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Preface


A knife, a diary, a recipe book, a string instrument, and a cotton pouch. Each belonged to an individual in their twenties during the Second World War: a fresh-faced prairie boy, a melancholic youth, a capable cook, a musician wounded at the front, and a survivor.


Try asking your friends, over a cup of tea, what object they’d choose to represent their lives. The enthusiasm of their responses will give you an indication of how well objects anchor sprawling personal histories. I talked to elderly family members, friends, colleagues, and acquaintances – people drawn from everyday life – asking them the same question: is there a belonging that tells your wartime story? In most cases, I asked the question in reverse. Can I discover the Second World War story of a deceased person through an object they owned?


I had to make difficult choices to pare the book down to five objects. I found that even the most ordinary of them could tell a spectacular story; they are no less extraordinary or meaningful than famous examples.


Historians of material history – those who occupy themselves with what objects can tell us about the past – often divide their work into ‘object-centred histories’ and ‘object-driven histories’. In the former, the objects are the focus of their owners’ stories. In the latter, the objects might stand slightly left-of-centre but they nonetheless help us reveal something that would otherwise be hidden. In this book, I do a little of both; there are variations on a theme. Ultimately, in both cases, the belongings remain tools – even strategies – to draw out a witness’s narrative. I think of them like attractors, dipped into the solution of history that then form crystals of memory.


Now, your neighbours may be more or less interesting than mine. I would never claim that my next-door objects are an uncomplicated sample from the pond of history. I’m a Canadian who moved to Berlin more than a decade ago – an outsider who teaches this material at a university in the German capital. But I am certain that almost any reader of this book – provided they have neighbours and family who remember the war – will make remarkable discoveries about the past if they start asking around. And I am also convinced that my everyday discoveries will resonate with people who never met my neighbours.


The most exciting aspect of writing this book has been the detective work. Unpacking these ‘next-door’ histories is at times inspiring, at others disheartening (and it’s about the heart when you begin to know each individual intimately). But the step-by-step thrill of discovery was something I wanted to share.


As an unlikely mix of historian-meets-literary writer, I’ve often scratched my head at why history doesn’t more often employ tools of creative writing to tell engaging but true stories – ones that capture the texture of the past. My response was to write the chapters as ‘documentary short stories’ of stumbling across Second World War witnesses, learning about their belongings and everyday histories, uncovering their secrets. The resulting book intentionally does not read like traditional history.


To reassure the general reader and the specialist: there is something here for you both. The former might spend more time with the stories, the latter with the concluding chapter of analysis and endnotes. To enjoy me at my most pedantic, you may read from the back, where I tie the theoretical problems to a dozen further objects to give context in the field of material history. Throughout, I argue how Nazi-era objects are especially vulnerable to opportunistic narratives – as screens for our fantasies, our projections – in the absence of their owners and careful detective work.


This ‘object history of memory’ is being written at an urgent turning point, one of generational change. The public health emergency of Covid-19 has disproportionately affected the war generation. Consider the following: a 22-year-old in the last year of the Second World War is 99 years old in 2022. Most of the witnesses for this book were about this age when interviewed. They are the last witnesses. I am worried what happens to their belongings when they are gone because, on their own, these things don’t speak. Line them up on a table, try talking to them one by one, and I bet you won’t get a word out of them. It’s as if they were charmed, and their stories only summoned by those people who had direct experience of this most violent moment in world history. This momentary spell gives the objects value.


The line between the junkyard and the museum is a good story. Since knowing their stories – as you will – it’s become difficult for me to see the objects as just flotsam. It pains me to imagine them collecting dust on the shelf of a second-hand shop or in a storage locker. But a generation that has not experienced war, whose members are unable to interpret the jetsam of the past, will more easily discard or misinterpret these things. Think of a belonging of sentimental value you own – an engagement ring, an admission ticket, a stone from a beach – which will become meaningless the moment you are no longer there to tell its story.


It is no coincidence that resurgent nationalism and xenophobia gain ground – and not just in Germany – as we lose those who saw their extreme consequences. Because many stories can be spun from these objects, but not all of them are true.


Berlin, December 2021









My Grandfather’s Knife
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The Knife


My grandfather kept a knife with a swastika on the wall in his basement. When I was small, he took me down to see it, and it frightened me. It hung cold from its hook, surrounded by other weapons the veteran had collected or inherited. There was the riding crop and sword of my great-great-grandfather, a colonel from the Boer War. The colonel’s sword was imbued with positive feelings: the material was bright and shiny and silver, and I had read enough fairy tales to want a sword.


But, even at the age of 6 or 7, I knew to distrust the knife in its scabbard. I did not have the words then – nor really now – to describe its negativity. Was it the silver eagle’s head, decorated with carved feathers? That it was bolted with a layer of bone – human? – below the elaborately carved hilt of laurels? Was it the scabbard, of worn leather, for the ferocious blade that had brushed against some trouser leg?


When my grandfather took it down from the wall and unsheathed it, the knife made an efficient sound – a slide and a click. This was so unlike the elegantly resounding ring of the colonel’s sword. And when he lowered it into my hands, I looked into the blank eye of the eagle. I examined all the Xs carved into the silver of its hilt. I turned it over, fascinated with the insignia of the eagle, wings spread, also wreathed with laurel leaves, all surmounting the swastika.


My grandfather told me that he had liberated the knife as a captain in the Canadian forces in 1944 or 1945 in the Netherlands. My father told me a different story – perhaps to protect me – which was that he ‘found it in the mud somewhere’. At that age, the word ‘liberate’ was a positive one. I did not for a moment think that it could be a euphemism for capturing or killing the enemy.


Many years later – after my studies and time spent living in many places, with possessions scattered between college storage, my parents’ house, and lockers in Cambridge, New York, Nottingham, Vancouver, and Edmonton – I settled down and ended up living in the capital of my grandfather’s enemy. I have been living among the defeated in Berlin for more than a decade now.


My grandfather died in 2005, and I never paid much attention to his will, except for a couple of details: he left me both my great-great-grandfather’s sword and his Nazi knife. The sword was outside normal baggage restrictions (it’s still in my parents’ basement and I wonder if I should transport it with golf clubs one day). But the Nazi knife had vanished; no one knew what had happened to it. ‘Thank goodness,’ my aunt told me. ‘It was so horrific. Stuff like that should just disappear.’


A few years ago, my family shipped many of my books to me in Berlin. Surrounded by boxes in a new apartment, I started to go through the stacks of historical tomes. It was then, at the bottom of one box, that I was surprised to find a long object wrapped in a cloth. I unpacked it and – to my horror – discovered that my grandfather’s Nazi knife had somehow slipped through German customs and ended up back in the fatherland.


Nazi symbols are, of course, illegal in Germany. I was lucky that the knife had not been discovered during a customs search. I shivered at the idea of a metal detector passing over what was declared as a box of books and documents. But I also felt helpless, and exposed, holding this object from a villainous regime, in the country that had murdered so many of its citizens. I honestly went to pieces, not knowing what to do with it: whether to turn it in to a museum or to call the police, or to hide it deep somewhere in my apartment, under a floorboard, or else try to destroy it somehow. Because the knife, which had merely been terrifying back in Canada, had a completely different set of meanings in the country that had produced and used it.


I could not risk sending the knife back to Canada through customs. But I wondered if it could stay in Germany either – a country haunted by its past, where almost any object emblazoned with a swastika causes panic and ends up being put away. I remember how it was only with a great deal of fuss that the German Historical Museum finally exhibited everyday objects – such as a Nazi doll’s house and SS action figures sporting tiny swastikas – in their collection. They were afraid that visitors including, at worst, neo-Nazis on pilgrimage, would tell their own stories about these objects instead of the carefully researched ones of historians. If the knife went to a museum, it would end up in a crate in the basement, not used as a tool for examining the barbarity of the regime’s executors.


With the knife in my hands, I was stuck. Would I be reduced to taking it out at dinner parties to horrify my German guests? Or had the knife followed me to Germany for a purpose? Had my grandfather left me this knife so it could find its way back to the continent where he had fought? Nonsense: a good historian would rubbish this kind of superstition. Rather, the knife provided me not just with an opportunity, but with an imperative to tell its story and justify its presence.


Perhaps I could, too, learn something, as a descendant of the victorious powers. In Berlin, they tell the story of war differently than we do in Canada or Britain, where we are often uncritically patriotic about the deaths of so many men who were too young to die. Perhaps the ugly object would speak in the absence of the man who owned it: it would tell me a darker story about a loved one I had only ever known as sweet and gentle.


The obstacle was that I had almost no context to understand the object. I did not know why it was made, who owned it, who used it, against whom – all I knew was that it was German and vaguely represented to me the evils of the Nazi regime. The object should be a key, but to what door?


The object itself did provide clues: the crosses etched into the silver by some hand, perhaps a death count. Engraved letters and numbers: ‘S.Sch.II.421.’ crossed out and replaced with ‘47’; ‘W80’ stamped on the skinny edge of the blade; the crest ‘ACS’ adorning the image of a weighted scale and then, on the obverse, the name of the person who had made the blade, ‘Alexander Coppel’; the name of the city of Solingen. There was, too, the knife’s model, which I imagined was one of many.


Apart from these physical clues on the knife – archaeological evidence – there was what my grandfather might have told me: information about the battle in which he captured it from the Nazis. I might still find details in his military file, the regimental war diary, the twenty-minute recording he left of his memories.


I imagined discovering two journeys, the knife and a young soldier moving inexorably towards one another. I expected fascination in the detective work. History is usually presented as conclusions, sparing the reader hypotheses, wrong turns, revisions, and fudges. The historian shows the front of the rug to the reader, neatly sewn up, not the messy back with the knots and corrections. The back of a rug is more interesting.


Charting the knife’s journey would require a visit to the company that produced the knife in Solingen; an understanding of the history of the knife’s iconography; an explanation of the etchings on the object itself. From these, I hoped to find out how it came to be in the Netherlands. My grandfather’s journey to the knife would be a war narrative focusing on that country where he found the knife and where it had been used. The stories, naturally, interwove. I hoped that the journeys would speak to and illuminate one another, like colours in a single woven fabric.


Letters, numbers, code, documents – but would they be enough? Could a whole story be told with so little? Seventy-five years had passed since my grandfather had ‘liberated’ the knife. Who was left who could make the object speak and tell its story?


Or could the knife tell its own story after all?


The Makers
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The knife’s maker was etched directly on the blade, with some pride, I imagined. Alexander Coppel, with the location Solingen, and the crest of the company, ACS with a balanced scale. It was the only other insignia on the knife besides the swastika. A cursory look on the internet showed me that Alexander Coppel’s company still operated out of Solingen, had done so since 1821, and was even using the same insignia.


The prospect of travelling to Solingen made me nervous. What, was I going to bring the knife and confront these people with the proof of their complicity? Ask them, ‘Where were your grandfathers during the war?’ Say, ‘Look, I have this ugly object and your family name is right on it.’ This object was presumably mass-produced for the Nazis. Pointing fingers at perpetrators was uncomfortable business. Victims were easier to talk about: often they were no longer around.


Blade city, or Klingenstadt, as Solingen is nicknamed, is four and a quarter hours south-west from Berlin via Wuppertal. I read in a downloaded travel brochure the slogan Solingen macht scharf, an unsuccessful wordplay Germans might expect from the denizens of the Rheinland, popularly thought to be oversexed. Macht scharf means ‘turns me on’ but is literally ‘makes me sharp’. This was not a feeling I had as my high-speed Intercity Express train cruised towards the industrial heart of western Germany.


Solingen had a hint of the Wagnerian to it. The craftspeople of this small city (today’s population is 160,000) were not masters of singing but specialised instead in blades. In the Middle Ages, they made swords and knives among their half-timbered houses, amid wooded hills, holly, and streams of the Bergisches Land. The castle and smithy, established in the twelfth century, benefited from waterpower and nearby coal fields. Solingen blades, engraved with the insignia and names of their makers, grew famous at approximately the same period that Sheffield blades in England gained renown. By 1571, a quality seal was created with the Latin words Me fecit Solingen (‘Solingen made me’). Some of the oldest trademarks in the world originated in Solingen, such as Zwilling J.A. Henckels knives, registered with Solingen’s Cutler’s Guild in 1731. Until the middle of the nineteenth century, all work was done by hand. Then steam engines arrived and specialised foundries were established. Solingen, which had been part of the Kingdom of Prussia, grew in prestige and power with the industrial revolution in a united Germany. Workshops and factories were no longer just making swords, forks, and knives, but also automobile and bike parts, and the kind of tools my grandfather would later sell from a warehouse in Canada (as the entrepreneur of a distribution business for industrial supplies). For the Nazis, Solingen was a stage set: a paradigm of salt-of-the-earth German handwork and industrial prestige, as showcased in photographs of the Solingen working class (opposite) produced for the Nazi Ministry of Propaganda in 1937.
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This Wagnerian fantasy – a quintessential German half-timbered town peopled by industrious craftspeople – no longer exists. Solingen Hauptbahnhof, the main station, is an unlovely rust-painted box. From the persuasive tourist brochure, I expected a city of sloping grey roofs topped by cupolas and shaded walks into the hills. I did not reckon that Solingen is in the belly of the Rhine-Ruhr metropolitan region, 3,000 square miles of industrial sprawl crowded by 10 million inhabitants. Neither bucolic nor architecturally distinguished, Solingen was flattened by bombs in the Second World War. I followed a grid – of 1950s and 1960s commerce, storefronts of familiar German brands such as Rossmann, Lidl, Aldi – to my destination, the location of the Coppel foundry. Situated just east of the centre, it was on a corner between Werwolf and Malteser Straße.


Here, I found a Stolperstein or ‘stumbling stone’. More than 75,000 of these bronze remembrance plaques have been drilled into the ground all over Europe, in front of the last known residence of a Holocaust victim. Passers-by stolpern, or ‘trip’, over these fist-sized blocks, jolting them out of habitual thoughts to reflect on someone murdered by the Nazis. This one was engraved to Dr Alexander Coppel, born in 1865, and deported in 1942 to the Nazi concentration camp at Theresienstadt, where he was murdered on 5 August. Alexander Coppel, the man who produced the knife, was Jewish, and himself a victim of the Nazis.
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Most Jews in Solingen, arriving from Central Europe in the early eighteenth century, were not involved in blade production, but rather in textiles. By the end of the nineteenth century, of the 800 blade producers in the city, sixteen were Jewish. Alexander Coppel was one of the largest producers in the industry. He was also a community leader: a philanthropist, an active member of his synagogue, a city councillor for the progressive left-wing Democratic Party in the Weimar Republic period. He funded his social activism with profits from his knife business. In 1936, the company was ‘Aryanised’. After Nazi persecutions ramped up and the Solingen synagogue burned during Kristallnacht, the Night of Broken Glass, on 9 November 1938, his family fled to Switzerland. One brother committed suicide. Alexander Coppel remained.
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In July 1942, on learning of the transit of Jews to Theresienstadt concentration camp, Coppel wrote in a letter to his grand-nephew:




I never expected that I would have to leave the place of happiness where my parents have lived since they were married in 1856, and where I was born, before I die. It is a sanctuary to me … I have enjoyed a rich and beautiful life.





Indeed, many Jews of his time were acculturated and thought of themselves as German. They were stunned to be rooted out from society.


One month later, he perished from hunger and exhaustion, standing at the well in the camp where he went to wash, according to a fellow prisoner. His body was burned and the ashes disposed of in a cardboard box. Today a street and a school in Solingen are named after Alexander Coppel.


On 23 May 1943, twice as many incendiaries were dropped on nearby Dortmund and the surrounding region than would be dropped on Britain in the first six months of that year. It was a very early example of the firestorm that consumed German cities such as Hamburg two months later. Bricks melted in the 1,000-degree heat. Steel deformed. The first major bombing of Coppel’s ‘sanctuary’ Solingen occurred a week later, on 30 May, and the city would sustain almost 100 aerial bombardments. On 12 September 1944, almost 2,000 people were killed in an RAF attack, leading to a total evacuation. The old city was completely wiped out on 4 and 5 November 1944.


After the war, the surviving members of the Coppel family were compensated – at least, monetarily – for their losses. The knife foundry went through a series of new owners and bankruptcies. Today, it no longer makes blades that can be used on human beings. Instead, the firm has turned its production entirely towards products for animals: shears, trimmers, clippers, and scissors.


A Nazi knife made by a Jew is a grisly irony. If Alexander Coppel’s firm made this knife, how tragic that it forged a military eagle for its hilt and put a swastika on it. If the Aryanised company made the knife, how hideous that it bore the name of a persecuted Jew. Meanwhile, the knife survived the war, but its city of origin burned to ashes. Its maker was killed by hands that wielded weapons engraved with his name.


The Iconography
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For years, my grandfather had nightmares that woke the house. When asked about the knife and his wartime memories, his three children mentioned being roused recurrently by the man screaming. My grandmother did not recognise the recruit who had proposed to her during the war. An anxious but kind creature of habit, she made her children decide what they would eat for breakfast in the evening, setting the table before going to bed. Not a word about the disturbances was said over the morning meal. The veteran, in step with his generation, and its distrust of psychiatry, brought an officer’s stoicism into civilian life. Wartime memories of France and the Low Countries were difficult to explain among the well-mowed lawns and bungalows of a northern Alberta city. My grandfather went for long walks with his Labrador retriever and busied himself with his tool company – distractions from the mousetrap of an unhappy marriage.


Soon after the knife arrived in my Berlin apartment, I also started having bad dreams. I tried to be pragmatic like my grandfather. Dreams are a sieve for daytime thoughts; sorting, putting things right, and the knife had been on my mind. But I could not help but think the knife caused the nightmares.


In these dreams, soldiers were dressed in animal costumes. Wild things slipped from behind one tree to the next with machine guns on their backs. Because they had animal faces – but on human bodies, with human weapons – their hunt in the darkened wood was all the more terrifying. An expressionless tiger, a silent wolf’s snout, the hollowed eyes of a lion, showed not human fear, or hesitation, but indifference.


Unnerved, I sat with a cup of tea in that sensitive atmosphere rooms have when the city is asleep. The knife was hidden behind a shelf of books. I examined it in the reflection of the opaque windows. I was quick, in my vulnerable state, to identify what was most malevolent about it: the eagle’s head. The knife was half animal.


The ancients understood the power of zoomorphic weapons. They were meant to transform their wearers and impart animal qualities. An iconic example is a sixth-century BCE Athenian bronze by Antenor. His statue group Harmodius and Aristogeiton represents the two tyrannicides, or rebels, about to murder the dictator Hipparchus in 514 BCE. Four years later, when democracy came to Athens, the young men were celebrated as heroes and their image went into mass production, preserved on coins, and numerous copies of the statue that travelled around the Mediterranean world. When I visited the two warriors in the Archaeological Museum in Naples, I took two steps back in surprise.
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The men are frozen, in a moment of action, like a paused film, each brandishing weapons in both hands. Harmodius attacks with one knife above his head, while his lover Aristogeiton lunges. Aristogeiton’s second knife (today missing its blade) is ready behind his back.


Conspicuous is the eagle hilt of this knife: a similar beak, rounded crown, the same eye as my grandfather’s weapon. One knife was inspired by the other; it was modelled on examples from antiquity.
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The Romans subsequently crafted eagle-hilted daggers, parazonia, were meant to give their bearers courage. Four Roman emperors, in the fourth-century porphyry statue in the façade of St Mark’s in Venice, embrace, their hands ready on eagle-hilted spathae, or long swords, that demonstrate their power.
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Why the Third Reich, or other military regimes for that matter, modelled their weaponry on classical examples is easily explained. The Nazis, upstarts that they were, were concerned with legitimacy. Hitler graspingly employed motifs from antiquity – imitating Mussolini in his stripped-down neoclassical architecture and use of the Roman fasces – to claim his Third Reich descended from the Roman Empire and was destined for greatness (although it lasted a mere thirteen years instead of the promised thousand). What the ancients gave the Nazis was ethos, or authority and credibility. They needed, as a classical rhetor would put it, to project an aura of power.


What is the ethos of an eagle? The Greeks and Romans zoomorphised the valour of their heroes. For the Christians, the eagle was the symbol of St John: the animal that could look directly into the sun. The Romantics celebrated the beast’s indifferent nobility. Tennyson’s eagle ‘watches from his mountain walls, and like a thunderbolt he falls’. Nietzsche’s birds of prey are judged by the slavish as evil because they bear off sweet little lambs. The eagles themselves have a different opinion (imagined the German philosopher), viewing the herd morality ‘a little ironically …: “we don’t dislike these good little lambs at all. We even love them! Nothing is tastier than a tender lamb!”’ The eagle soars above our moral concerns, then swoops and kills: the ideal pattern for the efficient soldier.


Strength, courage, remorselessness, indifference, nobility: all these qualities gave the eagle a particular resonance in German history, with an iconographical use that far predated the Nazis. The heraldic origin in Central Europe was military: the eagle was consolidated as the standard for the legions of the Roman Empire in the second century BCE. The standard was passed on to the Holy Roman Empire and adorned the sceptre of King Otto III in the tenth century. From the thirteenth century – single and double-headed – the eagle became widespread as the Empire’s emblem. When Germany unified in 1871, the Reichsadler (imperial eagle) was the state’s coat of arms and remained so into the period of the Weimar Republic. The Nazis embraced the Roman symbol as both the emblem of the party and of the state (the Parteiadler, or ‘party’s eagle’, looks over its left shoulder and the Reichsadler looks over its right, as on my knife). Today, the beast is stamped on Euro coins and hovers over the floor of the German Bundestag, neutered as a Bundesadler (federal eagle) but with origins in the Roman armies that trampled Europe.


The eagle can evoke a multitude of images and associations but the animal on my grandfather’s knife, produced in Germany, draws from this particular heritage. It is steeped in military heraldry and classical imagery. Historians argue teleologically about the Sonderweg, or ‘special path’, in German history: that the atrocities of the Nazi period have a long, explanatory prehistory. Other European countries had liberal revolutions, whereas Germany followed a rigidly military and authoritarian path. In this deterministic way of telling history writ large, Germany had followed the Roman standard for centuries – the eagle not just a symbol but a continuity of war.


In peacetime, being civilised means not acting like animals. In wartime, that logic is inverted: young people are encouraged to engage in dark possibilities, to grow wings and talons, and be rewarded for it.


The eagle was a potent, terrifying symbol whose military history would dovetail with Nazi racial theories. The indifferent killer would separate, to use Primo Levi’s phrase, ‘the drowned and the saved’. I found it tempting to assume the knife belonged to an SS officer and was used on Jewish victims. But I did not yet know the job entrusted to its owner – whether it required an indifferent, remorseless kill. I could not yet imagine the indistinct face of the one who buckled the knife to his hip, who – in an instant – was transformed into an animal, focusing distantly on his prey, clawing the precipice with his crooked hands.


Perhaps my grandfather could have told me where, on his wartime path, he had met him.


Sources
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The knife travelled to my grandfather and my grandfather travelled towards the knife. I sat in my Berlin apartment with sources for my grandfather’s journey on my desk. An envelope with Canada’s emblem, the maple leaf, on one corner had arrived with the morning’s post, containing the regimental war diary and his service file. The former was an official daily account of the Calgary Highlanders by a company diarist, constrained to write about tragedies in chipper, patriotic language. Two-thirds of the latter – a tidy abstraction of the man’s recruitment, health, disciplinary record, and deployment, compiled by the military authorities – had been redacted for privacy. In addition, I had a cassette tape, various family letters, photos, testimonies, and newspaper clippings. From these, I hoped to pinpoint exactly where my grandfather had been and to catalogue direct contact with the Germans, the taking of prisoners of war and their possessions, to narrow down possible locations for the discovery of the knife. I trusted my grandfather’s explanation that he ‘liberated it from a Nazi’ in the Netherlands and not that he found it randomly in the mud somewhere.


The story of Captain Hugh John Sanders ‘Sandy’ Pearson, born on 9 September 1921, was that of his regiment. The Calgary Highlanders, part of the 5th Infantry Brigade and 2nd Canadian Infantry Division, was composed of volunteer soldiers from the western Canadian provinces. On recruitment, the Highlanders were still wearing kilts from the First World War. They did not have battle-dress uniforms, or matching hats, or collar badges. They wore yellow armbands bearing the words ‘Calgary Highlanders’ to identify their regiment. They were not ready.


Travelling by train to the Maritime provinces, my grandfather embarked on 27 October 1942 from Nova Scotia to Scotland. By the standards of British Army training, the regiment was deemed below average. It waited two years in Britain before landing in Normandy on 6 July 1944, to march north-east along the coastal belt through Belgium and the Netherlands. My grandfather spoke often of the city of Groningen, in the far north, partly because it was here that he had been promoted to command ‘B’ section as an acting major, but also because of the intensity and proximity of the fighting.


I hoped for my grandfather’s war story to be encapsulated in his military file, but it was low on personal detail and heavy on abbreviations – TOS, MFM2 & 2A, CIRU, SOS to ‘B’ Bn, AEF – which had a distancing effect, as if itemising the individual, as if he were an inventoried weapon. I looked for ‘poetry’ in the file – a glimmer of the individual, a striking detail – but there was precious little. I found humanity in my grandfather’s photograph. ‘He’s good-looking!’ I thought, with that inability grandchildren have to believe their forebears could ever have been younger than they are now. Here he was at the age of 22: the oval head, the high forehead, the small, rounded ears, the thick eyebrows, and pursed lips. He stared out and his eyes told me … absolutely nothing, except perhaps that they were dutiful. But I already knew about his loyalty to the empire. In his enlistment report, words jumped out: his complexion was marked as ‘fresh’. Fresh for battle. He was evaluated as ‘immature’ but would ‘make a good officer’. He knew how to march. Later, he would be mentioned in dispatches.
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But the military file gave me one document I needed: his service and casualty form. It provided the dates when he had been on duty, on leave, and injured. The war diary, meanwhile, gave me the locations of his regiment. Cross-referencing, I knew day by day where he had been. Again, I hoped to find a date, with my grandfather serving at the front, when a German battalion carrying this knife – perhaps it was particular to the dress code – crossed the Highlanders’ path. Or perhaps I would find some mention of confiscated weaponry in the war diary. It was a long shot, but I’d try.


I turned to the cassette tape he left to his descendants six decades later. I was lucky that my grandfather, knowing he would die soon, wanted his story told – an unvarnished story.
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My grandfather sat in a room alone and recorded himself. I somehow knew which room: the den of their house in Edmonton, with the window over the lawn sloping to the crescent. I could not hear the dogs, who were no doubt penned in the back yard, jumping up against the gate at arrivals and departures. The narrow den – with its chintz loveseats, the rotary telephone on the ledge, the bookshelves with a leather-bound set of Kiplings, the landscape oils of the Rockies and wobbly watercolours he painted himself – was a place where we would sometimes go and have a drink before a meal or where the men would go after a formal dinner and drink whisky. He and my grandmother would sit there and eat on TV tables, not talking much to one another.


Alone and taping himself, he said what he would not have told others if they had been present, even though he made this tape for others.


He pressed record and said next that he ‘learned about living with other men and leading other men’ and that he had:




admiration for private soldiers who had to negotiate horrible situations, as opposed to officers. It was much easier for an officer to be brave. Because everyone is looking to you to be brave and lead. For a private soldier, it was much more difficult.





On the war dead lists, 430 Calgary Highlanders were named, more than half the size of the full regiment. Most of these were privates and most private names were not Anglo-Saxon. Every single commander name was British: MacKenzie, Wilkes, McQueen, Robinson. If you found a name – French, Italian, Slavic – such as Bissonnette, Campagnolo, Gorgichuk – they were almost always the lowest possible rank and listed among the dead.


My grandfather went on to provide an account of his movements through the war and key memories that I could compare to the war diary – an intimidating stack of paper – cross-checking with the dates in the service and casualty form.
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Whenever my grandfather spoke about someone who died, he suddenly stopped the tape, waited, then resumed. Was he holding back tears in these moments? I see him instead sitting very still. My family told me that he got more emotional as he grew older, memories bubbling to the surface. At the very end of the tape, he was interrupted. I knew immediately – by the space in the room, the kind of mousy humming that accompanied her – that it was my grandmother. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked. And he turned off the tape.


German Family
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I spent the next weeks reading the regiment’s war diary. Following the Highlanders from the Normandy landing on 6 July 1944 (50 per cent of their fighting force fell as casualties in the region), I learned how my grandfather was shot through both thighs and evacuated on 30 July to a hospital in Uxbridge, England; after spending two weeks convalescing, he was allowed to visit family in Dorset before being redeployed on 10 September. But my focus was on the entries in the country where the knife was discovered. The Highlanders crossed the frontier of the Netherlands on 7 October 1944. As they approached the soggy fingers of the Scheldt Estuary, a key battleground against the 70th Infantry Division, part of the 89th German Corps, an unusual line of enquiry presented itself – please bear with me – that turned out not to be so far-fetched. ‘Maybe the knife belonged to one of our German relatives?’ my Aunt Kit, a children’s novelist, proposed. I dismissed this idea as fanciful but was happy to travel along.


My great-great-grandfather, Colonel Gilbert Edward Sanders – the owner of the ‘noble’ sword in the basement and a mentor to my grandfather – had a British uncle residing in Germany. Howard Oakley Sanders had fought in the Austro-Prussian war of 1866 and was decorated with the Iron Cross. His daughters married soldiers.


I sat down at my kitchen table to letters about the Teutonic Sanders that my aunt unearthed from a basement. One was difficult to decipher because of the cross-writing, in two directions, saving space on the page to reduce expensive postage to the west coast of British North America. Another describes how one daughter, Amelie von Sanders, married in 1877 the then Lieutenant Otto Liman von Sanders (who took his wife’s last name to promote himself in the German Army). He would prove important to European history as a rare example of a German general of Jewish descent, heading the Ottoman campaign in the First World War, including the operations at Gallipoli, where countless soldiers, especially from Australia and New Zealand, were slaughtered.
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The Sanders families also exchanged images. I examined a yellowed daguerreotype of three of Howard’s little girls, seated on a large armchair in the early 1860s. The children looked like dolls. In the foreground, a little black dog reached up to them, and in the back was a folded curtain. In the centre of the chair, and the picture, was the smallest, Bertha Karoline von Sanders, perhaps 5 years old, astride the leg of the oldest. She had pudgy arms, legs, and cheeks, and she stared softly at the photographer. She would marry in 1879 a Freiherr (baron) from Hessen, Felix Eitel von und zu Gilsa, whose family name would later become famous in the Nazi project.


The Sanders family in Germany would eventually be split between Nazis and Jews. The transatlantic Sanders relationship would be broken as the soldiering lines fought on opposing sides of the First World War. My great-great-grandfather re-enlisted and saw brutal service in France, while his daughter, my great-grandmother, was a nurse in England. They lost close friends and family members to the war – animosity may well have put an end to family correspondence.


As the twentieth century progressed, the von und zu Gilsa family rose in the military ranks. Werner von Gilsa was made the Nazi Commandant of the Olympic Village in Berlin in 1936 and was later a Second World War general in the Wehrmacht, taking his own life after leading the Battle of Dresden in 1945. I have since looked up the descendants of the Gilsa family, and find, to my surprise, that some also live in Berlin. One current Freiherr even sells real estate. Perhaps his castle is for sale.


I have little truck with titles or ranks and am grateful to have been born in the New World. But, for our purposes, the genealogy is important as a mirror for European conflict. One military family was split between Britain, its Commonwealth, and Germany. Historians name opposing camps in wars ‘German’ or ‘British’, but conflicts between nations were often individualised to the family members caught behind opposing lines, especially at the level of the officer corps. I had considered the knife as only ‘German’ but found it was made by a Jewish-German family. Did objects also have nationalities? Likewise, it was difficult to speak uncomplicatedly about the ‘Germans’, the ‘British’, or the ‘Canadians’ when explaining the warring Sanders. Mine could not be the only family so mixed up. The lofty epitome of this fratricide, of course, was the British and German royal families during the First World War. I began to imagine a story of the knife in this light.


Walcheren Island and the Scheldt Estuary, armed with the world’s most fortified coastal defences, saw the most important battles of 1944 in north-west Europe following D-Day. Here, in the race north, is where my grandfather had his first major confrontation with German troops in the Netherlands. He saw brutal fighting, especially in the struggle for the Walcheren Causeway between 31 October and 2 November 1944. I am astonished Walcheren is so often overlooked, especially in Canada.


As my grandfather recounted on his tape: ‘There was an island called Walcheren, across the bay from Antwerp …’ He explains that the island had an ideal offensive position facing the city’s harbour and that ‘the Germans were determined that they were not going to allow any supplies into that’. It was joined to the mainland with a causeway and dykes that the Germans had flooded. All the fields were underwater. ‘Taking Walcheren was very tough fighting. There was no place to go except a straight line on either side of the dyke, along the water, and people were shot in the chest and the head, with really awfully heavy casualties.’
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I imagined my grandfather walking across the causeway, that tightrope, exposed on all sides to enemy fire, to the watery island where he found an enemy officer, a body gunned down on the ground. Removing the Nazi knife – with its eagle’s head – from the man’s belt with a victorious gesture, he would stand over him before turning the face of the defeated general with one hand, to look at him. And then, perhaps, he would start back with surprise. Because he recognised the same high forehead, the same oval face, the same rounded ears, that he had. Just perhaps the nose and eyes were different. But I imagined he stared at someone who looked alike as a brother.


I laughed at this reverie, amused by my aunt’s suggestion that the knife might have been acquired this way. I returned instead to my box of Canadian archival documents, books, and the actual movements of my grandfather’s regiment across the treacherous wetlands stretching into the sea of South Holland, where the army divisions and regiments were clearly marked by national uniform. And I read, for example, that when the 2nd Canadian Infantry Division met the Germans in October 1944, in the Battle of the Scheldt, they fought the 70th Infantry Division, commanded by the 89th German Corps. Reading further, I explored the chain of command and discovered that the general of the German forces stationed in precisely the same areas where my grandfather was fighting – such as on Walcheren Island – was one General Freiherr Werner von und zu Gilsa, his relative through marriage.


I rethought my aunt’s suggestion, the image of the man wounded on the ground. For a moment, it became clear how the knife might have belonged to him after all.
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The Swastika
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Goa Lawah (‘Bat Cave’) Temple, Bali, Indonesia


When my grandfather’s knife, with its swastika, arrived from Canada by freight, Section 86a of the German Criminal Code was briefly violated. The law states it is illegal to ‘import or export’ symbols of unconstitutional organisations, such as the Nazi party. A violation can be punished with three years in prison.


The swastika, or Hakenkreuz (‘broken cross’), has at least a 12,000-year history and is considered auspicious in many South Asian religions. But in Germany, the thirteen years of Nazi rule overshadow millennia of use. Nazi ‘flags, insignia, uniforms, slogans and forms of greeting’, such as the Nazi salute and saying ‘Heil Hitler’, pose a danger for the prankster tourist and the hardcore fascist alike. A photograph of a deplorable great-uncle, displaying a Hakenkreuz on his SS uniform, may be legally stored in a box at home but it cannot be shown in public. The far right in Germany relies on modified symbols that resemble swastikas to avoid imprisonment. Critics argue that making the swastika illegal gives it mystery and importance, increasing a lurid and pornographic quality. Many more believe a symbol really can be that dangerous.


I knew I was in a sticky situation when my knife was unwittingly imported but also that the law would not be applicable under a ‘social adequacy clause’, provided I used the knife ‘to further civil enlightenment’ or ‘promote art or science, research or teaching’ (which is why a swastika can appear in a scene of Inglourious Basterds but not hang from a Munich apartment window). Giving the knife a historical, literary, or anti-fascist purpose was a protection. Nonetheless, treading at the edge of the law was an alarming feeling and I did not want to draw attention to myself.
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Surfing the internet for ‘Nazi knife’ or ‘Eagle-hilted swastika’, in the end-of-privacy era, was drawing attention – a little like a gay man googling for pornography in Saudi Arabia. I imagined that the moment I clicked on a page devoted to Nazi paraphernalia, a light would illuminate in an office on Chausseestraße in Berlin, where the headquarters of the Federal Intelligence Service is located. Fear, self-preservation, self-censorship, restrained me from research on even respectable sites, let alone those of collectors, visited by neo-Nazis, profiteers, and the naive. I needed, nonetheless, to look for Nazi knives that resembled my grandfather’s. Two solutions: I could take a trip outside the country, or I could talk to my friends at c-Base.


C-Base is, in the popular imagination, a space station that crashed to Earth and was buried under the city of Berlin. Only its antenna, the iconic television tower at Alexanderplatz, is reputedly still visible above ground. Through an airlock in Berlin’s former East, a visit to remnants of the spaceship is difficult to describe: part nightclub, techno bar, event space, and non-profit agora for coders and transhumanists, as well as hardware, software, privacy, and data geeks. C-Base is unsurprisingly the hangout of the Chaos Computer Club, Europe’s largest community of hackers. In short, you wouldn’t be surprised to meet Edward Snowden at the bar, if he could crawl out of Russia. Perhaps he’s dug a tunnel. At c-Base, I was directed to encryption software and came away with some pointers – obvious to many readers, but I’m non-technical and needed help – on how to stock an armoury of private browsers, end-to-end stealth messaging, VPNs, and other layers to keep out the chill of privacy violation, without letting on to these noble lefty Germans that I was looking up swastikas on the internet.


With a gulp of dread, I opened my open-source anonymous browser and typed my search phrases. The internet of Nazi collectables – akin to visiting the dark web when you live in Germany – was every bit as miserable as one would imagine. Nazi mementoes – uniforms, weapons, propaganda, busts, toys, you name it – fetch large sums in online auctions. Countless forum threads are populated by grim avatars and aliases (ironeagle666, darkcross33, and so on). Some acquire clothing for fetish purposes, sex parties. I did not know why most of the sites displayed in dark mode, perhaps to exalt the illicitness of where one had landed. I sent out encrypted messages and received suspicious replies, but also came closer to solving the mystery of the knife’s use and its journey.


The Markings


My trawling quickly brought me to an auction of a knife that looked almost identical to my grandfather’s: ‘750 USD’, ‘private purchase’, ‘for casual dress’, ‘little to no wear’, ‘excellent detailing’, ‘only one available’, ‘outstanding example’, ‘very rare object’. The knife was described as a ‘Short Army Dress Police Bayonet’. A Nazi police bayonet! The Nazi police, under the umbrella of SS Chief Heinrich Himmler, was no ordinary police force. Armed as soldiers, they were cast across Europe to implement the Nazis’ ideological programme.


I had thought of the weapon up to now simply as a ‘knife’. But a bayonet is an offensive weapon, meant to be used intimately. Snapped to the end of a rifle, it is employed at close range in hand-to-hand combat. The auction mentioned a ‘blood channel’ and I saw that the blade of my grandfather’s knife had a long groove. Some sellers claim the macabre detail was functional. It prevented the knife from getting stuck. It reduced suction and channelled fluid away.
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With some clarity on the type of bayonet, I turned to the markings on the object. Code, I thought, as it turned out they would be. I should mention that my language had not been exact and my collector audience were quick to correct me. The eagle head should be referred to as the bayonet’s ‘pommel’. The series of letters and numbers appeared on the ‘reverse quillon’, or cross-guard, and upper scabbard.


A series of crosses – was the knife’s owner keeping track of kills in the tens? – deleted the original letters and numbers still readable on the blade. But why did S.D. II. 912 not match the S.Sch II. 421 marking on the scabbard? I originally thought ‘SD’ might mean Sicherheitsdienst – or the Nazi Secret Police, the Gestapo – and ‘S.Sch’ might be an abbreviation for Schutzstaffel, the SS, but that hypothesis went by the wayside knowing the object belonged to that other branch under Himmler’s control, the police.
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A forum obsessed with police classification markings (yes, this exists) led me to a catalogue dedicated to them. The struck-out letters indicated the police unit – SD is for the Düsseldorf District and S.Sch. for Schleswig in the far north of the country – and the subsequent markings identified the item: an inventory system so that the police armourer could keep track of public property.
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Why these markings were crossed out – both on the quillon and scabbard, and replaced with a ‘47’, which did not abide by the original classification system – I had no idea. Two other numbers on the weapon’s edge – W80 (bayonet) and W29 (scabbard) – also remained a mystery.


A mention of a professional source, History Writ in Steel: Police Markings 1900–1936, lured me (with relief!) off the shady web. Its author, L. Don Maus, was based, as many of these experts and collectors seemed to be, in the belly of all weapon knowledge, Texas. I was intrigued and alarmed that people wrote whole books about the markings on vintage sidearms … but, then again, what was I doing?


Don Maus kindly accepted my encrypted photos of the knife and confirmed that it had been assigned to ‘SD II’, the Schutzpolizei command of Wuppertal district not far from Düsseldorf and a twenty-minute journey from Solingen. The scabbard’s ‘S.Sch II’, however, indicated Kiel near the Danish border in Schleswig-Holstein.


‘What did this “47” mean?’ I asked my man in Texas. Did it refer to the police battalions sent to occupied Europe, numbered 1 to 325? He replied that the wartime police battalions did not number their weapons, as the classifications were terminated in 1937. The number 47 referred instead to something of ‘a second marriage’.


Let me explain. After the police forces were centralised in 1936 by Himmler, the Nazis decided to reuse the eagle design of the Weimar-era Prussian police force bayonet. Old bayonets and scabbards were transformed into Third Reich weapons in facilities. The reassembled weapons were given new serial numbers, in this case 47. The W80 and W29 markings likely indicated the Werkstätten (workshops) that had made those modifications. In all likelihood, the knife had belonged to the Weimar-era police in Wuppertal before it was remade in such a workshop by the Nazis.


Traces of these changes were visible on my knife. A decorative clamshell over the blade had been removed and the nickel starburst Weimar insignia replaced by the swastika, leaving holes around the insignia. After 1938, the long blades of the Weimar era were shortened to bayonet length (13in, precisely the length of my grandfather’s bayonet): easier to carry when on foot and useful when the victim was shot and already down. A rivet hole from this modification on the grip was also visible.


Maus suggested I get in touch with George T. Wheeler, author of Seitengewehr: History of the German Bayonet 1919–1945, to see what he might add. He confirmed the knife had been a municipal Prussian police bayonet, removed from Prussian service, and reworked and re-issued under the Nazis. He also told me that a brown scabbard would normally indicate it belonged to the Gendarmerie (rural police, as opposed to the Schutzpolizei, or municipal police). In the context of occupied European countries, however, it may have been issued to the Ordnungspolizei (ORPO, or order police), as ORPO were ‘authorized to wear these bayonets … Thus, members of the Police Battalions could have been issued this bayonet.’


Wheeler suggested I look at archival photographs of ORPO and their police battalions stationed in occupied Europe to confirm whether they were issued eagle-pommelled bayonets. After viewing hundreds of blurry photographs, I found a 1941 poster celebrating the ‘Day of German Police’, of the SS and the armed police battalions working side by side im Kriegseinsatz, or ‘war deployment’, with the laurel-leaved insignia stamped in one corner, and a familiar weapon under a left arm.
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What were the ORPO and their police battalions doing in occupied Europe alongside the SS? And would they have been stationed in battle locations in the Netherlands, confronting Allied troops and risking capture?


The ORPO had a key role in the Holocaust. Known as the ‘Green Police’ because of their uniforms, they first formed battalions with the invasion of Poland in 1939. While the Wehrmacht and Waffen-SS focused on military war against the Allies, the ORPO formed the Einsatzgruppen in the East that carried out racial war against the local population. Christopher Browning’s classic study Ordinary Men describes how Reserve Police Battalion 101 assembled middle-aged functionaries, many with no wartime experience, and had them massacre tens of thousands of Jews in the Lublin district of Poland. There were overlaps in duty, such as when the ORPO joined the SS, forming ‘Waffen-SS-Police’ divisions, but this was a rare occurrence in the West, where they mostly fulfilled duties as part of the Staatsschutzkorps or ‘State Protection Corps’ with the SS.


The chief of the SS and police in the Netherlands was an Austrian engineer and soldier, Hanns Albin Rauter. He recruited the Dutch for Germanic ‘Dutch SS’ units and deployed the ORPO to root out Jews, Jehovah’s Witnesses, homosexuals, Dutch communists and resistance, and other undesirables. The work and transit to purpose-built concentration and death camps from Holland were run mainly by Dutch Nazis, with victims after 1942 sent on to Auschwitz and Sobibor. Some 80 per cent of the country’s 140,000 Jews perished. 300,000 additional Dutch were brought into forced labour, in a country where a quarter of a million would be killed. Rauter was particularly radical and intent on protecting the Dutch designated Aryan gene pool and his name was synonymous with his programme of summary arrests, detention, reprisals, and the establishment of the Dutch concentration camp of Herzogenbusch, which held 30,000 prisoners.


As the Allied troops battled their way north, Rauter did not retreat but formed his division, known as the Kampfgruppe Rauter: a combination of the 34th SS-Volunteer Grenadier Division Landstorm Nederland, drawn from Dutch volunteers, and, unusually for the Netherlands, an ORPO regiment. They massed in September 1944, during the Arnhem campaign, in the area of the Veluwe, between Arnhem and Utrecht, the northern corridor leading to Groningen.


Rauter and his men continued operating in the region into the spring of 1945. On the night of 6–7 March 1945, Dutch resistance dressed in German uniforms hijacked a vehicle at Woeste Hoeve, a village near Apeldoorn, just north of Arnhem. They were surprised to find Hanns Albin Rauter inside. He was wounded and left to die. Unfortunately for the resistance, he survived. Two days later, on 8 March, the ORPO, with their eagle-pommelled bayonets, bussed in hostages to Woeste Hoeve as a reprisal, and 263 were killed by firing squad. Four days later, the Calgary Highlanders arrived at Berg en Dal, 19 miles from Woeste Hoeve, where the ORPO had shot their victims.


A Campaign in Chiaroscuro
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My grandfather did not make it across the Walcheren Causeway, where his fellow soldiers were shot to bits. He did not meet a Wehrmacht officer on the island to whom he was related by marriage. Nor were the ORPO organised into the battle divisions in the Scheldt; they were further to the north-east. Instead, my grandfather was wounded. Walcheren, meanwhile, was a wholesale defeat for the Calgary Highlanders and a senseless loss of life. Lt Col Ross Ellis, the Highlanders’ commanding officer, later commented: ‘The main accomplishment was that we got as many as we could out alive.’ Walcheren was taken in November by a British amphibious assault.
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Walcheren Causeway, October 1944, painting by Robert Johnson


My grandfather was shot in the side. A friend of his – ‘from Banff, no, from Cochrane, Alberta’, he recounted on the tape – came and helped him out of the dyke. He was taken back to a hospital in Antwerp and evacuated to England. On 7 February, at Groesbeek, a suburb of Nijmegen on the German border, close to the Rhine, he rejoined ‘B’ Company.


‘Not one [from my previous duty] was left. And I mean it. We had very heavy casualties. I think the Calgary Highlanders had the heaviest casualties of any of the Canadian regiments,’ he told the tape. Numbers suffering battle exhaustion in the regiment were also second highest of all Canadian regiments on the Western Front.


The Highlanders ploughed through the territory of the knife: the road from Nijmegen, to Doetinchem, onward to Groningen, a route precisely where the ORPO division had been. Groningen was the largest city in northern Holland, which they attacked from the east.


I read the war diaries of these weeks, between February and April, looking for specific confrontations with the ORPO and notes on prisoners who were police, as the diary regularly catalogued the number of POWs. I did not find what I was looking for. I found instead chiaroscuro: alternating descriptions of hellish fighting and debauchery to compensate. These entries in the diaries suggested to me the knife’s mythology. And I wondered how easily the soldiers shifted from the violence to days of feasting. Had they grown sufficiently inured to the violence to enjoy themselves even as their boots were splattered with blood? Had they become indifferent birds of prey or were they frightened lambs passing through extreme states?


Crossing into German territory, the infantry began to use Wasp flamethrowers which ‘did a marvellous job of enveloping Jerry’s entire Pl dug-in locality. This was too much for the supermen, and they left their holes discharging their burning clothing.’ The diary spoke of piles of bodies, rotting livestock, continuous fighting with small arms, heavy shelling, burning buildings. And ‘on every side, the devastation of war proved to us that the Germans were now receiving their share of what invasion means to a nation’. The Canadians too faced friendly fire (‘one of those unfortunate incidents that are very hard on the morale of the troops’), enemy snipers (‘movement became a case of run and pray’), and then suddenly found themselves back in Nijmegen for ten days (between 14 and 25 March) of picture shows, company dances and carousing.


Locals saw the Allies as taller, larger than life even, with better teeth and better skin, even if they were filthy. The soldiers reminded them of luxuries denied to them: white bread, real tobacco, real coffee, real chocolate, real gasoline instead of ersatz fuel. In Belgium, it was recorded that women of all social classes threw themselves at the men in a way that shocked moral authorities, so much so that people were dragged under the tanks in the emotion, and buttons were ripped off uniforms, even though the men were slimy with sweat and caked with dirt.


The halls in Nijmegen were decorated with old Dutch chandeliers, flags, and welcome signs. The nights would start with cocktails or punch. The pipers played, drums rolled, toasts were made. There was singing and cigars. Music was supplied by the Nijmegen orchestra. On a good night, there were women: both Canadian nurses and local girls (if not, the dances could turn into ‘somewhat of a stag party’, as the boys rolled the ‘last barrel of beer down the highway’). The war diary recounted the men were gripped with ‘spring fever’. My grandfather later joshed, at the end, when dementia had loosened his tongue, that it was a good thing his kilt was so heavy because it kept down his erection.


The joke went like this: there would be no need to send Canadians to a future war in Holland; they only needed to send uniforms to all their illegitimate children. Servicemen, encouraged to balance duty and pleasure – and better fed than their competition, the remaining local men – were a source of resentment. There were 7,000 illegitimate births in 1946: the highest number per year in Dutch history. Many of these children are still looking for their fathers, a reminder that the relations between men in uniform and starving women was a troubled romance.


From punch and sex, the men were soon plunged in battle: bridges being blown ‘up in their faces’ in Doetinchem, a town where the Germans had barricaded themselves between 1 and 2 April into the main square, using railcars filled with cement. The adversary was impossible to flush out until they brought in the flamethrowers, ‘which proved too much for the Jerry’. From here they raced north, to the canal city Groningen, the denouement of the Dutch campaign.


The Battle of Groningen


Groningen, a city of 110,000 people, had strategic importance as the north’s communication and transport hub, close to the port of Delfzijl, key to the access of U-boats to the North Sea. It had been correspondingly fortified by the Germans, with trenches and bunkers, who made strategic use of the Hanseatic canal ring and its sixteen bridges and the narrow streets, which led to the market square, its cathedral and tower. The claustrophobia of Groningen’s ancient canal houses made for intimate conflict, often hand-to-hand – the kind for which bayonets are made – under the watch of snipers on rooftops. The Allies had decided not to bombard the city wholescale because of the civilians.
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The operation began on 13 April. The war diary, on 15 April, reported my grandfather’s experience of house-to-house fighting, ‘the Company objective [being] a series of blocks consisting of apartment houses each with three stories and each apartment having about four rooms containing several civilians and many snipers … the Companies smashed through one after another’. My grandfather remembered entering a Dutch woman’s living room with his Bren gun. He used her hardwood table to set up the bipod, so he could shoot at the Germans in the street. His bewildered host got to making ersatz coffee, which she brought to him in a porcelain cup. She also handed him a cushion to put under the legs of the gun, so that he wouldn’t destroy her table. He alternated between sips of coffee and machine-gun fire.


War in a civilian-filled city created chaos. Hundreds of Dutch residents raided a German liquor depot and got drunk. ‘Great throngs’ stood and watched. My grandfather attacked the old post office with flamethrowers and ‘the Germans tumbled out in a hurry to surrender’. The prisoners were lined on the street and the Highlanders began to loot. My grandfather observed: ‘The boys very illegally took the watches off their wrists, and some of our troops had eight or ten watches on each arm. Probably not a very ethical thing to do, but we didn’t care.’ Altogether 2,400 Germans were taken prisoner in Groningen; some were remnants of the Landstorm Nederland, who had been led by Albin Rauter and had fought with the ORPO.


If I were to imagine why my grandfather had bad dreams after the war, I would think it was not the knife but rather the memory of flamethrowers. The Wasp, mounted on a carrier, was much more precise than the incendiary aerial bombs that fell on Solingen. It had a 120ft range that increased if the wind was working in your favour. He told the tape that in Holland, ‘We used portable flamethrowers, a vicious darn weapon, you could burn a house and clear the way in a hurry.’ My grandfather requested them to be brought in again that Sunday afternoon. Men scattered the apartment windows with machine-gun fire to keep the snipers at bay, as the flamethrower was brought into range. Its incendiary materials were like ‘glue; it would hit and it was stuck there and it was on fire’. My grandfather in an interview stated that the manoeuvre was ‘extremely effective and horrifying … as soon as you would start to use them prisoners would just pour into the streets’. Terrified screaming men must have run to the canals, on fire. The use of flamethrowers was later restricted by the UN, as part of the 1980–83 Protocol on Incendiary Weapons.


The Calgary Highlanders’ journey through the Netherlands initially read to me like a Tolkienesque episodic quest. Not to a ring but to a knife that would transform its bearer from a ‘fresh’, ‘immature’ prairie boy into a killer. I was aware that my providential reading was nonsense; he did not go to Europe to find the knife. But the Canadian advance – from the massacre on Walcheren to the flamethrowers of Groningen – was nonetheless episodic horror. It would not be a knife, with a negativity akin to Bilbo Baggins and Frodo’s ring, that would transport my grandfather into a world of shadows. It would be the journey. Bilbo too had trouble sleeping.


In Canada, history is often treated as an edifying as opposed to cautionary craft. This is why I could be nostalgic and ascribe positive feelings to my great-great-grandfather’s sword – the one with the beautiful sound – used in the Boer War. Even a necessary war, like the campaign against Hitler, required killing. A ‘good war’ – but war is never good. The horror is not suggested by the titles – such as Battalion of Heroes – given to the carefully researched, but official patriotic histories of the Canadian advance in the Low Countries. War cannot be convincingly explained with the euphemistic language of ‘clearing’ or ‘cleaning up’ Germans, Canadian forces being ‘depleted’, or by the editing out of images of Canadian bodies or Dutch civilians whose property was devastated by Canadian artillery. This was something that my grandfather understood, like so many veterans who saw war up close. Did this make him quite unlike the eagle on his knife, sensitive as he was in his testimonies to horror? He knew exactly what the knife did to people.


After the victory, the regiment was sent back to the area around Apeldoorn where the ORPO had had their reprisal: ‘We lived in tents … which became the headquarters for the Canadian armies, awaiting transportation to get back to Canada.’ ‘The hardest part of the war came with the conversion from wartime soldiering to peacetime soldiering,’ my grandfather said.


In Apeldoorn, he crossed paths with a housemaster from his boarding school, Trinity College School in Ontario, discovering that he outranked him. My grandfather advised his former teacher that ‘he didn’t need to call me sir. He didn’t think that was very funny.’ I wonder what the housemaster had observed, how the pupil had changed.


On leaving the Continent, on 29 September 1945, the men were told that anyone taking weapons back to England would be sent back to the occupation force. ‘Pistols and whatever must have filled the bottom of the Channel,’ he told the tape. Nonetheless, my grandfather admitted smuggling weapons back: ‘Two small pistols at the top of each boot.’ And, as we know, he had a third weapon.
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A few weeks were spent in England, saying goodbye to family cousins in London and Dorset, whom he had visited during pre-deployment and when he was injured. He later happily recounted many anecdotes of Britain: how he shot a pheasant on a cricket lawn from a windowsill (feathers everywhere) or caught pneumonia on the way to a pub and met Lady Astor when she visited his hospital (he learned to ‘lie to attention’ in his bed), or how much British girls liked their North American visitors (very much). My grandfather left the UK behind, ‘embarking again on the Queen E, back to Canada’, arriving on 19 November 1945. It was a five-day trip by train, across a country that had not been invaded or bombed during the war, for which the devastation was distant. The Highlanders were greeted by the entire population of Calgary.


A little over two weeks later, on 7 December 1945, he married his fiancée, Kay Hastie, a 24-year-old Scottish Canadian whose family had emigrated from just outside Glasgow. He had not seen her since the early autumn of 1942.


Slaves to Objects


I stop waking in the middle of the night. The knife is on a table in the sun. The more I study it, the less it frightens me. The bright light suggests both distance and scrutiny. Perhaps my grandfather was capable of hanging it on a wall, instead of putting it in a drawer, because he had a context for its story. After everything he had seen, it had become … maybe not ordinary, but disempowered.


While the knife was not inherently evil (perhaps only in its function as a bayonet), it was very seriously tainted by its transformation into a Nazi object and its subsequent use. Working from the artefact, the way an archaeologist might, brought us to the Coppels and its police classification and modification. It is ironic and tragic that the knife was used in the Netherlands by the ORPO, where they were complicit with a particularly radical implementation of Nazi race ideology and mass murder against victims like the family who made the knife.


From the blade, I imagine a voice: metallic, distorted by faraway cables. In the absence of living witnesses, the object had indeed spoken, but not unmediated: it required conjurers, such as collectors, diarists, and historians. While its markings had led to this Jewish family’s story – and by extension many family stories like it – it was my grandfather’s journey to the knife that provided the context and meaning for the knife’s use. I cannot know for sure whether my grandfather ‘liberated’ the knife in the area north of Arnhem, the region where the ORPO had been grouped into the Kampfgruppe Rauter in 1944 and were active during the reprisal massacre at Woeste Hoeve in March 1945. The knife might have been taken from any one of the German prisoners captured daily during the Dutch campaign. However, the proximity of the Calgary Highlanders to where the ORPO had operated in a military capacity – a rare example of such engagement in the north-west military theatre – made this explanation of discovery at least plausible.


An inanimate object invites readings. Not only as a child did I craft a romantic narrative of the knife’s negativity, its association with heinous acts, its cinematographically lurid side. Iconography features so strongly in the films of figures as diverse as Leni Riefenstahl and Steven Spielberg because of the powerful and expedient way symbols convey ethos. The knife is, simply, a scary-looking object that one immediately assumes came from a Nuremberg rally or an SS officer in a death camp … or a Shakespearean scene involving an evil twin, who by some chance happens to be facing off against my grandfather in the same battle. Revising assumptions is salutary, as is taking the reader by the hand through the detective work that will challenge such cinematic hypotheses. When I paid more attention to the back of the rug – the method, prejudices, and dead ends, and of course false assumptions – I arrived not just at more nuanced history, but also the hermeneutic sense of it too, of how interpretation comes together.


I worry that readings from popular culture have arguably replaced such documentary readings. Most people today learn about the Second World War through film. The Nazis are in Indiana Jones, Valkyrie or – God help us – Iron Sky and Jojo Rabbit. The Holocaust is Son of Saul. Or Schindler’s List with its soulful soundtrack and scenes in high-contrast black and white. Keeping the public aware of the Holocaust is vital, in a time of generational change and lost memories. But doesn’t the gripping evidence of the period – from archival footage to everyday belongings – correct the larger-than-life version of the Second World War and bring us closer to comprehensible everyday figures? Doesn’t it dismantle an elaborate stage set, similar to the one the Nazis fabricated in their propaganda to obscure their everyday brutishness? The knife’s ordinary connection to heinous events is a much more meaningful story than the one told in cinemascope.


The romantic iconography of the bayonet must have also spoken to the lowliest police officer, the most visible face of the occupation, ennobling him with the indifferent remorselessness embodied in the knife’s symbols. But the knife has mundane qualities: its cataloguing, circulation, its on-and-‘walking-off’ duties. The knife is only an amalgam of metals. The knife’s eye is nickel. The eagle was cut alongside forks and spoons in a workshop. The knife cannot be entirely extracted from the meanings that necessarily unfold from its symbols. But a de-romanticising of Nazi symbols, in the end, is what robs them of their power – the power that militarists have searched for in the eagle since Roman times, and that neo-Nazis still hope to gain from the swastika today. As Epictetus, the Stoic, said: the moment we start to give the inanimate a special aura or imbued importance, we become slaves.
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