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  Foreword




  One usually begins to write memoirs when one realizes that the greater part of one’s life has been lived, and what one intended to do has been achieved more or less well.

  Instinctively, one looks back at the ground covered: one is startled at how much has sunk into obscurity or has disappeared into the past as dead time. One would like to capture what is more

  important or save it for memory, even as it is fading into oblivion.




  At the same time one comes face to face with the effort required in calling up the past. What was it my father said when my mother reproached him for his pessimistic moods, when she tried to

  coax him into a degree of flexibility towards those in power? What was the name of the German teacher at Leibniz Grammar School, who, in front of the boys, regretted that I was leaving his class?

  What were the remarks Dr Meyer made as he accompanied me to the door on my last visit – were they sombre or merely ironically resigned? Experiences, words, names: all lost or in the process

  of disappearing. Only some faces remain, to which, if one kept poking around long enough, a remark, an image or a situation could be linked. Other information was provided by family tradition. But

  quite often the thread was simply broken. That also had something to do with the fact that when my family was expelled from our home in Karlshorst all keepsakes, notes and letters were lost.

  Likewise, the family photos. The pictures in this book were mostly given back to us after the war by friends who had asked for them at some point and were able to save their possessions through the

  upheavals of the times.




  I would have been unable to record my earliest memories if in the early 1950s I had not had a radio commission to write an account of recent German history. Wherever possible I supplemented the

  published historical studies – which at that time were far from abundant – with conversations with contemporaries. Most frequently, however, and also at greatest length, I consulted my

  father, who, as a politically committed citizen, had experienced the struggles and suffering of the time as more than a mere observer. Naturally, these conversations soon extended to more personal

  matters and drew attention to the family’s troubles, which I had lived through and at the same time hardly noticed.




  On the whole I noted down my father’s observations only as headings. That caused me some difficulties when I came to write this book, because if I could not reconstruct the context of a

  remark it inevitably remained sketchy and frequently had to be left out. Some of his opinions did not stand up in the face of the knowledge I had meanwhile acquired. In the initial draft, however,

  I reproduced rather than corrected them, because they seemed important as the opinions of someone present at the time; in part they reflect not today’s historical view, but the perceptions,

  worries and disappointed hopes of a contemporary.




  To make the book more readable I have also taken the liberty of reproducing some of my notes as direct speech. A historian could not possibly proceed in such a way, but it may be permitted the

  memoirist. Wherever possible these dialogues maintain the tone as well as the content of what was said. When individual remarks are placed in quotation marks they faithfully reproduce a comment, as

  far as memory allows.




  My observations make no claim to be indisputably valid. What I write about the friends of my parents, about teachers and superiors remains my view alone. I present Hans Hausdorf and Father

  Wittenbrink, the Ganses, Kiefers, Donners and others only as I remember them. That may not be accurate or even fair in every respect. Nevertheless, I was not prompted by any prejudice.




  I have dealt analytically with the years with which the following pages are concerned in several historical accounts. For that reason in the present book I could largely dispense with abstract

  reflections. They are left to the reader. At any rate I have not written a history of the Hitler years, but only how they were reflected in a family and its surroundings.




  In writing this book I have accumulated many debts of gratitude. Here I would like to mention only Frau Ursel Hanschmann, Irmgard Sandmayr and my friend Christian Herrendoerfer; and my fellow

  prisoners of war Wolfgang Münkel and Klaus Jürgen Meise. The latter successfully escaped from the POW camp some time before my failed attempt. I owe particular thanks to my editor Barbara

  Hoffmeister for her numerous important comments. Finally, the many friends of my youth who helped me with the order of events, dates and names should be acknowledged.




  

    Joachim Fest


  




  Kronberg, May 2006








  




  1.




  How




  Everything




  Came




  Together




  The task I have set myself is called recollection. The majority of the occurrences and experiences of my life have – as with everyone – faded from memory. Because

  memory is ceaselessly engaged in casting out one thing and putting something else in its place or superimposing new insights. The process is unending. If I look back over the whole time, a flood of

  pictures presses forwards, jumbled up and random. Whenever something happened, no idea was associated with it, and only years later was I able to discover the hidden watermark in the documents of

  life and perhaps interpret it.




  But even then images intervene, especially when it comes to the early years: the house with the wilderness-like undergrowth at the sides (later, to our sorrow, removed thanks to our

  parents’ sense of orderliness); catching crayfish in the River Havel; our much-loved nursemaid Franziska, who one day had to return to her home in the Lausitz; the trucks which raced down the

  streets with a bright flag, packed with bawling men in uniform; the excursions to Sanssouci or Lake Gran, where our father told us a story about a Prussian queen, until we began to get bored with

  it. All unforgotten. And once we children had reached the age of ten, we were taken one Sunday in summer – when the band was playing and the aristocrats’ two-wheel carriages were

  standing in front of the Emperor’s Pavilion – to the racetrack. Like the district of Karlshorst in Berlin it had been developed by my grandfather on the out-of-the-way Treskow Estate,

  and had later gained the reputation of being the largest steeplechase course in the country. As if it were yesterday I see the parade of huge horses with the little jockeys in

  their colourful clothes, and the solemnly pacing gentlemen in their mouse-grey morning coats with bow ties at their throats and bulging starched fronts. The women, on the other hand, mostly stuck

  together and watched one another in the shadow of hats as big as wheels in the hope that some rival could be discovered and dismissed with a crushing remark.




  It was a strange, genteel world that had brought my grandfather to Karlshorst. He had been born into the respected Aachen drapers’ family of Straeter, whose branches were spread across the

  Lower Rhineland and which was so wealthy it could afford every two years to hire a train for a pilgrimage to Rome, where its members were received by the Pope in a private audience. Circumstances

  had brought him into contact with the high nobility; in his twenties he was already Travel Marshal of the Duke of Sagan, and a little later he went to Donaueschingen as Inspector of Prince

  Fürstenberg’s Estates. His early years were largely spent at aristocratic residences in France, and at Chateau Valençay (once the property of Prince Talleyrand) he had got to know

  my grandmother, who came from a Donaueschingen family and was a lady-in-waiting to the Fürstenbergs. It was a great love that lasted until old age, when the Second World War smashed

  everything. For a long time French was mostly spoken in the family and the cooking of the house was also French with onion soup, duck pâté and crème caramel. Most of the

  classics of the neighbouring country were in my grandfather’s library in awe-inspiring, leather-bound editions. I sometimes heard him declaiming Racine as he walked up and down in front of

  his desk, but his favourite authors were Balzac and Flaubert.




  My grandfather had arrived in Berlin in 1890, at the time of a sensational murder case. The Heinzes, a married couple, had killed a night watchman. The Heinze Case, which my grandfather and many

  others often compared to the murders of Jack the Ripper, had the side-effect of drawing attention to the housing conditions of the poor. As a result two – and later three

  – groups of wealthy families joined together to establish philanthropic societies to build housing estates. The largest of these projects was initiated by the judge Dr Otto Hentig with Prince

  Karl Egon zu Fürstenberg in charge. Also involved were the Treskows, who had resided in nearby Friedrichsfelde (outside Berlin) since 1816, as well as August von Dönhoff, the Lehndorffs

  and other respected families. The well-known architect Oscar Gregorovius also played a part, as well as, somewhat later, the more famous Peter Behrens.




  My grandfather had never accepted the Heinzes’ appeal in their defence to the misery of the slums or the horrors of back-court housing in Wedding. As a result he tried to find out

  everything he could about Gotthilf Heinze, whom he often called ‘Gotthilf the Slasher’. He even carried out research to discover masterminds, secret societies and above all the

  depraved, red-haired beauty, who was mentioned in some sources, albeit dubious ones: the ‘angel of the gutter’, as he once, years later, described her to me. It was never clear to me,

  as a boy, whether she had been a prostitute victim or an accomplice of the murderer. My grandfather believed she was an accomplice, and growled, ‘Typical! He involves his wife in the murder.

  His lover stays in the background and is there for pleasure.’




  In May 1895 the district administrator signed the permission to build on the 150 acres of the Carlshorst Estate and immediately a kind of competition got under way for the best plots of land.

  The philanthropic society of Prince zu Fürstenberg proved more than a match for its competitors and appointed my twenty-seven-year-old grandfather as manager. His task, working with Oscar

  Gregorovius and the local authorities, was to establish a suburb on the land acquired, to lay down the street plan, to parcel up the plots and to sell them at reasonable prices. At each stage of

  expansion a new quarter was added: there were the streets named after the nobility, those with Rhineland names, the legend quarter, the Wagner quarter, and so on, step by step.




  My grandfather mastered his task with great skill, but soon recognized that beyond the comfortable living quarters which still dominated Karlshorst when I was growing up,

  the place needed certain centres of attraction. So a hospital, a Protestant and a Catholic church were added, and a little park with a small lake that was laid out on previously marshy terrain soon

  began attracting strollers from a wide area. With prudent planning, the Treskow racecourse was expanded into a centre of society life. In later years – in fact, just after my

  grandfather’s time – a military school also came to Karlshorst. In the end the ‘little place of troubles’, as he liked to call it, or the ‘barren sandy heath’,

  as it was once described in an official document, which on his arrival had consisted of eight houses or rather farms with fewer than a hundred residents, had more than 30,000 inhabitants.




  In the years when I was consciously aware of him, my grandfather was a withdrawn, imperious, austere man, who, during crowded family meetings, could silence a room with a single, dry remark. On

  the street he was usually to be seen wearing a frock coat and a bowler and carrying a stick. Even then he had an old-fashioned aura, which he played up to with stubborn determination. Unlike my

  three younger siblings, who kept out of his way as much as possible, my elder brother Wolfgang and I enjoyed talking to him, no matter how monosyllabic he often was. Because he was an attentive

  listener, who always knew how to ask questions that led somewhere. One of my sisters later criticized him for having an all-too glum face and ‘the corners of his mouth always drooped so

  dreadfully’. But even his silences, so Wolfgang and I found, carried weight. There were always a couple of drops of eau de cologne on his handkerchiefs. Passers-by greeted him respectfully

  and doffed their hats with a low gesture that reached almost to the knee and often made us laugh. Older people still remembered that Karlshorst was, in part, his creation.




  The woman at his side, my grandmother, was graceful and devoted, and was able to talk to each of her grandchildren in a different way, appropriate to their age. Her life had not always been easy

  and although the many troubles had left their mark on her face, she displayed no sign of unhappiness; instead, she was cheerful and practical. She was happy when she could make

  herself useful – that feeling made up for all the burdens, I often heard her say. They had five daughters and – to their everlasting sorrow – no son. Two of the daughters had

  entered a religious order: one worked on a mission station in Africa; the other (given the beautiful name of Sister Alcantara) was assigned by her superiors to a convent in Meran. She was tall and

  a figure of abbess-like dignity, yet at the same time gave the impression of being oddly fragile. She had ‘chest trouble’ and in the ‘chilly convent vaults’, as my mother

  sometimes complained, contracted a lung infection before she was even thirty, from which she soon died.




  In 1917, during the First World War, the youngest daughter fell ill with diphtheria at the age of fourteen, resulting in complete physical paralysis. My grandparents spent a fortune on

  distinguished medical specialists and even consulted quacks without ever gaining any relief for her. All day long ‘Aunt Agnes’ lay on the chaise longue in the dining room and, as she

  could not move her head, every time someone entered she looked sideways towards the door with wide open eyes, in which there was a reflection of futile effort in life. In the evening my grandfather

  had to carry her into her bedroom, casting aside, as I once observed, every conceit of an elderly gentleman. If in talking to her one alluded to her suffering, she would merely respond:

  ‘Please! I manage!’




  Dorothea, whom we called ‘Aunt Dolly’, was the elegant daughter. She was striking in appearance and slim, and like my mother had been educated at a boarding school for young ladies

  in Silesia. Her wardrobe revealed a taste for bold patterns, which sailed close to the limits of good taste. She usually turned up wearing the very latest hat and with a fox fur over her shoulders,

  its silvered claws glinting in the sun. Around her neck she wore discreet gold jewellery. She was adept at a well-bred, conversational tone and frequently admonished us for talking in a Berlin

  accent. My father thought that she had acquired a taste for the big wide world in the boarding school in the small town of Liebenthal, whereas my mother had brought back poetry

  and good sense from the place.
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  Fest’s grandmother, during her years at Valençay




  

    Indeed, my mother, whose name was Elisabeth, but who was called ‘Tetta’ by the family, was considered the strict one of the sisters. In contrast to her manner, however, which was

    self-confident and not without a touch of pride, she had a charming side and an attractive warmth in company. The complexity of her character was also evident in her liking for ‘gentle

    music’, to which her poetic tastes corresponded. She liked Eichendorff and Mörike, above all, also Heinrich Heine, except that when she recited his poems she would leave out the last

    two lines. ‘He doesn’t stand by his feelings,’ she said. ‘He’s ashamed of them. When you are older and have the necessary talent’ – she turned to my

    brother and me – ‘you must write new endings to Heine’s poems. Then I will at last be able to love him completely.’


  




  There was something to my father’s rather unfair judgement on Dolly. She wanted to make an entrance. The moment her noisy children were out of the house, my mother sat down at the piano

  and improvised a little before leading in to her favourite pieces: Beethoven’s ‘Für Elise’, some Mozart variation or other and many Czerny études. Finally, she sang in

  a pleasant voice a couple of songs by Schubert and Schumann, and best of all some by Carl Loewe, such as the one about ‘Herr Heinrich am Vogelherd’ (‘Herr Heinrich at the

  Fowling Floor’) or ‘Die Uhr’ (‘The Clock’). ‘Why do you do that?’ asked Aunt Dolly, puzzled. ‘Who benefits from it? Why don’t you

  organize house concerts with guests?’ But ‘Tetta’, my mother, was not to be won over by anything like that.




  As a girl, thanks to some family connections, my mother had several times been invited to balls at the Imperial Stables and, even at an advanced age, she would talk enthusiastically about the

  cavaliers in tails and coloured sashes who had paid court to her. She also talked of chests covered in order ribbons and how a young man might let a monocle drop, significantly

  and revealingly, from the eye at a coarse joke or in feigned surprise. And then the lieutenants, who (as she said, losing herself in her memories) ‘were indeed dashing’ – I know

  how much foolish pink from a girl’s face you can still see in that remark. She no longer knew whether the attendants who stood around attentively everywhere and intercepted searching looks

  wore escarpins with buckles. ‘But the servants had an matchless way of looking expressionless when one of the cavaliers helped me out of my coat. Beautiful, brilliant and superficial,

  like some baroque music,’ she said, now, in her turn, without expression, ‘but gone, gone!’ Yet she didn’t mourn those days; because who would mourn a fairy tale when it was

  over?




  For Aunt Dolly, on the other hand, who so liked to talk about ‘higher things’, which she loved for their inimitability, theatre and especially music only became significant and

  affecting in a social context. She came to life in the hum of the gradually filling stalls or to the sound of the instruments tuning up, but she also enjoyed strolling in the lobbies and probably

  above all the soigné gentlemen who, with a slight inclination, threw her reserved or occasionally brazen glances. She sometimes mentioned these to the accompaniment of girlish giggles,

  although she was by then almost thirty. It was at this time that I began to suspect that between men and women there were mysterious understandings that one would have to find out about later.




  Everyone wondered why Aunt Dolly, who was everywhere courted by a certain type of experienced gentleman – the kind who (as my mother liked to say) had ‘been fatally around’

  – never found a husband. Only much later was the answer discovered: she had for years been literally enslaved to a great love, which had robbed her of all sense: a married naval officer from

  Kiel. Around him she constructed an endless theatre of dissemblance. Only my parents knew something of it, and after making a couple of hints they made us promise never to breathe a word. Once,

  when Aunt Dolly took me to the Gloria Palast at Karlshorst Station, where we saw a romantic film with a tragic ending, she at first sniffled surreptitiously into her

  handkerchief, and then wept quietly to herself through the whole screening, sighing ever more deeply. At the exit, with a strained smile on her still tearful face, she asked me to leave her alone.

  I would find my way home without her.




  A couple of days later she turned up at Hentigstrasse at an unusual time and chatted away awkwardly. On my arrival she pulled me into the drawing room and apologized for her ‘faux

  pas’. When I said there was nothing to apologize for, she retorted that at her age, too, one had to maintain one’s composure and, even more important, have manners. ‘My weeping

  was discourteous.’




  ‘Proud Aunt Dolly!’ I thought with my fourteen years. In her every word it seemed I could detect how much she envied my mother. At the end of 1919 my mother had joined the

  Bleichröder banking house as a junior and gone to the city centre every day. There she had got to know people, gained experience and even climbed a rung up the career ladder. Aunt Dolly, on

  the other hand, had set limits to her ambitions early on and become a librarian because she had succumbed to the courtship of that damned naval officer, whose future she hoped to share.

  ‘Tetta’, by contrast, was not at all histrionic; reserved by nature, she did not need to make a splash emotionally or socially. She was not a diva, I once heard her say to one of my

  father’s friends, who had reproached her for not showing her feelings sufficiently, and, for a while, the remark became a favourite saying in the family: ‘Mama isn’t a

  diva!’ Less than two years after starting at the bank she had got to know my father and (as she liked to say) ‘taken a girlish fancy to him’, then ‘fallen a little in love

  with him’, subsequently, ‘really fallen in love with him’ and married him soon after. All ‘quite unsurprising’, all quite ‘normal’, said Aunt Dolly

  sometimes, and perhaps even a little boring, but promising so much more happiness than her own life.




  On my father’s side the family circumstances were considerably more remote and complex. As far back as the facts can be traced (that is, to the seventeenth century) his ancestors came from

  the small market town of Liebenau (Lubrza in Polish) in the Neumark of the Province of Brandenburg. The parish registers, begun again in 1654 after the devastation of the

  Thirty Years’ War, first mention their names in the 1670s. Most of them had made a living as craftsmen or tradespeople, and in one branch of the family also as brewery owners. Over the

  generations many of them had held office as ‘able councillors’, churchwardens or ‘village mayors’. The first names common in the family also point to higher pretensions. In

  each generation there was a Rosina; many of the female ancestors were called Cäcilia or Justina; and my grandfather bore the first names (Latinized in the Baroque style) Robertus Tiburtius. He

  was an exuberant man full of the joys of life, who, as it was once said, ‘set every dance floor in a state of excitement’. Newly married and driven by the ambition (typical of the time)

  to settle new land, he had moved to the province of Posen and acquired a large farm there. Less than a year after his arrival, although only in his mid-twenties, he had become mayor and was

  respected by both Germans and Poles. His wife, however, did not get along with Polish conditions and, consequently, in 1895, the family, by now with seven children in tow, moved back to Liebenau.

  There my grandfather bought a flour mill close to the village.




  He died at the beginning of the 1930s, before we got to know him at all well, and so any memories of him remain a tangled mixture of what one was told and what one remembers. Whenever we caught

  sight of him, he was walking like a shadow through the rooms, leaning silently and ghostlike on his walking stick, commenting in passing on our squabbling with a ‘Well, well!’ He could

  only be induced to speak at length if my father asked him to recite word for word one of the tales collected by the Brothers Grimm, which he had learned as a child, or, on Sunday evening, to say

  the lesson from the morning Mass. Then he briefly shut his eyes before beginning: ‘And Jesus, when he came out, saw much people, and was moved with compassion toward them . . .’ When we

  arrived in Liebenau for the funeral he was laid out in the yard of his house, a very old, unfamiliar and seemingly fragile man, who in death had shrivelled up.




  The coffin had been opened again for the last blessing and with a final dutiful gesture my grandmother, bent low and leaning on a stick, busied herself with some overhanging corners and ends of

  cloth. Of the dead man – who sank, his mouth slightly open, between the lace-trimmed shrouds – we children saw only the upper bony section of the face. After the solemn throat-clearing

  of those present, which always precedes such rituals, the priest spoke the funeral prayers and sprinkled the mourners with holy water, while inexpressive farmers’ lads closed the coffin and

  carried it through the yard gate and out into the road to the waiting horse-drawn carriage. Almost fifty years later my younger brother Winfried remembered that – far more than his quietly

  weeping grandmother or the psalm-singing relatives gathered in a semi-circle around the coffin and the mountains of flowers – his attention was captured by a fly which rushed back and forward

  over the waxen face of the dead man and several times disappeared into the dark cavity of the mouth. For me, too, the sight was something I never forgot.




  My grandfather had been a down-to-earth man, tested by life. He was much respected (as I was later told) by his peers, and at council meetings the final word was often expected and indeed came

  from him. My father loved to tell a story from his youth that illustrated my grandfather’s no-nonsense sense of reality. Five or six of what would in the end be eleven children had been

  sitting around the kitchen table with my grandfather, when one of the brothers asked what each of them planned to do with the huge sum of money that would shortly fall into their laps, whether

  through God, the power of the angels or by chance. ‘The jackpot!’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s being given to us! It’ll be raining money! Remember my words!’ Right away,

  twelve-year-old Franz revealed to the speechless company what he would do with the money. He would go into town and in Kurt Linke’s inn, surrounded by beautiful women, order the best wines

  and liqueurs; the elder brother August confessed he would buy the most expensive dress for merry Maria Zietsch from the next village, and then hopefully dare speak to her for

  the first time; Cäcilie thought she would buy a dressmaker’s shop with modern machines and employ at least five seamstresses. And so on, one after the other, until the slight Roni, who

  always looked a little starved, spoke up. ‘And I,’ he explained, swallowing frequently, ‘will buy myself Schlackwurst sausages with all the money – seventy or even a hundred

  – for as long as the money lasts. All day long, for a month – no, for a whole year – I will stuff myself with Schlackwurst. One after the other.’




  That was like a watchword. Everyone jumped up and agreed enthusiastically: Schlackwurst – yes! That’s great! Schlaraffenland1 for ever! they yelled. Until my grandfather,

  who had said nothing throughout, went over to the tiled stove, took his stick, which was hanging from the side, and silenced the hubbub with a mighty blow on the table. Taking no notice of the

  daughters present, he shouted at the boisterous gang: ‘You damned rascals are going to eat bread with your sausage! You don’t eat sausage without bread!’




  My father interpreted this story from his own experience. One was allowed to have dreams, build castles in the air – it was all allowed! But one had to keep one’s feet on the ground!

  As a gifted schoolboy of fifteen he had wanted to study ‘something to do with religion or mathematics’. After that he had for a long time been uncertain as to whether he should follow

  his love of nature and become a fisherman or a forester. When, finally, at his father’s urging, he decided on the profession of teacher, the somewhat older son of the neighbour said it was a

  real shame that a lad with his practical talents should choose a typical ‘idler’s job’. Because of his ability my father was exempted from the first two classes when he started

  secondary school and later, on taking his school-leaving certificate, from the oral examinations. After several teaching posts he suffered a moderately serious wound at the beginning of the First

  World War, in France, returned to teaching and immediately found himself back in Berlin. Politically committed from an early age, in 1919 he had established several local

  branches of the Catholic Zentrum Party in southern districts of the capital, and had occupied leading positions in the Party, as he did later in the Reichsbanner, the paramilitary organization,

  composed of members of the Zentrum Party, the Social Democratic Party and the trade unions set up to defend the Weimar Republic.




  He was a tall man with strong features, and the ‘photograph face’ (as Wolfgang and I called it), which he displays in most pictures, reveals only sternness and determination, without

  giving any clue to the cheerful character and even happiness which comes when a person is in harmony with himself. One of his friends once said that my father was a rare combination of energy,

  self-confidence and good cheer. His sharp wit could even turn into high spirits. Friends of my own youth whom I asked for the impression they had of him when they looked back, often said that as a

  child there was hardly another adult whom they so enjoyed being with, because he was able to tell such crazy stories and sing such silly songs. Almost all spoke in this or similar terms of his

  ability to entertain and his enjoyment of practical jokes. Admittedly, he sometimes suffered from a short temper and that may have been because his good humour did not come from an inner balance

  alone, but also had something to do with the certainty of being able to deal with all the trials of Fate.




  It should also be said that my father did not have the least touch of social snobbery and could chat as easily to the girl behind the counter at the baker’s as discuss serious affairs of

  state with a senior civil servant. He was as relaxed with a university teacher as with the children at our birthdays. He enjoyed singing and he had countless songs in his head from ‘Prinz

  Eugen’ to the forgotten ‘Ich hab mich ergeben . . .’ (‘I have devoted myself’), whose melody survives only in Brahms’s ‘Academic Festival

  Overture’. To end a round of songs he liked to perform boulevard or music-hall chansons, which, as I remember, sometimes included the unforgettable assertion that ‘my parrot don’t

  eat hard-boiled eggs’ or posed the question ‘What, for heaven’s sake, was Mayer doing in the Himalayas?’ or, then again, praised a girlfriend called

  Titine, whose lover boldly claimed (for the sake of the rhyme if nothing else) that in his cake of life she was nothing less than the raisin. He liked to laugh and could entertain a company at

  table all evening with witty anecdotes or – if it was required – more down-to-earth ones.




  His origin, life and strong convictions had bequeathed my father four qualities, none of which seemed to go with the others and each of which had developed an impatience with the other three. In

  his case, however, all contradictions were held together by strength of personality and each one of these strands contributed to his intransigence in the face of the Nazi regime. The inadequacies

  of the foundation of the Weimar Republic were perfectly clear to him, but he remained a committed republican. The problems of the moment must never place the principle in doubt, we heard him say

  repeatedly; and each one of us, his children, was a witness later on to his outrage when, after the end of the Hitler dictatorship, it was often argued that in 1932–3 there had been a choice

  only between the Nazi Party and Communists, and that in Hitler people had chosen the lesser of two evils. Would it not have been more intelligent and, above all, more responsible to choose the

  republic, he objected, whether in the shape of the Social Democrats, the Zentrum or the Liberals? In reality, all those who said later that there had been no alternative to Hitler had at the time

  lacked judgement and loyalty to the state, to say nothing of determination. Because my father had always been a militant republican; he wanted to resist the storm troops of the Nazi SA

  (Brownshirts) not only with words, but with his fists. Consequently, following the election gains of the Nazi Party on 14 September 1930, he had discussed with his friend Hubertus zu

  Löwenstein the formation of a republican youth movement, which led shortly afterwards to the establishment of the Vortrupp Schwarz-Rot-Gold.2




  At the same time he was a convinced Prussian, even if he didn’t say much about it. The numerous ‘Old Prussians’ who were to be found, in the old provinces

  of the Prussian crown at least, were overwhelmingly royalist and did not approve of the republic. ‘But I’m no unthinking Prussian,’ my father mocked, ‘and not sentimental

  enough to mourn the “fugitive” Wilhelm the Second.’ His idea of what was Prussian, he said occasionally, was fairly out of step with the times. In addition to the familiar

  catalogue of duties, it included the voluntary self-limitation of demands, the avoidance of self-pity and the ability to cope with life with a ‘pinch’ of irony. ‘Just don’t

  forget irony!’ he frequently admonished us. ‘It’s the entry ticket to humanity. Outwardly, one displays a seriousness the situation demands, but inwardly one snaps one finger at

  the frustrations.’




  Certainly, he was critical enough to realize that Prussia and its much-praised ethos stood for nothing but itself – that it had no idea to give the world. Often he amused himself at the

  various efforts to lend Prussia a ‘soul’ or even a ‘mission’. As civilizing powers he accepted only Ancient Greece and Rome. What had Spain, England or France given the

  world, he once asked at table, apart from the swagger stick, five o’clock tea, Inca gold and a few fine phrases? Ultimately, each of these world powers had been about exploitation with a

  little added humane decoration. He preferred the unadorned will to survive, which was the whole of Prussia’s idea of state. It robbed, too, but at least it didn’t lie. ‘A curtsey

  for Prussia,’ he concluded on occasion and with a smile; on the whole, Prussia didn’t cut such a bad figure in the world.




  Years later, when I asked him once again about his taste for irony, he responded that irony made almost everything in life more bearable, including the basically ‘chilly state air’

  of Prussia. A scene (unforgotten by us children) occurred on the annual trip to our relatives in the Neumark. As the train passed a small village almost swallowed up by the horizon, my father

  called us to the compartment window. ‘What you see over there,’ he observed, ‘is the silhouette of Kunersdorf, where Frederick the Great suffered the most terrible defeat of the

  whole Seven Years’ War. The Prussians,’ he continued, ‘among whom in this respect I do not count myself, always maintain that after every Kunersdorf there

  follows a Leuthen with triumph, fanfares and the chorus “Now Thank We All Our God!” That sounds elevating and fills the unthinking Prussian heart with pride. Unfortunately,’ added

  my father after a considered pause, ‘this fine story isn’t true. Because the Battle of Leuthen took place in 1757, while Frederick did not meet with the defeat of Kunersdorf (whose

  disastrous consequences were only avoided by a change of rulers in Russia) until two years later. But,’ he concluded, ‘there has to be a little bit of cheating, if the Prussians are

  going to add another miracle of the House of Brandenburg to the first.’




  If Prussia and republicanism were not easily reconciled, then the contradiction was further sharpened by my father’s strict Catholicism. He was a pious man, who accounted to the

  ‘Lord God’ (as he usually put it in this context) for each of his private or political decisions. Not least because of his numerous offices, he maintained close relations with the

  senior diocesan figures and frequently met the papal nuncio Cardinal Pacelli. He gave credit to Heinrich Brüning, the Zentrum Party chancellor from 1930–32, for pursuing, in principle

  and politically, the reconciliation of Prussianism and Catholicism; if he had succeeded, my father said, in retrospect, much would have turned out differently. He was a friend of Bernhard

  Lichtenberg, the Dean of St Hedwig’s Cathedral in Berlin. In earlier years the latter had lived in Karlshorst as a curate; in 1941 he was sentenced for protesting against Nazi euthanasia and

  for publicly praying for the Jews, and he died in 1943, while being transported to Dachau concentration camp, in circumstances that remain unclear. My father advocated Catholic interests without

  his usual calm; occasionally, he was gripped by the siege mentality of diaspora Catholicism. Characteristically, although someone who tolerated almost all human weaknesses, he never got over the

  disgraceful part which leading figures of his party – Franz von Papen and Prelate Ludwig Kaas – allowed themselves to be talked into playing, out of ambition and

  opportunism, during the course of the Nazi seizure of power.




  And finally, he was an avowed Bildungsbürger; the pages that follow will provide some evidence of that. While at that time the term was not as discredited as it has meanwhile become,

  it already suggested an old-fashioned character. After the Nazi years the educated middle classes (Bildungsbürgertum) were seen as one of the principal social forces responsible for the

  rise of Hitler; when one looks more closely, however, this accusation merely reflects the resentment of spoiled children intent on being morally superior to their parents, and on defaming all

  Bildung (humanist education) as pointless effort. Social science has, meanwhile, discovered that fewer than 1 per cent of the population could have been reckoned to belong to the

  Bildungsbürgertum. Yet in the last halfway free elections of 5 March 1933 Hitler’s party received the votes of well over 40 per cent of the electorate.




  My father loved books. His pride was the chronological Goethe edition from the Propyläen publishing house, which he had bought with his first salary, as well as a smaller edition of ten or

  twelve volumes with commentaries. Next to them in the bookcases which covered only three walls of his far from spacious study stood works from Lessing to Heine, Shakespeare, of course, and much

  else up to Fontaine, whom he admired. ‘He’s one of the family,’ he liked to say, when conversation turned to Fontaine, and pointed to the easy chair on the balcony. ‘He has

  a seat there now and then.’ In the scholarly section there were two or three shelves of theological literature. He was interested in questions of the proof of God and the stimulus Luther had

  given to the development of the German language; in the next bookcase was the literature on Prussian history, especially the period of the reformers during and after the Napoleonic Wars, also works

  on the Christian image of man or the spread of the faith to the remotest regions of the earth.




  The walls of bookshelves stretching up to the ceiling clearly reflected my father’s interests. Only above the desk was there a gap in which – next to some

  family photographs and the silhouette of Goethe raising his finger in front of the young Fritz von Stein – hung an engraving after Raphael’s School of Athens, with Pythagoras and

  Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, one pointing at heaven, the other at earth, as our father (to our amusement) explained to almost every visitor, and at the right-hand edge of the picture Raphael had

  portrayed himself, as was repeated to us at least as regularly. Standing in front of the portrait of the Catholic scholar and reformer Görres on the opposite wall (above which there was a

  bronze bust of Dante on a pedestal), my father was in the habit of assuring listeners that all of his life he had wanted to be like Görres: rebellious in his early years, moving things forward

  in the middle of life, and from the age of forty preserving what was good. But the times have to lend a hand. In his they had too often got in the way.




  My father often talked about the period after the First World War, in which he had been wounded early on and spent time in hospital. Then he had no problem adjusting to circumstances. He had

  been full of hope and, in his view, despite the painful defeat, there had been a strong attachment to the republic. This had been for three main reasons, which, with the laconic brevity of his new

  home town, Berlin, he summed up as: the war was over, the Kaiser was gone, and the nonsense of the soldiers’ councils was at an end. Furthermore, a constitution had been debated and all of it

  together had produced a widespread sense of a new beginning, which took hold of and united the middle classes and the workers.




  ‘But even before the constitution was adopted, the heavens darkened,’ he said. The first blow came with the Versailles Peace Treaty, but it was less the draconian conditions that

  weighed heavily. It was the ‘humiliations’ imposed on the German delegation that produced greater outrage, from the servants’ entrance by which its members had to enter the

  building in which negotiations took place, to the wounded men with serious facial injuries, who, in an act of calculated offence, were posted at the entrance to the conference

  room. These and similar theatrical flourishes, he said, were intended to legitimate Article 231 of the Versailles Treaty, which was formulated with the ‘unpleasant arrogance of the poor

  winner’: the assertion that Germany bore sole responsibility for the war. In truth, the victorious powers only proved thereby that ‘they didn’t measure up to their victory’.

  It was soon being said that the republic had returned from Versailles ‘wearing a fool’s cap’, and the phrase was repeated with contempt and bitterness.




  My father talked a great deal about these setbacks. The weaknesses already became evident, he said, in summer 1919. Furthermore, the republic had not been inaugurated with any great act of

  foundation that stayed in the memory, but instead (as a growing number soon thought) with a shameful defeat which was the result of treachery. Many allowed themselves to be persuaded all too

  readily that they were the good-natured victims of deceit and vindictiveness. In the early days of the new state, my father related, as he was going to the local branches night after night, he had

  repeatedly pointed out in countering the agitation of the Right, that the emergent republic had been dealt two stabs in the back. First, by the ‘Hindenburg swindle’3 and

  second, by the victorious powers, France in particular, for whom he made no allowances. Because as a result Hitler was allowed to present himself as the advocate of so-called German honour.




  ‘There was one other great moment,’ he continued, when talk came round to the subject. That had been when the Kapp Putsch was launched in March 1920 at which point the young republic

  had even been granted a victory. The coup d’état of the old ‘moustaches’ had been thwarted not only by the workers’ general strike, but also by the more or less

  united resistance of the broad majority. There the republic had its long-awaited founding act after all, as my father had declared repeatedly in his speeches, and the listeners had sometimes even

  risen to their feet and applauded. But the republic had not known what to do with this gift. Nevertheless, he and his friends had celebrated the victory in the assembly rooms and larger pubs of Neukölln, Kreuzberg and Charlottenburg. At last, so they had all believed, their cause was safe. The republic appeared to have stood the test.




  It was around then that he thought for the first time – after a life which had for so long been filled with meetings and endless evening appointments – that he could devote himself

  to his private advancement. At the end of 1921 he moved from the lower-class district of Neukölln to Karlshorst and bought an apartment house in Hentigstrasse in which, already with an eye to

  a future family, he occupied a whole floor. At that time he felt he had made a success of the first part of his life. Professionally as well as politically everyone predicted a promising future for

  him. In addition, he had made the acquaintance of an attractive, well-brought-up young woman from a comfortable background and for the first time thought of marriage.




  He approached everything with great seriousness. After he had satisfied himself about this young woman, her family and its circumstances, he began one day to acquire, without the least stammer,

  a fluency in French conversation and for a while preferred popular literature in that language with extended passages of dialogue. In this way, my father later jokingly maintained, he had prepared

  himself for the traditional suspicions of future parents-in-law. Because it did not seem impossible to him that the strict Straeters might embarrass him by suddenly, as if unintentionally,

  switching to French and only after talking for some time apologize for the small discourtesy. He had not wanted to expose himself to that, he added with a laugh.




  And, laughing, he also said that until that point his education had been all too greatly focused on the weighty themes; consequently, he began to drape ‘garlands’ on the grand

  scaffolding, as he called it, adding the handsome accessories which, even if only socially, were part of an education. Then he made the rounds of all the specialist shops in order to achieve

  sureness of taste, because he came from the country and (as one said in the big city of Berlin) from ‘modest circumstances’. He had already discovered fine-looking

  furniture and very pleasing craft work in the homes of friends and of political party acquaintances and formed an idea of how he wanted to live. When he believed himself reasonably well prepared he

  went to the antique shops in the Hansaviertel district to also form a judgement with respect to furnishings, paintings, carpets or whatever else belonged to setting up a home and corresponded to

  his financial possibilities. He even bought some pieces, mainly in old Berlin style. Meanwhile, from time to time, he sent a token of his intentions to the young miss in Riastrasse.




  These were the eloquent love letters that my mother kept in a casket together with other mementoes and buried in the garden in 1945 a few days before the Russians marched in. The evacuation

  order issued at short notice by the Russians prevented the little box from being recovered; to the lifelong sorrow of my mother it remained lost. There are even supposed to have been some love

  poems in it.




  One day my father unexpectedly announced himself at the Straeters. To his surprise the drawing-room furniture was light in colour. Decorated with flower vases and bright porcelain figures of

  courting couples, harlequins and shepherdesses, the grace of the decor hardly seemed to match the stern image of my maternal grandfather. Certainly this visit (so my father thought) was full of

  possibilities for embarrassment; nevertheless, it passed off more easily than feared. The future parents-in-law possessed French courtesy, and since they had worked out why the young man was

  calling on them, they first of all offered him a light liqueur and helped him in every possible way to cope with the situation. When, suddenly and without warning, he became formal and attempted to

  rise from his chair they asked him to remain seated. The guest nevertheless responded that he was better able to say what he wanted to say standing, whereas for the sake of their well-being it

  would be better if they remained seated. After that the mood became more relaxed, so that my father was able to shed any stiffness and ask, without further ceremony, for the

  hand of their daughter Elisabeth.




  A few weeks later the date of the wedding was set for the middle of 1923. When my father looked back he was able to feel a degree of satisfaction. He had been more successful than he could ever

  have expected; hints had been made recently that he had prospects of an appointment in the Prussian Ministry of Culture, Education and Religious Affairs. And then things would continue. What could

  possibly get in the way?
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  Karlshorst was a self-contained suburb on the eastern side of the capital, overwhelmingly inhabited by the middling middle class. Its origins on the drawing board were still

  obvious from its orderly street plan, and one of my parents’ friends, who liked to exaggerate, maintained that the architect’s office had taken the place of the whims of princes. It was

  part of the distinctiveness of Berlin that the Prussian rulers had built it arbitrarily but determinedly in the face of the waste of the Mark of Brandenburg. Consequently, at its edges the city had

  not only a charming village quality, but attractively melancholy surroundings, interspersed with waterways and marsh. On some weekdays one could travel by public transport to Gransee Lake or to

  Nauen, without meeting anyone other than a dozen market women. There were the showpiece boulevards like Unter den Linden and not far away the village streets of Potsdam or Köpenick.




  In my memory Berlin is still an open, green city, unlike London or imperial, stony Paris. Though it has to be said that aside from the most beautiful surrounding countryside it had scant charm.

  It had an attractive modesty. On the other hand it was alert and intelligent with a quick wit. It compensated for its lack of elegance with urbane irony. Being up with the times counted more than

  formality. Berlin was not a town one took to one’s heart, but one very quickly felt at home in it. And Karlshorst was a kind of small town variant of the great metropolis.




  The house in Hentigstrasse, which my father had bought years before, was not in one of the villa quarters of the place, but in the middle of an area of tenement blocks. The

  residents were skilled workers, civil servants, technicians and a few widows. At the sides and the rear of each house there was some green space, usually with a herb garden under a couple of fruit

  trees. Nearly always there was a tool shed next to the carpet rail. Distinctive features of our garden were a horizontal gym bar under the chestnut trees and a small, stepped swimming pool, in

  which we bathed in summer and in winter jumped down the iced-over steps in our hobnailed shoes.




  Above all we loved the overgrown corners and edges of the plot of land. We crept around under the fruit bushes, a cardboard tomahawk or a knife in our mouths, as noble Sioux Indians against the

  Comanches, and other such war games. With my elder brother Wolfgang and one friend or another we stuck together against all the neighbours’ children. We sent Hansi Streblow to the fat

  baker’s wife with six pfennigs to buy ‘puke cakes’, as we called her baked dough corners; we stretched a string across the house doorway opposite, where the eternally sour

  teacher, Müllenberg, was a tenant and he promptly stumbled over it; or we climbed over the fence to the garden of the parsonage next door and placed a worn, sweat-stained bra from who knows

  where on the garden path. Hidden in the bushes, stifling our laughter, we watched as old Father Surma discovered the item as he was saying the breviary and, shaking his head, after a brief

  hesitation picked it up, before finally, though not before looking round anxiously, hiding it under his soutane. I was then five years old and just beginning to develop a sense, if only a vague

  one, of the impropriety of our brainwave.




  We were five children, all born at intervals of two years: Wolfgang, born in 1924, was our authority figure. My younger brother Winfried, who was at once bright, witty and inward-looking, was

  followed by the affectionate Hannih, loved by all, and then Christa, who was often lively to the point of folly.




  

    [image: ]


  




  In the garden at Hentigstrasse on my first day of school in April 1933




  Fest is carrying a Schultüte (school cone), given to German children on their first day of school. In the 1920s and 1930s it would usually have contained

  sweets. [Tr.]




  

    Wolfgang, like most elder brothers, was my undisputed model and on his behalf I often got into fights with other boys because of some unjustified slander or other. He was

    brave, quick-witted and casual to a degree that sometimes appeared almost arrogant and, when we got to school, he not only had the better marks, but the more inventive excuses. I also heard him

    praised by the mothers of some friends for qualities the meaning of which I did not understand. ‘Clever rascal’, can ‘express himself very well’ and ‘knows how to

    behave himself’ I understood very well, but has ‘charm’ or ‘knows how to flatter the mothers of his friends’ were rather mysterious and, unlike me, he was never

    reproached for having a ‘cheeky mouth’.


  




  Wolfgang won my complete admiration in spring 1932. It was then that the DoX – a flying boat as big as a steamer with twelve propellers and able to accommodate more than 160 passengers on

  three levels – returned from New York after an Atlantic crossing and set down on the Müggelsee Lake, only a couple of stations from Karlshorst on the S-Bahn. Some weeks before, Wolfgang

  had asked my parents to take him to Friedrichshagen to see the plane land. His plea was repeatedly turned down. So on the afternoon of 24 May he set off unnoticed with just twenty pfennigs.




  When he didn’t appear for the evening meal at six o’clock my parents began to feel anxious. After checking in vain with neighbours they started making telephone calls and at eight my

  father informed the police, while my mother said silent but fervent prayers. Shortly after nine she left the house, extremely worried, to search the neighbourhood, only to meet Wolfgang coming

  towards her in Dorotheenstrasse with outstretched arms, full of the joys of life. Immediately, he began telling her what he had seen at the Müggelsee and how already, on the way there, at

  Karlshorst Station, he had got to know a married couple and had chatted to them ‘like an adult’, and had got a good place at the lake and then watched as the DoX landed with a splash.

  The couple had even bought him two ice-cream wafers and paid for the return ticket, so that he still had money left over. In the end they had come with him as far as

  Birkholz’s milk shop.




  My mother was tearful and relieved, but at the same time very upset and, after she had brought Wolfgang to my father, who was looking very stern, they both gave him a serious talking-to.

  Wolfgang once again started on about his great day with the couple, the flying boat and ice-cream wafers, but my mother hardly let him get a word out. Finally, in the heat of the moment, she even

  threatened to lock him in the coal cellar should anything similar happen again. ‘That doesn’t bother me at all,’ responded the seven-year-old with admirable calm, ‘because

  behind the partition are the water and light switches. I can easily get at them and turn them all off.’ My mother later admitted that she had been speechless at the impudence of this

  statement. But also a little proud. Increasingly proud, even. I, however, who had followed the scene through the half-open door, was only proud.




  That happened in 1932. There’s a dramatic image from about the same time which always appears when I shake the kaleidoscope of my childhood days. It dates from the months when the civil

  war in the declining Weimar Republic also spread to the Berlin suburbs. One evening, after nightfall, footsteps thundered up the stairs and there was an impatient banging on the door of the

  apartment. When I jumped out of bed and opened up, my father was standing there, his jacket unbuttoned. He had a broad gauze dressing around his head, held in place by sticking plaster; a sticky

  black patch the size of a fist was visible on the bandage. He had two companions with him, who bedded him down carefully on the settee and said something like, ‘Look after yourself,

  lad!’ And while I was still astonished at the chummy tone that they dared to use with my father, the latter muttered his thanks, got up astonishingly quickly and disappeared – without

  paying any attention to me – into one of the rooms at the back. Surprisingly, my mother had been quite unaware of the course of events. Now, after the removal of the dressing and a brief

  moment of shocked silence, I heard her exclamation – ‘Heaven have mercy!’ – then she ran to the telephone to call the doctor. Later we heard that a

  group of (Communist) Red Front Fighters had forced their way into a Social Democratic Party meeting at which Albert Grzesinski, the Berlin Chief of Police was speaking. They had attacked the

  Reichsbanner stewards with clubs and broken up the gathering.




  In the months that followed there was a constant coming and going in our house. Unfamiliar faces turned up and disappeared again without any greeting. Voices could be heard coming from my

  father’s smoky study, fluctuating between fighting spirit, worry and resignation. What it was all about was quite mysterious to Wolfgang and me, who were, of course, most interested in the

  fights. There was talk of street battles at Nollendorfplatz and in the district of Wedding, of bloody confrontations in places I had never heard of, like Altona and Leipzig, and each of these

  stories provided us with tales for when we went to bed, about revolt, car crashes, missing children and, finally, because such stories have to become ever more gruesome, about heads bashed or even

  cut off. However little we understood of what we overheard, we nevertheless felt the atmosphere of embittered passion that was spreading not only on the streets but which also surrounded every

  visitor to the apartment.




  At this point I have to insert a comment which may be of help in understanding the pages that follow. In these passages there is often talk of the miserable fall of the Weimar Republic. In this

  case it can only be a question of the fragmentary memories of a six- to eight-year-old who has preserved some inevitably sketchy images, which have only later become coherent. Most of it is present

  for me from the sort of stories current in every family. And almost everything was dominated by politics. And yet the background events have to be indicated at least in outline, because in the

  course of the years they came more and more to dominate our lives.




  It’s the same with the figure of my father. On his picture, too, are superimposed the family stories which were passed on in the course of many evenings around the

  dinner table under the ceiling lamp with its silk cloth and tasselled shade. Tall, with short, parted hair, he cast a large shadow which to us children conveyed as much fear as it did security. He

  saw life as a series of tasks which one had to perform without making a fuss, with firm convictions and with as much good humour as possible. Precisely because of this he possessed an authority

  which was never challenged, still less doubted. In the family, fragments of this elevated image increasingly asserted themselves, in the face of all childish and later all adolescent

  resistance.




  The character of my mother – with her then still rather mild eyes, frequently wide open in surprise – was no doubt different from the figure I remember. In those years, despite the

  five children she had borne, she conformed, evidently to a much greater degree than I recall, to the type of daughter from a good home: in love with beautiful feelings, with a big family as her

  goal and a solid basis in life, at the same time full of the certainty of having a claim to happiness. ‘I had everything,’ she said later, ‘and sometimes I even thought more than

  was due to me.’ But then her dreams and expectations had suddenly crumbled and without anyone having predicted it she displayed a firmness that could even turn into toughness. In retrospect,

  it appears to me that in the countless trials and tribulations of childhood each of us could find with her, more than with my father, understanding and support.




  If I venture to make a few marginal remarks on political conditions and the way they affected the family, it should be said that the calamities of the late 1920s and early 1930s, especially the

  inexorable rise of Hitler, had stretched nerves to breaking point. At the same time, as always in periods of crisis, the most bizarre prophets appeared, doctors of occult recipes for saving the

  world, sectarian preachers and those who promised the Garden of Eden and with unctuous, crazy eyes explained that mankind was doomed to destruction. The only hope was if the message they proclaimed

  found followers and a leader who would resolutely follow the path set by fate and issue new instructions to the world. They were well-versed in the most eccentric texts of

  past ages, obscure prophecies, which strangely enough often corresponded to their follies. Soon my father began to collect literature on the subject.




  What was disquieting about these bizarre predictions was that they imperceptibly cut the ground from under the republic. Given its manifest powerlessness both at home and abroad, the new state

  appeared to a growing number of Germans as a synonym for disgrace, dishonour and political powerlessness. Increasingly, people surrendered to the idea that poetic, Romantic Germany, at home with

  profundity of thought and spirituality, had committed an act of metaphysical self-betrayal with the declaration of the republic. German culture had been worth far more than the shallow Western

  civilization it had been given in return.
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