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JULY-AUGUST 1910 – A CHEERFUL MONTH OF SUNSHINE: H. G. WELLS AND FAMILY AT NEUNKIRCHEN IN THE ODENWALD
D. GERT HENSEL
H. G. has not only been the famous fictional time traveller but also an intense spatial traveller, both for literary business and for holidays. The interested reader can find evidence in the biographies of Wells of his time spent in the South of France where he built Lou Pidou, of his American lecture tours, his visits to Russia, Sweden, Switzerland, Italy, Australia and elsewhere. Whilst such information regarding his travels abroad can be found in great detail, remarks on his visits to Germany are relatively scarce, and usually with strictly political references.[footnoteRef:1] To my knowledge there has been no comprehensive account of his family holiday  [1:  Wells’s visit to Berlin in 1929 to give a lecture to a literary society in the Reichstag is recorded in Antonia Vallentin’s H. G. Wells: Prophet Of Our Day (New York: Day, 1950) as well as in Michael Foot’s H. G.: The History of Mr. Wells (London: Doubleday, 1995). Wells’s lecture, ‘The Common-Sense of World Peace’, has 
] 

in Germany in the summer of 1910. Three sources, however, offer us clues about the trip. The most recent reference occurs in John Hammond’s An H. G. Wells Chronology, in which he records the following for July 1910: 

17 Begins journey for summer holiday. 
19 At Heidelberg. 
22 Arrives at Neunkirchen in the German Odenwald, where he remains for one month.[footnoteRef:2]  [2: been reprinted in H. G. Wells, The Discovery of the Future with The Common-Sense of World Peace and The Human Adventure, ed. Patrick Parrinder (London: PNL, 1989), pp. 38-54 
 J. R. Hammond, An H. G. Wells Chronology (Basingstoke and London: Macmillan, 1999), p. 61 
] 

In Wells’s own Mr Britling Sees It Through, published in 1916, the following depiction of his 1910 visit to Germany is given: 
Mr. Britling would sit in his arm-chair and stare at his fire, and recall conflicting memories of Germany – of a pleasant land, of friendly people. He had spent many a jolly holiday there. So recently as 1911 all the Britling family had gone up the Rhine from Rotterdam, had visited a string of great cities and stayed for a cheerful month of sunshine at Neunkirchen in the Odenwald. 
The little village perches high among the hills and woods, and at its very centre is the inn and the linden-tree and – Adam Meyer. Or at least Adam Meyer was there. Whether he is there now, only the spirit of change can tell; if he live to be a hundred no friendly English will ever again come tramping along by the track of the Blaue Dreiecke or the Weisse Streiche to enjoy his hospitality; there are rivers of blood between, and a thousand memories of hate.... 
It was a village distended with hospitality. Not only the inn but all the houses about the place of the linden-tree, the shoemaker’s, the post-mistress’s, the white house beyond, every house indeed except the pastor’s house, were full of Adam Meyer’s summer guests. And about it and over it went and soared Adam Meyer, seeing they ate well, seeing they rested well, seeing they had music and did not miss 
the moonlight – a host who forgot profit in hospitality, an inn-keeper with the passion of an artist for his inn.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  H. G. Wells, Mr Britling Sees It Through and In The Days Of The Comet (London: Odhams, [no date]), p. 200- 01. ] 

Wells concludes his fictionalised memoir of this stay by noting, ‘there had been a periodic sending of postcards and greetings, which indeed only the war had ended.’ 
The most detailed account of this summer holiday, attended by H. G., his wife Jane, their children Gip and Frank, and the children’s governess, the Swiss-born Mathilde Marie Meyer, is contained in Meyer’s slender volume, H. G. Wells and his family (as I have known them), prefaced by Frank Wells (1956). Chapter three of the book is entitled ‘Neunkirchen, 1910’, and corrects some errors of Wells’s own account (including the date, mistakenly given as 1911 in Mr Britling Sees It Through): 
We began our summer holidays on Gip’s birthday, July 17th; he was then nine years of age. Two days later we went to Heidelberg, and from there on to Neunkirchen in the Odenwald, Hessen. We had crossed over to Rotterdam, and took the Rhine steamer up to Mannheim. It was one of those glorious summers when one could depend on the weather to be sunny and warm. It was nice enough to stay on deck night and day, and we enjoyed every moment of that journey up the Rhine. We were able to watch beautiful towns and charming villages pass by; we gazed in wonder at mighty old castles dominating rich vineyards, and we joined in, when, passing below the Loreley Rock, someone started to sing: 
‘Ich weiß nicht was soll es bedeuten 
Dass ich so traurig bin. 
Ein Märchen aus alten Zeiten 
Das geht mir nicht aus dem Sinn.’ 
It was an unforgettable journey! 
We arrived at Neunkirchen on July 22nd and were welcomed at the inn we were going to stay by Adam Mayer, the innkeeper. Although the man was a complete stranger to me, I felt that I knew already a good deal about him and his inn, because I had been asked to translate his lengthy German letters to Mr. Wells, who wanted information concerning accommodation.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  M. M. Meyer, H. G. Wells and his family (as I have known them) (Edinburgh: International Publishing Co., 1956), pp. 66-68. ] 

Fräulein Meyer has the name of the inn-keeper right: Adam Mayer (rather than ‘Meyer’ in Mr Britling Sees It Through).[footnoteRef:5] In addition to the two errors which Meyer corrects, I would also add Weiße Striche to correct Wells’s ‘Weiße Streiche’. But these little factual slips aside, reading Mr Britling Sees It Through has been a special thrill for me, and I have been especially interested in exploring why my favourite British penman chose this remote location close to Erbach, a handsome little town in the region of Hesse called the Odenwald (where I have lived for over twenty years) for his 1910 summer holiday.  [5:  Curiously, the German-language edition of the novel, Mr. Britling’s Weg zur Erkenntnis (Zurich: Europäische Bücher Max Rascher Verlag, 1918), gives ‘Adam Meyer’ as ‘Ikes Broeder’ (p. 317). ] 

It would be interesting to know more about the ‘lengthy German letters sent because H. G. wanted information concerning accommodation’ as well as the exchange of postcards and greetings ‘which indeed only the war had ended.’ But there are no letters or postcards in any of the publications that I know, and no detailed record of the summer holiday – this ‘unforgettable journey’, this ‘cheerful month of sunshine’ – in any of the biographies of Wells, including his own Experiment of Autobiography. A letter from David C. Smith, the editor of Wells’s correspondence, to me, states the following: 
I was unfortunately unable to locate any letters to either Mayer or Butow from H. G. Wells for my forthcoming Correspondence of H. G. Wells (London: Pickering and Chatto, 1998). I am very interested to know whether any of Frau Meyer’s letters to the innkeeper still exist. If you should locate any letters written to Mr. Mayer, or others in the Odenwald, I should be very pleased to have copies of them.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  David C. Smith, letter to D. Gert Hensel, 17 October 1997. Kurt Butow was a German tutor from Pomerania engaged to provide formal instruction in German and French to Wells’s two sons from 1913. 
] 

No letters written to Adam Mayer have yet surfaced, and no answer can be found as to why Wells choose this location for his summer holiday. 
However, through historical research, we may be able to determine how Wells found out about the location. My first approach during this research was to J. R. Hammond, the then secretary of the H. G. Wells Society. In a letter of 5 August 1999 he suggested the following: ‘It could be, of course, that he simply obtained the information from a guidebook. The guidebooks of that time, especially Baedeker, were extremely detailed.’ For an impressive trip to Italy as a ‘first foray into Europe’ from March to May 1899, for instance, it has been documented that ‘H. G. and Jane borrowed an old Murray guide to Rome from the London Library and both of them were toiling at an introductory Italian grammar’.[footnoteRef:7] So it is possible that for this German journey a Handbook for Travellers by Karl Baedeker may have been used. Information about the Odenwald was included, for instance, in the 1896 edition of The Rhine from Rotterdam to Constance,[footnoteRef:8] together with a small but accurate map of this Hessian region. Indeed, in addition to an illustration of a ‘wooded mountain-district lying between Darmstadt and Heidelberg’ the attentive observer will also find a reference Neunkirchen itself, including the following details and the name of the inn:  [7:  Norman and Jeanne Mackenzie, The Time Traveller: The Life of H. G. Wells (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1973), p. 134. ]  [8:  Karl Baedeker, The Rhine from Rotterdam to Constance: Handbook for Travellers, 13th edn (Leipzig: Karl Baedeker, and London: Dulau, 1896), pp. 240-45. A letter from Verlag Karl Baedeker to the author, dated 8 August 2002, informs me that the last edition of The Rhine from Rotterdam to Constance was the 16th, published in 1906. The 17th  edition, published after Wells’s holiday, was retitled The Rhine including the Black Forest & the Voges (1911). ] 

At Neunkirchen (1680 ft.; *Grüner Baum, pens. 3 M) a monument commemorates Herr Ohly, the founder of the Odenwald Club. A path indicated by white marks descends from Neunkirchen and then ascends through wood to the (1⁄2 hr.) Weinweg (see below), whence it again descends to the (1⁄2 hr.) ruin and farm of Rodenstein (p. 244[footnoteRef:9]). An easy path (red way-marks) ascends from Neunkirchen to the (1⁄2 hr.) top of the Neunkircher Höhe (1985 ft.), the highest point in the Hessian Odenwald, with a view-tower (75 ft.; 20 pf.; rfmts.) commanding an extensive survey as far as Haardt, Taunus, Vogelsberg and Spessart. (241)  [9:  Here the place is correctly called ‘the ruined castle of Rodenstein’ (244). 
] 

The short introduction to chapter 31 about the Odenwald portraits this district as ‘picturesque and interesting at places, although inferior to the Black Forest’, adding that ‘The Odenwald Club has constructed paths [...] and erected belvederes at various points.’ The main goal, proclaimed by the statute and regulations of the Odenwaldklub (OWK), supervising 5,700 kilometres of roads, ways and paths, has been ‘to make a visit of the Odenwald more easy and pleasant’ so signposts have been placed, rocky ways bettered, resting places and viewing- places created. The central mission of the Odenwaldklub, though, has been and still is to attract more visitors and tourists to the Odenwald by furthering an interest in the mountainous and wooden district through press advertising and the production of brochures, and well as marketing handbooks for travellers. In 1893, 3000 coloured posters were displayed throughout Germany, Switzerland and Austria, and in 1907 a further 3000 large show-cards were placed, with the help of official administrations, throughout Germany, Austria, Switzerland and England. Thus, it is possible that Wells was attracted to the Odenwald by one of these coloured posters and afterwards looked into a Baedeker or an other handbook for travellers to find out how to get there. 
To know that the system of signposts on trees and maps – white and yellow indicating East-West direction, and red and blue indicating North-South direction – helped British wanderers so well has been a late satisfaction for the members of today Odenwaldklub.[footnoteRef:10]The praise for the system can be found in the memoir of Matilde Meyer: ‘We often set out from the inn, soon after breakfast, for some excursion or other to the Odenwald. Provided with one of those cleverly marked out maps, we would go through the “Wald” in any direction and find our way back again without difficulty, simply by following one of the red, green or yellow lines and triangles shown on the maps.’[footnoteRef:11] [10:  See D. Gert Hensel, ‘H. G. Wells in Neunkirchen / Odenwald’, Odenwälder Jahrbuch für Kultur und Geschichte (2000), pp. 149-56. ]  [11:  Meyer, H. G. Wells and His Family, p. 67 ] 

In addition to researching the advertisement literature for the Odenwald region, I have also been interested in learning more about the sympathetically-described inn-keeper, with the passion of an artist. At the celebrated locality ‘perching high among the hills and woods’ both the inn – rebuilt after a fire severely damaged it – together with the linden-tree – a new one replacing that witnessed by the Wells family[footnoteRef:12] – are still present at the very centre of the village. The young linden-tree, standing amidst the moulded and reconstructed village, is a                living symbol of the will of the villagers who, in 1997, celebrated the 650th anniversary of the first written documentation of the settlement.  [12:  Meyer names this ‘a mighty linden tree, with a wooden bench around it [where] everybody seemed to have forgathered in the evening for song, dance and other jollifications’ (H. G. Wells and His Family, pp. 66-67. 
] 

Sadly, the name Mayer appears no longer to exist in the male line at Neunkirchen, nor at the nearby village of Lützelbach. Genealogical researchers have been able to trace the roots of the Mayers as far back as 1834, beginning with Thomas Mayer (1787-1848), whose residence at Lützelbach as a son of Johann Georg Mayer is documented from that date. Adam Mayer was born there on 24 October 1853 before becoming inn-keeper at Neunkirchen from 1907 until his death in 1931, one year before the death of his son Philipp (1894-1932). Philipp lost a leg during the Great War, the outbreak and cruelty of which drove Mr. Britling to envisage rivers of blood flowing between the German and British people, preventing the English from ever visiting the village of Neunkirchen, or indeed Germany itself, ever again. Mr Britling foresees a change in mental attitude from one ‘of a pleasant land, of friendly people’ to ‘a thousand memories of hate’. It was as a result of the Great War’s successor, the Second World War, that the last of the male Mayers departed the Odenwald, with the younger Philipp Mayer never returning to Germany after being reported missing in Russia, 9 January 1945. An engraving in a large stone at the cemetery close to the old church at Neunkirchen lists his name among many others. 
In addition to these genealogical data, my research has brought to light some photos and pictures of the inn-keeper and his family, as wells as a ‘picshua’ drawn by Wells of his ‘walk’ home (see below),[footnoteRef:13] but there have been, thus far, no discovery of lengthy German letters or postcards exchanged between Wells and Mayer from 1910 to 1914. In reply to my enquiries, the librarians of the Wells Collection at University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign have reported that neither a Baedeker nor an other handbook for travellers to the Odenwald nor any postcards can be found ‘in his [Wells’s] collection of books, correspondence, documents or photographs here at the Rare Book and Special Collections Library on the Urbana-Champaign campus, in Illinois.’[footnoteRef:14] The Wells ‘picshua’, already mentioned, is the sole exception, brought to my attention by John S. Partington as a result of his unrelated correspondence with the University of Illinois.  [13:  The ‘picshua’, dated August 1910, was drawn by Wells inside the cover of La Guerre dans les Airs, the French edition of The War in the Air, translated by Henry-D. Davray and B. Kozakiewica (Paris: Mercure de France, 1910). ]  [14:  Madeline Gibson, Library Technical Assistant to the curator, Gene Rinkel, letter to D. Gert Hensel, 9 September 2002. 
] 





















How Wells and his family got to Neunkirchen is not revealed in either Mr Britling Sees It Through or H. G. Wells and His Family, though Meyer, in the latter, does report that ‘Mr. Wells and his sons partly bicycled their way home by stages, through the mellow South- German countryside and flat landscapes of Holland, so ideal for bicycling, while Mrs. Wells and I went by train.’ Father and sons really must have been very relaxed after the holiday. Meyer reports that ‘We had intended to stay three weeks [...], but the weather was so lovely, and we were all so happy, that we stayed a month.’ 
Interestingly, although it is known that Wells and family stopped overnight at Heidelberg, before arriving at Neunkirchen, the official Heidelberger Fremdenblatt & Stadt- Anzeiger, which daily published a list of foreign visitors at the hotels of the city, has hundreds of names between the 19 and 22 July, but not that of Herbert George Wells. Thus unknown in Heidelberg, it has also been impossible to discover the mode of transport which the group used for the trip to their destination in the Odenwald, though it is likely they took a carriage. ‘It should not be forgotten,’ the reader is reminded, ‘that the whole of his generation was brought up in [a] more or less conscious admiration of Germany, and that Heidelberg was to the English intellectuals of those days what the Sorbonne had been to their forerunners in the Middle Ages.’[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Vallentin, H. G. Wells, p. 14. ] 

In the year of this journey to the Odenwald, Wells was, after a very turbulent period during the second half of 1909, in a desperate need to make painful but essential decisions regarding his public and private life. He had experienced disputes with publishers over his ‘scandalous’ novel, Ann Veronica (1909), he suffered lingering frustrations over his recent dispute with the Fabian Society (which he had left in 1908), and he was the victim of much gossip concerning his private life. His frustrations over the latter are revealed in a letter, written in early 1910, to Mary Barrie: ‘I’ve had rather a bad time. Amber [Reeves] & I are being forced never to see or write to each other. I suppose it is the same thing in the long run – except that I rather hanker after bolting – but it hurts horribly & leaves one the prey to all sorts of moods. Anyway we’ve brought a very jolly little daughter into the world.’[footnoteRef:16] Wells’s youngest child, Anna Jane, was born during the change of years, 1909 to 1910.  [16:  H. G. Wells, letter to Mary Barrie, early 1910, in The Correspondence of H. G. Wells: Volume 2, 1904-1918, ed. by David C. Smith (London: Pickering & Chatto, 1998), p. 252. ] 

All four of the Wells family, one can be sure, were in need of real relaxation from the stresses and abrupt changes in their lives, and so they were ready to dive deeply into ‘a
[bookmark: _GoBack] cheerful month of sunshine’ in foreign but friendly surroundings. With the help of the inn- keeper, Adam Mayer, and Mathilde Marie Meyer, Wells’s sons’ governess between 1908 and 1913, the whole family was very happy and satisfied. The occurrence of this satisfaction happening so far away from home may be the main reason for those gaps in Wells’s autobiography as well as in his correspondence. In holidaying in Neunkirchen, he literally ‘got away from it all’. 
During the late-Edwardian period Wells was dogged by scandal whilst still being recognised as a great novelist. While Ann Veronica and The New Machiavelli (1911) earned him the critics’ approbation, such works as The History of Mr Polly (1910) won him respect as a humorist and an artist. With the outbreak of the Great War (and the alteration in the moral tone that resulted from it) Wells was able to put many of his public (though personal) difficulties behind him. The war, a strain on Wells for different, resulted in one of his ‘greatest triumphs’ and a ‘fantastic success’ in the form of the publication of Mr Britling Sees It Through. This book, according to critics such as Lovat Dickson, ‘did much to restore his fame and recruit his fortunes.’ Written in 1915 and published a year later, it is ‘the most biographical of all his novels’,[footnoteRef:17] and it prompted me to begin this investigation because of Wells’s reminiscence of ‘a cheerful month of sunshine at Neunkirchen in the Odenwald’, which contrasted with his conflicting memories of 1909-10 as well as those of the war period itself, when he came out of ‘a mood of aggressive patriotism, shouting abuse at the Germans’[footnoteRef:18] – towards the Kaiser, Krupp, the German war-machine and German militarism at large. Wells’s feelings towards Neunkirchen, as expressed in both Mr Britling Sees It Through and Meyer’s H. G. Wells and His Family, seem to have cut through Wells’s wartime jingoism, and earned an affection endearingly expressed in his own Experiment in Autobiography: ‘I have never given any person nor place a simple disinterested love. It was not in me. I have loved acutely, but that is another matter.’[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Lovat Dickson, H. G. Wells: His Turbulent Life and Times (London: Readers Union and Macmillan, 1971), pp. 265-66. ]  [18:  Dickson, H. G. Wells, p. 262. ]  [19:  H. G. Wells, Experiment in Autobiography: Discoveries and Conclusions of a Very Ordinary Brain (since 1866), 2 vols (London: Cape, 1969), I, p. 22. ] 
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