Stanhope was indeed very interested in Kaspar Hauser at the time, and asked his banker to collect all information and publications about him, he said nothing at the time about Kaspar Hauser and in public displayed no interest or awareness. What, exactly, he was doing in Nuremberg that week was not clear.23

A few days later Kaspar Hauser’s life took a dark and unexpected turn. Two strangers had an inordinate interest in Kaspar’s autobiography, as we learn from an important document, previously untranslated, written in Feuerbach’s house by Kaspar Hauser himself, on June 15, 1831, which reads:24




About six weeks after the attempt on my life two unknown gentlemen came to visit me. One had a very evil-looking face, with a black half beard and a mustache and asked me what I was writing then. I answered: My story, how I was treated in the cage, and how this man brought me to Nuremberg. Then one of them took it and read about two pages while the other one with the black mustache asked me about all kinds of things, especially whether I frequently go for walks. No was my answer, since my feet start to hurt me right away. Do I go to classes and what do I learn … I told them everything. Afterward he took the story and read it from the first lines to the last. Then they left, and I accompanied them, which I do with other people as well, to the door. But when we went downstairs, they asked me what it was, and I said, it is an outhouse, and opened it for them to see. After I had shown them everything, I asked them where they came from. They answered me that they were from far away and I would not know the place, even if they were to tell me, and so they left.



On October 17, 1829, when Kaspar was alone in Daumer’s household, a man dressed in black approached a small outhouse where Kaspar was sitting, and with what looked like a butcher’s knife (Kaspar was able to draw it later), tried to cut his throat. Kaspar was wounded but did not die. In a delirium he addressed broken sentences to his unknown assailant: “Why you kill me? I never did you anything. Not kill me! I beg not be locked up. Never let me out of my prison—not kill me. You kill me before I understand what life is. You must tell me why you locked me up!”25  Feuerbach described his visit to Kaspar Hauser in a hand-written report found among his papers after his death. In that report Feuerbach quotes Kaspar as telling him:




If I survive this time, I will still be murdered by the man—my intuition always told me so; he himself told me as well, that he would kill me eventually. After all, he has to do it—he surely learned that I have described my captivity, that I was able to give an exact description of the route by which he brought me to Nuremberg. He will think that I have already said things of which he must be afraid. He must murder me, because he must fear that I will eventually remember what happened to me, and where I was kept prisoner, and why he did that to me, that man, who took everything, everything, from me.26



Once again this sounds like an authentic quotation, something that Feuerbach wrote down as he heard it directly from Kaspar Hauser. (It is also an extremely intelligent analysis of his situation; one wonders whether anyone else at the time shared this view.) The language is not dissimilar from that of those passages reported by Daumer. Kaspar clearly feared that he would die: The man had told him so, in so many words. Kaspar was deposed by the police eleven days after the stabbing2727  and said that the man told him: “You must die before you leave the city of Nuremberg.”

Kaspar was deeply upset by the fact that he was called a Hasenfuss (sissy) by the townspeople. People made much of his “cowardice,” for example of the fact that he was terrified to cross a gangplank. However, Gottlieb Freiherr von Tucher (1798-1877), his guardian, told the police when he was deposed:28  “Who could hold this fear of death against him, he who had just recently begun to live, and saw his precious life already threatened in so terrifying a way?” Who wanted Kaspar Hauser dead, and why? What interests was he threatening? This was a question on many people’s minds, especially Feuerbach’s.

The mayor appointed two policemen to accompany Kaspar Hauser wherever he went. For safety reasons, and because Daumer became ill, which made it harder for him to continue to work with Kaspar Hauser, he was moved to the house of a wealthy businessman, Johann Christian Biberbach, in January 1830. This was not a happy period for him, and he did not thrive. Six months later he was moved again, this time to the house of his legal guardian, Freiherr von Tucher, the brother-in-law of the philosopher Hegel, where he stayed from May 1830 until November 1831. Tucher had first met Kaspar Hauser during the initial weeks of his stay in the tower. He met with him almost daily when he was living with Daumer.

A year later the earl of Stanhope rode back into Nuremberg. This time he was interested in only one thing, and very publicly so: Kaspar Hauser, by now christened the child of Europe. He befriended the boy in an ostentatious way, dividing him from Tucher and other well-wishers. Kaspar Hauser responded, especially to Stanhope’s encouragement of his belief in his “noble” status. For example, in January 1831, Stanhope ends a letter to Kaspar: “The most pleasant trip I could take would be one with you to your own country estate of which you were so unjustly and cruelly robbed.”29

Kaspar began to speak of how he would treat his “underlings” when his wealth was returned to him. Daumer was suspicious of Stanhope, as were von Tucher30  and other people who had Kaspar’s best interests at heart (though evidently not Feuerbach since he dedicated his book to him). Daumer even noticed an underlying homosexual current, though he attributes the observation to somebody else: “I knew somebody who observed with astonishment the caresses the earl gave Kaspar Hauser, even in public.”31  Stanhope publicly announced that he wished nothing less than to adopt Kaspar Hauser and take him (as his heir?) to Chevening Castle, in Kent. He provided money (five hundred Gulden) to the city for the boy’s upkeep, and demanded (and received) legal guardianship over him. Surprisingly, though, in his large correspondence with his wife, children, and other relatives in 1831 and 1832, he never once mentions Kaspar Hauser, let alone bringing him to live in Chevening.32 

The Murder of Kaspar Hauser

While waiting to take Kaspar Hauser to England, Lord Stanhope claimed that he wished to safeguard his life by sending him to the small town of Ansbach, some fifty miles from Nuremberg. There he would live with a schoolteacher and organist especially selected by Stanhope, by the name of Johann Georg Meyer (1800-68), who though only thirty-two at the time, seemed and behaved like an old man. For a bit less than two years, while he was living with Daumer, Kaspar had been happy. But almost deliberately, it would seem, Stanhope moved him, on December 10, 1831, into the dark, somber house of this typical, narrow-minded German schoolteacher—into what Feuerbach called “a second prison.”

Meyer tortured him on a daily basis by insisting that he was telling minor lies. This treatment was, even by Meyer’s own account, extremely intrusive and hostile. For example, when Kaspar told his teacher that he had felt bad all night and had vomited, Meyer demanded to know where. When Kaspar told him that he had gone to the bathroom, Meyer told him that this could not be true; since he had such a highly developed sense of smell, he would never have gone there unless absolutely necessary, he would have used the sink in his room. “I told him: Either it is not true that you have a sensitive sense of smell, or it is not true that you vomited in the bathroom or anywhere else for that matter.” Meyer was determined that Kaspar become a devout Christian, and expended a great deal of energy in telling him about the dire fate that awaited him if he did not.

“Do you pray?” asked Meyer.

“Every night,” responded Kaspar.

“Then tell me the prayers.”

“I don’t know them by heart.”

“You are lying.”33 

Kaspar was never allowed out of the house unaccompanied, and it was Meyer’s greatest complaint that he found every reason to flee on his own. The sadism clearly had an effect on Kaspar, and he began a gradual spiritual decline, ending in his taking religion seriously, something that had never occurred to him before.34  Before his religious instruction, before he was force-fed Latin and mathematics and all the other topics of which he previously knew nothing, he seemed completely devoid of any religious sense yet was noted for his extreme kindness toward all living creatures, even his own original jailer.35

Stanhope left Ansbach on January 19, 1832, promising to adopt Kaspar Hauser and bring him to England. Kaspar was never to see him again. Stanhope went directly to the palace at Mannheim, where Grand Duchess of Baden Stéphanie de Beauharnais (married to Karl of Baden) was then residing. He gave the duchess a copy of Feuerbach’s book, which had just been published. She read the book, wept, and begged to meet Kaspar Hauser. Stanhope promised to arrange a meeting but did not. He had other plans for Kaspar Hauser.

Meyer was a petty tyrant but a major sadist. Kaspar spoke of longing to return to his first prison, but a worse fate awaited him. On December 14, 1832, barely five years after he appeared, he was lured to the deserted Court Garden in the Orangerie in Ansbach by a man who said he had news of his mother. There he was stabbed in the chest. Meyer himself36  admits that he threatened the dying Kaspar:




I explicitly advised him against making any more fuss, that in fact he deserved a good thrashing [italics in original]. Later I was inclined to blame myself for being so strict. But when I take into account that it could not hurt him if he was really in a delirium, and that if he was only faking, then he richly deserved it, I am able to comfort myself. Moreover, from the moment of my serious reprimand until the last evening of his life, his delirium did not recur. Then, too, his behavior on his sickbed greatly astonished me. Kaspar Hauser was normally such a sissy, I could not bear the fuss he made over the slightest hurt. He always noticed every little twitch, real or imagined. But this time he did not complain about his pain with a single word, unless asked, and even then he was monosyllabic. [Meyer is hinting that since Kaspar killed himself, he knew he could not blame anyone else].



An extraordinary picture emerges from these words alone of the horror it must have been for Kaspar Hauser to live with this tyrant.37  Meyer also said: “I have to add that on the way back from the bridle path [where Kaspar was stabbed], I said to Hauser: ‘This time you have played the most stupid prank, this time it won’t go well for you’ [as opposed to the last time, in Nuremberg—Meyer is definitely telling him: That was as phony as this is]. When I said this he looked up at the sky and said: ‘In the name of God, God knows [that I am telling the truth.].’”38

A letter from Privy Council Andreas Hofmann to Klüber,39  of February 3, 1834, refers to a meeting with Meyer that provides a sad and astonishing picture of these last days of Kaspar Hauser’s life:




Meyer said in a tone of great outrage that Hauser was making a play for the compassion of the century; the whole event was nothing but a repetition of the earlier fabricated attempt on his life in Nuremberg. He would not lose any sleep over it today (December 14) the way Professor Daumer had then in Nuremberg. In fact he had told Hauser to his face as he was leaving him in order to tell me about the incident, that he deserved a good thrashing. [Here there is a footnote by Daumer which expresses what anybody would feel upon hearing these words: “One could cry bloody tears when one thinks about the fate of poor Kaspar, who had just received a mortal wound to his heart and then was threatened, in the meanest way, with a beating!”] Meyer even insisted that, since Hickel was gone, I should have him (Kaspar Hauser) removed from [Meyer’s] house, since he did not want to keep him any longer…. I told him that Dr. Albert, with whom I had spoken the previous evening, did not believe that Hauser was out of danger, and declared that moving him to another dwelling was not possible.



Meyer was so proud of this threat to the dying boy that he repeated it.

Meyer was the source of the rumors about Kaspar Hauser’s death being a suicide. Evidently he did not have a difficult time convincing the men of the town. There is a report, dated December 16, 1833—part of an official inquiry into Kaspar Hauser’s death—which reads: “On December 14, in the first moments that Kaspar Hauser’s accident became known, perhaps nine-tenths of the people living in Ansbach (I am referring here only to the male population) said to themselves: ‘This is the second edition of the Nuremberg attempt on his life.’”40  [that is, it is unreal]. One of the nastiest examples of this point of view was written by Karl Heinrich Ritter von Lang (1764-1835), and published in Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung on January 4, 1834. Here is a partial translation of this mean-spirited, ugly text, since it was to prove so influential and because it was not atypical:




On December 14, in the evening, the well-known Kaspar Hauser who was being taken care of by a schoolteacher here in Ansbach, returned home with a wound in his chest from which he died on December 17. His claims, that an unknown man invited him to go for a walk in the palace garden (in this horrible storm and nasty weather), that in front of the statue to the poet Uz he handed him a silk purse with a note in it and, as Hauser started to open it, stabbed him with a dagger in the chest—all of these statements were found, upon examination, to be false and invented…. What can we conclude from this? This Kaspar Hauser has shown himself to be a vicious, lying, and additionally a lazy and unteachable youth. There has been no lack of ridiculous attempts … to claim him as the child of the Grand Duchess Stefanie.41



Lang concludes by saying that Kaspar Hauser had originally belonged to a tribe of beggars that went on a pilgrimage on which he “pretended to be a cripple or a ridiculous simpleton,” but left them to carry on his deceptions and lies on his own account in Nuremberg.

The poets knew better. In 1834, two years after Kaspar Hauser’s death, there appeared an anonymous poem, “The Unsolved Riddle of Nuremberg,” which ends with these two stanzas:




Has no prince shed a tear
Which will perhaps make clear to humanity
Why his blood had to flow
And who the poor boy really was?

Twenty-five silver coins
Would I gladly pay to he who names the name
But I know that others will pay gold
So that nobody learns who Kaspar Hauser really was.42



Meyer was slow to call a doctor. When it became apparent that the wound was serious, Meyer told people Kaspar Hauser had done it to himself, to revive flagging interest in him. This did not persuade everybody. Two doctors (Albert and Koppen) who attended Kaspar, told the police that “credible people claim to have heard out of his own mouth that he would like to become an officer, but only if there were no war; he had only begun to live five years ago, and wanted to live longer.”43  Kaspar was not spared a police inquiry—a skeptical one, as if influenced by Meyer or others—even as he lay dying. One of the official questions put to him over three days of questioning was the following:44  “Given that you had already had an accident in Nuremberg, how could you dare to accept an invitation to visit a deserted area with somebody completely unknown to you?”45  Kaspar Hauser had to undergo one final indignity, when he learned that Meyer was telling people he had inflicted the wound on his own body. Asked on his deathbed if he had anything to add to what he had told the police (who insisted on deposing him) he replied:46  “People are saying that nobody stabbed me. I already heard this from Mr. Meyer; they have spoken of it in hushed tones among themselves.” Kaspar also said: “Many cats are the death of the mouse,”47  and his last words were: “Tired, very tired, still have to take a long trip.”48  He then lay down on his right side and died.

The perpetrator was never found, in spite of a large reward offered by the king of Bavaria.

Stanhope, it turned out, had written a final letter to Kaspar Hauser.49  The letter was addressed as follows: Herrn Hauser, abzugeben bei Herrn Schullehrer Meyer in Ansbach. Franco. (To Mr. Hauser, to be delivered to Meyer, the schoolteacher, in Ansbach. Prepaid.) It was postmarked Munich, December 25, 1833. The letter, dated in Stanhope’s hand, “Vienna, December 16 and 17,” ends with these words: “A letter I have received from my wife makes it imperative to leave immediately for Munich. Therefore we will have the pleasure of seeing each other much earlier than would otherwise be the case, and hopefully before the end of next month. I think I will finish this letter when I am in Bavaria, so that you will have the pleasure of knowing that you are in the same country as your godfather, who loves you with all his heart, Earl Stanhope.”

The perspicacious German writer Georg Friedrich Kolb (1808-84)50  commented early on: “Why the comedy of this touching letter after the death of Hauser?” He is right. Hauser’s death was in all the local newspapers on December 17, the very day he died. It was announced in all the Munich newspapers from December 20 on.51  We know Stanhope was in Munich on the twenty-fifth. Aware, as he had to be,52  that Kaspar Hauser was dead, why send him a letter? Undoubtedly to attempt to show, at some later date, that he was not in the least involved in the murder. But that is not all: The next day, December 26, Stanhope visited the prince of Öttingen-Wallerstein, Bavarian minister of the interior, in an attempt (vain, as it turned out) to persuade him that Kaspar Hauser was a fraud. If he really sent the letter on the twenty-fifth, as he claims, could he—a single day later—so have changed his mind that he was convinced he was dealing with a complete fraud, merely because Kaspar Hauser had died? And if the letter’s content was fraudulent, what does that say about Stanhope himself? Becoming feverish in his obsession, he goes so far as to conduct his own depositions in Nuremberg of all the people who witnessed Kaspar Hauser’s first days, in an attempt to get them to recant or alter their stories so as to show that Kaspar had invented everything. He was even willing to falsify his own written evidence—to lie, fabricate, and do anything at all to persuade people that Kaspar Hauser was a charlatan.

In his quest to persuade the world that Kaspar Hauser was a fraud who had committed suicide, Lord Stanhope within days was visiting other dignitaries throughout Europe. In fact the most recent research, by Johannes Mayer, shows that it was Stanhope who was a fraud, at least complicit in the murder of Kaspar Hauser. In a fascinating passage published in 1859, Daumer himself prefigured Mayer:




After Kaspar’s death Stanhope came to see me and tried to persuade me to bear witness against Hauser. As the educator and closest observer of the foundling I was a not insignificant expert. If my testimony could be used against him (Hauser) he would be completely discredited. The object was to see whether I could be drawn into this nefarious plot. To this end the count visited me several times, and gradually it became clearer what his intention was. Stanhope’s behavior amazed me greatly, and since, in my innocence, I trusted him implicitly, I did not know what to think. Women can usually see more clearly in these matters. Not I but my mother became deeply suspicious, and when I expressed my amazement over Stanhope’s behavior she used a word that I shall refrain from repeating. (“Can you not see that he is the _ _ _ _ _ _?” she exclaimed.) That was the end of my trusting relationship with this frightening man. The last time he came he could not fail to notice my deep ill-feeling. The conversation became uncomfortable for him, and all of a sudden he jumped up and ran down the stairs and out of the house as if pursued by the Furies and was not seen again.53



The six blank spaces are clearly intended to represent the German word Mörder, “murderer.” Daumer was to soften this judgment in his later book,54  in which he recounts the same episode:




My mother became aware of what [Stanhope] had in mind. She begged and beseeched him with deep emotion not to besmirch the memory of this unfortunate creature who had given him his childish trust as his fatherly friend and benefactor. She was absolutely certain that he, Kaspar, had not been an imposter or a villain. “He’s beyond any pain now,” replied Stanhope, turned red, broke off his visit, ran down the stairs and was never seen here again. I will not repeat what my mother had in mind and said at the time [Daumer gives here the following footnote: “The count was to hear a similar statement from the mouth of no less than a royal personage.”] Appearances can deceive, she may have made a mistake. I am only recounting facts that I personally witnessed and can swear to, facts that appear to me to be part of this obscure and ghastly episode without accusing the count of a crime or participation in a crime.
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