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THE TRAVELLER
The Revolutionary Life of George Forster and His 
Search for Humanity
Andrea Wulf
Allen Lane

n German-British historian Andrea Wulf ’s narrative 
of George (sometimes known as Georg) Forster 

reveals the life of a German naturalist, traveller and author 
who accompanied Captain James Cook on his voyage around 
the world. Forster was a person of daring; a!er the outbreak 
of the French Revolution in 1789, Forster, born in a small 
village near Danzig, was involved in an attempt to incorporate 
Mainz with France. His account of a global expedition ranks 
as a classic example of early travel writing. A truly prodigious 
individual, Wulf recounts that, by the time he reached his 
early 20s, Forster’s name was celebrated throughout Europe. 
His advice was sought by monarchs, poets, scientists and 
revolutionaries alike.

Wulf brings to light Forster’s character as someone who 
was, above all, honest with himself and the wider world, 
an accolade not applicable to all world travellers of his day. 
Forster embarked on a life of adventure at the tender age of 
ten, when he set o" on his #rst expedition, travelling through 
southeastern Russia with his father. Forster’s job on this 
voyage was to collect and identify plants, a task that eventually 
led to a collection of some 700 species.

Forster was born into the Enlightenment, when thinkers 
across Europe were stirred by a sense of possibility, advocating 
self-determination and independent enquiry. $is was the 
world that George entered, guided by his father. $e seeds of 
the beliefs that shaped Forster’s life were planted in Russia. 
A!er that experience, he never returned home.

In July 1772, the Resolution and the Adventurer, under the 
command of Captain James Cook, set sail from Plymouth 
with 201 crew members. Among these adventurers heading 
o" in search of the mythical Southern Continent was 17-year-
old George Forster. His re%ections on the epic journey formed 
A Voyage Round the World, which brought him great literary 
renown. His life became a source of inspiration for younger 
generations. $e 25-year-old English poet Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, in !e Rime of the Ancient Mariner, broadly follows 
the route and description of A Voyage Round the World and, 
to some extent, mirrors the sequence of events, moving from 
the violent storms that drove the Resolution south into the 
labyrinth of icebergs near the South Pole to the dead-calm 
seas of the tropics.

No lesser a personage than the famed geographer and 
explorer Alexander von Humboldt, when he embarked on 
his epic #ve-year voyage to South America in 1799, o!en 
cited his old mentor as his inspiration. A!er Forster’s death 
#ve years previously, Von Humboldt wrote, ‘Oh, but our 
Forster, is he truly no more? $ose times of our lives we 
spent with him were beautiful!’
JULES STEWART
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Andrea Wulf is a German-British 
historian and best-selling author. 
Her latest book, The Traveller: The 
Revolutionary Life of George Forster 
and His Search for Humanity, is a 
biography of the pioneering naturalist 
and explorer George Forster.

The Alexandria Quartet (1957–1960) 
by Lawrence Durrell
I first read these four novels when I was 18, and 
I loved the way Durrell tells the same story from 
di!erent perspectives.

Angle of Repose (1971) 
by Wallace Stegner
I fell into this novel and couldn’t stop reading. 
It follows Lyman Ward as he struggles to write 
the biography of his grandmother, who traded 
her glittering life in New York for the hardships 
of the 19th-century American West.

Entangled Life (2020) 
by Merlin Sheldrake
This non-fiction book about the fantastical 
world of fungi was an eye-opener that 
completely transformed my understanding of 
what an organism is.

Rituals (Rituelen, 1980; English 
translation, 1983) 
by Cees Nooteboom
From a masterful novelist and travel writer. This 
was the first of his books I read, and it made 
my mind soar; philosophy disguised as a novel.

The Overstory (2018) 
by Richard Powers
If there is one perfect climate fiction novel, it 
is this. Powers magnificently weaves together 
science, nature, poetry and humanity.

A Little Life (2015) 
by Hanya Yanagihara
Harrowing, haunting and utterly riveting. I read 
it on a long book tour in the USA and became 
so absorbed that I almost missed my flight 
while sitting at the departure gate.

The Lunar Men (2002) 
by Jenny Uglow
This is the book that made me fall in love with 
group biographies. Why tell the life of one 
person when you can bring to life a whole circle 
of people who changed the world?

The Road (2006) 
by Cormac McCarthy
I enjoy post-apocalyptic fiction of all kinds, 
but McCarthy’s sparse, dark prose and bleak 
landscape remain unsurpassed.

Resolution and Adventure in Matavai Bay, by William Hodges (1776)


