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PART I

From birth to present time

“When we are no longer able to change a situation, we are challenged to change ourselves.”
— Viktor E. Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning (1946)

“Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate.”
— Carl Gustav Jung, Psychology and Alchemy (1951)


Chapter 1 – Sculptor I am

My name is Sylvia von Fischer. I am a blonde, blue-eyed, slender, sixty-five-year-old woman sculptor who, miraculously or perhaps by mere accident, or thanks to the cruel discipline of the art market, or the even stricter education to which my parents subjected me, makes my living exclusively from the sale of my sculptures. There is also the possibility that I was born with an unavoidable talent for shaping matter into form, a talent that refused to remain quiet no matter how many times I tried to abandon it. I suppose time will be the only true judge of that.

People have always read in newspapers and books about the fate of the starving artist. In that sense, my story is not extraordinary; although, I never actually starved. Nevertheless, for many years, I had to depend on other jobs to make ends meet and support my art practice. There were years when working and studying 14 hours a day was not poetic, when rent was a threat instead of a bill, when materials were luxuries I pretended I did not need. Now, for the past five years, I have lived very comfortably from my art alone. I do not owe this comfort to sponsors, inheritances, or favors. I owe it to hands that refused to stop working and to a stubborn belief that failure was not to be my ending.

I speak my mother tongue, German, fluently, and Spanish because it is the official language of the country where I was born, Argentina. Five years ago, at the same time that financial comfort found its way into my workshop, I began studying French at the Alliance Française in Buenos Aires. One could say that when survival is no longer the primary concern, curiosity finally finds room to breathe. That was when I allowed myself the luxury of another language — of another way to think and to shape ideas before they become words.

Why French and not Italian? The answer is rooted in the sculptors I admire. Among all the masters I studied, my favorites were the French Auguste Rodin and Camille Claudel. Rodin’s and Claudel’s work felt closer to my inner questions, closer to conflict and devotion, to struggle and obsession.

I also fantasized about the relationship that Rodin and Claudel shared. The genius, the passion, the betrayal, the destruction. Perhaps unconsciously, I hoped that by studying their language I might also stumble upon a version of that intensity in my own life. It is comical how hope can disguise itself as cultural interest.

But let us not rush ahead.

Today, during French class, the professor asked a simple question in a careless way, as teachers often do when they believe language exercises are harmless. “Qu’est-ce que vous souhaitez ou désirez?” What do you wish or desire?

The classroom fell into its usual hesitation. Wishes are intimate things, and even in another language they expose too much. Some answered that they desired to travel, another that she wanted to make a full-time living as a writer rather than having to work two jobs to afford continuing her writing. Others that they wanted to move abroad, to learn more, to love again. When my turn arrived, I said, without hesitation and without trembling, that I wanted to be reborn.

I did not say it metaphorically. I meant it with the full weight of the word.

I want to recreate myself from the very beginning, using the experience gathered over sixty-five years on this earth. I want to keep the lessons but change the path. I want to see whether wisdom can survive if it is no longer born from pain. I am fully aware that I would still make mistakes. I do not believe in clean lives. Life itself is friction. Where to go and what to do creates friction. The presence of certain people creates friction. Decisions create friction. Conversely, it is this very friction that gives life its balance. Friction pushes us forward and teaches us to find balance again and again.

There are people who walk through life without regrets—or at least they appear to. I am not one of them. I carry my regrets as if they were packed into a heavy backpack that cannot be unbuckled. When I close my eyes, I can see the image of this backpack and it is always of a dark charcoal color. I have carried it for twenty-five years, ever since the day I divorced my husband with whom I was still deeply in love. I will not speak of that now. Not yet. There are stories that demand patience before they can be told.

I often wonder whether my regrets seep into my art without my consent. Recently, I was interviewed by the local newspaper. One of the questions was simple and expected. “What inspires your creations?” I answered that inspiration comes from nature or from current events. That answer was safe. It was acceptable. It concealed more than it revealed. I have never consciously said that I will sculpt my past, or my childhood, or my mother. I have certainly never said that I will sculpt my Nazi father. I chose clay as my medium because it yields. My parents would need to be cast from metal, and even then, I am not sure their image could portray their coldness. That story also belongs to another chapter, one that I am still negotiating with myself.

Before I began typing this story, I was working on a new sculpture at the studio. The clay was still damp beneath my fingers. I wanted to finish the work I was doing but, at the same time I did not want to lose my inspiration of telling my story.

As the conversation of the French class played over again in my head, I was creating two small bodies leaned against each other on the table, their backs touching, their legs folded inward, each one withdrawing into its own center. They did not face one another. Their hands did not meet. The only point of contact was spine against spine. I worked the curve of one shoulder, smoothing the tension I had left there. Blue glaze had begun to collect around their base, a low tide that held them in place.

I had not planned for them to mirror each other. It happened slowly, the way most truths enter my work. One figure carried a little more weight. The other tilted away, almost in refusal. I told myself it was an exercise in balance. My hands knew it was something else.

As I pressed gently along the groove where their backs met, a pressure returned to my chest that did not belong to the present. The smell of wet clay shifted into the smell of wet earth. I saw again the flat horizon of Marcos Juárez, the puddles after the rain, my small hands shaping mud into forms that nobody could name. The studio dissolved for a moment. Decades folded into each other. I was five years old again, crouched at the edge of the yard, absorbed in the only activity that ever quieted my thoughts.

When I opened my eyes, the two figures were still there. Quiet. Back to back. Forced to share the same base without the courage to turn toward each other. I understood that I could not separate them. Some bonds refuse to break. I turned the piece a few degrees and let my hands finish what they had started. The story had already entered the clay. My task was to stay out of its way.

During the many years I spent in therapy, I had to choose words over clay when the past demanded to be revisited. I trusted the pen to receive what the hands refused to shape. Sculpture, for me, has always been a form of escape. I escape when I do not think. I escape when I remain in the present. I escape when memory loses its grip. Perhaps that is why I made my mark only once I learned how to disappear inside the act of creation, and use the story of my inheritance as a magic trick.

Why, then, write this story now?

If I truly wish to be reborn, a sculpture of two women connected back to back will not suffice. Form alone cannot rewrite time. Stone or clay cannot argue with regret. So, I return to what I trusted long before galleries and collectors learned my name. I return to the written word. Now, unexpectedly, I return to you, the reader. You are about to hold the weight of what I have carried. You will see me not as an artist, not as a symbol, but as a woman who endured the frictions of life.

This is not a confession. It is taking apart my life.

Let us see how I arrived here, shall we?


Chapter 2 – The Submarine

In 1945, a few months after World War II ended, my parents arrived in Mar del Plata, Argentina, by submarine.


I am not intoxicated as I write this, and even if you are while reading it, the word you see is correct.
S-U-B-M-A-R-I-N-E.
This is not a mistake. It is not an exaggeration. It was how my parents entered the country that would become my life’s stage.


My father was Adolf von Fischer, one of the trusted Lieutenants of Nazi war criminal Hermann Göring. He was born in Berlin, in 1920. My mother, Anna Müller, was also born in Berlin in 1920.

When the Americans won the war and Germany collapsed, when the imminence of defeat became undeniable, my father and many others like him gathered what they could carry and disappeared beneath the ocean. They took gold. They took documents. They took stolen art. They took their future with them into the darkness below the surface.

Two German submarines arrived in Argentina that year.

The U-977, a Type VIIC U-boat, departed from Norway on May 2, 1945, and arrived in Mar del Plata on August 17. Its commander, Oberleutnant Heinza Schäfer, and the 32-member crew, chose exile over surrender to the Allies in Europe. Upon arriving in Argentina, the crew relinquished the submarine to the Argentinean Navy who later handed the vessel to the United States Navy.

Commander Heinz Schäffer was born in Berlin in 1922. He joined the German Navy in 1938 and became a submariner in May 1941. When Admiral Dönitz issued the surrender order on May 8, 1945, Schäffer was at sea. Instead of surrendering in Europe, he made the decision to sail to Argentina and intern his U-boat in a neutral country. The Argentine Navy interrogated him and his crew extensively about the transport of Adolf Hitler but no evidence of Hitler was found on the submarine.


The submarine and its exhausted crew did not disappear into myth, as so many hoped or feared. They were taken to the United States and interrogated again at length. The Allies questioned Schäffer and his men about everything people believed such as whether they had carried Hitler himself across the ocean, whether they had smuggled other high-ranking Nazis into South America, whether they were responsible for the mysterious sinking of the Brazilian cruiser Bahia. In the end, the logbooks spoke with the stubborn clarity of ink and numbers. The records were intact. The theories collapsed. The accusations were dismissed.



After his release, Schäffer made his home in Argentina. Years later, he would publish his own version of that journey in a book titled U-Boat 977, one of the first memoirs written by a U-boat officer after the war. The press viewed it as another attempt to anchor truth in language after so much had already been buried at sea. He returned to Berlin where he died at the age of 57 on January 15th, 1979 



The other submarine, the U-530, a type IXC/40 U-boat, arrived in the port of Mar del Plata in July 10th, two months after the war in Europe had officially ended. The submarine was in poor condition, and its crew refused to provide details of their voyage. Contrary to the U-977, the logs had been tossed overseas, as well as the remaining torpedoes, anti-aircraft ammunition, and charts. Official records became vague. Witnesses offered contradictory stories. We know that Oberleutnant zur See Otto Wermuth was the commanding officer of a 54-member crew. On board, Argentinean authorities found books on South America, tropical uniforms, fine wines, and classical records, alongside signs of attempted sabotage and attempts to hide the vessel’s history; such as destroying the diesel engines just before entering the port, dismantling the deck gun and anti-aircraft weapons, and destroying the ship’s log, war diary, and charts. Moreover, none of the crew members had identification papers.


Oberleutnant zur See Otto Wermuth was 25 years old at the time of the surrender in Argentina. He joined the German Navy in April 1941. After his release, Wermuth appeared to have settled down in the United States, with some sources indicating a desire to bring his family to the country and live there. Sources suggest he passed away in 2009. He did not write a widely published memoir like the commander of the other surrendered U-boat, Heinz Schäffer.

My parents arrived aboard Wermuth’s U-530. It is said that this submarine carried gold and that the men aboard it paid Argentinean President Juan Domingo Perón two hundred million dollars for safe passage and protection. It is also said that along with that gold came paintings stolen from every corner of Europe. Masterpieces that no longer belonged to history but to fugitives. Objects that crossed the ocean hidden in metal silence.

My mother, Anna Müller, met my father at a concert organized by the Hitler Youth. The boys attended as members of the Hitlerjugend. The girls through the League of German Girls. My mother was a prodigious violin player. Discipline shaped her hands long before affection ever did.

Without making this a history book, I want to give you an idea of what Berlin and Argentina were like at the time of my parents’ birth, and at the time of their arrival to Argentina.

Berlin in 1920 was not a calm place to be born into. It was a city trying to stitch itself back together after the war, a city swollen with both loss and ambition at the same time. Overnight, its borders were stretched and redefined, swallowing neighboring towns and countryside as if space itself were the only thing left to conquer. The population exploded. Millions of lives pressed cheek by jowl in streets still bruised by defeat. Politics cracked the air like distant thunder, while art, music, and excess were already warming up in the background, preparing what history would later call the Golden Twenties. It was a city of hunger and champagne, of ruin and reinvention. This was the world my parents were born into. A world that taught survival before it taught mercy.

When they arrived in Argentina in 1945, they entered another country standing on the edge of transformation. Argentina had watched the war from the sidelines for years, officially neutral, listening more than speaking, waiting more than acting. But that year, the waiting ended. Power shifted. The streets filled with voices. Juan Domingo Perón rose not quietly, but was carried on the shoulders of workers who had learned, for the first time, to feel seen. The descamisados—the shirtless ones—marched with a new sense of worth. Wages rose. Rights were spoken aloud. The old order trembled. Argentina was becoming something else, something louder, something divided, something fiercely hopeful and dangerously polarized all at one and the same time.

My parents did not arrive in a quiet country looking for peace. They arrived in a nation awakening—one that made room for reinvention, for concealment, for rebirth under a new sky. A country where it was still possible to become someone else before the world finished counting the dead.

Anna and Adolf married in Berlin, in July 1939, a few months before Germany invaded Poland. During the war years, both were fully devoted to the party. Belief replaced tenderness. Duty replaced doubt. There was little space for emotion and none for motherhood.

In 1939, a young couple like Anna and Adolf did not spend their time dreaming of the future in the ordinary way. Their days moved to the rhythm of uniforms, meetings, radio speeches, and carefully staged public rituals. Loyalty was performed as much as it was believed. Even leisure, such as attendance at a concert, was ideological.

After arriving in Argentina, my parents did not remain by the sea. Some Nazis fled quickly to Patagonia, hiding behind tall vegetation and purchasing massive extensions of land. Others, such as Adolf Eichmann, and Josef Mengele, dissolved into the anonymity of Buenos Aires. My parents chose the town of Marcos Juárez in the province of Córdoba.

In Mar del Plata, where they remained just for a few days lodging at a small hotel, Adolf purchased a used pickup truck in cash. The transaction was discreet and efficient. No questions were asked that demanded real answers. Papers were signed. Hands were shaken. The vehicle became their first proof of mobility, their first quiet declaration that they were not passing through. They drove it along the Route 2 to Route 9, and 12 hours later were in Marcos Juárez.

In Marcos Juárez, they stayed at one of the modest hotels near the train station—the kind that smelled of soap, dust and long departures. The room had a metal bed, a small wooden table, and a balcony that overlooked the slow rhythm of a town that did not yet know who they were. At night, the muffled sounds of tango from a nearby radio drifted up through the open window. During the day, they walked the streets like careful observers, measuring the town with their eyes. They spoke little. German moved between them like a sealed code. Spanish came only when it was absolutely necessary.

Marcos Juárez was a small agricultural town with approximately fifteen thousand inhabitants. Life revolved around cattle, wheat, a central plaza, a modest church, and a railway station that connected it to larger cities. The daily rhythm was simple. Work began before sunrise. Social life unfolded in measured rituals. The town existed through its land.

They chose this place because it had been a reliable exporter of beef to Germany during the war. They also chose it because it was far from the key cities where other Nazis had taken refuge and were more likely to encounter authorities. When Argentina finally declared war on Germany in March 1945, the famous Eden Hotel in La Falda—a town located 222 miles north of Marcos Juárez—was confiscated as “enemy property.” The hotel had been owned by the German expatriate couple Walter and Ida Eichhorn, both known supporters of Hitler and the Nazi Party. After its confiscation, the hotel was used to house Japanese diplomats and their families who had been interned by the Argentine authorities.

My father did not arrive in Argentina as a man guessing his way through rural life. He had grown up among fields, machinery, seasons, and accounts. He knew how to read the sky for weather, how to calculate yields, and how to manage men who worked with their bodies. Farming was not a romantic gesture for him. It was a learned system, a discipline passed down like a code. Long before exile forced him to seek land at the edge of the world, he had already been prepared to rule it.

My paternal grandfather had owned extensive farmland in Germany. When the Nazi regime controlled agriculture through laws such as the Hereditary Farm Law, he participated in its drafting. He was also part of the Reichsnährstand, the organization created to manage agricultural production and impose self-sufficiency. Land, for my family, was never merely land. It was power. It was strategy. It was legacy.


Although my parents spoke very little about their past with me, my mother told me the story of their arrival in Marcos Juárez, and how they began, indirectly and cautiously, asking about properties the way one asks about rumors—at the butcher shop, at the general store, at the café where men lingered longer than their coffee required. The word estancia surfaced again and again, spoken with respect, sometimes with envy. A local rancher finally offered to introduce them to someone who knew of land for sale. Deals in the countryside, my mother would later tell me, were never made in offices. They were made through glances, silences, and slow drives across open fields.


A few days later, a man guided them beyond the town limits, through fences and gates and wide distances where the sky pressed down without interruption. He walked ahead with a stick, pointing not only at boundaries but at possibilities. Wheat fields already seeded. Cattle already branded. A house already standing. Water already secured. Nothing was wild or provisional. Everything was ready.

My parents listened. They asked questions about yields, about labor, and about drought. The land was not seen as refuge. It was seen as infrastructure.

My parents purchased this large estancia outside Marcos Juárez. It already had a functioning cattle and wheat operation. They did not arrive as refugees. They had arrived as investors. They had arrived prepared.

I did not witness my parents’ arrival in Marcos Juárez. I was not yet even a thought when their feet first touched that land. What I know of those early days came later, filtered through repetition and ritual. My father liked to tell the story at the table, usually when Father Pedro was present and wine steadied his voice. My mother rarely corrected him. She listened in silence, her eyes lowered to her plate. Over the years, I learned the story by heart. I learned which parts were performed, which were edited, and which were never mentioned at all. This is how they said it happened.

On their first morning at the estancia, my parents stood on the edge of the property with the previous owner, a man named Don Ricardo, whose hands were permanently stained with earth and livestock. Cattle shifted behind the fences in restless clusters. The air carried dust, manure, and heat. It was the middle of the winter, but the sun already gave the pretense of summer.

My father spoke first.

“Guten Morgen,” he said automatically, then corrected himself. “Buen día.”

Don Ricardo nodded politely, unsure what to do with the foreign hardness of my father’s voice. My mother remained slightly behind him, her hands folded, her eyes studying the land as if measuring what could be hidden inside it.

They walked the perimeter together. My father nodded at the cattle. He asked about yields, delivery schedules, past droughts, and transport routes. His Spanish was functional, stripped of warmth, but precise enough to conduct business. He did not waste words. He never had.

When Don Ricardo asked where they were from, the lie entered Argentina for the first time.

“Somos holandeses,” my father said. (We are Dutch) “Farmers. We lost everything in the war.”

It was not only false but also inverted.

Don Ricardo softened immediately. War stories did that. Loss was a universal language. He offered condolences neither requested nor deserved.

They inspected the cattle in silence. When one of the steers resisted being moved, my father stepped forward without hesitation, seized it by force, and drove it into position with efficiency that startled the handlers. Don Ricardo watched him with interest.
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