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Prologue

The most destructive war in history was nearing its end when Albert Kadler left Berlin on 8 March 1945. The day before, the US Army had crossed the Rhine at Remagen. The Allied forces led by Field Marshal Montgomery would follow further north two weeks later, leading to the collapse of Germany’s Western Front. In the east, no more than 80 kilometres from Berlin, the Soviet armies under Marshal Zhukov were preparing to launch their offensive against the capital. After numerous air raids, Berlin’s centre lay in ruins. A quarter of the city was uninhabitable. On 3 February, the Allies had bombed it with renewed intensity, committing 1,600 aircraft to the attack. Unter den Linden and Wilhelmstraße, close to the Brandenburg Gate, were reduced to rubble. The Stadtschloss, the Hohenzollern palace from which some thirty years earlier William II had declared the beginning of the First World War, stood as a hollowed-out wreck, its ornate façade broken and burned.

Kadler – tall, balding, forty-two years old – instructed his driver to go towards Leipzig. From there they would make their way south to Bavaria. Kadler had the usual permit with him, issued by the German Foreign Office. It identified him as a member of the Swiss diplomatic service authorized to inspect the many camps in Germany at which British soldiers were being held.1 Unknown to most, he was an intermediary between the two countries at war. On 15 March, he arrived at his final destination, 50 kilometres from Regensburg: Schloss Steinburg, a ‘medium-sized country mansion with a beautiful view of the surrounding country’.2 As the Swiss embassy’s Chevrolet Deluxe approached the Schloss, Kadler noted with surprise that there were no barbed-wire fences, no watchtowers, no armed sentries. The atmosphere inside was notably relaxed. There was an airy dining room, a drawing room with leather armchairs and a library. All prisoners had comfortable beds. Kadler spoke at length to the senior British officer, Lieutenant Colonel Needham. ‘There are no complaints,’ he recorded.3

Steinburg was unlike any other camp Kadler had seen before. This was no Colditz and there was certainly no ‘great escape’.4 None of the British at Steinburg showed any interest in running away. In fact, they had explicitly undertaken not to do so. On that basis the commandant allowed them to leave the camp, unaccompanied, for daily walks. ‘There is a lovely path … along a small mountain river and amidst the woods. Small benches have been erected there and the officers can move around freely,’ an astonished Kadler noted. The indoor recreation facilities were ‘very satisfactory’, too. Among the entertainments on offer were ‘concerts, small shows and all sorts of tournaments’. Any officer sent to Steinburg, Kadler concluded, ‘benefits enormously both physically and mentally’. No wonder the British called it a ‘holiday camp’.5

Steinburg and a similar camp on the outskirts of Berlin were masterminded by Arnold Hillen Ziegfeld of the Englanddienst, the department at the German Foreign Office tasked with influencing public opinion in Britain. Once a malleable British POW had been identified, Hillen Ziegfeld would take them out for tea and ensure they were given special privileges. In return, they would be expected to go on record with praise for their German captors, typically in radio broadcasts aimed at audiences back in Britain. Hillen Ziegfeld was an ardent Nazi who had joined the party in its infancy in 1921. His idea of Britain, publicized in books and articles, was emblematic of the dominant view among the Nazi leadership. The British, he believed, had made a tragic mistake in declaring war on Germany. Their true enemy was the Soviet Union. The sooner they realized this, the better. The survival of Germanic Europe depended on it.6 The length to which Hillen Ziegfeld and his staff went to convince British servicemen of this fantasy was remarkable. An SS officer who inspected one of the ‘holiday camps’ in November 1944 commented that the POWs seemed to have rather too good a time. They were eating well and had access to goods ‘which a normal German can no longer obtain whatsoever’.7

In their calculated generosity the ‘holiday camps’ expressed Germany’s deeply ambivalent relationship with Britain. No other nation was being courted by the Nazis in this way. To none of their enemies did they feel nearly as much affinity (albeit mixed with regret and disdain). This was based partly on a sense of kinship, underpinned by historic and dynastic ties with the Brudervolk, the British ‘brother nation’. Centuries of the Anglo-Germanfn1 past were bound up in this notion, charged with ideas about the shared racial origins of Germans and Britons. Just as important was the conviction, propagated by Hitler since the 1920s, that Britain and Germany were destined to form a strategic alliance, allowing the former to pursue its global imperial interests and the latter to achieve hegemony in continental Europe. By siding against Germany, the British had deviated from the path fate had foreseen for them.

To Kadler, who witnessed the downfall of the Third Reich first-hand, it must have seemed astonishing that in its dying days the Nazi regime continued to preach this twisted logic. For generations German statesmen had tried to convince the British that their interests aligned with Germany’s. From Bismarck to the Kaiser and Hitler, leaders in Berlin had appealed to Britain as their ‘natural ally’ who would be well advised to keep out of Europe’s quarrels and stay neutral if Germany had to fight its neighbours. Even now, with the Reich in ruins, Hitler’s propagandists were hanging on to the chimera of a separate peace with Britain, the mirage of an Anglo-German alliance.

Six weeks after Kadler’s visit to Steinburg Hitler killed himself in his bunker under the Reich Chancellery in Berlin. On 4 May all German forces in north-west Germany capitulated. There were to be no Anglo-German negotiations, no separate peace talks. On 7 May, General Jodl signed the instrument of unconditional surrender at Reims, an act repeated by Field Marshal Keitel in front of representatives of all four Allied powers a day later at Berlin-Karlshorst. Hitler’s genocidal war was over. Germany was occupied. Its future lay in the hands of the Allies. After three years in Nazi Germany, Kadler returned to his native Switzerland. He left behind a ruined country that had caused death and suffering on an unspeakable scale as well as its own abysmal destruction.8

In May 1945, for the first time since the late nineteenth century, Anglo-German relations seemed settled. Britain had prevailed. Its troops occupied Germany’s industrial heartland. Together with their allies, the British controlled every aspect of German life. As Churchill told the jubilant crowds in London on 8 May, ‘a terrible foe has been cast on the ground and awaits our judgment and our mercy.’ The threat of German hegemony in Europe had been averted. It was, in his words, a ‘complete and overwhelming triumph’.9

Yet, within ten years, Britain and West Germany were partners as middle-sized powers in a military alliance dominated by the US. That alliance, NATO, obliged them to co-operate closely in opposing the Soviet Union and its allies, including East Germany. Under the geopolitical leadership of the US, West Germany prospered and overtook Britain economically, while the latter struggled to fund the commitments, old and new, which it faced after the war. ‘We continued for too long to try to play a world role and failed to cut our coat according to our cloth’, wrote Sir Nicholas Henderson, British ambassador to West Germany, in 1979.10

By 1990, forty-five years after its unconditional surrender, Germany was unified again. The Conservative government under Margaret Thatcher had tried in vain to avoid this outcome. As Thatcher put it later, she could not ‘then or now regard Germany as just another country’.11 Not everyone in her party or the public agreed, but she spoke for a significant part of the country which continued to view its relationship with mainland Europe through the lens of the Second World War. Yet, despite Thatcher’s sniping, Britain and Germany co-operated effectively across a vast range of strategic and economic issues. By June 2016, at the time of the divisive referendum on Britain’s membership of the EU, the two nations had grown closer than ever before. Over a quarter of a million Germans lived in Britain, more than in any other European country. The British imported more from Germany than from anywhere else. Within two generations, defeated Germany, that ‘terrible foe’ (in Churchill’s words), had turned into Britain’s most important European partner. It was an astonishing reversal. Peace and recovery, it signalled, was possible even after the worst imaginable period of mutual destruction.

Historians tend to put France and Germany at the heart of the history of Europe: two neighbouring rivals who overcame centuries of conflict and created the momentum towards European unity. But France and Germany did not find the path of reconciliation on their own. At the beginning stood Britain and its commitment to fight Hitler. In the summer of 1940, with the Soviet Union allied to Nazi Germany and the United States lacking the political will to enter the war, Churchill’s government refused to sue for peace, despite France’s defeat. Important as European integration after 1945 has been, the rebirth of Europe has its origins here: in the resistance against Hitler which Britain led during the crucial first phase of the war. To have fought on until Nazi Germany turned against the Soviet Union and then the United States was the precondition for the rebuilding of Europe, however fraught and incomplete that process has been.

The historic reconciliation achieved by Britain and Germany after the Second World War cannot easily be condensed into a single symbolic moment, like Adenauer and de Gaulle’s embrace after signing the Élysée Treaty in 1963, or Kohl and Mitterand holding hands over the graves of Verdun twenty years later. But it has been of no less significance. On 11 November 2018, a hundred years after the guns on the Western Front had fallen silent, the German president, Frank-Walter Steinmeier, flew to London to take part in Britain’s commemoration of the armistice. Watched by Queen Elizabeth and the royal family, by Prime Minister Theresa May and four of her predecessors, he laid a wreath at the steps of the Cenotaph – the first German head of state to do so. The wreath bore a hand-written message: ‘Honoured to remember side by side. Grateful for reconciliation. Hopeful for a future in peace and friendship.’ In the evening, the queen and Steinmeier attended the remembrance service at Westminster Abbey, broadcast live on radio and television. ‘We look back at the ruins and find that they have been rebuilt,’ declared the archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby. In what Welby called ‘a sublime symbol’, Steinmeier read in German from the Gospel of John. At the end of the service Queen Elizabeth and Steinmeier shook hands. On ‘this most important of days’, the government’s press release declared, ‘we … come together with our German friends to mark reconciliation and the peace that exists between our two nations.’12

Yet there remained a sense of misapprehension, the residue of an unresolved past. ‘Anglo-German relations are defined by mutual incomprehension,’ The Economist wrote after the Brexit referendum. It was ‘one of the sad if perennial features’ of their relationship that Britons and Germans seemed doomed to disagree. ‘Sad, because the two countries share so much, in interests and outlook. And perennial because their political cultures are so alien to one another.’13 Are they, though? For generations Britons and Germans have lamented that they don’t understand one another. ‘The misunderstandings between England and Germany are not superficial, but deep seated’, wrote Charles Sarolea before the First World War in The Anglo-German Problem. ‘They do not merely involve questions of commercial interests, but they are rooted in a conflict of principles and ideals.’14 Already then, Britons and Germans defined themselves in opposition to one another. Yet if there was indeed a clash of principles it was inseparable from the reality of mutual dependence. At the heart of their relationship has been the lasting experience of both close co-operation and violent conflict. One can call it the Anglo-German paradox: that two nations so closely enmeshed could simultaneously be each other’s most formidable enemies.

Great Powers tells the story of this troubled relationship from the early eighteenth century to the present. It begins in September 1714, when George I travelled from Hanover to London to be crowned at Westminster Abbey. He thus laid the foundations of an Anglo-German dynasty, a branch of which still rules over the United Kingdom. The book ends with the resonant moment three centuries later when Elizabeth II stood in the same abbey with the German President to commemorate the millions of lives lost in the seminal catastrophe of the twentieth century. The history of the intervening three hundred years can be told in three parts: peaceful coexistence, violent conflict and, eventually, reconciliation. The book follows that tripartite structure. It explains how Britain and Germany entered an unusually close but ambiguous relationship; why they became bitter enemies in two world wars; and how they were reconciled after an unprecedented period of destruction.

None of this was inevitable. Yet the cliché of the ‘rise and fall of the great powers’ suggests otherwise, as if there was a natural law according to which Britain and Germany were destined to descend into violent conflict. No historian has done more to establish this notion than Paul Kennedy, who argued in the 1980s that Germany had been bound to challenge Britain militarily once it had begun to overtake it economically. Kennedy then extrapolated from the Anglo-German example to a general rule which, he was convinced, applied to international conflict across the centuries: nations which expand economically will clash with declining nations that are trying to hold on to the status quo.15

The ‘rise and fall’ model has been influential not only in the writing of history but also in the world of politics and international relations. With the unfolding of tensions between China and the United States in the twenty-first century, the image of national economies locked in conflict has gained particular currency.16 But are we right to assume that the emergence of new, successful economies has historically provoked antagonism and war? Does socio-economic expansion necessarily lead to international conflict?

There is a similarly well-worn counter-narrative. Far from inevitable, it suggests, Anglo-German conflict was a tragic accident which could have been avoided if only Britain had kept out of European affairs. Niall Ferguson, among others, has argued this case, which links Britain’s loss of global power to its decision to fight Germany in 1914. The underlying assumption of this argument is that Britain’s main interests have always been maritime and imperial rather than European. Not entering the First World War and relying on the blessing of insularity instead would have saved lives and preserved Britain’s empire.17

These two rival views mirror the opposing narratives through which many in Britain and Germany have defined their nations’ relationship. Both continue to be highly influential in public debate. Both are deeply flawed. The tragic outcome which saw Britain and Germany take up arms against each other was neither accidental nor inevitable. What turned this relationship which had long been close but ambivalent into enmity were specific decisions. It is these decisions, and the circumstances in which they were taken, that we need to examine if we want to understand why Britain and Germany ended up as antagonists in the struggle for Europe.

The book differs from previous accounts not only in its argument but also in its approach. Three aspects are key. First, the long time frame, reaching from 1714 to the present. Engaging with this longue durée prompts us to treat the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as more than a mere prehistory of antagonism, the foil against which to chronicle the rise of rivalry. The book provides, in this sense, an antidote to the obsession with short-term histories that focus on the struggle against Nazi Germany. There are important reasons why what Churchill called Britain’s ‘finest hour’ continues to be at the heart of many narratives. Taking the long view, however, allows us to see just how unusual this moment of wartime isolation was. As much as politicians have emphasized each country’s unique path and supposedly exceptional character, Britain and Germany long remained dependent on one another. In this they acted as a mirror of Europe: intrinsically bound up with each other through their economies, cultures and people, and through their shared experience of war and reconstruction.

A longer time frame, moreover, allows us to deconstruct the ‘rise and fall of the great powers’ as a concept. The scholars who have cultivated this model see it as a timeless truth: as if for centuries, even millennia, societies had risen and fallen according to one simple rule. But it was only in the late nineteenth century that this idea was established, charged with claims about the inevitability of countries expanding and declining. After 1945 the model was recalibrated to suit the new confrontation between the US and the Soviet Union, then, from the 1980s onwards, between the US and China. Understanding how the Anglo-German past has shaped this idea allows us to see it not as a natural law but as a construct that is subject to change.

Second, the book puts the Anglo-German relationship into a global context. From the early eighteenth century onwards, the English- and German-speaking parts of Europe were bound up with the rest of the world through migration, trade and colonial expansion – first across the Atlantic, then the Indian Ocean and the Pacific. It is a lazy stereotype to think that the Germans dreamed of nationhood while the British built a global empire. The two ambitions went hand in hand. Colonialism did not depend on the existence of a nation state or a formal empire. Large numbers of Germans were agents of empire long before Imperial Germany came into being. In many parts of the world, North America in particular, German speakers were by some distance the largest group of non-Anglophone settlers. The underlying economic structure which linked the German- and English-speaking worlds, too, militates against us thinking of Britons and Germans as following two distinct paths in the age of empire. They were part of a global system which was dominated but by no means monopolized by the British. These links intensified in the course of the nineteenth century. By 1914, Britain and Germany had reached unprecedented levels of interdependence. They were competing and co-operating globally. Despite political tensions, they routinely worked together to extend their empires and exploit the populations they ruled over.

The two world wars were decided by global economic warfare as much as by immense military campaigns. Britain’s capacity to hold off Germany on both fronts was directly dependent on the United States. America’s emergence as the world’s dominant power in the second half of the twentieth century has its origin here, in the Anglo-German stalemate of 1940. The inability of either side in the struggle for Europe to inflict defeat on the other became a seismic global moment because of America’s capacity and willingness to intervene. Strategically, too, the Anglo-German relationship has thus been determined by forces outside Europe as much as by distinctly European dynamics.

Third, the book brings together the everyday experiences of those who lived this relationship on the ground, as well as the perspectives of both countries’ leaders. People have never stopped moving between the German- and English-speaking parts of Europe. It is through their eyes as much as through the cockpits of power in London and Berlin that the book approaches the past three centuries. In parallel to (and often in conflict with) official relations ran a myriad of others – a vast network of familial, social, cultural and economic ties. Their extraordinary breadth reminds us that there was never just one Anglo-German relationship, just as this is decidedly not only a story of two states or two nations.

This holds particularly true for those who were forced to flee from Nazi persecution. Their experiences are at the heart of what drove Britain and Germany apart yet also binds them together. Hermann Sinsheimer, literary editor of the Berliner Tageblatt until January 1934 and in London since June 1938, was one of them. He called himself a Zwischenmensch, at home in neither country. ‘What has been taken from us is so much more than what we could ever find abroad,’ he lamented after the war.18 He felt that it was impossible to move back to Germany, the country which had murdered its own Jewish citizens, among them some of Sinsheimer’s family. And yet he longed for German culture and missed his former friends.19 His generation, written out of British and German histories despite its hugely influential role for both, urges us to think of Europe’s history as more than a collection of separate national pasts.

When Sinsheimer’s Berlin colleague, the celebrated theatre critic Alfred Kerr, arrived with his family in London in November 1935, they were ‘stateless’: the Nazi government had declared them to be citizens of nowhere. As Judith Kerr – who was to become one of Britain’s best-loved children’s authors – recalled, it was the kindness of others that rescued them. No one reading her or her brother Michael’s memoirs can fail to appreciate how much their lives depended on the help of people they had never met before. The police officer in Berlin who tipped off their father hours before the Gestapo arrived at their house. The playwright who vouched for them at the Home Office. The London newspaper editor who intervened with the authorities when Michael Kerr was arrested and interned as an ‘enemy alien’. The doctor who made it possible for their father to end his life when he lay paralysed in a Hamburg hospital after a stroke in October 1948.20 Again and again, the Kerrs were helped not by a state or a nation but by other people. It left Michael Kerr, who was all too aware how many of his generation had been less fortunate, with an ‘immutable belief that the vast majority of individual human beings are good, often wonderful. But likely to become stupid, dangerous and even evil when they act, or react, collectively.’21

Yet what makes people act collectively? Among the factors explored in this book is the pernicious effect of ideology: nationalist and racist beliefs, propagated by politicians in times of crisis to mobilize people to act against others. The idea that great powers rise and fall according to a perpetual historical cycle gained prominence as one such belief. ‘Germany will either be a world power or it will be nothing,’ Hitler claimed in Mein Kampf, as if no other future was possible.22 But there was, as the Germany that followed him would show. There is no rule that prescribes that nations have to battle one another in an endless cycle of violent expansion and contraction. The rise and fall of the great powers is not a timeless truth. It is a construct of the nineteenth century that was perverted in the twentieth, with results that still haunt us.
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1

Hanover

Death came slowly to Queen Anne. On Christmas Eve she developed a bad fever and briefly fell into a coma. She was frail for most of January but eventually got better. In March, she was seriously ill again, leading to rumours of her impending death. She recovered, yet her health remained fragile. On 30 July, she had a stroke which left her partially paralysed and unable to speak. It was time, the Privy Council decided, to send a messenger to inform the elector of Hanover. James Craggs the Younger, who knew the elector well, set off almost immediately on the four-day journey to northern Germany. Two days later, in the morning of 1 August 1714, Anne died, exhausted and without surviving issue. ‘I believe sleep was never more welcome to a weary traveller than death was to her’, wrote John Arbuthnot, one of her doctors.1

Georg Ludwig von Braunschweig-Lüneburg, the elector of Hanover, had anticipated this moment for some time. The scion of one of Europe’s oldest dynasties had, in J. H. Plumb’s unsurpassed description, ‘the bright blue bulbous eyes and irascible expression of the Guelphs – two traits of the family which were to descend generation after generation.’2 The Act of Settlement, passed by the Westminster Parliament in 1701, had named his mother, Sophia, and ‘the heirs of her body, being protestants’ as Anne’s successors.3 George was all too aware that this had been a highly contentious resolution to the crisis caused by the death of Anne’s only surviving child, Prince William. Sophia, the Hanoverian matriarch, had a claim to the English throne as Anne’s first cousin once removed, but it was her and her son’s staunch Protestantism that favoured them. James Stuart, Anne’s half-brother, who would have otherwise been first in the line of succession, was Catholic. His supporters, the Jacobites, saw in him the rightful heir to the throne of his father James II, who had been unjustly deposed in the Glorious Revolution of 1688. But he refused to convert from Catholicism to claim the throne, so was excluded by the Act of Settlement, passed by Parliament in 1701 to make sure that only Protestants could succeed to the English throne. In 1707 this was extended to Scotland with the Act of Union, merging England and Scotland ‘into one kingdom by the name of Great Britain’.

Since then, George had known that he would be king – sooner rather than later, given the poor health of Queen Anne and the advanced age of his mother, Sophia. When the latter died in May 1714 after collapsing during a walk in Herrenhausen gardens, he was quick to act. He sent Baron von Bothmer as his envoy to London to represent his interests. Bothmer, a veteran Hanoverian diplomat, was there when Anne died and helped ensure the smooth transition of power. In the afternoon of 1 August 1714, half a day after the queen’s death, heralds marched through the streets of London proclaiming George I as the new king. The rule of the House of Hanover had begun.

George may have been lucky in the sense that a large and comparably rich European kingdom fell to him through a combination of dynastic, confessional and political factors.4 But naive or unprepared he was not. When the news of Anne’s death reached him at Herrenhausen, the elector of Hanover had been involved in the politics of the succession for over a decade. He was aware of the intricate balancing act that would be required: reassuring his new subjects, especially those Tories and loyalists who saw in him a German usurper, while fending off outright attempts to reinstall the Stuart dynasty, including possible military challenges. A seasoned soldier and respected commander on the battlefield, he had the military credentials needed for the latter. But would he, at the age of fifty-four and with hardly any knowledge of English, be able, indeed willing, to adapt to the fundamentally different way in which his new kingdom was governed?

George spent the next six weeks preparing his departure. Having placed Hanover and his other German lands in the hands of a council headed by his brother, he left for the Netherlands, accompanied by his eldest son and an entourage of courtiers. He could not be sure if he would return to his ancestral home for years to come. At The Hague a delegation of British noblemen and a flotilla of warships were waiting for him. For eleven days the wind made it impossible to cross the sea. Finally, on 16 September (27 September in the Hanoverian calendar)5 the weather was calm, with a light breeze blowing from east-north-east. At noon, George I went on board the three-master Peregrine Galley, the largest of Britain’s royal yachts. Sir William Sanderson, the Peregrine’s master and commander, made sure the Royal Standard was hoisted and a 21-gun salute fired as Britain’s new monarch stepped on deck. Escorted by a squadron of twelve warships and followed by five yachts carrying the essentials of the Hanoverian household, the Peregrine set sail for England.6

Three days later, the royal flotilla arrived at Greenwich. Large crowds welcomed George I as he went ashore. Those in the British nobility who had come to pay their respects were trying out what German or French they could muster, the main languages their new sovereign was accustomed to converse in. On the 20th, a long procession of coaches set off from Greenwich and wound its way into the centre of London. The great guns at the Tower boomed as the royal party crossed London Bridge and entered the City. The streets were ‘crowded with innumerable spectators; the balconies hung with tapestry, and filled with ladies’, Ralph Thoresby, a merchant, noted. House owners had rented out seats on balconies, some of them providing ‘cold Eatables, with Wine and other Liquors’.7 Thoresby, a member of London’s middling sort, was lucky to find a place on one of the stands set up by the City’s guilds, the livery companies. From there he had ‘a fair view of the cavalcade’:


We counted above two hundred and six coaches, though there were frequently two lords in one coach, besides the Bishops and Judges … at last came the most blessed sight of a Protestant King and Prince (whom I had full view of) attended with the loud acclamations of the people.8



Despite the public show of deference, the spectacle of the king’s entry could not hide that George I faced significant opposition. This became all too evident during the coronation a month later. Planned since early September, it was designed to project continuity and legitimacy. Hence the painstaking adherence to past ritual: the same procession, the same order of service, the same crown as in previous coronations. Among the great and good taking their seats in Westminster Abbey on 20 October was Mary, Countess Cowper, Lady of the Bedchamber to the Princess of Wales. Watching from the bishops’ benches near the altar, she ‘saw every Part of the Ceremony’. In the evening she wrote in her diary, ‘I never was so affected with Joy in all my Life; it brought Tears into my Eyes, and I hope I shall never forget the Blessings of seeing our holy Religion thus preserved, as well as our Liberties and Properties.’9

Like so many in the Whig establishment, Cowper saw in George I the guardian of everything she held dear: Protestantism, property, privilege. Her enthusiasm was perhaps predictable, given her position at court and her husband’s role as Lord Chancellor. She was, however, under no illusion that everyone assembled in Westminster Abbey shared her passion for the new king. She noted how many supporters of James Stuart, the Catholic ‘Pretender’, had come to attend. They ‘were all there, looking as cheerful as they could, but very peevish with Everybody that spoke to them’.10

To the untrained eye it looked as if the country’s elite was united in acclaiming their new sovereign. But beneath the surface some were seething with hostility. Later in the day open conflict broke out when rioters interrupted the celebrations in more than a dozen towns. The disturbances were significant enough for a new law to be passed, the 1715 Riot Act. (It empowered officials to make a public statement ordering groups of more than twelve people to disperse – ‘to read the Riot Act’ has been an English proverb ever since.)

Just how disunited the kingdom was which George I had inherited became clear ten months later when the Earl of Mar, a Scottish aristocrat whom the new king had neglected to offer a lucrative government office, raised the standard of rebellion in open support of James Stuart. Having gained ground in Scotland, his troops engaged the government’s forces at Sheriffmuir on 13 November. After a bruising face-off, the Earl of Mar withdrew, despite his troops’ numerical superiority. A day later the English Jacobites who had risen in the wake of the Scottish rebellion were defeated at Preston. Still, the Stuart ‘Pretender’ – James III to the Jacobites and recognized as such by France, Spain and the Pope – left his French exile to join the insurrection. By the time he landed, the Jacobite forces were hopelessly outnumbered. James briefly set up court at Scone Palace (outside Perth) in the hope of rallying more support, but in February he left again, secretly and hastily.

The Jacobite Rising of 1715, the ‘Fifteen’, was followed by the ‘Nineteen’ four years later. The plan was for Spain to send forces to the south-west of England while Swedish troops would land in the north, to reinforce the Scottish Jacobites. In the event, only a small Spanish contingent and a cabal of exiled Jacobites landed in Stornoway on the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides. Among them was William Murray, the Marquess of Tullibardine, who had fought alongside the Earl of Mar in 1715. On 10 June 1719 he and his fellow conspirators were conclusively defeated at Glen Shiel on the Scottish mainland. As he wrote in the aftermath of the battle, the Jacobite cause was ‘infallibly at the brink of ruin’.11 This time, ‘the Pretender’ had not even thought it worth landing in Britain, so faint was the hope of restoring his dynasty to the British throne by force.

But while the uprisings proved too weak to seriously challenge Hanoverian rule, the campaign for the Stuart cause continued through propaganda and parody. The Jacobites’ most potent weapon, it turned out, was not the sword but the pen. In this George’s Germanness proved to be a godsend. ‘German’ was a loose term in eighteenth-century Britain, for obvious reasons: there was no one unified German state. Instead, a plethora of German-speaking principalities, grand duchies, free cities, confederations and kingdoms existed which guarded their independence jealously. While they were part of the Holy Roman Empire (the medieval construct which would continue to exist until 1806), competition between them could be fierce.12 Prussia and Austria, the main rivals, were to go to war repeatedly, dragging the others into what British observers routinely called a ‘German civil war’. Culturally and linguistically, however, they operated in a shared world. It was not until the end of the century that this common cultural sphere was to become associated with a political programme. German nationalism as a political ideology, with a unified nation state as its chief aim, had yet to be born. In short, in the early eighteenth century ‘German’ had none of the menacing meaning it was to develop in British usage later, in the age of the two world wars. Prussians, Saxons, Bavarians and Austrians were routinely dubbed ‘Germans’, just like the Hanoverians. Most at court called George’s entourage ‘the Germans’. No one would have thought of them as members of a powerful nation that rivalled Britain or France. ‘Germany’ evoked a world that was small, distant and eminently harmless.13
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2. A patchwork of Germanies and the ‘German or North Sea’ on a British map, 1708

The Jacobites were all too happy to embrace this imagery. The minor German prince on the British throne was unworthy of the crown, they exclaimed. James Stuart would liberate the British from this infestation:


No more shall foreign scum pollute our Throne;

No longer under such We’ll blush & groan;

But Englishmen an English King will own.

What, shall a German Cuckold & his Fool,

An Ox & Ape ore [sic] generous Britons rule,

Whilst under them like Dogs We sneak & howl?14



The ‘German Cuckold’ was of course George I. Notoriously, his wife, Sophia Dorothea, had tried to elope with her lover, Philip Christoph von Königsmarck, in 1694, only to be found out, with tragic consequences. Königsmarck had disappeared, presumed to have been murdered on behalf of the House of Hanover. Sophia Dorothea had been tried and found guilty of ‘maliciously leaving her husband’. Court orders had forbidden her to remarry or see her children. George I made sure that she was kept prisoner in a stately home on Lüneburg Heath for the rest of her life. Both his cruelty and the fact that he had been ‘cuckolded’ were grist for the mills of the satirists. His other main sin, in the eyes of the Jacobites, was that he was being subsidized by the British. They lambasted him and his court relentlessly for being greedy, money-grubbing have-nots: ‘Five hundred Germans, all with empty purses.’15

It must have been bewildering for George and his entourage to realize how much they were the subject of ridicule and laughter. The British seemed to have an appetite for satire which stopped short of nothing.16 They relished the depiction of nudity and sex, the grotesque exaggeration of bodies and eating habits, the lampooning of anything that was different or foreign. London’s caricaturists took their readers on a carnivalesque romp through royal bedchambers and dining halls. Instead of his wife, George had brought two women with him to England: his half-sister, Sophia Charlotte von Kielmansegg, who had notably heavy features; and the tall, thin Melusine von der Schulenburg, who was widely assumed to be his mistress. The satirical press promptly nicknamed them ‘The Elephant’ and ‘The Maypole’. There was no evidence that Kielmansegg, alternatively dubbed ‘Elephant and Castle’, was also George’s mistress, but that did not stop the satirists. ‘If he gives any Preference to one Woman before another, she that hath most Flesh and Fat, is his Choice,’ alleged one thinly veiled attack on the king.17 Another rhymed rather badly:


For her, his Wife and Children he removes,

And wallows in her Fat, and thinks he loves.18



Ridiculing George and his German entourage was a sport that was enjoyed across social and political divides. Whigs and Tories alike noted with relish the gaffes and misunderstandings caused by the Hanoverians’ less than perfect command of English. Lady Cowper delighted in the ‘comical mistakes’ made by ‘the Germans’ at court.19 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu commented acidly on George’s ‘German ministers and playfellows, male and female’.20 ‘King George has no more right to the Crowne than my Arse,’ an attorney pronounced in public.21 In the streets, George I was routinely called a hog, a swine and, above all, a turnip. There were turnip songs, turnip caricatures and turnips on sticks, held up during the coronation. Hanover, the joke went, produced nothing but turnips. George himself was the ‘turnip king’ – round, pale and purple. He was a peasant, a yokel, who hardly deserved to sniff at the British throne.

The Hanoverians, Horace Walpole wrote, were ‘food for all the venom of the Jacobites; and indeed nothing could be grosser than the ribaldry that was vomited out in lampoons, libels, and every channel of abuse, against the sovereign and the new court, and chanted even in their hearing about the public streets’.22 For the king’s opponents, sexual slander, parody and satire were tools to discredit his rule. But ridiculing the Hanoverians was far too popular an activity to have been simply the function of politics. There was a commercial incentive: satire sold well, a key reason why it became a defining feature of the public sphere in eighteenth-century Britain. For most, however, it was first and foremost hugely entertaining. Even a supporter of the Hanoverians like Horace Walpole indulged in grotesquely exaggerated descriptions of their bodies. George’s half-sister was ‘an ogress’, he wrote, who had ‘two acres of cheeks spread with crimson’ and an ‘ocean of neck’.23

While George’s Germanness did wonders for the work of the satirists, it mattered politically only as far as it could be mobilized against him in Parliament or on the battlefield. Neither was to succeed. George, ridiculed as dull, ignorant and stupid, as greedy, poor and fat, was far from popular. But he did not have to be. His position was secure as long as it ensured the continued dominance of the Protestant establishment. George I was an imperfect symbol of its interests. Ideally, he would have been English-born and Anglican. But he fitted the bill in almost every other aspect. Parliament’s power, Protestantism, property and liberty, the cornerstones of everything the ruling elite held dear, were safe under him. In early eighteenth-century Britain, that mattered more than the nationality or language of the monarch.

Later, in the Victorian age, when Britain reached the zenith of its global influence, it seemed self-evident that George I had ushered in a long era of stability and progress – an era during which the key ingredients of what it meant to be British had been established. Was it not obvious that the different peoples existing within the composite state called Great Britain had been destined to turn into one Protestant nation privileged to enjoy the blessings of parliamentary monarchy, liberty, property and commerce? It seemed only slightly ironic that it had taken a German prince to establish this winning formula. George I had been the unwitting patron of Britain’s Protestant destiny. He had lent his name to the age that stood at the beginning of the country’s rise as a global hegemon. He appeared, in retrospect, like a mere figurehead. As Thackeray put it in 1860:


He was more than fifty years of age when he came amongst us: we took him because we wanted him, because he served our turn; we laughed at his uncouth German ways, and sneered at him. He took our loyalty for what it was worth; laid hands on what money he could; kept us assuredly from Popery … I, for one, would have been on his side in those days.24



Thackeray expressed the swaggering self-confidence of the Victorians who projected their own sense of continuity back on to the Georgian age. But, when George I ascended the throne, it was far from inevitable that his new kingdom would overcome internal and external conflicts and rise to become the world’s largest empire. Great Britain had only been created in 1707 – as a not-entirely-friendly merger of England and Wales on the one hand with Scotland on the other. Their legal systems, religious structures and organization of education remained separate. The Act of Union had spliced together Scottish and English parliaments, both elected by a tiny male minority, but ‘Great Britain’ was still an uncertain term. Britons still had to be ‘made’.25

Just as the character of the new composite monarchy was contested, so was the role George I played in promoting it. Thackeray’s depiction (‘we took him because we wanted him, because he served our turn’) mirrored a longstanding tendency to portray the Hanoverian king as a mere figurehead: he had provided the dynastic front which those who really ran the country used to project a new sense of Britishness. Yet George I’s agency was greater than this suggests. Apart from ensuring that his family was seen to be attending Anglican service regularly, he seems to have cared little for his public image.26 But he contributed to the nation-building process that unfolded in the eighteenth century in two crucial ways, both of which were continued by his son as George II.

First, he was seen to be reliably anti-French and anti-Catholic. If anything instilled a sense of unity among Britons in the eighteenth century it was the effect of a series of conflicts with France that were propagated and experienced as Protestant wars against Catholic enemies.27 The Hanoverians never left any doubt about their resolute opposition to France. From one Jacobite rebellion to another, from the War of the Austrian Succession to the Seven Years War, they fought Catholics and Frenchmen at home and abroad. The suppression of the third major Jacobite rising (the ‘Forty-five’) was a case in point. Triggered by the French-assisted landing of Charles Edward Stuart (‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’ or ‘The Young Pretender’) in August 1745, the uprising was supported by Scottish clan chiefs who committed to fight for the restoration of the Stuart monarchy. After initial successes their troops were defeated by the British at Culloden in April 1746. Culloden was followed by the brutal ‘pacification’ of those parts of Scotland which had supported the uprising. The ruthlessness with which the soldiers led by the Duke of Cumberland (George II’s son Prince William Augustus) massacred the Jacobites earned him the soubriquet ‘Butcher Cumberland’. 28

Protestant warfare provided the core around which a sense of Britishness could be constructed, albeit under ‘German’ kings. But Britain was ‘made’ under the Hanoverians in another sense, too: they never tried to merge their continental interests with the British crown. For the first time one sovereign ruled over Britain and a German state in personal union. The contrast between the two was stark. In Hanover, the king’s rule was God-given and absolute. All key government decisions were taken by him personally, including those concerning expenditure and appointments. In Britain, there were few levers of power that he could pull without Parliament’s consent. Nothing made this clearer than the way in which the Hanoverian succession had been achieved: not by battle or invasion, but by Act of Parliament.

The difference between the two realms and the role George I played in each was neatly captured by two medals issued to mark his coronation. The first was designed by John Croker, the Royal Mint’s chief engraver. Born as Johann Crocker in Saxony, he had trained as a goldsmith in Dresden before emigrating to London. His skills impressed Isaac Newton, who was the Master of the Royal Mint. The design which Croker came up with assigned George a passive role, with Britannia bestowing the crown on him from a slightly elevated position. It was a reminder, none too subtle, of the nation’s power, expressed through Parliament.29

[image: On the left, a 1714 coronation medal features Britannia crowning a seated King George I. On the right, a Nuremberg medal depicts a rearing horse leaping over a map of Britain and northwestern Europe.]
3. Medals struck in London (left) and Nuremberg (right) to commemorate the coronation of King George I, 1714

The second medal was a commercial product, designed for the continental market. Commissioned by Caspar Gottlieb Lauffer, mint master in Nuremberg, it was based on sketches by the Lutheran theologian Joachim Negelein. Negelein knew Britain well, having spent months in London, Greenwich, Oxford and Cambridge. But his design for what was to become the most well-known of George I’s coronation medals had no space for Britannia. Instead, it gave centre stage to the Saxon Steed, the heraldic animal of the Hanoverians, leaping across the sea. As a readily understood symbol of the dynastic principle, it functioned as a bracket that held together George’s two realms. It could also be seen to allude to the Saxon invasions of the early Middle Ages, a continental takeover of the British Isles that had had its origin in roughly the region from which the Hanoverians hailed. The line underneath, Unus non sufficit orbis (‘One world is not enough’), too, propagated Hanoverian confidence.30 All this, then, projected George I as asserting his dynastic right to the British throne, rather than passively receiving the crown out of Britannia’s hands.

There was little doubt which vision George preferred. He never explicitly accepted that he had, in effect, been appointed king by Parliament. In his view, he had succeeded to the throne by hereditary right, just as in Hanover.31 But he refrained, wisely, from trying to impose elements of the Hanoverian system on to Britain. Throughout his reign he respected Britain’s political conventions, some of which had only recently been established. When, in 1716, he was told that he needed Parliament’s consent before he could travel to Hanover, he kept his counsel and waited until the relevant clause in the Act of Settlement had been revoked. George never challenged the key principle at the heart of the Hanoverian succession: the strict separation between Hanover and Great Britain. Several measures had been put in place to prevent any development that could lead to a merger between the two realms. British resources or institutions could not be used to further Hanover’s interests. Hanoverians (or any other foreigners) were not allowed to hold government offices in Britain. Even if naturalized, no one born outside England, Scotland, Wales or Ireland was, in the words of the Act of Settlement, ‘capable to be of the privy council, or a member of either house of parliament, or to enjoy any office or place of trust, either civil or military’.32

George I accepted this ringfencing of British interests, as inconvenient as it was to him. Governing two distinct realms separated by a minimum of four days’ travel posed considerable challenges. The conduit between him and Hanover was the German Chancery or Deutsche Kanzlei, the electorate’s representation in London.33 Its messengers kept George informed of developments in Hanover and transmitted his instructions. The system worked well enough – it remained in place throughout the 123 years of the personal union. But it was cumbersome and delayed decision making, especially where foreign policy and military matters were concerned, areas which George was unwilling to delegate to the Hanover regency government. He clearly felt his presence in the electorate was needed at least occasionally. And, from all that is known, he missed his ancestral home. So, with Parliament’s approval, he travelled back and forth regularly, on average every two years. In total he spent roughly a fifth of his reign as British king in the electorate. His son George II (who had a travelling bed made which could be disassembled and shipped to the Continent), was to continue this practice.34

In the summer of 1727, at the age of sixty-seven, George I made the journey back to Hanover for the last time. It was to be almost the exact reverse of the trip he had made thirteen years earlier to claim the British throne. He left St James’s Palace on the morning of 3 June and went by coach to Greenwich where his yacht was waiting. He bid farewell to those of his courtiers who were to stay behind. Then, he had supper on board. In the evening, when the tide was right, the royal yacht set sail. The crossing was delayed by contrary winds, but eventually, on 7 June, the king arrived in the Netherlands. Escorted by a Dutch guard of honour, he set out for Hanover, sharing a carriage with Christian Ulrich von Hardenberg, the head of the German Chancery in London. Several coaches followed with officials and servants.

On 9 June, while still en route, George I felt unwell, then fainted. Hardenberg noticed that the king’s right arm appeared oddly disjointed. His face seemed distorted. Both were signs of the stroke George had suffered. The royal party made it to Osnabrück on the next day where he briefly regained consciousness. In the early hours of 11 June, he died. The Prince of Wales, informed by messenger of his father’s demise, decided that George I should be laid to rest in Hanover, in the church of the Leine Palace (the Schlosskirche, destroyed by Allied bombing in October 1943).

In May 1709, five years before George I was triumphantly to enter London to claim the British throne, the Machtig family arrived in the British capital. They had made their way from further south-west in the German lands, not far from Mannheim, where the River Neckar meets the Rhine. Jacob Machtig had been a teacher, but not for long. He had tried his hand as a stocking weaver, too, hoping to earn a living for his family. Jacob and his wife had two daughters, who were twelve and thirteen, and two sons, aged six and eleven. (We don’t know their names or his wife’s since the two chaplains who took their details were only interested in Jacob’s name as the paterfamilias.) The distance the Machtigs travelled to get to London was similar to that covered by George I and his entourage five years later, but their experience could not have been more different. The Machtigs were only able to take with them what they could carry. Part of their journey was on foot, then by barge down the Rhine to Rotterdam, where they spent what savings they had on the passage to Britain. Upon their arrival in London, the Machtigs were given temporary housing in St Katharine’s, next to the Tower, where hundreds of German-speaking immigrants found shelter. It was here that John Tribbeko and George Ruperti, both Lutheran chaplains, registered the Machtigs, together with 848 other ‘poor Germans lately come over from the Palatinate into this kingdom’.35

Soon, as more and more of them arrived, they were called ‘the poor Palatines’. The term was misleading in that only some of the immigrants came from the Palatine electorate (now the Kurpfalz region), the fragmented territory dotted along the Upper Rhine with Mannheim and Heidelberg as its main cities.36 But the alliterated shorthand stuck, since it suited both the Palatines’ supporters and detractors. For the former it evoked sympathy and compassion; for the latter it expressed the fear that the destitute immigrants would be a burden on the public purse. In early May, when the numbers arriving were still comparatively low, 512 of the ‘poor Palatines’ had put their names to a petition sent to Queen Anne. It implored her ‘to take us in your Majesty’s Protection, and to have compassion with our Most lamentable condition, having left nothing to live upon’.37 There were vivid descriptions of the reasons that had forced them ‘to leave our habitation, kindred, friends, and all that was dear unto us’: bad harvests, war with France, religious oppression and, most of all, abject poverty.

But the Palatines also mentioned what had triggered their exodus: ‘we were informed of Your Majestys [sic] great Clemency, showed to some of our suffering neighbours.’ This was a reference to the Lutheran minister Joshua Kocherthal and his group of forty-odd emigrants who had travelled to London the year before. Supported by grants from Queen Anne, Kocherthal’s group had made it to New York where they had been granted land to settle. In writing up his experiences and praising the generosity of the queen, Kocherthal actively encouraged others to follow. His ‘golden book’, detailing the blessings of ‘English America’, was well known among the Palatines. It was Kocherthal’s promise of a better life in the New World that had given hope to those, like the Machtigs, who set out for Britain in the summer of 1709.38

The Machtigs must have been bitterly disappointed when they arrived in Britain. They had envisaged London as a brief stopover, the gateway to a new life in America. But the queen’s generosity had limits, and her ministers had no interest in pouring more public money into facilitating passage to the colonies. So the Machtigs were stuck, together with rising numbers of other Palatines. As more and more of them arrived, conditions deteriorated. The immigrants were ‘pakt up in such great numbers, we having found very often 20 to 30 men and women together with their Children in one room’, Tribbeko and Ruperti reported. In some houses the Palatines were ‘so crowded together that they were offensive to one another as well as those that visited them’.39 By the late summer more than 12,000 of them were known to be stranded in Britain. (Given the country’s population in 1709 was less than 10 per cent of what it is now, a proportional figure three centuries later would be well above 120,000.) Their misery triggered remarkable acts of charity: Londoners made donations, helped in person and opened their homes. Lutheran communities and the Quakers were particularly active. A group of benefactors, including Tribbeko and Ruperti, rented facilities and organized food supplies. As the crisis worsened, a committee of officials and volunteers co-ordinated the relief effort, which focused on the camps in Camberwell and Blackheath (south and south-east of London) where the largest numbers of Palatines were living in tents.

While volunteers tried to help on the ground, a highly politicized debate about the ‘poor Palatines’ unfolded in Parliament.40 At its heart were the same emotionally charged arguments about immigration that were to be fought over with much passion in centuries to come. The arrival of the Palatines, it turned out, was a great gift for those opposing the Godolphin–Marlborough ministry, chief among them the Tories and the High Church establishment. In mobilizing popular discontent against the Whigs, they did what politicians have done ever since when presented with the opportunity to profit from resentment against immigrants: they exaggerated the problems created by the Palatines; they blamed the government for letting them in; they alleged that hard-working Britons were losing their jobs as a result; they made the Palatines appear as a different, lesser ethnic group; and they predicted that the country would change irreversibly if the immigrants were allowed to stay. As Bishop Atterbury, a High Church Tory, put it scornfully, only the Whigs ‘would graft so many new exotick Scions of quite different and of base species, as entirely to alter the Property of the old honest English stock’.41
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It was of great help to the Tories that in March 1709 the Whig majority in Parliament had passed the Foreign Protestants Naturalization Act, promising Protestants born outside Britain a comparably smooth path to gaining British citizenship. The Act, aimed mostly at naturalizing the Huguenots who had fled to Britain from persecution in France after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes back in 1685, spoke openly of the advantages of immigration. The Tories had opposed it. It was the perfect stick with which to beat the Whigs. Repealing it became a key demand in the Tory-led anti-immigration campaign. There was no evidence that any of the Palatines had been aware of the Act when leaving south-west Germany. Nor did many of them express any desire to become naturalized. That did not stop the Tories. They pointed to the preamble of the Act, which stated confidently that ‘the increase of people is a means of advancing the wealth and strength of a nation’. Indeed, the Act had expressed the hope that ‘many strangers of the Protestant or reformed religion’ could be ‘induced to transport themselves and their estates into this kingdom’ if they were promised naturalization.42 So the Tories felt justified in blaming the Whigs for the arrival of the Palatines. Whenever they could, they reminded the public that it had been the Whigs who had opened the gates to more immigration. It was they who would have to shoulder the responsibility.

Both sides in the debate were prone to misrepresenting the facts. Just as the impoverished German-speaking migrants were not all from the Palatinate, they were not all Protestants. Already the first census, drawn up by Tribbeko and Ruperti in May 1709, had listed twenty-four Catholic families, roughly 10 per cent of the total, with the rest being mostly Reformed Protestants or Lutheran. Between May and October, the number of Catholics among the Palatines increased, making it difficult to portray them all as ‘Protestant Brethren’ who deserved solidarity from Anglican Britain. Nor were all of them unskilled, as their detractors alleged. The majority of the men had worked as agricultural labourers on farms, in vineyards or on their own land. But roughly a quarter had skilled backgrounds. Among them were shoemakers, carpenters, tailors, bakers, weavers, masons, joiners, coopers, brewers, butchers, locksmiths, millers and hatters. It was ignorant to portray them all as poor peasants who would be unable to do anything other than agricultural work. Most importantly, much of the debate ignored the fact that the vast majority of the Palatines had no desire to stay in Britain. As they stressed in petition after petition, they were hoping to be settled in America.

However, a rational discussion of the facts was difficult in the heated atmosphere of 1709. Fanning resentment against the Palatines was easy. Why should it be the responsibility of hard-working Britons to look after destitute foreigners? If Britain did pay for them, would not everyone come and ask for help? ‘I think our Charity ought to begin at Home both in Peace and War,’ one Tory pamphleteer held forth, whose words echo through the centuries.43 Daniel Defoe (who would become famous for writing Robinson Crusoe, published in 1719) argued the opposite: by helping the Palatines, Britain would help itself. They would add to the overall amount of work performed in the country and thus ‘augment its Strength and Grandeur, promoting Trade and increasing the Riches of the Kingdom’.44 But Defoe was in a minority. Amid what he described as the ‘noise and clamour’ of the debate it was near impossible to get across that the Palatines were fellow humans who had been led to believe in the kindness of strangers – naively, as it turned out.45 ‘The humour of the English work-People,’ Defoe had to concede in August 1709, ‘is at this time so averse to Foreigners, that some of them have declared (as I am inform’d) that if they come to work among them, they will be the occasion of their Death.’46

The larger the numbers of the Palatines grew the more the Whigs were put on the defensive. High-minded writers such as Defoe continued to argue the case for immigration while the government moved to limit the political fallout. It instructed its representative at The Hague to ensure that no more Palatines would embark in Dutch ports. The Earl of Sunderland, Secretary of State for the Southern Department (the predecessor of the Home Office), was adamant that it had to be ‘very plain’ to all those wanting to cross the sea ‘that they must not expect to be admitted here’.47 Posters were put up in Dutch cities advising against attempting the passage. Advertisements in German newspapers carried the blunt message: immigrants are not welcome in Britain.

Those stranded in and around London were encouraged to move back to south-west Germany. Some of them did, but not in large numbers. A convoy of 821 Palatine families (roughly 3,000 women, men and children) went to Ireland, where they were offered land at reduced rates. Only a third of them, 263 families, stayed there. Eventually, a large part of the Palatines made it to America. Different colonies agreed to different migration schemes – some aimed at bolstering support against French settlers or indigenous Americans. In April 1710, more than 3,000 Palatines embarked in Plymouth for the journey across the Atlantic. It was a long, arduous crossing, with bad weather and rough seas. More than 470 of them died before reaching New York.48 In the autumn, the Tories won a landslide victory in the general election and promptly repealed the Naturalization Act. Nothing, they were entitled to conclude, had won them more votes than their campaign against immigrants.

Very little of the language and arguments employed in the debate about the ‘poor Palatines’ was to change over the centuries that followed. Nor was the fact of migration. The link between Britain, Germany and the colonial world embodied by the Palatines grew only stronger.49 So did Britain’s dependency on immigration, which became a political taboo as much as a socio-economic reality. In the 1750s, Josiah Tucker, the Dean of Gloucester and an influential economist, attested to the continued hostility to foreigners. Himself a Welshman, he castigated the English for their xenophobia. They should know better, he argued, since they themselves were ‘a collection of all races and foreign tongues’. Like Defoe a generation earlier, Tucker was convinced that the British needed immigration if they wanted their economy to grow: ‘numbers of people are the strength, as industry is the riches of a country.’ But, unlike Defoe, he was adamant that only certain kinds of people should be allowed to settle. What the country needed were immigrants who were skilled or affluent. Ideally both. As he put it bluntly, Britain should give ‘no encouragement to poor Foreigners to come over’.50

Most of the Germans who came to Britain after the Palatines were educated, had commercial experience or were trained in a craft or a trade. And they spoke English – well enough at least. While French continued to be the most widely studied foreign language in eighteenth-century Germany, English was increasingly important for trade and commerce. There was enough demand for the first bilingual German–English dictionary to be published in 1716. Its author, Christian Ludwig, was an English teacher and translator who had spent years as a ship’s doctor, crossing the Atlantic between Europe and Britain’s American colonies. His Teutsch–Englisches Lexicon, published by the entrepreneurial Thomas Fritsch in Leipzig, was so successful that three more editions came out. Numerous imitations followed: by 1770, twenty-seven similar dictionaries had been published.51

What attracted the German speakers who brushed up their English and set out for Britain were economic opportunities. When George I ascended the throne, London was already the biggest city in Europe. By the end of the century, it was the largest in the world, an unrivalled centre of commerce, trade and finance. The Germans who came to Britain to tap this potential followed in the footsteps of an earlier generation who had left for London after the Glorious Revolution. This small but highly influential group had kept strong links with northern Germany. The Amsincks, Berenbergs and Meyers, all merchants from Hamburg, had been the most prominent.52 Peter Meyer, the éminence grise among them, had turned Meyer & Berenberg, founded in the 1690s, into one of the largest of London’s trading houses. His success was fed by the expanding trade with the West Indies. As a director of the Royal African Company, he had become deeply implicated in the Atlantic slave trade. From its inception in 1672 to its dissolution in 1752, the Company transported more than 200,000 enslaved men and women from Africa to the West Indies and North America. Tens of thousands of them did not survive the passage.53 By acquiring plantations in Barbados and a stake in a London sugar refinery, Meyer had become extraordinarily wealthy. Naturalized in 1691, he had been knighted in October 1714 at the zenith of his influence.54

The German merchants who arrived after Meyer were keen to emulate his example. Johann Baring was one of them. He was nineteen when he left Bremen in 1717 to take up an apprenticeship with an Exeter wool merchant. Baring brought with him the £500 he had inherited from his father but seems not to have needed much of it, given how successful he became at trading wool and linen. In 1723 he was naturalized as John Baring. Soon after, he married Elizabeth Vowler, the daughter of a well-to-do merchant. They had five children and settled in Larkbear House outside Exeter, surrounded by 37 acres of land. When he died in 1748, John Baring left some £40,000 to his family (around £9 million in current value). In 1762, two of his sons founded the John and Francis Baring Company in London. Inspired by the Hamburg branch of the Berenberg family, who had pioneered the combination of trade with finance, Francis Baring created Britain’s first merchant bank (with his brother as a silent partner). Barings Bank, as it became known, was the pioneer amid the banks run by Anglo-German merchant families, including the Schroders, Rothschilds and Warburgs. It was managed by direct descendants of John Baring for more than 230 years, until it collapsed spectacularly in 1995.55

Andreas Grote came to Britain fourteen years after Johann Baring. He was twenty-one. Like Baring, he was from Bremen where his father was a successful merchant. And, like Baring, Grote brought with him contacts and capital – enough to start his own business. Together with Paul Kruger, a merchant from Hamburg, he founded Kruger & Grote, trading mostly in commodities with northern German and Dutch companies. The business was so successful that it allowed Grote to start other ventures. In 1766, he co-founded Prescott, Grote, Culverden & Hollingsworth, a private bank, in Threadneedle Street in the City of London, not far from the Bank of England. The banking business grew and, through various mergers and acquisitions, eventually became Prescott’s Bank. In the twentieth century it was brought under the umbrella of the National Provincial Bank, a precursor of the National Westminster Bank or NatWest.56

A decade or so after Grote, Johann Anton Rücker left Hamburg for London, where he soon anglicized his surname to Rucker. Also from a well-established merchant family, he set up his own business in Britain while his younger brother, Hinrich Rücker, continued their father’s company and became a senator, marking the family’s acceptance into Hamburg’s ruling patrician elite. Johann Rucker’s success in London followed a pattern that would have been familiar to Andreas Grote, but the wealth which Rucker amassed put him in a different league. Having made a fortune as a merchant, Rucker diversified his interests in three directions: plantation and slave ownership, calico printing and banking. In 1763, he formed a partnership with John Harvey to buy land and set up sugar and coffee plantations in Grenada in the West Indies. The colony had just been ceded to Britain by France in the Treaty of Paris. Harvey and Rucker were quick to capitalize on the opportunity – Harvey as manager in Grenada, Rucker as financier in London. Through the partnership, he owned nine estates and hundreds of enslaved men and women.57

Rucker was a typical globalizer of the eighteenth century.58 Having succeeded with one component of the lucrative trade that linked the Caribbean with Britain and Britain with the world, he moved to own others – until he was invested in the entire productive chain, from plantation to manufacturing to trade to finance. In the 1760s, he bought into a textile printing business on the River Wandle, south of London. It had been started by Francis Nixon, a pioneering printer, and George Amyand, a merchant and director of the East India Company who had well-established German trade links. In 1770, finally, Rucker co-founded the private bank Dorrien, Rucker & Carleton. Initially located in Finch Lane in the City, around the corner from Grote’s bank, it grew and merged with others until eventually
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6. Title page of the English translation of Handel’s Rinaldo, 1711
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