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Preface







‘Du bist sehr schön, but we haven’t been introduced.’


Blur, ‘Girls and Boys’





It was 26 June 1996. Germany were playing England in the semi-final of the European championship tournament at Wembley Stadium. I was sat on the blue sofa in our living room in Norderstedt, a suburb of Hamburg. My parents sat either side of me. On the table in front of us were three glasses filled with carbonated water. You could hear the bubbles popping. About five minutes ago my father had told me that he had been offered a position in the London office of his company, and that he had accepted their offer. He and my mother would start looking for a flat in the next few weeks. I was fifteen: it was obvious that I was too young to live on my own, but also too old to move in with my grandmother.


‘You’re so mature for your age, so we thought we could talk about this like grown-ups . . .’


‘I know you’ve got a lot of friends here, but . . .’


‘Did you hear about Lena in the year above you? She went to America for a year, and now she’s top of her class . . .’


‘How about this: you spend a year at an English school, and if you don’t like it, we’ll be back here in a year?’


It was only when the players gathered around the centre circle that I realised my parents were still waiting for my answer. The score at the top of the screen read 1:1. I should explain straight away that I had never been particularly interested in football as a child – in fact, I had been uninterested in the sport to the extent of actively shunning it. Yet that night, I saw the drama unfolding on the screen in a new way. England had scored early in the match through Alan Shearer, but Germany had managed to equalise before half time through Kaiserslautern’s box-shaped striker Stefan Kuntz. In the second half Kuntz had a second goal disallowed for an apparent foul, and in extra time Paul Gascoigne had missed an easy tap-in by an agonising inch. As the match was still undecided after 120 minutes, the commentator explained, there would be a penalty shoot-out.


We each took a sip of fizzy water. I had a closer look at the players gathering around the centre circle. The English team wore a dull grey kit. There was a curious washed denim effect on the shirts on their bodies, and tense expressions on their faces. When they managed to get the ball into the back of the net, their expressions contorted with joy to an absurd degree. Stuart Pearce, a defender with a menacing stare and a blond tangle of hair, gave the crowd a winking smile and an exaggerated thumbs-up gesture when he scored, as if he had just stepped on stage at a West End comedy club. Paul Gascoigne did a thing where he punched his fists in a downward motion and then jutted out his chest.


The faces of the German players, by contrast, expressed neither excessive joy nor undue concern. Thomas Hässler struck low to the left, Thomas Strunz hammered his shot in the top left corner, Stefan Kuntz scored high to the right, and both Stefan Reuter and Christian Ziege lofted the ball to the right of David Seaman’s palm: all taking their penalties with the utmost urgency and precision, like a team of scientists trying to finish an important experiment.


Gareth Southgate was next for England. Was there a frown on his face as he placed the ball on the spot? ‘A relative newcomer to this team,’ commentator Gerd Rubenbauer said on German TV. ‘The most soft-hearted defender in England, even according to his coach,’ adding, as Southgate started to run, ‘He has to be tough now.’ The German keeper blocked Southgate’s shot. It was now up to Germany to decide the match. On German TV, Rubenbauer finally started to show nerves. ‘If Möller now scores, Germany could be in the final. Möller, of all people!’


Let me briefly introduce Andi Möller. Andi Möller was a fast, dribbling midfielder, who was disliked intensely by the German press and went by the moniker ‘Weepy Susie’ in the tabloids because he had once cried in a post-match interview. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Möller played football for Eintracht Frankfurt, Juventus Turin, Borussia Dortmund and Schalke 04; on that night, he was leading the German team as captain. He had curly brown hair and a mullet – a haircut that continued to be popular with German football players as late as the mid-1990s, when Gascoigne and co. were already modelling aerodynamic short back and sides. On 26 June 1996, around 10 p.m., Andi Möller thwacked a penalty – an unstoppable, fierce, near-perfect penalty – under the roof of David Seaman’s goal inside Wembley Stadium. Möller’s penalty knocked England out of their own tournament and Germany into the final. And yet I wasn’t feeling particularly excited or happy. The knot in my stomach had tightened rather than loosened. The reason for this was Andi Möller’s goal celebration.


Goal celebrations are a curious feature of international sport, and football in particular. Going by footage of football tournaments before 1990, goalscorers used to celebrate by running back into their own half and hugging their teammates. On the occasional extravagant whim, they might have jumped into the air and waved their arms about. Whenever Kevin Keegan scored, for example, he used to merely stand on one spot and push both his fists into the air until his spine bent backwards, like an inverted letter C. It looked like an authentic expression of joy: he was celebrating for himself, not for the people around him.


In modern football, things are different: the movement is outward rather than inward – towards the fanblocks by the corner flags or the cameras on the touchlines – and the performances are self-consciously theatrical. The Euro ’96 tournament had already scaled new heights in on-pitch theatrics with Paul Gascoigne’s ‘dentist chair’ celebration: after the winning goal in a first-round game against Scotland, the team had huddled around the scorer to re-enact the by now infamous drinking game, with a plastic water bottle in place of the vodka. As unlikely as it may sound, the German celebration was much, much worse than that.


With the ball safely in the back of the net, Andi Möller ran to the right-hand corner flag, by the German block. Next to the flag, he stopped abruptly, puffed up his chest and struck his arms into his sides to form the shape of perfectly triangular wings: he looked like a flamboyant cockerel at a prize show. It was the one of the campest, most bizarre goal celebrations the world had ever seen. Linguistic fluency wasn’t required to grasp that Andi Möller hadn’t improved my chances of making new friends in England, though with a better knowledge of the English tongue I might have gleaned that the Germans on the pitch that night had managed to go from being total Kuntz to acting like complete cocks.




*





I sometimes wonder if Germany in my lifetime has been hated with more passion than it ever was in the 1910s or 1940s. This might sound wilfully polemical. But if you take the world of sport as a screen that allows us to glimpse international relations as they really are, without the false formality of diplomacy, then the evidence is hard to ignore. The French hated us because in the 1982 World Cup, our goalkeeper, Harald ‘Toni’ Schumacher, had knocked out their defender Patrick Battiston with a bodycheck that would have left seasoned WWF wrestlers in tears. As Battiston lay unconscious in a pool of blood and broken teeth, and millions of TV viewers around the world feared for the Frenchman’s life, the German stood casually propped against the goalpost, chewing gum with undisguised disdain. Schumacher was one in a long line of German goalkeepers prone to volcanic temper, all worthy successors to Kaiser Wilhelm in the ‘madman of Europe’ category. The Algerians hated us too, not because of our goalkeepers, but because we had knocked them out of the same World Cup with an unsporting 1:0 against Austria, whose passage to the next round was guaranteed with the result – a match which has gone down in sporting history as the Anschluss match of 1982. The Argentinians hated us because we had beaten them in the 1990 final. The Hungarians hated us because they thought we were on drugs when we beat them in the 1954 final. The Spanish? The Spanish actually secretly admired our success at sport but they hated us too, mainly because they could (I once came across an old issue of El País in which a photograph of two German footballers was captioned, in a very matter-of-fact way, ‘Paul Breitner and Uli Stielike, two ugly Germans’). The Dutch? The Dutch hated us more openly than anyone else: so much, in fact, that one Dutch player found himself spitting in the curly mullet of a German player on live television, not once, but twice in one match. So much that when one German player offered to swap his shirt with his Dutch opponent after a game in 1988, the Dutchman grabbed the white Adidas top and pretended to wipe his bottom with it as he walked away. By the 1990s, this development had come to its logical conclusion: hating the German team at football was just what you did. To sympathise with the Germans would have been like crying when the Death Star blows up at the end of Star Wars: not just unlikely, but quite unnatural.


The English initially hated us with more reserve, though this would eventually ebb away during the 1990s. A conciliatory tone had determined proceedings at the first big encounter after the end of the Second World War, the 1966 World Cup final at Wembley: German papers noted the ‘fair play attitude’ of the English fans, and there wasn’t the booing of the German national anthem that later became customary; only the Daily Mail wanted to remark that ‘if Germany beat us at Wembley this afternoon at our national sport, we can always point out to them that we have recently beaten them twice at theirs’. Forward forty years to the same location, and the mood was notably less friendly. The Mirror’s front page has gone down in Fleet Street folklore: ‘Achtung! Surrender!’ next to Photoshopped portraits of Paul Gascoigne and Stuart Pearce wearing stormtrooper helmets. The Daily Star gave it ‘Watch out Krauts. England are going to bomb you to bits’; the Sun chipped in with ‘Let’s Blitz Fritz’.


It might be unfair to take these kind of headlines too literally, to ignore the tradition of wordplay in the British press, and its egalitarian nobody-is-spared approach. Yet neither context nor excuses do much to explain what happened after Andi Möller had despatched his penalty. On the night of 26/27 June 1996, acts of anti-German violence led to more than two hundred arrests across the UK. In London, sixty-six people were injured in a riot in Trafalgar Square; a man in his thirties had his throat slashed with a broken bottle. In Exmouth, Devon, a Volkswagen was wrecked by a group of young men who were heard shouting ‘Look, a German car’. The windows of a BMW dealership in Birmingham were smashed. In a park in Hove, Sussex, a teenage boy – roughly the same age as me at the time – was stabbed five times in the neck and face for being German. It later turned out that he was Russian.


You could blame it all on football, with its crowd-enforced tribalism and toxic cocktail of endorphins and disappointment. But that wouldn’t explain why even among men and women in grey suits, the 1990s witnessed an all-time low in Anglo-German relations. The unification of East and West Germany in 1989–90 would certainly have been a factor. Welcomed by most politicians on the European mainland, and even more so in Eastern Europe, it was viewed with scepticism from Westminster. At a lunchtime meeting between Margaret Thatcher and Mikhail Gorbachev on 23 September 1989 – weeks before joyous Berliners from East and West would dance together on the crumbling wall – the prime minister told the spiritual father of perestroika that ‘Britain and Western Europe are not interested in the unification of Germany’. As a result, the British ambassador to Germany reported that his home country was viewed as the least positive of the three Western allies, and the least important. Britain’s image, he informed Whitehall on 22 February 1990, ‘was at its lowest for years’. Germany’s image in Britain, likewise, was sinking fast. In the British press, the expulsion from the European Exchange Rate Mechanism after the ‘Black Wednesday’ of 16 September 1992 was widely blamed on the German Bundesbank. If only 23 per cent had worried about a resurgence of German National Socialism in a 1977 survey, in 1992 53 per cent of the British public were concerned that the reunited country might again pose a threat.


More specifically, there was a growing fear that when the Nazis came back, they would be wrapped in the star-sprinkled flag of the European Union: a fantasy which might seem far-fetched, but which became increasingly powerful in British minds over the course of the 1990s. There was never any shortage of respectable political figures queuing up to add contours to this paranoid vision. In March 1990, Margaret Thatcher brought together Britain’s leading historians at Chequers in order to give her a crash course in German history. A memo, leaked to the press, concluded that ‘typical’ German qualities included ‘angst, aggressiveness, assertiveness, bullying, egotism, inferiority complexes and sentimentality’. In July 1990 the Conservative secretary of state for trade and industry, Nicholas Ridley, described the European Monetary Union in a Spectator article as ‘a German racket designed to take over the whole of Europe’. On 26 June 1996, on the day of the football semi-final at Wembley, an op-ed by John Redwood urged readers of The Times to ‘think again about the problem of Germany’, because Helmut Kohl had suggested the UK take a more active role in the EU. The concluding sentence of that article would have made a nice slogan for a war bond poster in 1939: ‘Stand up to Germany, on and off the field’. With German victories at Wembley and Wimbledon (between 1985 and 1996 there were no fewer than fourteen German champions at the most traditional of tennis tournaments), the British prime minister had become noticeably irritable. ‘If Boris Becker wins again this year,’ one of her cabinet ministers confided to a journalist in 1990, ‘Margaret will be hell in cabinet the next day.’


Perhaps blaming Margaret Thatcher for all this is a little too obvious. Because the thing about Germany in the 1990s wasn’t just that all our European neighbours hated us. As the American poet C. K. Williams put it, writing in Die Zeit in 2002, Germany had become a ‘symbolic nation’: a blank canvas on which nations from around the globe were able to project their disgust with the world. In fact, Germany made such a good symbolic villain that even we Germans had started to hate Germany. If you ever cross the railway bridge at Berlin’s Warschauer Strasse train station, and if you have a minute before the next S-Bahn arrives – turn around and look north. Miles away, yet clearly visible across the barren industrial landscape, someone has written Deutschland verrecke! across the roofs of a row of houses, letters the size of barn doors. Somehow I can’t imagine the words ‘Die, England, die!’ on display in a similarly public place in central London. The monarchy, the government, no problem: everyone remembers the Sex Pistols and that green grass mohican given to Winston Churchill’s statue in Parliament Square. But ‘Fuck England’? The whole shop? Cream teas and fry-ups? Elgar and the Smiths? Enid Blyton and Harold Pinter? Britishness is a broad church, broad enough to encompass official as well as alternative accounts of its own history. There are different Britains – radical, multicultural urban Britain; genteel Middle England Britain – you can choose to feel patriotic about. Growing up in Germany, the choice was much simpler: you were either for Germany, or you were against it. I have seen that graffiti every time I have been to Berlin in the last ten years. Deutschland verrecke! Clearly, no one feels strongly enough to scrub it off.


At the start of the 1990s it was not just the Iron Lady who worried about a revival of the German far right, but the Germans too. In the summer and autumn months of 1992, a series of attacks on migrant minorities seized the country: in a suburb of Rostock in the east a group of young men set fire to a hostel that housed about 150 Vietnamese immigrants, and continued to riot for several nights; there were similar attacks in Schleswig-Holstein and North Rhine-Westphalia. The images in the news haunted the Federal Republic like flashbacks of a bad dream. One photograph in particular was printed over and over again: a bystander in a Germany football shirt, one hand hanging limp down the side of his urine-stained tracksuit bottoms, the other raised in a Sieg Heil salute. To me, the pictures from Rostock were shocking mainly because they seemed so far removed from my own situation. My older sister had recently started seeing a man from Peru, whom I revered; my brother had moved in with his German-Japanese girlfriend. Even without an interest in football, I had gleaned that none of my classmates were supporting Germany at international matches. One evening in the winter of 1992, my parents, my sisters and I went on a protest march around the Alster Lake in the centre of Hamburg, carrying a candle. We were five of nearly one million people who made a stand against racism and xenophobia that night, forming a Lichterkette or ‘chain of light’ in German cities. I knew that we weren’t part of the ugly Germany. I was convinced that the man in the tracksuit bottoms had nothing, nothing at all, to do with me, my friends and my family. I remember people handing out stickers that said ‘Foreigners, don’t leave us alone with the Germans’. In the decade in which Germans were hated more than ever, we were also more eager than ever to be loved.


The prospect of more money had certainly motivated my father’s decision to accept the job in London. But there might well have been a psychological motivation too: a secret desire to become more than just ‘a German’, a longing to escape that restrictive villain role and dive straight into a London which, more than any other city in Europe, seemed to embody a dream of personal freedom and intercultural harmony. It felt to me like every second friend or relative I knew had decided to leave the country at that time, or was considering it. My parents certainly weren’t the only Germans who weighed up a move abroad in 1996. In 1997, the German-born population of the United Kingdom swelled to a high of 227,900, making us the third largest foreign-born group on the island, well ahead of the Pakistanis, the Poles, the Jamaicans, the Ghanaians, the Australians and the Americans (even though an unspecified percentage of that number would have been born in Germany because their British fathers were stationed there).


My parents and I were three of those 227,900. Because after Andi Möller had scored his penalty, after Paul Gascoigne had given the crying Gareth Southgate a hug and after thousands of England fans had left the pub in search of German cars, I eventually answered my parents’ question: yes, I would give England a go. As long as it was only for a year. If I didn’t like it, we had to go back – that was the deal. We shook hands and clinked our glasses of fizzy water.




*





After beating England on penalties at Wembley, the German football team went on to beat the Czech Republic in the final. After the final whistle, Jürgen Klinsmann, Germany’s blond mop-topped captain, walked up to the royal box and received the trophy from the hands of her majesty the queen. This should have been a promising sign, because Klinsmann, a former Tottenham Hotspur striker and the first foreign player to win the Premier League’s player of the year award, symbolised a different, less straight-faced Germany – summed up by the celebration he had performed after scoring his first goal, a bellyflop on the wet turf at Hillsborough, a knowing reference to his reputation as a ‘diver’. But I wasn’t convinced that my new schoolmates would notice such subtle differences. When I was introduced as a German, wouldn’t they think of arrogant Andi Möller and the man in the tracksuit bottoms?


In social situations, Germans can come across as coolly distant or uncomfortably frank, with their eternal insistence on the firm, businesslike handshake when saying hello and goodbye, even among close friends (an old schoolfriend was left with veritable trauma after an English girlfriend of mine had greeted him with a peck on the cheek). Deep down, however, the German attitude to friendship is unashamedly romantic. Ein Freund is not just a mate, but an ideological category, a ‘sacred German concept’, as Christopher Isherwood once called it. A friend is an unwavering comrade for life, a soulmate. ‘Ein Freund, ein guter Freund, das ist das Schönste was es gibt auf der Welt’, goes a popular song from the 1930s: a good friend is the most beautiful thing in the world. No German goes through their teens without reading Karl May’s series of paperback Westerns about the friendship between two ‘blood brothers’, the red Indian Winnetou and the cowboy Old Shatterhand. The German football league trophy has an engraving that reads Elf Freunde müsst ihr sein, wenn ihr Siege wollt erringen: if you want to win, you have to be eleven friends. The organising principle of English football is the notion of ‘fair play’: the idea that every player on the pitch should be treated with the same amount of respect, whether he is a teammate or an opponent. The central idea of German football, on the other hand, is Mannschaft: the many as one. It assumes a much tighter emotional bond. I was an utter German in this respect, and my thoughts about moving to England were dominated by one theme. Would I be able to make friends in England?


It is said that some time in the build-up to the fall of the Berlin Wall, the German chancellor had invited the British prime minister to his favourite pub in his native Rhineland-Palatine. Helmut Kohl – a rare example of a politician whose ego was matched by his body mass, whose gargantuan waistline and curious head shape had earned him the nickname ‘The Pear’ – was keen to get on good terms with Britain’s famously combative leader. Personally selected gifts had failed to leave a lasting impression at recent meetings, so this time Kohl had chosen to up the ante and give Maggie Thatcher an exclusive tour deep into the dark heart of Germanic cuisine. Kohl seated himself and wrapped a napkin around his waist. Thatcher teasingly asked if the napkin was a sign of surrender. Then the meal arrived. The party fell silent. From a national menu famed for its over-reliance on boiled meats, potatoes and cabbages, Kohl (a man whose name literally translates as ‘cabbage’) had chosen a meal meatier and heavier than all others. Saumagen, or pig’s stomach, is the ultimate embodiment of the German adjective deftig, meaning plain but emotionally comforting: sausagemeat and boiled potato, wrapped in pig’s intestines and served with boiled carrots and sauerkraut. According to Thatcher’s chief foreign policy adviser Charles Powell, the prime minister pushed the contents around her plate until it looked as if she had eaten some.


After the meal, Kohl took Thatcher to Speyer cathedral, a marvellous Romanesque church which houses the tombs of those pioneers of a united Europe, the early Holy Roman Emperors: a highly symbolic place, or so Kohl thought. As Thatcher wandered around the cathedral, the German chancellor pulled Powell behind a pillar and said: ‘Now that she has seen me in my home territory, right here, in the heart of Europe, close to France, she will surely realise that I am not so much German, I am European.’ Soon after, the two politicians parted ways, and Thatcher’s car drove her to Frankfurt airport. Thatcher climbed up the steps of her chartered plane, threw herself into her seat, kicked off her heels and said to her adviser: ‘Charles, that man is so German.’




*





I love this story because it hints at that German desperation to be liked, but also because it tells us more about the subtle factors at play when people of different nationalities meet. To Kohl, serving Thatcher his favourite meal must have felt like a warrior king dropping his armour in front of his opponent in battle, like Othello’s ‘Rude am I in my speech/ And little blest with the soft phrase of peace’: a glimpse of his own weakness offered in order to create some political chemistry. For Thatcher, the pile of carbohydrates was merely a symbol of Germany’s monstrous appetite: would it gobble up Britain for dessert?


I have been fascinated with anecdotes of meetings like these ever since I came to England. They promise to give a more subtle and nuanced picture of Anglo-German relations through the ages than surveys or statistics ever could. When two people from different cultures meet, two national stereotypes are held up to the light and tested. Sometimes, the cliches are exposed as just that: as prejudices, preconceived ideas based on films and books. Sometimes, as when Helmut Kohl met Margaret Thatcher, or when Germany met England at Wembley, the stereotypes are reaffirmed and hardened.


I wanted to try to explore what it means to be English or to be German through a series of meetings, chosen to give a glimpse of the changing attitudes and ideas over the decades. Some of these meetings are public events or state affairs, like the ones mentioned in this preface. Many of them are less spectacular than that: chance encounters, people brushing past each other in the hallways of history, meetings that should have happened but never quite did. Some of them are successful, others are failures. Some of them are instructive, some of them aren’t. Few of them, you might notice, deal directly with the two world wars, because more intimate contacts between the countries were severed than made during those periods: before and after that grim forty-year interlude, the traffic of ideas, goods and people has been much higher than we tend to admit.


Some of the meetings in this book even involve me. The reason for this is that the things you read about in history books sometimes merely confirm something you’ve already experienced in person. Long before I first came across Helmut Kohl and Margaret Thatcher’s meeting over Saumagen, for example, I had already learnt that food is one area in which German and English people can agree about very little.






















1


Heinrich Heine Can’t Bear William Cobbett’s Swearing





I don’t remember much about the day we arrived in England. I don’t remember whether we arrived in the morning or the evening, whether it was rainy or sunny, whether it was cold or hot, whether we took the train from the airport into town or a taxi. I do, however, know that I was in a bad mood, and that we arrived on a Sunday, because that same evening one of my father’s new colleagues had invited us for a welcoming meal which she announced as ‘a Sunday roast’ when we stepped into her house. We had barely taken off our jackets when our host – all wavy coiffured hair and buck teeth – hugged us emphatically and tried to kiss me on my cheeks. She had accompanied the words ‘Sunday roast’ with a showy movement of the hands, like a butler lifting a silver dish cover, conveying an impression of ceremony and theatre. A Sunday roast, this hand movement tried to say, was not like any other meal.


We sat down at the dinner table and tried to converse politely in broken English. I was confused when the meal eventually arrived. The contents of my plate looked something like this: three thin, very well done slices of beef, four stems of broccoli, eight roast potatoes, all collapsed on top of each other like weary travellers at the end of a long journey. Spread around the plate, a pool of very thin brown sauce. Copying our hosts, we had dropped generous spoonfuls of horseradish sauce and bright yellow mustard onto either side of the plate. Mixing these pastes (they called them ‘condiments’) with the main meal, however, was a bad idea, as my father found out the hard way. His eyes were watery and bloodshot when he eventually stopped coughing. Paradoxically, the fact that the condiments were spicy didn’t actually mean that the meal itself was very flavoursome. In fact, the further you worked your way to the heart of the dish, the blander the flavours seemed to become – by the end, I found myself gnawing on an extremely stringy, dry morsel of beef. This appeared to have been a deliberate choice on behalf of the cook in charge, because no attempt had been made to trap the natural flavours of the meat by sealing it. Nor had the vegetables’ natural crunch been maintained. The sauce or ‘gravy’ was so bland as to not really be a sauce at all, but a further attempt to water down the flavours contained in the food. The whole thing reminded me of a picture painted with watercolours, or a song played on an unplugged keyboard.


Our hosts tucked into the roast as if it was manna from heaven. ‘Yummy yummy in my tummy’, the son of the family said after he had put the first forkful in his mouth. As he threw himself with glee into the pile of limp flesh on his plate, I noticed that the boy’s face looked both bloated and slightly bloodless. Was this what English cuisine did to you? I turned to look at his father. The corrosive effects of the national diet were visible here too, for the man had a red, bloodshot nose and a rapidly receding hairline, as well as crooked, yellowing teeth. I was also distracted by his table manners. In Germany, my parents had always insisted that I held my cutlery in the correct manner: using the knife in my right hand as the brush to the dustpan of the fork in my left. The English, however, used the fork as a kind of stabbing device, with the knife then being used to jam more food into a mini-kebab of roast beef, potato and broccoli. The English ate angrily and with no apparent enjoyment of the process of consumption, washing down barely chewed mouthfuls with hasty gulps of liquid.


Back at home, we usually had our dinner with Apfelschorle (tart apple juice diluted just enough with fizzy water) or, on special occasions, Spezi (Coca-Cola mixed with Fanta). Here, our hosts served our food with a drink that increasingly manifested itself to me as a potent symbol of the English national character: a lukewarm glass of tap water.




*





Through the ages, a number of abstract concepts have been associated with Britain and England in the German mind: democracy, independence, originality, eccentricity. They are loose associations, which will vary between regions; the distinction between ‘England’ and ‘Britain’, for one, has never been particularly consistent among Germans. On the whole, though, they used to be positive qualities: at various stages in history we have looked up to the English as pioneers in politics, industry or culture, or even just revered them as beacons of moral conduct. But these days ‘bad food’ is always at the top of these lists, and it is still surprising how few English people are aware of this. They have a vague notion that the French might not rate English cuisine very highly, but the Germans? Land of sausage and sauerkraut? Food is reliably the German’s first concern when you mention that you live in England. ‘You poor thing!’ ‘Is the food really that bad?’ ‘No wonder you look so skinny.’


German food, like English, traditionally consists of a diet of boiled meats, potatoes and conserved veg, but conceptually speaking, the approach is very different. German sausages have a bad reputation abroad, mainly because their poorest specimen, the frankfurter, is also the most widely known. Yet the frankfurter’s more adventurous cousins, the Nürnberger, Thüringer or Krakauer, can be a veritable feast for the tastebuds: be they smoked, roasted or infused with herbs. The Currywurst, a sausage doused in spicy curry ketchup which is finally becoming recognised as the country’s true national dish, speaks of a deep yearning for exotic spice and oriental heat. Even more traditional German cuisine is full of good intentions and surprisingly bold flavours. You can get cumin-spiced bread in every bakery, liquorice-and-chocolate lollipops in many cornershops and pepper-flavoured biscuits every Christmas. The classic German Christmas Stollen is still an archetype of how a good meal should be constructed: a firm yet not too sweet cake dusted with icing sugar, whose taste intensifies as you chew your way to the core, with your teeth eventually sinking into a rich goo of marzipan, candied fruit, pistachio and poppyseed. Flavour awaits you at the centre, that is the key.


Other regional fare attests to a maverick streak in German cooking: traditional north German meals include a bacon, bean and pear stew, black sausage with potato mash and apple puree, or one of my all-time favourites: a revolting-looking salt beef and potato mush with pickled beetroot and fried egg called Labskaus. I got very excited when my father told me once that Labskaus was the traditional comfort food of seamen like his father, and that its culinary tradition had been kept alive only in elite seafaring hubs. In Liverpool in the north of England an entire people were apparently named after the dish. Yet when I tried my first English ‘scouse’ years later, I was left with the same underwhelmed and undernourished feeling I had after my first English roast.




*





My parents wouldn’t have any of this. As we drove to our hotel after dinner, they could not stop going on about the moreish crunch of the potatoes and the fantastic zing of the horseradish. ‘Ganz köstlich!’ Criticism of the roast was verboten.


Like many northern Europeans, they were already closet Anglophiles before we made our move. It had taken a mere scratch to the surface for them to break out in a positive Anglomania. Over the next few days, bags of salt-and-vinegar crisps appeared in the cupboards of our self-catering apartment and cans of bitter invaded the fridge overnight. In the mornings I would wake up to the smell of fried bacon and baked beans. Everything authentically English had to be tried at least once: shepherd’s pie, toad in the hole, even the unique delicacy that is Marmite spread on a toasted slice of mass-produced white bread – yet another example of the inability to synthesise extreme flavour and extreme blandness into a coherent culinary experience.


Perhaps what irritated me wasn’t the food at all, but the fuss that my parents made about it. Until we moved to England, ‘making a fuss’ was not really something I had thought my parents capable of. My childhood was marked by a near-complete absence of open conflict or raised voices, in part because I was the youngest of four children and my parents were already well equipped for the traumas and tantrums of adolescence by the time I reached my teens. In other families I knew there were constant complaints about the behaviour of an unruly brother or a bossy sister, yet in our household relations were rarely too hot or too cold, but always perfectly adjusted to a pleasant room temperature. Moving to England threatened to change this delicate balance. The plan was that we would spend the first week visiting a number of schools within the London commuter belt and look at flats in the same area. In the interim, my father’s company provided us with a small flat near Mortlake in west London: a soulless place that not only smelled of grandparents but was also extremely small. For the first time in my life, I was spending large periods of time with my parents on my own, and without my older sisters and brother as a buffer, I began to worry that the atmosphere might soon turn toxic.


My mother and father had been born in adjacent villages on the stretch of land along the river Elbe known as das Alte Land, the old land. Yet in spite of the proximity of their birthplaces, their natural characters could hardly have been further apart. My mother was born into a family of seven children and had trained as a kindergarten teacher before she had my older brother. A deep sense of empathy determined her interaction with others: ‘seeing the other side of the story’ was a moral duty. My father’s father was a river pilot on the Elbe, who would join large container ships at a pick-up point a couple of miles from the city and help them navigate the shallows in the river. His son, my father, was one of the first in a line of Oltermanns who hadn’t gone to sea, and the first child in his family to go to university, but that sense of knowing the correct route and sticking to it had been passed through the family. Working in big business came naturally. Here in London my parents’ contrasting personality traits were merging into something strange and new: a laissez-faire tolerance towards English eccentricities, coupled with a dogged determination to adopt these eccentricities into our own lifestyle.


I was approaching my seventeenth birthday at the time. In that phase of your teens, a number of things feel very important: hanging out with cool people, listening to cool music, wearing cool clothes, meeting girls who were impressed with your cool friends and your cool clothes and your cool taste in music. Spending more time with my parents wasn’t exactly a top priority, and the thought of being holed up in a small flat did enough to cause discomfort.


After we had survived the adventure of our first English meal on the Sunday, we decided to play it safe. The next evening we visited the curry house a few steps from our hotel, a living-room-sized place with irritating background muzak and a withered old waiter, who took a lifetime to come to our table. As my father launched into a detailed discussion about the differences between the ‘winderloo’ and the ‘yarlfretzi’, I rolled my eyes with embarrassment and turned away to the wall on my right. I stared straight at my own eyes: the walls of the restaurant were mirrored. The picture in front of me made for a dispiriting sight: a German couple in their mid-fifties, an elderly Bangladeshi waiter and an awkwardly lanky teenager in a typical teenage huff.




*





Far from being unusual, my parents’ love of all things English is a common phenomenon in northern Europe. And there are few parts of Europe more Anglophile than the area where I had grown up. Hamburg is Germany’s second largest city. Located on the banks of the river Elbe, about sixty miles from the North Sea, its harbour is the city’s sole source of pride: ‘Gateway to the World’ is how Hamburgers describe their hometown in moments of grandeur. The Reeperbahn, the city’s red-light district, runs from the port into the city centre in a straight line, like a red carpet laid out for thirsty sailors, and once a year the city’s population gathers at the bottom of that road to celebrate the birthday of the harbour with a firework display. When my friends and I first started taking girls on dates, we took them to the Strandperle in Othmarschen, a ramshackle beach hut where you could order a pretzel and a bitter Jever lager while overlooking the birdlike cranes unloading container ships on the other side of the port. To a Hamburger, the industrial panorama of the docks is the most romantic thing in the world.


Hamburg’s maritime heritage also means inhabitants of the city have traditionally felt a stronger kinship with English tradesmanship than with German agrarian (and later industrial) self-reliance. In the thirteenth century, the city became one of the founding members of the Hanseatic League and developed strong commercial ties with trading partners in Bruges, Amsterdam and London. As the Royal Navy rose to world dominance in the seventeenth century, Hamburg’s merchants looked on in fawning admiration. At the height of the Napoleonic wars, Hamburg managed to get on the Little Corporal’s wrong side by trusting its pro-British instincts and handing over a group of Irish revolutionaries who had sought exile in the city. In 1806 the Grande Armée invaded the city, burning all British goods, banning all trade with France’s greatest enemy and effectively bankrupting Hamburg in the process. Only after Napoleon’s defeat, when British traders returned to the city, did Hamburg achieve prosperity once more.


That memory must have stuck, because when people talked about Britain or England in my youth, it was usually done with an air of reverence, as if one was referring to ancestors rather than competitors. England tended to have a stronger appeal to conservative souls: one would talk of die feine englische Art or der gute englische Stil without specifically meaning English style or English manners, but meaning proper civilised conduct in general. Britain, on the other hand, resonated with the more rebellious aspect of the German psyche – something that was borne out by the enthusiastic reception of Britpop. With the dawn of New Labour, Britain had taught itself to re-embrace the kind of blatant patriotic gestures that had been so unfashionable during the 1980s. Blur played songs about such icons of national life such as rural estates (‘Country House’), Radio 4’s Shipping Forecast (‘This is a Low’) and the white cliffs of Dover (‘Clover over Dover’), while Oasis glorified the banalities of everyday English patter (‘Do You Know What I Mean?’) to the sound of crashing guitars. In 1996, there were Union Jacks everywhere: on cars, on guitars, on miniskirts. But in Germany ‘Cool Britannia’ was at least as cool as in Britain, if not cooler. The German edition of Rolling Stone, which I read every month, was full of gushing, pages-long profiles of Blur, Paul Weller and the Gallagher brothers, written by beardy fifty-something Germans who lapped up every inanity like they had wangled an exclusive interview with the Messiah. Even ageing British pop-rockers who had long faded from the limelight in the UK were still received with open arms in Germany. Phil Collins always played on heavy rotation on Radio Hamburg. Eric Clapton still filled stadiums. Joe Cocker brought the house down when he appeared on German talkshows. We treated them like old masters in the pop canon: Cocker, Collins, Clapton were England’s answer to Bach, Beethoven and Brahms.


There was similar reverence in the way films were treated. Foreign programmes on TV were always dubbed into German – only English comedies got a special subtitle treatment. Monty Python was so revered that the group had to record two German-language specials for Westdeutscher Rundfunk in the early 1970s, called Monty Python’s Fliegender Zirkus. When my school in Hamburg held a large-scale charity raffle, the top prize was a free ride in an authentic black cab. Even the bad food was forgivable: the English couldn’t cook, but at least they really couldn’t cook at all. English food was the archetype of bad food in the same way England provided the archetype of good manners and good taste. Last but not least, there was my own name. Handing out traditional German names was unfashionable among my parents’ generation of awkward anti-nationalists, and my classmates weren’t called Otto or Karl-Heinz but Marco, Vincent, Dennis or Patrick. Yet ‘Philip’ still sounded so English to German ears that my grandmother shook her head in disbelief when she first heard it.


Growing up in northern Germany in the 1980s, it was hard not to find some truth in the words of the Austrian architect Adolf Loos who had in 1898 described the English as ‘unsere Hellenen’: ‘The English, those engineers, are our ancient Greeks.’


What makes this Anglomania all the more remarkable is that the citizens of Hamburg would be perfectly entitled to feel some coolness towards their English neighbours, if not downright resentment. In the summer of 1943, British and American planes had pounded the city with over nine thousand tons of incendiaries in the space of ten days – more than were dropped over London during the entire Blitz – creating an enormous firestorm. An estimated fifty thousand civilians were killed during ‘Operation Gomorrah’, roughly equalling Britain’s entire civilian losses by air bombing up to that point in the war. The Feuersturm has a distinct place in local folklore. There is a stark, expressionistic monument to the victims of the attack near Dammtor station in the centre of the city. But the memory of the disaster is practically disconnected from the men in the planes who dropped the bombs: it’s remembered as a punishment from the heavens rather than an Allied war crime.


One reason the aerial assault on Hamburg left only minor mental scars might be that the Second World War never defined the German view of Britain in the same way it defined the British view of Germany. Germany’s formative period in this respect was arguably not the years 1939 to 1945, but the first few decades of the nineteenth century. Napoleon’s final defeat at Waterloo in 1815 had left Germans in a muddle. On one side was France, whose liberation from autocratic rule still looked like a potential blueprint for the formation of a German republic. On the other side was Britain, successfully allied to General Blücher’s Prussian troops at the battle of Waterloo, and potentially a more realistic political guide for the years to come. And it is important to bear in mind that in 1815 Germany was not ‘Germany’, but only a loosely bound patchwork of semi-disconnected German states. France had undergone a political revolution, and England was in the middle of an industrial revolution. Germany, however, was still a land of feudal landowners and farmers, which beheld the rapid developments in its neighbouring countries with wonder and no little admiration. The industrial pioneers, the Krupps and the Siemens, were all ardent Anglophiles who anglicised their first names and headed off for London or Manchester at the first opportunity.


Germany did have a philosophical revolution, whose impact was much harder to measure. Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Schiller and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe were revered across Europe, and German philosophers enjoyed a favourable reputation in England, mainly thanks to Thomas Carlyle and George Eliot, who both read and translated German literature enthusiastically. Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus and Eliot’s Middlemarch, two of the most important novels of the Georgian era, were brimming with German philosophy. But even that particular brand of Germanness was in part indebted to the English. Goethe’s mentor Johann Gottfried Herder had been convinced that in order to find their proper voice, German writers had to first look to the British isles: Schäkespear, as he called him, was destined to ‘create us Germans’. If French dramatists looked to the Greeks for inspiration, Germany’s first Dichter und Denker saw their idol in the British Bard.


For the generation who laid the foundations of German culture, there was no way around the English playwright. Wieland and Schlegel were considerably more famous for their Shakespeare translations than for their own writing in their lifetime. Schiller adored Othello at school and died trying to put on his own version of the play. Goethe felt a deep inferiority complex when faced with the Shakespearean annihilation of classical stage conventions: ‘I am often ashamed before Shakespeare, for it often happens that at first glance I think: I would have done that differently; but soon I realise that I’m a poor sinner, that nature prophesies through Shakespeare, and that my characters are soap-bubbles blown from romantic fancies.’


In particular, a certain prince of Denmark acquired a special place in the German imagination. ‘Hamlet and his monologues are ghosts that haunt all young German souls,’ wrote Goethe. ‘Everyone knows them by heart and everybody believes that they could be as melancholy as the prince of Denmark.’ Why Hamlet? Perhaps the clue can be found in Act V, scene i of the play, where the protagonist is described as a ‘boy, thirty years’. Nineteenth-century Germany might have been old in years, and burdened with responsibility, but it was politically and economically immature: a well-read but volatile and impressionable teenager, desperately in need of a strong role model.




*





In April 1827, a young man took a boat to London to find out a little more about Germany’s more mature North Sea neighbours. The ‘satirist and poet Heinrich Heine’, as the Morning Herald announced him in a brief notice of his arrival, had a complicated relationship with England, as he did with most things. Even though he is commonly regarded as a member of the Young Germany movement of romantic patriots, Heine is more famous for the fun he poked at those who tried to summon a spirit of communal Germanness:








When I think of Germany at night


Thoughts of sleep are put to flight











is the most frequently cited line, along with the prophetic ‘Where they burn books, they’ll end up burning people too’, from his 1821 play Almansor. ‘Everything German makes me want to throw up,’ he told his fellow student Christian Sethe the same year. ‘The German language makes my ears explode. My own poems disgust me when I see that they are written in German.’


Born into a Jewish family from Düsseldorf, Heine had grown up with a deep respect for the way Napoleon had defended the emancipation of the Jews during the French occupation of the Rhineland – in later life he revered Bonaparte to such an extent that he lied to his own biographer about the year he was born; not 1797, but 1799, the year of the coup d’état of 18 Brumaire which marked Napoleon’s ascent to power. But for Hamburg-raised Heine, England was in many ways a more obvious source of inspiration. After all, the name on his birth certificate had been ‘Harry’ Heine, after one of his father’s trading partners from Manchester (he didn’t officially change his name to Heinrich until 1825). Like all other artistic Germans of his generation, the young Harry Heine adored the works of Shakespeare and idolised Lord Byron: his first works were either translations of the English proto-dandy or one-act tragedies in the Byronic style. The intriguing thing about the English was that they had a distinct national character – ‘a secret consensus ruling over the hustle and bustle of life’ – at a time when Germany’s national identity was still vague.


Above all, what fuelled Heine’s interest in England was the country’s reputation as the motherland of democracy: a place where parliamentarians could discuss what they wanted and newspapers could write what they liked without the ruling elite being able to do anything about it. Spying the green banks of the Thames from the upper deck of his ferry in 1827, he called out: ‘Land of freedom, I salute you!’ and managed to convince himself that unlike in the land of Gothic church spires he has left behind, the people of England worship only freedom, ‘the new religion of our times’. The English love of freedom might not match the French flaming passion for liberty, he concedes, being more like a relationship between ‘a husband and his long-term wife’ in which excitement had given way to routine and awkward silences over breakfast. But at least the English were nothing like the Germans, ‘who love freedom like an old grandmother’.


On his arrival Heine made his way down to the Crown and Anchor Tavern on Arundel Street, just off the Strand: a grand hall with candelabra framing the entrance, known as a hothouse of political radicalism. In 1789, the Crown had been one of the few places where people raised a glass to cheer the fall of the Bastille. Heine was going to a lunch party in celebration of the reformist politician Sir Francis Burdett’s thirtieth year in parliament, though Burdett was only a figure of minor interest to him. Instead, the German poet was eager to meet William Cobbett: rambler, pamphleteer and campaigning journalist extraordinaire.


Cobbett’s journalism in particular fascinated the German: he had been avidly reading the Weekly Political Register, the newspaper Cobbett had founded after returning from the US in 1800. In his lifetime, Cobbett had moved from being a staunch Tory via supporting the liberal Whigs to aligning himself with the proto-socialist group of political figures that were merely known as ‘radicals’. The Political Register, likewise, had moved from a pro-monarchy and anti-French stance to becoming the voice of British anti-government protest. A newspaper which openly criticised the government? This was quite unheard of in Germany. In Britain, the first law to stop censorship had been introduced as early as 1695, as a result of impassioned appeals by John Milton and John Locke. In Germany, on the other hand, writers continued to suffer at the hands of the censors until 1854; the Carlsbad Decrees of 1819 meant that writers of the 1820s had to be particularly careful. Heine’s Book Le Grand had been banned in Prussia shortly before he travelled to England, on the grounds that it would ‘offend serious Prussians’. Out of frustration he would occasionally take to censoring himself. As he writes at the start of Chapter XII of Book Le Grand:




The German censors — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — idiots — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — —





Cobbett’s Political Register had no need for such games. Stylistically, it pioneered the use of the ‘leading article’: a subjective opinion or argument that was distinct from the objective reporting of news. By the 1820s, Cobbett had become of one of England’s leading radicals, and the Political Register the most widely read voice of the disaffected working classes. The targets of his ire were wide-ranging and plentiful. Cobbett believed in social hierarchy, but he complained bitterly about poverty, ‘real insufficiency of the food and raiment and lodging necessary to health and decency’. Land reform was an imperative in his view, as ‘the land, the trees, the fruit, the herbage, the roots are, by the law of nature, the common possession of all the people’. Britain’s empire in the East? ‘A terrible evil’, Cobbett thought. Stock-market manipulators? ‘Swarms of locusts, who, without stirring ten miles from the capital, devour three fourths of the produce of the whole land’.


A recent issue of the Political Register had caught Heine’s eye. Cobbett had here presented the following thesis: the French Revolution had threatened to strip aristocracy and the church of its privileges. So in order to distract the people of England from the massive social change that was unfolding across the pond, England had started a war with France. Wars cost a lot of money, but as the king didn’t have any money, the state had to borrow, which led to crushingly high taxation. This made the poor poorer and the rich richer than they had been before the war. In short: Cobbett was Heine’s sort of Englishman, and there was no reason to assume that Heine wouldn’t also be Cobbett’s kind of German.


On a good day, William Cobbett could be ‘affable, clear-headed, simple and mild in his manner, deliberate and unruffled in his speech’, as William Hazlitt once described him. The day Heine went to visit Cobbett in the Crown and Anchor was not a good day. A few minutes into dinner, Cobbett attacked Burdett for his complaisance towards the recently sworn-in interim prime minister George Canning. The rest of the party, all friends of the host, tried to ignore Cobbett. Cobbett got angrier and started to swear. His face, beneath forward-combed hair, was now bright red. A few minutes later Heine stormed out of the premises. A year later, when he sat down to write his account of the meeting, it sounds like he is still trembling with a confused mixture of hatred and empathy.




Poor old Cobbett! Dog of England! I have no love for you, for every vulgar nature my soul abhors; but you touch me to the inmost soul with pity, as I see how you strain in vain to break loose and to get at those thieves who make off with their booty before your very eyes, and mock at your fruitless springs and your impotent howling.





It’s unclear what exactly it was that upset the German poet so much, though several accounts of the evening suggest that Cobbett’s swearing was obscene. He was certainly a creative user of the English language when it came to dishing out abuse, having once laid into the yeomanry as ‘loan-mongers, tax-gatherers, dead-weight people, stock-jobbers, shag-bag attorneys, bailiffs (most Scotch), toad-eating shopkeepers’. In Cobbett’s book Cambridge and Oxford were ‘dens of dunces’, Scottish thinkers were ‘Scotch feelosofers’ and newspaper editors were merely ‘mercenary villains’. A duchess could be ‘an old eat’ and a bishop ‘a dirty dog’. The quiet and unassuming were usually attacked with the same force as the high and mighty, so that even choirs, people eating potatoes and drinking tea were subject to abuse (the latter ‘a destroyer of health, an enfeebler of the frame, an engenderer of effeminacy and laziness, a debaucher of youth and maker of misery for old age’). G. K. Chesterton wrote that ‘the strongest quality of Cobbett as a stylist is in the use he made of a certain kind of language; the sort of use commonly called abuse’.


Rude words alone can’t account for the failed meeting between Heine and Cobbett. Even though they both idolised freedom, their ideas of what freedom actually looked like were quite different. To Heine, it was not just the escape from the religious authorities of the past, but a new belief system: ‘freedom is a new kind of religion, the religion of our time’. To watch Cobbett reduce this sacred ideal to the status of mere rabble-rousing, ‘impotent howling’, must have felt to Heine like a new kind of heresy. To Cobbett, on the other hand, freedom was not abstract but material: the right to farm and walk on your own land, to speak the words you wanted, even if they were rude. Freedom as a concept was barely worth remarking upon: ‘The words rights, liberty, freedom, and the like, the mere words, are not worth a straw’, he wrote in 1831, ‘and frequently they serve as a cheat.’


Heine’s idea of freedom is much like a schoolboy’s view of members of the opposite sex: a romantic ideal based on the imagination rather than actual experience, easily contradicted by the inconvenient truths of the real world. And there is undoubtedly something of a teenage strop in the way he couldn’t just let matters be, and agree to disagree with the mad dog of Britain.


Not just the man, but the whole country suddenly dropped in Heine’s estimation after their meeting. Any mention of England post-1827 comes with a bitter aftertaste. Here’s Heinrich Heine on English music: ‘These people have no ear, neither for the beat nor indeed for music in any form, and their unnatural passion for piano-playing and singing is all the more disgusting.’ On English art: ‘They neither have accurate . . . sense of colour, and sometimes I am befallen by the suspicion that their sense of smell may be equally dull and rheumy; it is quite possible that they cannot distinguish horse-apples from oranges by the smell alone.’ The English: ‘a grey, yawning monster of a people, whose breath smells of deathly boredom’, ‘the most repulsive people God has ever created in his anger’. England: ‘a country which would have been swallowed up by the sea long ago, were it not for the fear that it might turn the sea’s stomach upside down’. No more ‘land of freedom’ – England is now ‘the island of the damned’. Occasionally his diatribe against England sounds like a perfect reversal of more modern prejudices: ‘Don’t send poets to London! This bare-faced seriousness of all things, this colossal uniformity, this machine-like movement, this moroseness even in joy; all-exaggerating London will crush your imagination and tear your heart to pieces.’


A year after his trip to England, Heine travels to the village of Spinetta Marengo in Piedmont, where Napoleon sealed the success of his Italian campaign. ‘Let us praise the French!’ he finally concludes in a thinly disguised dig at Bonaparte’s vanquishers. ‘They addressed two of the greatest needs of human society: good food and the equality of its citizens.’




*





Back in twentieth-century London, one week in Mortlake became two, and two weeks became three. Day after day was spent inspecting apartments and calling schools to request an appointment with the headmaster. Inevitably, the only appointments we could get would be on the same day but on opposite sides of the city, which meant that we had to get from one place to the next in a mad rush. More than once, we would board the wrong train and find ourselves faced with a carriage full of commuters who were either unable or unwilling to tell us if we were going in the right direction. Our pleas for help were met with blank stares.


When we eventually arrived at a school, I was usually met by the head of the sixth form who would start by taking me on a tour of the school. Most English schools had been built in a similar way, whether they were old Victorian buildings or more recent constructions. Right in the centre of each school was usually a large ‘assembly hall’, in which students apparently had to meet before their first class, something that struck me as more appropriate for army barracks than an educational establishment. I was also mildly disturbed by the young people in identical school uniforms who streamed past us in the school corridors: an army of English gentleman robots in matching ties, mini Frankenstein’s monsters whose exchanges with the teacher who was taking me on a tour of the premises were as short and hollow as army protocol. ‘Yes, sir,’ ‘Thank you, sir,’ ‘Of course, sir.’ They had manners, for sure, but did they have a soul?


At the last school we visited, I was horrified when we walked past a milky-faced boy in camouflage gear who was guarding the school entrance brandishing what looked like a real rifle. This, the headmaster explained, was the usual drill for Armistice Day. I didn’t know whether to laugh at the suggestion that carrying a gun into a school was an appropriate way of paying tribute to the armistice, or to cry at the blank expression on the boy’s face.


After the interview, we drove back to Heathrow to board a flight home to Hamburg. My head pressed against the car window as we drove past rows and rows of suburban houses. Each house had a little path covered in Victorian tiles leading to the front porch, stucco on the front and a little bay window, through which you could peek straight into the lounge. There was even a little tray on each doorstep, with six empty pint-sized milk bottles. The only variation was the front doors painted in different colours. We stopped at a zebra crossing and waited for a group of schoolboys to cross, all wearing identical duffel coats and short trousers. They looked as if they had stepped straight out of an Enid Blyton story. In fact, everything looked exactly like I had seen it portrayed in books and films about England. Did things ever change in this country?


Back in Hamburg, while we were waiting to hear whether or not the schools had accepted me, I returned my copy of Heine’s English Fragments to the local library and picked up a collection of essays by the novelist and poet Theodor Fontane, a former London correspondent for the Prussian intelligence agency and a prolific translator of Shakespeare. Much like Heine, Fontane came to England enamoured with the English ideal, but was soon underwhelmed by what met his eye. He was baffled by English people’s enthusiasm for song and dance, and their evident lack of artistic talent: ‘Music, as many have pointed out, is England’s Achilles’ heel.’ In particular, Fontane managed to grasp the profound boredom that resulted from the uniformity of English life. ‘England and Germany’, his diagnosis ran, ‘relate to one another like form and content, like seeming and being.’ The most perfect expression of this overwhelming tedium was what he called ‘the English Sunday’: ‘The great tyrants have all died, only in England one lives on – the Sunday.’ Far from being a country which worshipped only freedom, England turned out to be a country of pious churchgoers. The English Sunday was to the rest of the week what the Sunday roast was to the main meal: something insufferably dull in a place where you expected romance and entertainment. Fontane invites his readers to imagine an evening full of wine, song and beautiful women, and then the next morning, when the first rays of sunshine reveal a burnt-down candle and broken glass: ‘That’s a Sunday in London.’


But not everything that Fontane had to say was negative. If the English were by nature grey and dull, London was the opposite: majestic and tranquil when viewed by boat from the river, sprawling and messy in the City, fairytale-like in the lit-up West End. London had green parks, heaving bars, churches made of marble and palaces made of glass, and more nightguards than the whole of Saxony had soldiers. England’s capital, Fontane eventually confesses, is ‘awesome and incomparable’.


To me, all this sounded promising: London would be the antithesis of the Sunday roast, an exotic and exciting centre, framed by circles of ever-increasing suburban blandness. When a bunch of envelopes with English stamps arrived at our Hamburg home a week later, I felt for the first time something like excitement. The envelopes contained four rejections and one letter of acceptance, from the place with the boy automata. My parents replied instantly to accept. There was no way back now.
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