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ABSTRACT: J. G. A. Forster, member of J. Cook’s expedition towards South Pole,
spent the majority of his life in Poland. In the years 1784—-1787 he was professor of
natural history at the Wilno University. Born near Gdansk, he never lost the consciousness
of his Polish citizenship. Forster’s publications have enriched the culture and science
of England. France, Germany, Poland and other countries.
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Introduction

The activities of Joannes Georgius Adamus Forster (1754--1794) are
fairly well documented in bibliography. Recently, particular attention to his
publications concerning the IInd Cook’s expedition around the world was
paid by German and Polish historians, and some papers on this subject have
also appeared in the USSR (e.g. Merkys 1960), France and other countries
(see Fiedler 1970). After the World War II. fundamental Forster’s papers
have been published in the GDR as Georg Forsters Werke. The first volumes
of this series were devoted mainly to the reports from his voyages, including
that of essential importance for German literature —- the description of his
common travel with Alexander von Humboldt entitled Ansichten von Nie-
derrhein, von Brabant. Flandern. Holland. England und Frankreich im April.
Mai and Juni 1790 (9th volume of this series).

As a rule, in the majority of books and papers devoted to J. G. A. Forster,
there are references as to his birth within the Kingdom of Poland and to his
professorship at the Polish University of Wilno (called at that time The Main
School of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania). The problem of nationality of this
eminent voyager is treated rather marginally, even in more specialistic studies
(e.g. Honsza 1962, Hiibner and Thaler 1981). Consequently, we have to
mention here only extreme opinions. So, e.g. one of the papers of a Polish
historian of geographic voyages is entiled: “Jerzy Forster — the first Polish
traveller around the world” (Stabczynski 1952). On the other hand, the An-
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tarctic Station of GDR bears the name of Georg Forster — “the first German
who crossed the southern polar circle and is the author of the first report
on this expedition (1777)”.

Nearly in all Polish scientific and popular-scientific publications we find
the following Forster’s own statement:

Urodzilem si¢ na ziemi polskiej o mile od Gdarska, opuscilem tez ziemie
rodzinng w chwili, gdy przeszla pod panowanie pruskie. a wigc nie jestem
pruskim poddanym (Anonym 1858, p. 282).

Translation: “I was born in the Polish territory. a mile from Gdansk,
and I have left my motherland when it passed under the Prussian rule.
Therefore, I am not a Prussian citizen” (Anonym 1858 p. 282). However,
this sentence is taken from a context and is not precise. Forster has left
‘his motherland in 1766, while Gdansk with its surroundings were incorporated.
' to Prussia as late as 1793; in 1772, after the first partition of Poland, only
the so-called Polish Prussia was occupied by the Kingdom of Prussia.
The above sentence was written by Forster in 1792 and, unguestionably,
till that time he considered himself to be the subject of the Polish King.

In the XIXth century Polish publications, the problem of J. G. A. Forster’s
nationality had been treated ambiguously. One of the first papers on him
published in “Biblioteka Warszawska” (“Warsaw Library™) in 1858 is, in fact,
a summary from an article in “Westminster Review” (see Anonym 1858).
An unknown author of this report considers Forster to be German. since
this report has been based on a previous German publication. The same was
the source of W. Ochenkowski’s (1879) book Letters of a foreigner on
Wilno (1784--1787) presenting Forster’s correspondence concerning this town.

From later Polish bibliography I have selected only the more important
remarks of several authors on the relations of J. G. A. Forster with Poland.
as the country of his birth. In his biogram published in the Polish Biographic
Dictionary we find the following note (translated from Polish): “as far as
the nationality is concerned. Forster did not declare himself clearly. All the
possible subjects were evenly close to him...” (Birkenmajer 1948 p. 66).
Stabezynski (1952) has added several new informations on supposed Forster’s
Polish provenance. In his later publication (Stabczynski 1973). mainly as
a result of critical remarks by B. Olszewicz, we find no remarks on Forster’s
nationality; however the author did not correct his earlier opinion.

‘In 1958, W. Zawadzki has published Polish translation of originally
German J. G. A. Forster’s book The diary of a travel across Poland. Some
fragments of this diary appeared also in Zawadzki’s book Stanistaw August’s
Poland as viewed by foreigners (Zawadzki 1963). Zawadzki has described
Forster as “a famous German scientist to whom was entrusted the Department
of Natural History in Wilno™ (Zawadzki 1963 p. 22).

Z. Fedorowicz (1960, 1961) presented the most detailed characteristics
of Forster’s achievements in natural sciences. He followed I. Seydel’s words
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Fig. 1. George Forster. Portrait by A. Graff, 1784

published in 1920: “[...] as far as the origin, education and character are
concerned, George Forster is a phenomenon sui generis —- he should not be
assigned to any existing schemes and stereotypes [...]” (translation from
Fedorowicz 1960, p. 23). However, a little later, we find a comment that
“the whole scientific and literary achievements of Jerzy (George) Forster —
because of the language he used —- belongs to ‘Germany”. This opinion is
not correct, since Forster has published many papers in English, French,
Latin and even in Polish (under his father’s cryptonim).

K. Augustowska (1975), following Slabczynski’s opinion. characterized
Forster as a Pole on the ground of some sentences selected from his papers.
She paid attention to the fact that Forster had spent in Poland the longest
period of his 40-years only long life, as compared with his much shorter
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stays in Russia, France. Germany. England and on the board of Cook’s
ship Resolution (over three years).

Summing up these remarks, it seems reasonable to quote a fragment of
introduction to the Polish translation of The voyage around the world (1977):

Jerzy Adam Forster urodzil si¢ jako poddany kréla polskiego. babkq jego
byla Polka, jezyk polski znal, lecz Polakiem nie byl. gdyz nim si¢ nie czul.
Niemcem réwniez nie byl. kategorycznie odzegnywal sie od Prusactwa, natomiast
jego powazny dorobek naukowy nalezy do Niemiec. bo pisany byl w jezyku
niemieckim (Rakusa-Suszczewski 1977, p. 13).

Translation: “Jerzy Adam Forster was born as a subject of the Polish
King, his grandmother was Polish. He knew the Polish language but cannot
be considered a Pole since he did not feel himself to be of our nationality.
However, he cannot also be called a German, since his relation to Prussia
was definitely negative. On the other hand, his most important scientific
achievements, written in German, belong to Germany (Rakusa-Suszczewski
1977, p. 13).

In view of the above considerations on J. G. A. Forster’s nationality,
the latter sentence is rather incorrect but, in general, Rakusa-Suszczewski’s
opinion seems to be very close to the truth. Nevertheless, the problem is
far from being solved, since till now we have no proper biography of Forster
which could satisfy the needs of a modern historical approach. as already
emphasized by A. Birkenmajer (1948). The older biograms are rather biased,
and the sources of fundamental importance -- first of all his correspondence
—- were falsified by the first editors: Forster’s wife and her second husband
L. Huber. It should be stressed that German editors of these letters contained
in Georg Fosters* Werke could not find all the original copies. Therefore,
I am going to present here a view on Forster as a professor of the Wilno
University (1784—--1787), based on Polish archival sources, largely unknown
to German historians.

Relations of Geonge Forster with Poland

Joannes Georgius (Jan Jerzy also Johann Georg or John George) Adamus
Forster was born on November 25, 1754, in Mokry Dwor (German name:
Nassenhuben)' near Gdansk as the son of Jan Rajnold (Johan Reinhold),
clergyman and naturalist, and Elzbieta (Elisabeth) née Nikolai. His family
was of Scotch origin. it settled in Poland in the XVIIth century. The grand-
father of George (it was the only name used by our voyager) was the town

1 'W. Stabczyniski (1973), followed by K. Augustowska (1975), give Forster’s birth place
as Wislna village on Zulawy. This village is closest to Nowy Dwér (or Nowy Dét) known
also under German name Nassenhuben, now non-existent.
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mayor of Tczew. married to a Polish women. From his childhood Jan
Rainold was speaking Polish at home where this language was in use. along
with German. also after the birth of George.

In March 1765 J. R. Forster has got a proposal from Catherine the IInd
of Russia to investigate the relations in German colonies at the Volga River.
He went to Russia for nearly one year together with his son Jerzy, whom
he taught. first of all. natural sciences and languages. They both spent
winter-time 1765/66 in St. Petersbourg where George has. most probably,
attended a school. The Forsters had returned home after having received
good money for their research. J. R. Forster had ceased to be a clergyman
and decided to go with his son to England. He took a teacher’s job in an
English school and brought his wife and the other children to England.
His son George took to teach private persons the French and German
languages.

In 1772 John Reinhold. by protection of Lord Sandwich. was engaged
as a member of J. Cook’s expedition around the world. He participated
in it together with his son from June 26. 1772 to July 30. 1775. This expedition
resulted in numerous natural collections and. first of all. in George Forster’s
monograph A voyage towards the South Pole and round the World edited
in London in 1777. It was later translated into many languages. bringing
well merited fame to the author. His father could not publish his observations
because of his conflict with the Admiralty and, for that reason, was even
imprisoned. Thanks to his son’s activity. John Reinhold was ransomed and
even got the professorship at the University of Halle where he was staying
till his death (on December 9. 1778).

It should be remembered that between November 1772 and March 1773
the Cook’s expedition has penetrated the ocean and islands of the southern
hemisphere. crossing on January 17. 1773 the South Polar Circle. The attempts
to go further to the south were not successful due to abundant pack ice
cover. Thus. both Forsters were the first voyagers born in Poland to reach
so distant areas of the southern hemisphere.

Fragments of George Forster’s reports from this expedition with some
biographic data on their author were published in Polish already in 1784
in the Cracow journal “Zbior Tygodniowy Wiadomosci Uczonych™ (“Weekly
Collection of Scientific Informations™). under the title Wypisy z obserwacji
pana J. R. Forstera* wzgledem réznych okolicznosci Sciqgajacych sie do fizycznej
geografii i historii naturalnej ktore uczynil podczas swej podrézy naokolo $wiata
z kapitanem Cook (Free translation of old-Polish text: “Some observations of
Mr. J. R. Forster concerning physical geography and natural history carried

2 George Forster, in his early publications, sometimes has used his father’s crypto-
nim: J. R.
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out during his voyage around the world with Captain Cook™). The same year,
this text was reprinted by “Magazyn Warszawski” (“Warsaw Magazine™).
As follows from this publication. George Forster, while going to Wilno to
get the professorship at the University, was thinking to find a similar job
for his father, first of all at the University of Cracow. It is supposed (Stab-
czynski 1973) that this problem was also discussed earlier by G. Forster
with Jan Jaskiewicz, the professor of natural history at the University of
Cracow. These talks had resulted in the purchase of collections from Harz
and from Cook’s expedition (e.g. nephrites from New Zealand) with the
funds given by the Polish Primate Michat Poniatowski, the brother of
the Polish King Stanistaw August.

The reports of George Forster from Cook’s expedition 1772--1775 were
very highly appreciated and the author was elected the member of several
academies and scientific societies, such as: Royal Society of London, Aca-
demies of Sciences in Berlin, Naples, Madrid ezc. However, these distinctions
could not give him adquate financial basis to maintain the whole family
after imprisonment of his father. Therefore. in. 1778, George Forster went
to Holland and Germany to get job for himself and for his father. In the years
17791784 he lived in Kassel, being employed as a professor of natural
history in the Carolineum. and also teaching geography in a military school.
Nevertheless his salary was rather low and G. Forster fell into serious
financial troubles, no matter of selling a part of collections from Cook’s
expedition, and other samples (collected in Germany). Because of these
troubles, he at once offered himself as a candidate for professorship at
the Department of Natural History at the University in Wilno when this-post
was vacated. M. Poniatowski, the Primate of Poland, who was also the
president of the Commission of National Education, ordered Pawel Czen-
pinski to negotiate this problem. As a result, the Polish authorities decided
to repay all the Forsters debts, the costs of the transport from Kassel to
Wilno (including the transport of natural collections and books), and have
granted him a salary amounting to 400 ducates per year plus 200 ducates
as a supplement for special needs.

In May 1784, Forster left Kassel and via Bohemia and Vienna. arrived
to Poland. In the Austrian capital he was granted the Emperor’s audience
and apparently said the following sentence: “I was born near Gdansk in
Polish Prussia but I have never been to Poland and I do not know the Polish
language™ (Forster 1963, p. 45). However, these words are certainly not true
since, nearly simultaneously. in a report from the environs of Ostrava and
Cieszyn he stated: “In all these localities the population is speaking incorrect
Polish which is a mixture of Polish, Czech, Moravian and Slovak languages
and is called “wasserpolnisch” (ibidem, p. 47) and, after passing Skawina:
“[...] I was particularly moved to see the Vistula River which I have not seen
for twenty years” (ibidem, p. 48).
































