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The historiography on German-speaking migrants in Britain has 
had its ups and downs. After rele gation to the fringes through out 
most of the twen tieth cen tury, the topic started to attract some ser-
ious aca demic inter est in the 1990s and 2000s. Studies with a range of 
method ologies covered differ ent social groups, geo graphical areas, 
and histor ical per iods.1 After a hiatus in in the 2010s, there is now 
some indi cation of re newed inter est, with stronger em phasis on com-
para tive and trans national aspects. One ex ample is a recent Ph.D. 
pro ject which in vesti gates the emo tional his tory of German minor ities 
in Brit ain and France during and after the First World War.2 An other 
ex ample is Michael Czolkoß-Hettwer’s de tailed study on German 
deacon esses in London be tween 1846 and 1918. It is the pub lished 
ver sion of a Ph.D. thesis written at the Uni versity of Olden burg and 
con cen trates on a hither to under studied cohort of female mi grants. 
Indeed, the author frames his study as a dis tinct con tri bution to 
gender his tory. Those young women who joined German Prot est ant 
sister hoods entered a world of social con fines, shed ding their family 
names and being sub jected to a strict dress code and be havioural rules. 
At the same time, how ever, the author argues con vinc ingly that the 
act of join ing and their sub sequent post ing to London al lowed them 
to take on re sponsi bilities within a pro fessional nurs ing environ ment 
which would other wise not have been open to them—hence the title 
of the study, which can best be trans lated as ‘trans national spaces of 
opportun ity’.

1 E.g. Panikos Panayi, German Immigrants in Britain during the Nine teenth Cen
tury, 1815–1914 (Oxford, 1995); Margrit Schulte Beerbühl, Deutsche Kauf leute in 
London: Welt handel und Ein bürger ung (1660–1818) (Munich, 2007); Ulrike Kirch-
berger, Aspekte deutschbritischer Expansion: Die Über see inter essen der deutschen 
Mi granten in Großbritannien in der Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts (Stuttgart, 1999). 
2 Mathis Gronau, ‘Surrounded by Enemies? The Experience of German Minor-
ities in France and Britain between 1914 and 1924’ (Ph.D. thesis, University 
College London, 2022). 
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The deaconesses were first trained in their German home in sti-
tutions and then em ployed either within Ger many or abroad. London 
was an import ant for eign destin ation, not least be cause it hosted 
the German Hospital in the (then) suburb of Dal ston. This was the 
main place of work for deacon esses, al though some pas toral activ-
ity within the grow ing German-speaking Prot est ant con gre gations 
was added to wards the end of the cen tury. The German Hos pital was 
found ed in 1846 and is a tell ing case study of a trans nationally oper-
ating in sti tution. It mostly catered for German-speaking patients who 
were under served by the rudimen tary Brit ish health infra structure, 
al though the hos pital was also open to Brit ish patients. Most of the 
fund ing came from wealthy members of the German immi grant com-
munity, such as the Schröder bank ing family. Chris tiane Swin bank 
has high lighted the hybrid char acter of the German Hos pital as a 
mi grant in sti tution which con stantly had to adapt and negoti ate its 
pos ition between two cultures.3

These processes, which often developed in conflictual ways, are 
also thor oughly ana lysed by Czolkoß-Hettwer. One example con-
cerns the trans national recruit ment chan nels. In its early phase, 
nurses for the hos pital were ex clusively re cruit ed from the ‘mother 
house’ (Mutter haus) in Kaisers werth, near Düssel dorf. Its dir ector, 
Theodor Flied ner, as pired to keep a firm grip on the prac tices and 
be haviour of those deacon esses who had been sent abroad, but 
his prin ciples were not always com patible with differ ent cul tural 
environ ments. He criti cized, for ex ample, that there was too much 
social izing be tween deacon esses and doc tors, and that deacon-
esses ac cepted small Christ mas gifts from hos pital board mem bers 
as tokens of appreci ation. This, he sug gest ed, only con trib uted to 
their ‘vanity’. When he wanted to dis miss the head nurse, Chris tiane 
Bürger, in 1857, the hos pital board de cided to term inate its agree ment 
with Kaisers werth. The deacon esses took the bold step of separ ating 
from their German ‘mother house’ and carry ing on, em ployed dir-
ectly by the German Hos pital. There after, recruit ment agree ments 

3 Christiane Swinbank, ‘Medicine, Philanthropy and Religion: Selective Inter-
cultural Trans fers at the German Hos pital in London, 1845–1914’, in Stefan 
Manz, Margrit Schulte Beerbühl, and John R. Davis (eds.), Migra tion and 
Trans fer from Ger many to Britain, 1660–1914 (Munich, 2007), 119–30.
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were negoti ated with the Elisa bethen stift in Darm stadt, and then 
from the 1890s with the Sarepta Deacon ess In sti tute in Biele feld.

The number of deaconess nurses at the German Hospital in Lon-
don rose stead ily from four in 1846 to twenty-two in 1914, and then 
fell to four teen in 1918. Des pite these rela tively small num bers, 
Czolkoß-Hettwer man ages to demon strate the wider signifi cance of 
the Kaisers werth model and the German Hos pital. The expan sion 
and professional ization of nurs ing was, indeed, a trans national affair 
pushed by trans nationally oper ating actors. These in cluded the social 
re former Eliza beth Fry, whose In sti tution of Nurs ing Sis ters, found ed 
in 1840, was in ess ence a sec ular ver sion of the Kaisers werth in sti tute, 
and Flor ence Night ingale, pos sibly the most in fluen tial nurse in his-
tory. Night ingale was intro duced to Theo dor Flied ner by the Prus sian 
envoy to Brit ain, Baron von Bunsen, who was an import ant facili tator 
of British–German inter cultural trans fer. She paid reg ular visits to the 
German Hos pital in London, joined the doc tors on their rounds, and 
had friendly pro fessional ex changes with the deacon esses. She used 
all these ex peri ences when she set up her own nurs ing in sti tute in 
1860. In con trast to the Kaisers werth model, how ever, her ap proach 
was, like Fry’s, a sec ular one. Professional ization rather than re ligious 
and social norms stood at the fore front. As her ap proach spread across 
the English-speaking world and beyond, the signifi cance of re ligious 
sister hoods for nurs ing grad ually decreased.

As a microhistorical study, Czolkoß-Hettwer’s book is much 
con cerned with deacon esses’ indi vidual life tra jectories and thus suc-
cess fully differ en tiates notions of a collect ive cohort. The women used 
their ‘spaces of opportun ity’ in very differ ent ways. For those from 
a lower middle-class back ground, work ing as a deacon ess granted 
higher social status and finan cial in depend ence. Those from a middle-
class back ground were more likely to move into leader ship pos itions, 
which they often assert ed in con flicts with male hos pital staff. Spatial 
dis tance from the German ‘mother houses’ les sened the degree of 
discip line and sur veillance. The board of the German Hos pital was 
more inter ested in prag matic manage ment than in the norma tive 
ideals ema nating from Kaisers werth. When deacon esses left their 
employ ment at the German Hos pital, some stayed in Eng land and 
kept on work ing in their pro fession, often in lead ing pos itions. All the 
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women covered in the study man aged to build a socially accepted—
and re spect ed—career out side the trad itional female space of family 
and home, at least for the time they worked at the German Hos pital.

The First World War was a major caesura in the history of the 
hos pital. Al though the in sti tution and its staff avoided the Ger mano-
phobic attacks that swept through Brit ain, intern ment and re patri ation 
of German ‘enemy aliens’ deci mated the mi grant com munity. In the 
im medi ate post-war years, most of the patients in the hos pital were 
actu ally Brit ish. Some re juven ation came in the early 1930s, lead ing 
to a new build ing in 1936. After the out break of the Second World 
War, how ever, the pos ition of the hos pital proved to be un tenable. 
Twenty-seven of the fifty-six deacon esses re turned to Ger many and 
the re mainder were in terned on the Isle of Man. After the war the 
hos pital was inte grated into the Na tional Health Ser vice and finally 
closed down in the 1980s.

Although the study is generally well researched and written, some 
crit ical remarks are neces sary. An online data col lection which accom-
panies the book con tains a table with deacon esses’ raw bio graphical 
data, but no at tempt has been made to ana lyse these with quantita tive 
methods. The author draws broad con clusions from indi vidual biog-
raphies whose sel ection cri teria are not com prehen sively ex plained. 
Cohort data such as fluctu ation, income, or the relation ship be tween 
social back ground and pos ition within the hos pital remain un clear 
without a quantita tive basis. At times, this lack of syn thesis ren ders the 
author’s argu ments less con vin cing. For a con tri bution to gender stud-
ies, for ex ample, more data-based obser vations on career tra jectories 
after leav ing employ ment at the German Hos pital would have been 
desir able. Poten tial gaps in the sources can be legit imately problem-
atized. More syn thesis would also have been desir able in the nar rative. 
For what it covers, the book is simply too long at 458 pages. Many 
pas sages con tain inter est ing back ground infor mation but are not strin-
gently framed by argu ments or wider points.

These crit ical remarks, how ever, do not detract from the over all 
value of the book. It is the first de tailed study of this female group of 
mi grants and man ages to link its micro historical find ings to cur rent 
historio graphical trends. The trans national char acter of in sti tutions 
(the German Hos pital, Kaisers werth) and indi vidual biog raphies is 
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well ex plained. The book is there fore not only a valu able con tri bution 
to German, or German dias poric, his tory, but also to Brit ish his tory. 
It is very much to be hoped that the author will publish an article 
version in Eng lish which sums up the main findings.
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