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Inspired in his youth by Robinson Crusoe and the works of John Fenimore
Cooper, Friedrich Gersticker, a native of Braunschweig, Germany, emigrated
from his homeland in search of adventure at the age of 21 in 1837. The young
man became a writer by default when his mother submitted his letters to her to a
publisher. When Gerstacker returned to Germany after six years in the New
World, he found his descriptions in print. He continued to travel and write for
the rest of his life. In 1849, he began a journey that took him to Latin America,
Australia and Java over the ensuing three years. In 1860, he once again
embarked for Latin America.

Gersticker's travels find expression in many stories, novels and essays. As with
most of his other works, he bases his fiction on his personal experiences of place
and people. The author’s travels were inspired by works of fantasy and fiction
such as Robinson Crusoe with its islands and palm trees. However, Gerstécker is
always conscientious to stick as closely as possible to what he represents as facts
in his stories. His work occasionally combines fiction with personal
experiences—a mixture of fantasy and fact.

Much of Gersticker’s writing shows his deep interest in immigrants and their
experiences before departure, during the journey and upon arrival. Many of his
texts—letters, stories and even diary entries—are meant to inform if not warn
immigrants of what lies ahead and how to prepare properly. An example of
such a warning is the fictional sketch “Das Auswandererschiff” (“The Emigrants
Ship”)! which appeared in a magazine called lustriertes Familienbuch: zur
Unterhaltung und Belehrung héuslicher Kreise (Illustrated Book for the Entertainment
and Edification of the Domestic Sphere). In a different format, Gerstécker takes up
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the same topic of informing and warning immigrants in his 1861 lecture “Die
Deutschen im Ausland” (“ Germans Abroad”) which he presented and
published in German in Rio de Janeiro.

In this paper I examine “Das Auswandererschiff” and “Die Deutschen im

Ausland” to illuminate the connection between the immigrant experience and a

German national identity as propagated by Friedrich Gersticker. Part of a larger

study of fictional and narrative representations of German immigration to the

Americas, the paper builds on Susanne Zantop's study Colonial Fantasies: Family,

and Nation in Precolonial Germany, 1770-1870. As Zantop explains, widely shared

colonial fantasies played a significant role in the formation of German national

identity in the nineteenth century: “Colonial fantasies provided an arena for !
creating an imaginary community and constructing a national identity in
opposition to the perceived racial, sexual, ethnic, or national characteristics of !
others, Europeans and non-Europeans alike.” She points out that “Germans and ,
their Germanic national characteristics would be contrasted [in these fantasies]

with those of other Europeans, with whom Germany competed for moral

economic or political supremacy.” Zantop further posits that as Germans |
imagined the other [while reading texts about the New World] they imagined it ,
outside and inside Germany; they created for themselves a colony which became |
a blank space to create a new imaginary national self (7). |

The nineteenth century saw a proliferation of texts published in Germany about

the New World. Alexander von Humboldt's travels and subsequently published

narratives inspired many to emigrate, to travel and to write about the Americas.

The tone and stance of these texts changes throughout the century. Titles such as

“Die Europamiiden” (“Those Tired of Europe”) indicate that the thirties and

forties witnessed an idealized and romanticized version of life in the Americas.

But in 1855, Ferdinand Kiirnberger published a reaction against this trend

entitled “Die Amerikamiiden” (“Those Tired of America”). Gersticker strikes a {
balance between these two extremes in that he tries to correct both the 1
idealization and demonization of the New World (Durzak 3, 8). He claims that

his works are based on his own experiences and therefore present an accurate |
picture of life in the New World as it is (Ockel 9). Many of his works warn |
against the pitfalls of the immigrant experience, and his own example speaks of






