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95 MORRIS AVENUE

By Maarten Mittner

“Beauty will save the world.” – Fyodor Dostoyevsky

“Being is Thought.” – Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

DEDICATION

CHAPTER ONE

ALL IS LOST

October 1916.

Her precious Hansheinrich was dead.

Killed for the German Fatherland, in some or other soggy, muddy, bombed-out marsh near the Somme River in eastern France. Falling in battle, while leading his battalion against the French.

Her Hansheinrich. The baron. She, the baroness. An unsung American heroine.

The great adventurous love. The builders of Duwisib Castle at the end of the world. His idea. Her castle. Designed, built and completed in only eighteen months. An incredible achievement.

A monument to Western civilisation, in an area that had never before experienced civilisation.

She admitted she had moments of self-doubt about the castle. An experiment? Or labour of love? What had she really done? Why had she done it? But oh, how she now wished to banish these thoughts from her soul.

Being a woman of diverse identities.

Born Jayta Humphreys on November 6, 1881, in Summit, New Jersey. Never knew her father, for he died when she was only two. Then, in 1894, her mother married Thomas St. John Gaffney, and she became Jayta Humphreys-Gaffney. Thereafter she married Hansheinrich on April 8, 1907, in Dresden, to be Mrs Jayta Humphreys-Gaffney von Wolf, the baroness.

Maybe she should now stand on her own two legs. Without a man’s surname to her own name.

But how could she contemplate such a move amid her present sorrow? And this dreadful war?

The same nihilistic spiral of the centuries past, a recurring pattern of war, destruction and death, so prevalent in the historical accounts that she knew of. Mankind is deadset on not progressing to something higher. Not even the world’s greatest thinkers and philosophers could have foreseen this carnage. Or, help to prevent this catastrophe.

She shuddered when she thought of the consequences for the future. How wil mankind ever be able to make sense of the legacy of this carnage? Her Hansheinrich also a victim.

She watched the countryside streak past her on the train from Aachen, where she learnt of his death, to Munich, where she lived. Here is where life went on. A normality seemingly unbroken by death and grief. Not their time yet.

The neatly built houses next to the railway line, with the tiled roofs, interspersed by green hedges. A woman opening a curtain and peering through the top window of a house. Another thumping a carpet on the stairs outside the back door of a neighbouring house. Placing the washing on the line. Children walking to school. An old man chatting with a neighbour, not even looking at the train going past. A soldier in uniform walking alone on the road.

Her introspective dream-like state continued. A jumble of thoughts.

Where does one start to pick up the pieces?

How could she ever overcome the huge disconnect between her present grievous circumstances and the optimism she experienced in her youth and early twenties? When the world was her oyster.

A sheltered American heiress, granddaughter of Dr. Frederick Humphreys, founder of the phenomenally successful Humphreys Homeopathic Medicine Company. Almost every American family had a Humphreys medicine cabinet in the house, with the numbered remedies in the little bottles.

A comfortable world of material wellbeing and a loving, caring environment. Amid a new dawn in her country of birth. The Progressive Era.

An innocent. And a natural.

“You are a natural, Jayta,” her sister-in-law Ellen said on that cloudy morning on the ship, somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean, a few days after they had left Madeira, while lounging on the lazy chairs on the deck. On the journey back to German South West Africa in the first half of 1912, before the war. She had just visited the US to obtain further funds for Duwisib, while Hansheinrich attended to the castle.

Jayta had never thought about herself in that way. She was just who she was. Not living according to the conventions of society. Or anyone else. Independent in mind and spirit.

That was her real naturalness. Together with her inquiring mind, quick smile, ready intelligence and energetic way of walking. Not forgetting her openness and spontaineity, as Ellen said.

Suddenly she felt guilty again.

Here she was thinking about herself. When it should be about her lost love.

There was still the unsettled issue between her and Hansheinrich of what they would do when the war ended. But no end to their dreams. Their plans.

The castle to become a horse-breeding farm. She would buy the ancestral Blyth Hall estate in Nottinghamshire in northern England, and from there Hansheinrich’s new breed of thoroughbreds would take the European and American racing world by storm.

That was back then. Before he was deployed to the Somme, and after they had learnt the castle in faraway South West Africa was now also in English hands. So, they resolved to go to the US at the end of the war. Because it was unlikely that Germany would ever regain her colonies.

She remembered how quiet he had become after recovering from his horrific wound at the Ypres. Their last night together at the Dom Hotel in Aachen. His last joke. About the bats in Duwisib. Already then, she had this eerie feeling inside of her. Of dread. Of looming dark horizons. That something bad would happen. Talking about niceties while the world was crumbling. She told herself she was imagining things. But never would she forget the frown on his brow as he left. The dull eyes. The far look.

She already felt guilty at that time.

Having before badmouthed Hansheinrich in conversations with her mother and Ellen. She did not tell him about what she said to them. But she sensed he suspected something. At a time when her love for him grew and deepened. The irony.

And then there was her mother. Always in the background. With her forthright convictions that only she was right on so many issues.

Then she felt anger. How dare Hansheinrich forsake her? Leaving her all alone in this world. After all she had done for him. After all they had done together. After all the love that she had showered on him.

Their experiment partially fulfilled with the castle and his South West Arabian horse breed. But the other part not achieved. Of him becoming a leader of men in South West Africa.

How did she not cajole him in South West Africa to make an effort? To take on the governor and his cronies. To influence people and win friends. Like in the US. For their dream. But he was hesitant. He said he would make an effort. But she knew how stubborn he was. He would only make a half-hearted effort, because he rarely did anything unless he was absolutely convinced about doing it.

Now everything was lost.

There she waited for him in the hotel in Aachen. After receiving his telegram from Cambrai that he was on his way. And that he would meet her there.

The disappointment on the first day of her arrival. He was not there. Surely, he would come the next day. But still, he did not arrive. And then, on the third day, she enquired at the front-desk where the nearest military barracks were. At the barracks, the captain was not in a position to provide her with any information about where her husband found himself.

The loneliness in the hotel enveloped her.

At the end of the week, she again returned to the barracks. The captain confirmed that nothing had been heard of the 242 Reserve Infantry Regiment on the Somme front. That was his regiment. His number. They were involved in some heavy fighting, that was known, but he could only provide her with more information after he had received it from the front.

Two days later Major Hansheinrich von Wolf was officially confirmed wounded. But there was no record of him being placed in any frontline hospital. That worried her, but she continued to hope.

Some days Jayta stood in front of the notice board in the hall of the barracks. Where the list of the missing and wounded was displayed. At times, civilians shuffled in and out of the captain’s office. Other times, they silently gathered at the entrance. Some women cried. Some of the elder men took off their hats and shook their heads.

It was only a few weeks later that Hansheinrich was officially confirmed dead, while leading his battalion in battle on the German lines between the French towns of Maurepas and Le Forest.

Instead of grief, a feeling of overpowering guilt took hold of her.

She knew what her mother would say. If her daughter had not influenced Hansheinrich to return to South West Africa to build their castle, he would in all probability be alive today. For in her mother’s mind, there could be little doubt. Duwisib was a mistake. A grand folly. A castle constructed purely for show. Or decoration. For which she should take responsibility.

But was she not a unique individual? Leaving the confines of the US to fearlessly explore the world out there? Living an adventurous life. She knew of nobody who would go to the end of the world to build a luxurious castle for a loved one.

When she arrived in South West Africa, she thought nothing of it.

But then the people started to talk. She had to take notice of that. The innuendo is that Hansheinrich built the castle out of love for his wife. Only later realising he had no money, and that it was, in fact, she, a woman, whose money resulted in the building of Schloss Duwisib. The most unique building in all of the colony.

The people found that strange. Why would anybody do a thing like that? Spending all her money on an experiment. She could never understand that. Do societal norms not demand that everything possible should be done for the one you love?

Apparently not.


In these trying times she had to keep her mind busy. By reading. A form of escape from the ghastly reality. Almost a repetition of that time when Hansheinrich was wounded at Ypres. When she placed Kant and Hegel aside. And read Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams. The book Ellen gave her. Sitting beside his bed, waiting for him to recuperate.


The kind-hearted, almost angelic image of Mrs Maack, bless her soul, suddenly appeared in her mind. Why was she thinking of her German teacher now? Her inspiration for the appreciation of German philosophy and Iiterature in those happy New York school days two decades ago. They did the first part of Goethe’s Faust. And through Mrs Haack she learnt about the splendours of Hegel and Kant. That only by reading Hegel could one understand the world. Or Kant, for that matter.


But then she also read Freud. Leaving her even more curious.  Maybe she should broaden her horisons. By further reading Freud. Had he not become a leader in Western thought? Although she had to wonder even then. Does a dream really have a deeper meaning? Or a hidden symbolism. Why has she not experienced profound dreams? Is there something wrong with her?


Must be.


Because there in the bookshop in Aachen, she hesitated when she saw Freud’s latest work. Totem and Taboo. Surely, she must have some courage to read it. To provide some validation for her thoughts. Or would it be the usual nonsense?


A strange compulsion won the day. That Freud could maybe yet help her with life’s predicaments. With his theory of psychoanalysis. How could she then ignore it? All that was required from her was to make an effort to understand his views. To live up to her past transgressions.

For as Freud wrote; The mistakes that you make are another symbolical representation of your unconscious desires. As part of the division of the human soul into the conscious, or the outside of the mind, and the unconscious, or the inside. The unconscious has a common structure that can be discerned. Freud wanted people to know themselves. To reconcile the conscious with the unconscious.

That was the challenge for her.


So, she bought the book. And once again, as with Dreams, it unsettled her. Mysterious, yet also compelling. How can anybody believe this superficial nonsense?


Some things that Freud wrote, made sense to her. That as with sex, the aims of pleasure and procreation do not coincide completely. Accepting the idea of union by a female with a male was healthy. That the female must come to terms with the mother. And that one projects one’s guilt onto other people. She had to admit. She had many inner thoughts.

But so much else was troubling. The idea of repression bothered her. That unconscious thoughts remain active in the mind and direct behaviour.

Hansheinrich had little time for her Freudian stories at the end of his life. Her uncle Fred actually knew Freud before he became well-known, through his interest in homoeopathy when they were both contemporaries at the University of Vienna. Hansheinrich did not take kindly to her playful bantering when she mentioned Freud’s psychoanalytical ideas. That maybe he addressed his own unconscious thoughts by going back to South West Africa, his erstwhile place of defeat, to rectify matters.

What nonsense, he said. How sad that her flippant remarks found ther way as gossip among Hansheinrich’s friends and eventually to some unsavoury British sources to slander his good name.

Those weird thoughts still formed an indelible part of her mind. That the human mind is irrational. Reason is not a given. That the unconscious drives behaviour. You have no control over it. Is that really so? Was it her unconscious that drove her to build the castle? Something she was unaware of?

The gruesome Primal Myth. Animal-ancestors that are killed and eaten. The dominant patriarch is murdered, so that rival offspring can mate with females. The source of all guilt in subsequent generations. Mankind’s thin layer of civilisation. At least, preserved in some form or another. Otherwise, sons will kill their fathers and rape their mothers.

And then, the linkage with the Oedipal complex. The child feels deep hostility toward his or her parents. A hatred that is repressed. And projected onto others. Like her mother.

What drivel. Or not?

What was she repressing? Was it related to her mother? Must be, because at times she was a sure source of guilt for her. Which she rationalised as a reaction against the tyranny of a parent forcing her will on a child. But then also mindful of what the Bible commands. “Honour your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the land that the Lord your God is giving you.”

It was expected of her to admit that what she did, was wrong. Almost immoral. To leave for Africa without informing her mother. Shunning her. Not writing letters. Continuously bickering over petty things. Accusing her of holding grudges. She should not do that. For a parent only wants the best for her child. She should not question her mother. Maybe that was the message that Freud wanted to convey.

Or maybe she was just your average neurotic. Suffering a disease of the nerves. A disorder of the personality. A conflict within the unconscious. Thinking about herself all the time. When she should actually be bereaved.

At times the train halted at an unfamiliar station with people climbing in and out in this captivating country where she met her great love. And where her stepfather served as the consul-general of the USA in the German cities of Dresden and Munich. Dresden, that lovely city, Hansheinrich’s birthplace.

Then the train jolted forward again. Navigating the clicking track. Her dream-like state continued. With no way out.

Slowly, but surely, she had to face the future. Her future.

In which the castle and Hansheinrich will only become a distant memory.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Have you thought about what we spoke about last night?” Fannie Humphreys-Gaffney asked her daughter where they were seated in the stylish living room of the Möhl Street villa in Munich, the one with the pine-trees in the back and the oak-tree in front, and the lovely balcony on the second floor.

It was early-morning. Outside It was drizzling, but at times a weak sun made its appearance through the grey clouds.

Jayta sighed as she rubbed her eyes.

“You mean that I must make a decision about what I want to do with the rest of my life?”

“Well, yes…”

“And your view that I convinced Hansheinrich to return to South West Africa after his failure in the colonial campaign, and that apart from the building of the castle, we did not achieve much, and that I must live up to that, so that I can get on with my life?”

“Not in those crude terms, but yes. To be realised over time.”

“So, Mother, tell me. What do you want me to do?”

“Well, there is our women’s movement, in dire need of some new thinking, where you can play a role.”

“To become a clone of yourself. How insulting.”

“I wish you would get rid of the prejudices against your mother…”

“Mother, as I have said, I will decide what to do in my own time.”

The lanky Agnes, the energetic servant with who had worked for the Gaffney household in Tegernsee, and Hannah, the new buxom maid from the countryside with the short, black hair, stepped into the room and placed tea in a silver tea set on a table.

“Thank you, Agnes,” Fannie said.

“Is there anything else, madam?”

“Yes, there is. When you go on your shopping expeditions in the city, please see if there is still some of our personal stuff in Theatiner Street. Jayta, you said you are still missing some of your shoes?”

“Thank you. And she can bring me Hansheinrich’s suitcase, with his clothing and medals. She can bring me that, yes,” Jayta said impassively.

“Can you do that for us, Agnes, please,” Fannie said imploringly. “Thank you.”

“Yes, madam,” Agnes said.

“…and take Hannah with you. You know how dangerous the city has become.”

“Yes, madam,” Hannah said before both turned around and left the room.

Fannie tilted her head sideways. She had a concerned look as she leaned forward from the couch where she was sitting and placed a cup of tea in front of her daughter.

“Jayta, I know it will not be easy, finding closure, but I so hoped you would take my ranting in the spirit with which it was intended. I only wish the best for you, my dear, and you know that I love you.”

Jayta lifted her hand. “That’s enough.”

Her mother was now in her late middle years. The usual weary and melancholy eyes were a bit livelier today. Her curly brown hair had a greyish tinge, especially round the temples.

The villa was in Herzog Park, on the opposite side of the Isar River near the English Garden, in the upmarket Bogenhausen district of the city, the villa that her stepfather had leased after the lease on the Arco Palais apartment in Theatiner Street in the city centre had expired.

But now Thomas was still in the US on his political mission, because it was election year, attempting to clear his name after President Woodrow Wilson forced his resignation the year before. For his supposed pro-German and “unneutral” utterances. Now he was working for a victory for the Republican candidate Charles Evans Hughes against the incumbent Wilson.


The reporter and photographer for the New York Times had just left. For the upcoming feature on Hansheinrich’s death, which was scheduled to appear in a future edition. The suppressed sedate atmosphere in the living room matched the ostensibly calm composure of mother and daughter.


Fannie’s concerns were centred on her daughter. In her way.

It was her hope that Jayta would now finally realise that life was a serious matter. That you have a duty toward others. Not something to be played with by embarking on quixotic missions. Like building a castle in a far-away country. To what purpose? 

Hansheinrich’s death symbolised the reality of a harsh world where one should not tempt fate. My God, did she not experience that with her first husband, Jayta’s father. Because bad things can happen. But hopefully her daughter would soon recover from his tragic death, although she should also partly accept responsibility for her actions.

Jayta was dressed in a long, black skirt with a frilly blue top and a white high-collar. She was sitting on a Chinese Chippendale sofa covered with chintz fabric. To the side hung a wooden clock. The rest of the room was tastefully decorated, with paintings of landscapes on the wall. In the back of the room was a fireplace. Above it was a fine, old mantel with porcelain figures of a cat and a dog.

On one wall hung Thomas’s award as a Chevalier of the French Legion of Honour, the medal given to him in 1902 by French President Emile Loubet at a lavish function at the Elysee in Paris, shortly before Jayta’s grandmother Frances died in New York. Next to the award were some of the numerous framed accolades from women organisations in the US that Fannie received during her impressive tenure as president of the National Council of Women between 1899 and 1902.

“We all have to go through a period of mourning after death, and we cannot see a way forward. It all appears so senseless and tragic, but it is always the darkest just before dawn. And then some strength reappears from within that makes it possible for us to face life again. Ask me, I have been there.”

“Thank you, Mother,” Jayta muttered.

Jayta’s arms were folded and her legs crossed, and looking closely, one would have seen her one hand was held in a fist. On her left ring finger was a dazzling diamond ring.


“All eloquently described by Tolstoy in War and Peace, which you have not read yet, I might add.”


“Please, not now. I know you mean well, but I am coping to the best of my ability. Has Thomas been informed?”

Fannie leaned back. “I sent a telegram to the hotel in Washington. But God alone knows if it will reach him. I am sure he will return as soon as he hears, but with this war, you never know.”

Jayta’s face appeared puffed-up with emotion and her eyes were red, almost expressionless. She looked to the side of the room, where Fannie’s small Yorkshire terrier entered the room from the kitchen. The small dog sniffed at Jayta, before jumping up the coach and settled next to Fannie.

For Fannie it was also an unsettled time.

The past two years were difficult. God knows what lies ahead.

First, her husband was relieved of his duties as consul-general. Then came the news of the hanging of Sir Roger Casement, the Irish nationalist and dear friend, by the British authorities in Pentonville Prison on August 3 1916, after his failed attempt to support the Easter Rising in Ireland.

And now Hansheinrich. With his apparent ghastly death on the battlefields of France.

Fannie convinced herself she could help her daughter. As she also lost her husband decades earlier. Found dead in a cab on a New York Street. From complications related to his alcoholism. But one has to move on. One must accept the challenges of life. Take them head-on. Do not avoid them. That she had learnt. And she wanted to impart that knowledge and experience to her daughter.

Fannie also knew how stubborn and self-willed her daughter could be. And how she tended to obfuscate challenges. To live life in a dream-like and unrealistic way.

“Any plans for the day?” Jayta asked.

“Well, there is still some furniture to be removed from Theatiner Street, and I asked Rob yesterday to make haste with the moving process. But he said the German authorities had become very suspicious, they are checking everything for food smuggling.”

“Food smuggling? What has the world come to? War, hunger, death and pestilence, what next? At least it cannot become worse, I guess.”

“And Jayta, please make some effort with the neighbours, the Scott’s, one of the last American families here in Munich, so nice to us, and Janet said she would so like to talk to you, you know, the elder lady, to get to know you better.”

“What on earth can the Scott’s understand of my plight? Surely it is senseless to involve people you do not know when one grieves.”

Fannie sighed and stood up. She walked to her daughter and put her hand on her shoulder.

Jayta was tempted to get up and rush out of the door. But on second thoughts, she thought it best to adhere to her mother’s admonishments. Her body shook as a few tears fell. But it was soon gone.

“That’s it, my dear, let it out. Don’t bottle it up. Talking always helps,” Fannie said as she tapped her daughter’s shoulder.

Jayta rubbed her face. She might as well please her mother.


“I will never forget the day when Hansheinrich and I saw Duwisib for the first time. Before there was any castle. Just rocks and koppies and sand and dust. An empty wilderness. He was so disappointed, wanting to impress me with half of the colony, in the mistaken presumption that the governor would give him humongous tracks of land. And I thought, what the hell? Let’s make the best of it. Of course, it would have been much better if we could have built the castle on a mountain near Windhoek. And living off the proceeds of diamonds. But I knew the government would never give us anything better.”


“And then it turned out to be just as beautiful in all its pristine wildness, as you said,” Fannie said as she returned to her sofa.

“Of course, the government would never agree to that, because we had to farm! We had to perform! Impress them! Live to their rules. We had to show we could develop the land, no matter how inadequate it was…speculators, oh yes, we could never be land speculators, oh now,” Jayta said with sarcastic gusto.

“Which you did, in your way.”

“Oh yes, but it was not easy. Now I know. Everything in life is a struggle.”

“Nothing worthwhile ever comes easy, my dear, yes…you know, to an extent we are all victims of our shadow tendencies, our animalistic spirits, to procreate, to dominate, to survive. I see it all the more as I become older. Man’s civilising veneer is very thin.”

“Whatever…” Jayta said. “Anyhow, we did as we were told, but for Hansheinrich it was difficult to fathom why I filled the castle with luxuries and expensive antique furniture. Actually, most are from the period of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. Which he could not understand. At first. But then he realised it was actually for him, for his status in the colony, so that they could see my husband was a special man. No need to banish him from the area. An enlightened man worthy to be listened to, with original ideas and plans, to the benefit of the colony.”

“Sounds beautiful, Jayta, but so unrealistic,” Fannie said. “Then, the visitors must have been impressed.”

Jayta thought she felt a few tears welling up in her body. But nothing came.

She stood up and picked up a paper on the table.

“What is that?” Fannie asked.

“Father Kleman’s list of our possessions in Duwisib. Which he gave me at Tegernsee…let’s see…eighteen Meissen porcelain plates, still with the original crossed sword markings…a silverplate Kings Pattern cutlery set with the Sheffield trademark…Five salad bowls of Bohemian crystal…a set of 12 Napoleonic cut glasses, classified as missing. There are still many more.”

“Why are you still hanging on to it?”

For Jayta it was as if her mother was not even listening. To her, the castle was just a construct. Only there. Nothing more. Not even an experiment. Just a waste of time and effort. And money.

Maybe her mother was right, after all. Nothing special about Duwisib.

It cannot be. Then she might as well also slit her wrists right now and die together with Hansheinrich.

“Yes, and then the horses, Hansheinrich’s pet project,” Jayta continued. “How proud he was of his new Arabian breed. Tough, with strong hindquarters. And how unlucky we were by not being able to register the stud in the UK, as this dastardly war intervened. And now they are running wild in the desert, at least some of them.”

“But now your new life lies ahead of you.”

Jayta sighed, with her tea still left in the cup, getting cold.

“It took us just over 18 months to build the castle, and we lived there for just more than five years, in total seven years and two months.”

“So short a time?” Fannie asked. “My, it felt much longer for me, with you being away.”

“I hope Thomas was able to sell Duwisib in the US. That is what Hansheinrich would have wished for. To the English or British authorities if need be. It does not make sense for the castle to stand there, all alone and vulnerable. We could get at least a million dollars for it, including the priceless antiques.”

“I think that is the right decision, Jayta.”

“Well, Mother, what else can I do?” Jayta asked angrily. “It is not as if anyone is falling over their heels in helping me. One would have thought that my brother in the US might have spared me a thought. And where are my nephews? It seems I will have to get a new German husband to help me.”

“Jayta, try to understand. Thomas has done his utmost for you, even trying to repatriate the money in your bank account back then, you cannot blame him.”

“Who must I blame then, Mother?” Jayta asked as she jumped up.

Fannie tried to calm her down, without success.

“Why must I be punished so much for what I, we did,” Jayta said as she sat down again.

“I mean, that is how I feel…we created something out of nothing, and from day one, we only experienced problems with the castle. Yes, we combatted the problems, and we were successful in the end, but my God, we had to endure so many challenges. Can people just be happy for us, for what we had achieved? Is that so difficult? You and Thomas also could have visited us, and experienced our achievement first-hand. Nobody ever visited us, only Ellen…not even talking about my so-called brother, the misfit, suing his own mother for money, imagine that.”

“Oh, Jayta, there never really was the opportunity.”

“No, Mother, you are lying. You had ample time to visit all those estates in Saxony while Thomas was based in Dresden, and you had time to cross the Atlantic, many times actually, but never to visit your own daughter, whom you say you love so much…no, stop trying to justify yourself, you could have done more, and Thomas as well.”

“Good, my dear, get it out,” Fannie said. She thought it quite rich of her daughter to expect them to visit her when she did not even inform them of where she was heading after leaving Germany in 1907.

“Well, and then there were your tirades against your husband…”

“Don’t you ever say anything negative about Hansheinrich, ever, you hear,” Jayta yelled.

Fannie shook her head.

“Not me, my dear, not me…”

“We had to endure the jealousy of those who have never been able to create anything,” Jayta said emotionally. “Those that only fawn toward others in power, hoping to get some of the crumbs from the table, the minnows in power, while we built something new, and fended for ourselves. And what did we get for that? Nothing. Not that Hansheinrich was expecting a thank-you card, oh no, he knew how rapacious people could become, oh yes, he did,” Jayta said, now calming down a bit.

It became quiet in the living room for a while. Jayta stared in front of her, and Fannie stroked the little dog on her lap. But her emotions were anything but settled.

“I fail to see why I should take sole responsibility for Hansheinrich and me returning to South West Africa in 1907. Yes, it was my suggestion, and I knew he wanted to go to America, him having had some experience with the narrow-minded and feeble authorities there in Africa, but in the end, we jointly decided to go there. Maybe we did not achieve all that we wanted, but I also know he loved to be feted as the King of South West, and he certainly saw himself as the Wallenstein of his era…It is not only me.”

Fannie lifted her eyebrows and sighed.

“I will get us some more hot tea,” she said as she stood up.

Jayta looked at her mother. She clearly did not understand. Had no clue of what she was talking about. About what she did together with Hansheinrich in the faraway colony.

And now the reality.

Never again would she be able to see those beautiful sunsets on Duwisib together with her husband. Never again would they go together on their habitual afternoon ride on the horses in the wide-open veld. Or together experience the cool early-evening following a harsh sunny day, in the wild environment, while Hansheinrich served her a gin and tonic on the patio. To hear the busy servants preparing dinner in the kitchen, or when the faithfull Herero Wilhelm reported a new visitor, and when they awakened in the morning to a new day, experiencing new adventures.

Jayta was now seemingly crying, with her mother nodding her head. But Fannie did not realise it was fake tears. Jayta was not really crying. She was thinking about something else.

How strange of her to continuously talk about Duwisib when she was resolute in addressing other deep unconscious thoughts.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Jayta, please accept my deepest sympathies on your loss,” Thomas told his stepdaughter where she was sitting on a German-style sofa in a luxurious suite of the Esplanade Hotel in central Berlin, with its richly ornamented sandstone façade facing Potsdamer Platz.

Thomas had arrived from the US the previous day, just ahead of Christmas Eve, and Jayta and her mother were booked in the hotel only a few days earlier after arriving from Munich by train.

It was Christmas Day of 1916, and the hotel was brought to life by the expected function in the evening in the Kaisersaal, the equally impressively decorated ball- and dining room of the hotel, often used by the Kaiser for functions.

There was a spirited sentiment recognisable in the hotel, after the news that Bucharest had fallen to German forces, and that Russian troops were in retreat on a wide front in the East. Word was that the Kaiser was away, reportedly at the Western Front, but that the Crown Prince would stand in to officiate at the function.

“Hansheinrich was from a race of warriors and died as a warrior, a hero’s death,” Thomas said.

He had placed his jacket on one of the chairs. He was dressed in a waistcoat and silken, white shirt.

Jayta knew Thomas meant his sympathy, more so than her mother. But she still felt angry and bitter. She was not in a great mood for festivities. However, she was persuaded to attend the Christmas party, thanks to the retorts of her mother, partly to get her mind off her state of grief.

“Thank you, Thomas, that is nice of you. How was your trip?” she asked as she looked up expectantly.

He wanted to answer her immediately, but there was a knock on the door, and in walked a servant with a trolley full of snacks, including cold meat, bread rolls, sausages, cucumber sandwiches, and an array of cheeses and biscuits.

“Wow, one could forget there is a war out there, with the population eating turnips, while we are treated with caviar, wait, no caviar, but at least some other fine food,” Jayta said as she stood up.

The servant was eloquently dressed in a white jacket and pants and proudly handed Thomas a rounded bottle of whiskey from the bottom of the trolley.

“You got it, my man…real Irish whiskey, thank you, my man.  Thank you,” a beaming Thomas said, tipping him with a roll of notes, who profusely thanked Thomas in English as he left.

“There you have it. I believe all the highly-paid servants in this hotel are able to speak three languages.”

“French, English and German, and some with a smattering of Spanish and Portuguese,” Fannie said as she entered the room from the bedroom. She was eloquently dressed in a long green “Stuart” bodice dress, close-fitting to the waist, with a high-necked vest of Oriental silk threaded with gold.

“Dressed for the occasion, mother?” Jayta asked. She wore an ordinary, everyday skirt and top.

“Ah, there you are Fannie, have you seen my Chesterfield coat? This one will not work,” Thomas said.

“Have you looked in the cupboard?” Fannie said.

“No, where…” Thomas asked perplexed.

“You may find everything has been unpacked, yesterday already, soon after your arrival,” Fannie said. It always irritated her when Thomas and Jayta asked for things before looking for it themselves.


“Yes, my dear, my mind is on more important matters than my coat,” Thomas said, bristling with contained emotion. “This is an important function for me tonight, for the Friends of Irish Freedom.”


“I know, Thomas, no need to mention it again,” Fannie said.

“You know I am preoccupied with the thought of Wilson dragging the US into the war on the side of the British, despite his election promises. If only Hughes could have defeated the dictator…”

“…which did not happen, I know, tell me about it.”

“I told the Hughes campaign bosses if they wanted the Irish vote, they would have to soften the party’s pro-British stance, but the arrogant lot ignored me. But we came quite close, in the end. Had it not been that Hughes slighted Governor Johnson in California, we would have won the crucial state. and the election.”

“I read Hughes went to bed thinking he was president when the results in the east came in, but then Wilson carried the South and the Midwest,” Fannie said.

“Not New York, my dear, and not New Jersey, and I am prone to think I might have played a role in that,” Thomas said, lifting a finger. “But yes, Hughes unelected, another blow for the fair and just spirit of Americanism, and we are stuck with the dictator for another four years.”

“We cannot afford that. God alone knows what Wilson has up his sleeve. Hughes might have ended the war earlier, with his legal background,” Fannie said.

“And fair-minded spirit, I know, my dear, and now the Page cabal in London feel energised to get the US on the side of the British, only waiting for another trumped-up reason for us to enter the war,” Thomas said, evidently feeling happy and energised as he always was when his wife supported his views. 

Talking politics with Fannie always enthused him. In a country that had not produced any powerful women of note, and with an amendment guaranteeing equal rights between the sexes still not part of the Constitution, Fannie stood out for him as the one and only.


“As with the sinking of the Lusitania, causing renewed anti-German sentiment. We can be sure about that,” Fannie said.


Jayta appeared bored with the political ramblings of her parents, and her mothers cliches.

“I hope you have good news for me on that which we discussed before you left,” Jayta said as she stood up and filled a small plate with cheese.

“That is what I want to talk to you about, Jayta. I am afraid our English friends put a spoke in the wheel of our plans,” Thomas said with a concerned expression.

“How so?” she asked as she sat down.


“I was searched on our vessel outside the harbour at Kirkwall, on the Orkney Islands, two times, no less, on the King Frederick the Eight, and the Stockholm on the way back.”


Fannie interrupted her husband. “But those are neutral ships. They have no right to search you, an American, on a neutral ship.”

“Seems like our esteemed US passport counts for nothing to the English barbarians, my dear. Those uncouth and scruffy types with the pipes and the muddied boots, entering my cabin, not without my friends present, I might add, because I will not talk to any Englishman alone.”

“Very wise, my dear, they have distorted your views for years,” Fannie emphasised.

“I fail to see what that has to do with my plans,” Jayta said.

“Unfortunately, Jayta, all my private papers were confiscated, the letters addressed to Fifth Avenue Bank and the Central Trust Company, but more importantly, the letter of power of attorney by which you gave me the authority to dispose of Duwisib in your name….so I was unable to affect any transaction for you,” Thomas said earnestly.

“But that is atrocious, Thomas, how can they act in such an illegal manner, and I hope you told them so,” Fannie said angrily.

“My dear, I have lodged countless objections to the necessary powers, including a written complaint, and Michael Doyle has written a letter to the embassy demanding my papers back, but of course, they are taking their time.”

“And my money, I have also not received anything,” Fannie said.

“The same story, my dear, with a twist,” Thomas said. “Those unscrupulous American bankers take our currency in New York, and exchange it for British pounds, to benefit John Bull with his blockade.”

“Pirates, vagabonds, that is what the perfidious English has become,” Fannie said.

Jayta stood up, placed her plate on the trolley and walked slowly to the window. Outside she could see horse carriages and motor cars in the street below, together with pedestrians hurrying on the pavements. It was set to snow later in the evening and fast-moving dark clouds were already packed together in the east with a slight wind.

She turned around. “So, you were unable to sell Duwisib, and you have come back without any money.”

“That’s it in a nutshell, I am afraid, for now, but I hope to retrieve my papers soon, then I will proceed,” Thomas said sympathetically.

Jayta sat down on the rim of the couch, folding her hands in front of her.

“I understand, Thomas. But when?” she asked.

“Remember, Jayta, already in Munich I had established, through contact with the South African forces at the HQ, that Duwisib is still regarded as enemy property. But due to the American connection, the authorities have stated they intend to sell the property to a willing buyer, to improve their own fiscal position, if such a buyer would come forward. But nobody has up to now.”

“There is no buyer for Duwisib?” Jayta asked incredulously.

“Well, nobody has that kind of money on hand for such a prestigious property, with the war and all at the moment. There have not been any offers, yes.”

“Nobody falling over their feet to acquire our property?”

“If there are no offers, the property might be put on auction,” Thomas said.

“Auction?” Jayta yelled.

“Well, you have to be realistic,” Thomas said in a kindly way. “I was informed by a banker with ties to the City in London that talks are progressing with regards to new ownership of the diamond fields in South West Africa. The outstanding issue is how much the big companies would be willing to pay for the diamond stockpiles. So, I was thinking, maybe a big company would be interested in buying your estate, but of course, that has also been put on hold now.”

“No news on the state of the castle? Or the estate?” Jayta asked.

“What I have gathered from the colony, what is the name of that place again….?” Thomas asked while wringing his hands.

“Windhoek…Windhoek, Thomas, how many times must I tell you,” Jayta said.

“You are acting very arrogant, Jayta,” Fannie said as she glared at her daughter. “Thomas is doing his utmost to help you.”

“No, it is fine, my dear, the South Africans in Windhoek, thank you, I always forget the name…anyhow, they have assured me the castle is under fulltime guard, after the initial incidences of looting, which the major described as limited. In fact, farming activities have resumed, and Jayta, you would be glad to hear, they have recovered a number of wagons that were stolen from the estate, I was told.”

“I am talking about the interior of the castle, the priceless antiques inside,” Jayta said calmly.

“Well, as far as I know, everything is still there,” Thomas said.

“But nobody really knows, nobody really cares,” Jayta said.

She suddenly stood up.

“You know what, forget it,” she said bitterly.

“Forget what?” Thomas asked.

“Forget about selling it, just leave it there, where it is. Let it stand, in all its glory. In fact, I never want to hear the word Duwisib again, ever, from you or mother, do you understand?”

Thomas looked aghast at Fannie.

“But why?” Thomas asked.

“I never want to talk about that place, ever again, is that clear?”

“Oh Jayta, stop acting like a petulant teenager. After all that Thomas has done for you, some gratitude would be in order,” Fannie said.

“Gratitude? Gratitude for what? And thank you, Mother, I have had it, I am dead serious, I do not want to hear the word Duwisib ever again, ever, ever,” Jayta said as she stormed out and slammed the bedroom door.

Thomas shrugged and Fannie threw her arms into the air.


There was another knock on the door. Thomas opened it, and welcomed Dr. George Chatterton-Hill, a lanky dark-skinned man with a thin face. A born Englishman, with some Asian blood, acting as the present secretary of the Friends of Irish Freedom. He was accompanied by another gentleman with a bald head, dark eyebrows, serious eyes and a flowing moustache, together with a young lady, fashionably dressed and sporting a large hat.


“George, here you are, and Kuno! Glad you could make it from the US, welcome, welcome,” Thomas said as he heartily greeted the guests.

“You look great, Thomas, fit and feisty as usual. Back from the battlegrounds of our divided USA,” George said as he vigorously shook Thomas’s hand.

“All part and parcel of our cherished democratic process. Nothing will keep me away.”

“I heard there were some headwinds in the US.”

“You mean the scurrilous moves by our friends in London…”

“Yes, the latest…distributing rumours that you raised German money to help get Hughes elected, to mobilise the Irish vote and all. The biased and one-sided American and British media at their best again.”

Thomas laughed.


“Oh, that one, the lamest one yet. All the allegations are on page 2 of the New York Times, and my reply the next day is on page 8. A denial from T. St. John Gaffney, that I never knew or heard of any American organisation in Germany that raised money for propaganda work for Hughes in the US. There at the bottom of the page where nobody will read it, after all the damage had been done, typical of our press.”


“As if the Irish citizens in the US cannot make up their own mind,” Chatterton-Hill said, shaking his head.

“Fannie, George you know, and Dr. Meyer…Kuno Meyer, I don’t know if you have met our esteemed German professor of Celtic Studies before?” Thomas asked.

“I have, but it was many years ago. Kuno, if you care to remember, it was at some or other congress in Dublin, if I am not mistaken,” Fannie said.

Professor Meyer bowed, clicked his heels and kissed Fannie lightly on her hand.

“My dear Fannie, my pleasure, how can I not remember. But dare I say you have had more contact with my brother than with me.”

“Of course, the esteemed Eduard,” Fannie said.

“My dear brother, more learned in the classics than I, that is the case,” Meyer said.

“Well, as I always say, the Irish classics present fallow intellectual land to be ploughed, although Dr. Hyde has done wonders recently to present the Irish civilisation of the past to an ignorant world,” Thomas said.

“Yes, yes, and may I introduce my wife, Florence,” Meyer said as he deferentially pointed to the lady next to him, who removed her hat.

“Pleased to meet you all…Florence Meyer, previously Lewis,” a young lady with curly brown hair and lively eyes said, sporting a pronounced American accent, and evidently much younger than her husband.

“My goodness, with that accent, it can only be, wait for it, from California,” Fannie said enthusiastically.

“Yes, San Francisco, you noticed?” Florence glowed.

“Immediately apparent, you know, my daughter Jayta is here, just busy in the other room. Excuse me for a minute, I will speak with her,” Fannie said as she walked toward the bedroom in firm steps with her head down amid the sounds of her rustling dress.

“Well, gentlemen, please sit down, make yourself comfortable, nobody got any longer by standing,” the stocky Thomas said with a smile as he grabbed a newspaper from the table and presented it to Chatterton-Hill.


“Some good news in the Neueste Nachrichten of Munich, which Fannie brought back for me…and as you can see, we have some refreshments, help yourself. We have a lot to discuss before the function tonight, to which you are both invited in my name…we now have a total of 275,000 members in the Friends of Irish Freedom…all authenticated. Can you believe it? What is the talk on the street? Here in the hotel the people are discussing only one thing.”


“Only one thing, yes,” Chatterton-Hill said as he folded the newspaper before placing it on the table.

“The rumours about a resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare. Bethmann-Hollweg apparently still must be bought in, and the cautious Kaiser, of course, but Hindenburg and Ludendorff are resolute.”

“What I always say, the unrestricted blockade of the British calls for an unrestricted response, be it submarines or the German Navy,” Thomas said.

“Only then it is sure to bring the US into the war,” Meyer said as he crossed his legs where he was sitting, giving the room a furtive glance.

“Well, it is bound to happen anyway. Let it be, that is what I say. I just hope the German Navy will be more alert this time, and torpedo the American ships before they reach Europe,” Chatterton-Hill said.

“If the Kaiserliche Marine did their job in 1914, we would not have a British Expeditionary Force in Europe today,” Meyer said.

“And no hunger in Germany, and we would have been spared the British slaughter in Ireland,” Thomas said, while pouring whiskey into their glasses.

“Please take note, gentlemen, this is real Hyde Irish Whiskey I have here, from County Cork, 5-Year-Old. Do you know how hard it has been for me to find any Irish whiskey here in this town? Finally, success……Kuno, here you go, and George.” 

“Cheers!” Thomas said.

“Cheers!”

Fannie closed the bedroom door and re-joined the party. “My daughter, Jayta, will be here soon, she is just dressing. If I am not mistaken, you look the same age…”

“I am 27,” the young lady said.

“Well, Jayta beats you with only a few years,” Fannie said as she sat down with a worried expression.

“My daughter is recovering from a terrible ordeal. A few months ago, she lost her husband at the Somme. A ghastly thing to have happened, but I am sure you will have many other things to discuss.”

Florence pouted her mouth. “My sincere sympathies.”

“By the way Fannie, how far has Jayta progressed with that promised article about Ireland’s Rock of Cashel? For our newspaper. I know she was focusing on Cromwell’s atrocities there, way back in the 1600’s, but I have not received any contribution yet,” Thomas said.

“I do not have the faintest idea,” Fannie said with an almost indignant look on her face.

“I must remind her that she must mention the contact between Irish clerics and the Germanic bishops of Regensburg in the Middle Ages. The ties between Germany and Ireland stretch back a long way. It is a good thing that my daughter keeps herself busy, in these times of bereavement.”

“Dr. Meyer received some flak after his pro-Irish speech on Long Island, defending the Clan,” Chatterton-Hill said.

“It was bound to be controversial,” Meyer said as he shifted in his chair.

“The noble activities of the Clan clearly kept my husband busy in the US,” Fannie said proudly.

“Well, thank you, Fannie, for that,” Thomas said as everybody noticed Jayta slowly walking out of the bedroom to join the guests.

She was now dressed in warmer clothes in the form of jodhpur pants and a top with a white jersey. Thomas stood up to shift a chair closer for her, and a now subdued Jayta soon started engaging with Meyer’s wife. She was conscious of her red eyes, but bravely tried to hide it.


“My friends, I am able to report progress with our plans for the creation of a German-Irish Society,” Thomas said as he sat down.


“Ireland is finally taking its place in Europe, escaping from centuries of Anglo-Saxon subjugation. I have already roped in Count Preysing in Munich and Dr. Kaufman from Aachen. You have met him?”

Chatterton-Hill and Meyer both nodded.

“Together with Baron von Richthofen here in Berlin, and Mr Erzberger no less, and Count von Westarp, who has indicated interest in our activities. So, gentlemen, the ball is rolling. And George, our publication is now set to appear quarterly, and not monthly, I gather.”


“Yes, the Deutsche-Irische Blätter will now appear only quarterly, I am afraid, unless we get more support and contributions,” Chatterton-Hill said.


Thomas looked at Jayta.

“I am working on it, Thomas.”

“Thank you, my dear.”

“The important thing now is to formulate our declaration of intent, if need be, to present it at the International Socialist peace conference in Stockholm,” Meyer said.

Thomas was now even more enthused.

“I have been offered a position in the American Socialist Party, to promote socialism amongst our Irish-American workers. But my message was clear. Let us rather look internationally, at the envisaged Stockholm conference, and so also promote the cause of Irish freedom. Kill two birds with one stone, so to speak.”

“So, you declined to work for socialism in America?”

“….in favour of international agitation. And not being disloyal to my beloved Republican Party. Clearly emphasising the importance of reinforcing ties with the Irish people, using every opportunity to spread the message, yes, even in Stockholm.  The German empire must not undervalue this friendship, having little friends themselves in a seemingly hostile world.”

“Well, Dr. Schaefer told me the other day that the heroic deeds of the Easter Rising did not go unnoticed here in Berlin,” Meyer said.

“Heard the same response from Mausbach at the foreign office,” Chatterton-Hill said as he placed his empty glass on the table.

“The inalienable rights of Ireland cannot be ignored. The holy union of Teuton and Celt must be rekindled, but of course in a modern idiom,” Thomas said.

“I think we are on the right track, Thomas,” Meyer said.

“I believe so, with the emphasis on the self-determination of small nations, in any upcoming peace conference.  God knows when that will happen while this appalling slaughter continues. Let’s hope, and then Wilson must clearly commit the US to the establishment of an independent Ireland.”

“I am sceptical of that, Thomas. John Bull has his grip on your president. I doubt Wilson will go against their wishes, as we have seen so many times before,” Meyer said.

“Then he is a dead duck, a destroyed politician, as he, or his successor, will lose in 1920,” Thomas said with an air of authority. “American voters will not let him get away with it.”

The guests nodded their heads.


“Disloyalty from our own quarters has reared its ugly head again. In the US, I heard some disquieting sentiment expressed toward our Friends of Irish Freedom organisation, emanating from the shores of Ireland itself, I gather,” Thomas said.


“From whom?” Chatterton-Hill asked.

“From the self-appointed leader De Valera himself,” Thomas said. “Apparently, he has described our actions so far as ineffectual. And there are the usual questions about the misappropriation of money. McGarrity spoke to me about it.”

“Oh no, not that again,” Fannie said. “When are the Irish people going to learn to trust each other, to work together in a unified manner? We all know the British policy is one of divide and rule.”


“As we all know, through the centuries,” Thomas said. “Well then, gentlemen, we have no other choice but to up the tempo of the society, to do something that catches attention, and the peace conference in Stockholm could be the catalyst. The Friends of Irish Freedom should be represented there, as well as the German-Irish Society.”


“Fine, Thomas, fine in theory, but we all have passport problems, which could preclude us from even reaching Stockholm,” Chatterton-Hill said.

“Not so, gentlemen,” Thomas said proudly. “I have arranged for the German Empire to provide us with special diplomatic immunity, which will enable us to proceed to Stockholm even on expired passports. Oh yes, I did my bit on that one.”

“Wonderful,” Meyer said.

“There is just one other thing, George, which I think must be addressed prominently in our newspaper,” Thomas said, pressing his mouth together and lowering his eyes. “I found the people in the US to be totally ignorant about the conditions in Europe. They are only fed English propaganda, and we must give them a new perspective.”


“As with the sinking of the Lusitania,” Fannie said.


“Exactly,” Thomas said. “In the US there is a belief that the passengers on board were all innocents, killed by the German barbarians in a U-boat. But we all know better, that our poor fellow Americans on the ship were all pawns in England’s game, victims to lure the US into the war on the bankrupt British side. That we all know, but the average citizen on a New York bus does not.”


“And he or she also does not know that the Lusitania was a ship under the control of the British admiralty, built as an auxiliary cruiser for the British war fleet…,” Chatterton-Hill said.


“…and used for the transport of war material for the British army and fleet,” Meyer said.


“You are hitting the nail on the head, Kuno,” Thomas said. “I had an argument with a man on the Stockholm, right there in the dining room, on how it was that the Lusitania was sunk so quickly in an almighty explosion, after only one torpedo was fired, and even before the U-boat could surface to help passengers disembark on the lifeboats. And he came up with a story that it must have been coal in the storage facilities of the ship. And I said, no my friend, coal cannot explode like that, only munitions can.”


“Coal? I ask you,” Meyer laughed.

“Yes, yes,” Thomas said as he jumped up and rummaged through his jacket near the dinner table at the back of the room. He came forward, proudly waving a paper in front of the guests.


“Here I have it, a wonderful piece of detective work by me at the New York Port Authority. In the Purse Collector’s office. This cargo document is on the Lusitania. She was laden with 5,500 barrels of ammunition, 4,200 cases of Springfield cartridges, and 11 tons of gunpowder. All official, here it is.”


“Altogether 11 tons, incredible, let me see,” Chatterton-Hill said as Thomas handed him the paper, before it circulated to Meyer and Fannie.

Fannie handed the paper back to Thomas and looked across the room to where Jayta and Florence were still immersed in their own conversation, talking about the Meyer’s voyage from London to Copenhagen. And how dull a city Copenhagen was compared to London. And how Jayta had also visited Copenhagen many years before, staying over with the learned ambassador Maurice Egan and his family.

And then Florence gushed on how she had met Kuno, at a diplomatic function in San Francisco. And then Jayta told the story about how she visited San Francisco when she was a teenager. And that the city was a den of iniquity, which Florence said was a misleading view.

Jayta got up, eventually returning from the bedroom with a fur coat. Florence whispered into her husband’s ear, before kissing him lightly on the head.

“Mother, we are just going for a walk in the Tiergarten. To get some fresh air,” Jayta said.

Fannie got up. “In this weather? And with this flu epidemic doing the rounds?”

“Why not? Don’t worry, we will be back for the function,” Jayta said.

“Oh, all right, Jayta, but maybe you can show Florence the garden here at the hotel, at the back, so delightful…and don’t forget, we are leaving for Dresden tomorrow, early.”

“Not so early, Fannie. Remember, we have Mass first,” Thomas said.

“Oh, yes, of course, I nearly forgot,” Fannie said, as her daughter and her newly-found friend closed the richly carved door of the suite.

Thomas refilled each guest’s empty glasses with Irish whiskey.

“Gentlemen, Fannie, a toast to the memory of our latest Irish martyr. Sir Roger Casement, laid down his life for the cause. May his soul rest in peace.”

Everybody stood up and lifted their glasses in a gesture of solemn homage.

“Long Live Ireland!” Thomas yelled.

“Long Live the Irish Republic!” the guests called out.

As Fannie looked worryingly toward the window, where the low grey clouds became even more ominous in the direction of the Tiergarten, all the guests were united in their thoughts. That at last, thank God, the quest for a united, independent Ireland had hopefully reached the final lap.

“Mmm,” Thomas muttered as he looked at his pocket watch. “I think it would be in order if we get ready for the occasion…mmm, just one thing still, we are awaiting another guest…mmm…”

“Who would that be, dear?” Fannie asked.

“Not our friend Franz Krebs, unfortunately. He is on assignment in Munich. But he has assured me he will definitely be here for our next meeting.”

“What a fine man that Boston journalist is,” Fannie confirmed.

There was another knock. Thomas rushed toward the door, opening it and muttering “Speaking of which, yes, here he is. Professor Schiemann himself.”

Into the room stepped an elderly man in a dark suit with a prominent forehead and a receding hairline. He had a neatly clipped beard and a hawklike nose.


“Oh Thomas, you did not inform me that Theodor would be here,” Fannie said as she stood up. “From a man having read War and Peace…how many times professor?”


“Six times, through and through,” Schiemann said as he patted Fannie’s hand. “And I am glad to see before me another disciple of the great master Tolstoy himself.”

Fannie beamed.

“Let it not be said that I withhold pleasant suprises from my wife, gentlemen, please welcome Dr. Theodor Schiemann, Germany’s foremost expert on everything Russian. All the way from Königsberg, I gather, right in time for our function tonight,” Thomas said with an enthusiastic countenance.


Schiemann kissed Fannie’s hand and greeted the other guests, saying it was an honour for him to be associated with the German-Irish Society.


Thomas put on his jacket and walked toward the door.

“Well, gentlemen, lets proceed to the Kaisersaal. I have a feeling tonight is going to be a memorable night,” he said while holding his hand at the open door for the ladies to proceed first.

“…and I have it on good authority that the Crown Prince will tonight make special mention of the Society in his speech,” Schiemann said. “Oh, by the way, Fannie, Caroline is waiting downstairs for us…”

“Countess Von Mulert? How great it will be to see my dear friend again,” Fannie gushed.

“…and I believe Count Blücher will also attend,” Chatterton-Hill said.

“There you go, gentlemen, no unnecessary people at our function tonight,” Thomas said as the party ambled down the sumptuously carpeted and well-lit passage of the hotel toward the front entrance, where more guests were already assembled.

Outside it had become quiet dark early on as the storm from the east swept over the city.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


“It is truly a disgrace,” Jayta said as she looked up from a copy of the New York Times, reporting on President Wilson’s address to Congress on April 2 1917, imploring the legislators to declare war on Germany, where she was sitting in the living room of the Munich villa.


“What does it say?” Fannie asked, coughing slightly.

“President calls for a war declaration, stronger Navy, new Army of 500,000 men, full co-operation with Germany’s foes, and here we have the full text of the President’s address to Congress.”

“There we have the media for you again,” Fannie said with a smirk. “I have a better headline for the Times, what about…Mind-boggling turnaround from President…After promising peace in the election, now favours war…Voters duped in the most amazing deception…I could go on.”

“The world’s biggest hypocrite. Supposedly making the world safe for democracy. But that does not include Ireland, or the peoples of the British empire, for that matter,” Jayta said.

Fannie agreed with her indignant daughter.

“Well, what seems clear is that the US’s role as peacemaker in the war will not be fulfilled, as Thomas hoped for. Wilson has degenerated into the worst president this country has ever had.”

“Before an audience that cheered him on as he had never been cheered in the Capitol in his life, the President cast in the lot of America unreservedly with the Allies and declared for a war that must not end until the issue between autocracy and democracy has been fought out…”

“I presume the epithet of autocracy was not reserved for himself,” Fannie said.

“Oh no,” Jayta said sarcastically. “He is of course the democrat.”

“The democrat, yes,” Fannie said. “Strange form of democracy in which you do the exact opposite to that for which you were elected.”

“And Great Britain is now a paragon of virtue with its democracy,” Jayta said. “Notwithstanding Ireland, of course, and its colonies. The poor Boers subjugated, the people in India suffering from famine.”

“The world has truly gone bonkers,” Fannie said bitterly.

Jayta pulled the paper closer.


“The objects for which we fight, are democracy, the rights and liberties of small nations…we accept the war Germany has made upon us…” she read.


“Germany the aggressor. Britain is all innocent. Small nations? That is a laugh,” Fannie said. “We can then assume Wilson to be right in the front when it comes to Irish independence.”

“Um, Mother, not so. We should all be aware of the fact that Wilson’s British friends do not see the Irish as people, as human beings, to be afforded that right. They are of an inferior breed, not worthy of rights,” Jayta said with a smile.

“Of course, how could I have forgotten? They are there to be subjugated by the chosen race, of course, how stupid of me,” Fannie said equally sarcastically as Agnes entered the room with a tray of tea.

“Agnes, just put it there, on the small table,” Fannie said. “How much do we have left?”

“Still half a tin, madam,” Agnes said.

“Oh, I wish Thomas would bring us some more tea from Stockholm, but I am not too optimistic, with the British blockade now even extending to neutral nations like Sweden. Thank you, Agnes.”

“I have arranged with Agnes that we will get some produce from her family, on the land,” Jayta said.

“Good, if I have to eat another turnip, I might turn into one,” Fannie said.

She was in an introspective mood that day. The woman who in 1899, at the age of 41, was propelled to the top position of the national women’s movement in America.

Those were wonderful years, she thought. Already married to Thomas for five years at the time. 


Fannie chuckled to herself when she remembered Thomas’s then idealism and enthusiasm for America. The Monroe Doctrine was his main obsession, the informal arrangement whereby European nations would not interfere in American affairs, while America would follow the same pattern in Europe. Constantly transgressed by Great Britain. Thomas’s bugbear, about which he wrote voluminous articles in the Gaelic American and other publications, campaigning for stricter enforcement of the doctrine.


Of course, mainly directed at the British, who were keen to continue with their close relationship with the US, a phenomenon that she knew Thomas had made it his aim to sever. As with the Cuban war, when the British were pussyfooting with the Americans, attempting to hoodwink President McKinley’s administration into believing that they actually supported the US, while surreptitiously wishing for a Spanish victory as it would have suited their commercial interests.

The kowtowing of the US toward Great Britain had to end. By exposing the hypocrisy of British diplomacy, while on the one hand ostensibly supporting the Monroe Doctrine during the time of the Boer War, but at the same time shipping Canadian troops to the conflict in Southern Africa. A clear transgression.


Thomas became a national figure for his views at the time, regularly quoted in the New York Times, and diligently corresponding with President Roosevelt as to his future prospects in the Republican Party. Also being a generous donor to the party. A diplomatic career awaited, with a mooted appointment in South America, which Thomas declined. But then he accepted the posting to Dresden as consul-general.


It was a wonderful eight years in that beautiful German city, and then the two eventful years in Munich. These postings were seen as a stepping stone for Thomas. For an ambassadorial position. An influential appointment at Foggy Bottom in Washington, or even a Cabinet position under a Republican administration.

Which never came. In the end he was a lone voice. Only one of a kind.

It was Jayta who brought her back to reality, there where her daughter continued reading, twirling her hair round and round with her front finger. Suddenly her daughter laughed. Sarcastically.

“Wait, here it becomes even better, have you been listening, Mother,” Jayta said. “Wilson makes mention of German crimes against humanity. The German rulers have cut themselves off from the path of civilized nations…but wait, the removal of the Tsar is welcomed and now the Russians are fighting for justice and peace.”

“Good God. How naïve. Russians the democrats. With the Tsar deposed, Russia has fallen into a state of barbarism,” Fannie said.

“Of no concern to our president. The barbaric revolutionaries are poised to take over. Enemies of the German nation. The nation of Kant and Beethoven. Wonder what Tolstoy would have made of that?”

Jayta placed the paper next to her on the couch and stood up.

“Have one,” Jayta said as she offered her mother a scone.  “Hannah made some scones from real bread, that her cousin or someone brought for us. Not straw bread, she said, and there is some marmalade, apparently the last available in Sweden, as Thomas said.”

“Thank you. Tolstoy foresaw all this insanity coming, how he warned the world, but nobody listened,” Fannie said. “I would not be surprised if he had become mad himself, foreseeing what would happen, there where he died all alone in the railway station far away from home. How tragic.”

“Still unbelievable to me, that America is in this war,” Jayta said as she munched on a scone.

“Which Thomas predicted two years ago. And which you questioned.”

“No, I did not. I was in agreement with Thomas.”

“No, that is not how I remember it.”

At that moment, Jayta once again realised the futility of arguing with her forceful mother. She was always right. And that, in the end, because of her own guilty feelings, she would again attempt to please her mother, banishing all her negative thoughts by telling her some intimate secret, as that would satisfy her. To show that she, Jayta, is the lesser person.

Was it a form of passive aggression from her side, suppressing unconscious thoughts as Freud intimated? She was not sure, but it could well be.

“You know me, Mother, I am your obedient daughter.”

“You could have fooled me,” Fannie said in her usual dismissive way.

“I will ignore that, and tell you a story, about a moment that I recollect in South West Africa, that might interest you.”

Jayta took a deep breath.

“It was on the Wolfsberg, the highest mountain in the barren environment of Duwisib, and Hansheinrich and I had just reached the summit in that arid and desolate world, after a long and exhausting climb under the burning sun. And there my husband was standing, in front of me, with one-foot resting on a rock and he was looking into the far distance. And then something came over me, a rolling emotion flowing through my body. It is difficult to describe, but it was like an outpouring of affection and need and longing for that man. I do not know what you call it, it was almost out of this world, and my body started to shudder and shake, it was not the wind or the weather, that I can assure you, it was from inside me, and it was the most intense emotion I have ever felt in my life. All I knew, was that I wanted him, to be with me, to be near me, and it was not a sexual feeling, it was something more, a higher feeling, which makes bodily cravings even crasser, I know. Maybe it was something out of Kant’s noumenal world, sorry Mother, you would probably not understand.”

“Try me,” Fannie said.

“…and I felt all those earthly possessions I had bought for Hansheinrich’s status in the colony, and which were displayed in our castle, suddenly meant nothing to me, compared to what I was feeling for him at that moment. I suppose I experienced that thing you call love. I remember it so well, he turned around, his slim body with dreamy eyes, and then he said something mundane to me, that it seemed to him as if the horses had adapted well to the desert conditions, and he walked past me, and I realised he had no idea what I was feeling at that moment. And I did not know how to express what I felt. And we stood there for a while still, taking in the silence, and then we started our descent...and that was it.”

“Are you sure you were not dreaming?”

“It was so real,” Jayta said indignantly.

“Oh well, happens to all of us,” she said. “I had a similar experience with Thomas, on the ship in the middle of the Atlantic, at the back railings, actually on the poop deck. Can’t remember the name of the ship, there were so many, and we were returning to the States, and he had asked me for the umpteenth time to marry him, but I had always refused him up to that point, and then I started to shudder and shake, just like you, and you must remember, it had been ten years since your father passed on, and funnily enough, I refused him again, but then I knew, I would give in at some point, which I did later.”

Jayta stood up again. “And here I was thinking I was telling my mother something profound.”

“Don’t worry, my dear,” Fannie said with a forced smile. “Every generation thinks they are original with everything. That they invented life, from sex to politics. That nobody has thought about it before.”

“Yes, the new generation, lifting honesty to a new level, how despicable,” Jayta said sarcastically as she took another scone and sat down. “I suppose you still hold it against me for divulging the reality of homoeopathy…and the role of the Humphreys family in that sordid saga.”

“There you go again, but in a way, I am glad you brought that up,” Fannie said. “Because your actions were uncalled for, unnecessary cruel toward the family, calling homoeopathy a fraud…”

“The Humphreys company was fined $25 by the authorities for misleading advertising. They sure had it coming with those little pill bottles. And was it not you who first exposed the fraud in the patent medicine business? There in the National Council of Women, and in the Temperance movement. Ridiculing Mrs Winslow’s Soothing Syrup, and Clarks Snake Oil…do you remember?”

“Yes, but…” Fannie said.

“No yes but…,” Jayta continued.


“And then you took that brave step to support the Ladies’ Home Journal when it said it would no longer accept any advertisements of patent medicines. And grandfather was so cross with you, he himself spending millions on advertising the little Humphreys pill bottles, and I then thought you were so courageous…you remember?”


“You don’t know anything,” Fannie said.

“I do know the uncomfortable truth. You should actually be proud of your daughter. That I told Ida Tarbell the truth about Humphreys homeopathic products. Fraudulent, unscientific, with no medicinal qualities at all. I mean, accept it, grandfather was a medical quack. There is no scientific basis to homeopathy. The truth, mother.”

Fannie shook her head and clenched her mouth as she sat forward. Jayta could see she was very upset as she contained herself.

“You do not know what you are talking about. The truth, the truth, don’t talk nonsense to me, what do you know about the truth,” Fannie said, who had now become quite agitated.

“You lied about the substances in some of the Specific bottles. For instance, Nr 34 for sore throats was based on grandfather’s Apis discovery with bees. Fully proven. Yet, you disregarded that.”

“I did not. I specifically excluded Nr 34 from the rest. Because that was the only one that was proven. The rest were all fraudulent products.”

“What do you know? What is wrong with using Humphreys pills as a placebo?”

“Because it is unscientific.”

“Millions of people are quite happy to buy and use Humphreys pills, nice people, wonderful people, sincere, upright people. Why should they be punished because my daughter has suddenly found some or other truth, in her mind only, that is? Sometimes loyalty upends the truth. The Humphreys family, your flesh and blood. Causing Uncle Fred to suffer a heart attack…”

“Me? My fault?”

“Yes, Uncle Frederick’s heart was broken by your actions. How could you?”

“Now I am the scapegoat,” Jayta said.

She noticed her mother’s hands were trembling.

“Your truth is not the alpha and omega,” Fannie said emotionally.

Jayta could not fathom why her mother became so upset.

“Well, there you have it. Truth upended by loyalty. Amazing to hear it from my mother, such a progressive woman, but now supporting quackery.”

“Well, let nothing be said of your construction in the colony, the grand folly, built with Humphreys money, no less,” Fannie said in a bitter tone.

“There are more things in heavan and earth, Horatio…”

“Attempting to impress me with Shakespeare? Try again.”

Jayta realised the talk with her mother was heading nowhere.

She stood up and left the room in a huff. There was still another important issue she wanted to raise with her mother. But she found it exceedingly difficult because of the emotions involved.

But she knew she had to do it. Some time soon.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The US entry into the war created new challenges for the Gaffney family amid their continued sojourn in Germany, now extended to almost two years following Thomas’s removal as consul in October 1915.

Fannie wanted to return to America. However, Thomas still had some business in Germany, acting as a representative of American families still living in the country.

Fannie applied to renew her passport, duly made through the offices of the Spanish consul in Munich, who now represented the interests of Americans in the city following the severance of diplomatic relations between the US and Germany.

Shockingly, a few weeks later Fannie was informed that the US State Department had refused her application, and that the decision was “final and irrevocable”.

It now became clear that Thomas’s activities as consul, in which he was accused of acting in an unneutral way, caused a much greater affront to the Wilson administration than had been previously realised. Wilson’s men would do everything to make life difficult for the Gaffney’s.

It became even worse.

Toward the end of 1917, Thomas returned from Berlin with the news that both Thomas and Fannie’s properties had been sequestrated by a new organisation created by the Wilson administration, known as the Office of the Alien Property Custodian under the zealous Mitchell Palmer. The office gave the US government power to “hold, administer and account property belonging to an enemy or ally of an enemy of the US.”

The Gaffney’s had no income or ways of obtaining money from their funds and assets in the US. Luckily, they had a bank account in Germany, but the funds were limited.

“What an irony!” Thomas called out one day, back from Stockholm, while pacing up and down in the living room of the Munich villa, waving the letter from Washington high in the air. “The US government is enquiring from us when we will return to the US, but by the same token, they refuse us passports. Great Britain is driving US foreign policy. How preposterous!”

“And now we are also enemies,” Fannie said.

“For performing our duty in cultivating friendship between Germany and the US. To make Germany a real friend of the US. For that we are punished,” Thomas said.

Fannie attempted to calm her husband. To little avail.

“I always knew he would do it, dragging the US into the war on the British side…has America ever had a more duplicitous and two-faced president than Wilson?” Thomas fumed. “That despicable Anglophile, the grim reaper of American democracy, not having the slightest intention to act honourably. Disregarding the reality that America is not a nation of British-Americans, but one of German and Irish descendants.”

“What has become of America,” Jayta mumbled. “How can a man who calls himself a leader change his view so drastically within so short a period of time…Thomas, you will have to become president, so that we can rectify things.”

Thomas grinned.


“Wilson is no leader, but yes, a sea of red Repubican votes could catapult me into the White House, waves of Irish- and German-American voters in the Midwest carrying me forward, having been ill-treated by the Wilson autocracy…Moi, America’s first elected populist president…Gaffney will succeed.”


“I hate to pop your balloon, Thomas, but you can never become president because you were not born in the US. A requirement of the Constitution.”

Thomas stared at his wife. Corrected by her. Again. How many times will that still happen?

“Fine. Then you must become president, Jayta,” he smiled.

“The first female president of the US, yes. Our first order of the day, Thomas appointed ambassador in Germany…”

“…on Day One…”

“…Mother becomes Secretary of State, strictly enforcing the Monroe Doctrine, while I will embark on an official visit to South West Africa. To claim what rightfully belongs to me. My administration will fully support an independent Irish Republic and Great Britain will be forced to pay war reparations to Germany for the consequences of their blockade.”

“You are so silly, both of you,” Fannie said.

Thomas and Jayta laughed together at Fannie’s lack of a sense of humour. Both had the urge to get away from Munich and escape the somber mood. For a while, at least.

So, when Jayta received an unexpected letter from her mother-in-law Lonny in Dresden, she saw an opportunity. She was invited to Dresden for Christmas, as Lonny had some information for her. Jayta was intrigued. What could that be?


As Thomas had a scheduled meeting of the German-Irish Society in Berlin, he declared his willingness to accompany her to Dresden, if she would join him in Berlin afterwards.


To this she agreed. Fannie would stay at home, as her health had been deteriorating again, with nervous shakes, together with headaches, becoming common place.

Due to the neglected state of the German civilian rail network, it was only after New Year that the travel arrangements could be made. And it was only in the second week of January 1918 that the train from Munich finally steamed into Dresden’s main station.

From there, a driver from the Royal Saxon automobile club took Thomas and Jayta to Horst von Metzsch’s villa in Augustus Street, Radebeul, where Lonny was living now. Jayta looked forward to see Lonny again, together with Christina, Von Metzsch’s wife and Hansheinrich’s younger sister.

The driver took the route through the nearly empty streets of the city, crossing the railway at the Neustadter Station, before climbing the hill up Meissner Street into the suburb of Radebeul. Near Augustus Road, the vehicle drove past House Ebenrecht, Hansheinrich’s ancestral home. Jayta almost did not recognise it, as the rounded tower was no longer there. The house itself was rebuilt into separate apartments, apparently for the visitors to the Bilz sanatorium higher up on the mountain.

Something had changed for the worse, Jayta thought as she greeted her mother-in-law at the house. She appeared even more lost and confused than a year before. Next to her stood an equally pale Dola, Hansheinrich’s sister, dressed in black, who told her of more losses in the family.

Erika, one of his sisters whom Jayta had never met, had passed away from typhus after an epidemic hit the field hospital on the Western Front where she served as a nurse. Dola’s husband, the jovial Hans von Arnim-Milmersdorf and Hansheinrich’s close friend, was also killed on the Western Front.

And then Horst appeared, stomping down the wooden stairs with his crunching boots, slightly thinner than what Jayta remembered, and now with a receding hairline. After kissing her firmly on both cheeks, Horst offered his condolences on Hansheinrich’s death, which he described as a great shock, as he had known Hansheinrich for over 30 years.

Thomas congratulated Horst on his evident promotion, because he had noticed the epaulettes of a major-general on his shoulders.

“Thank you, Herr Gaffney, it is a great responsibility for me, following in the footsteps of my illustrious predecessors, including Christina’s father,” Horst said as he shook Thomas’s hand.

“Major-general Von Wolf, what an exceptional warrior he was,” Thomas said.

“Yes, yes,” Horst said as he gestured the party into the living room. Portraits of the deceased hung on the wall, covered in black cloth, amid the other landscapes.


Horst sat down on a chair, crossed his legs and explained that he was on leave from the Western Front, where he served in the general staff of the 12th Reserve Corps. He had last seen Hansheinrich at a staff meeting on the Somme front at the end of August 1916, following the fighting in Guillemont, where Hansheinrich was stationed.


“Losing my brother-in-law stunned me like little else I had experienced before in my life,” Horst said. “One receives the daily casualty lists in the office, almost every day, which is bad enough, but you only realise the extent of the war when it hits you on a personal level…terrible, terrible…”

Lonny looked down on the floor, folding her hands and shaking her head. At times she looked up, struggling to hear what Jayta was saying, not that any words were necessary on this occasion. Dola was in the kitchen, preparing coffee.

Jayta thought back to the time she met Lonny for the first time. How active she was then. Never sitting still, constantly walking in and out of the kitchen to the living room. Organising everything for the family, from serving coffee to planning dinner. And doing her knitting while listening to the usual banter among the children. Now there was nothing of that. Only a passive and hurt look in her narrow eyes.

Horst and Thomas soon discussed the war and the political situation, with the new peace proposals from the German government rejected by Wilson, who instead was formulating his own Fourteen Points plan for a peace conference.

“If there is no peace, the war will continue,” Horst said. “The Allies need to realise we do not have a Russian front any more, we can now direct all our resources on our excellent railways to the West.”

Thomas asked him about the rumours that Ludendorff was planning a Spring offensive in March.

“Herr Gaffney, I am sure you would understand that I am not at liberty to talk about any such plans,” Horst said gruffly. “But it is surely an option that has been discussed, but, as you would know, such a decision would only be made at the highest level.”

“So, can we look forward to a German victory before autumn?”

“It certainly is a distinct possibility,” Horst said solemnly. “Then we can say that Hansheinrich’s death was not in vain, as tragic as it has been on a personal level.”

With the mentioning of Hansheinrich’s name, Lonny loosened her grip on Jayta’s hand, and stood up. She slowly shuffled to a cabinet, opened a drawer, and presented two white envelopes to Jayta.

“What is it?” Jayta asked surprised.

“Two letters from Hansheinrich, one addressed to me, and the other to you, written shortly before he had died,” Lonny said with a resigned attitude as she sat down again. Dola brought in the coffee and placed it on a table in front of them.

“Letters from Hansheinrich?” Jayta asked surprised.

Her heart skipped a beat as she noticed his familiar and flashy ornamental handwriting on the envelope, similar to that entry in Frau Voigts guest book some years ago, but now slightly smudged with what looked like dry water and mud drops to the side.

“But how?” she asked.

“The German Army regulations state that the widow of any deceased officer has the first right to letters, which is applicable in this case,” Horst said.

Jayta looked at her brother-in-law with a confused face.

“Yes, true…you also have the fullest right to ask any questions surrounding the recovery of letters,” Horst said. “Turns out that a French officer retrieved the letters from Hansheinrich’s person on the front, and then his mother returned the letters to the French Army, who forwarded the letters to the French consul in Zürich, who sent it onwards to Dresden.”

“All that trouble?” Jayta asked incredulously.

Dola sat next to Jayta. “What must have happened, is that the French soldier was on the battlefield, there where Hansheinrich had fallen, and he must have searched the body, retrieved the letters, felt some remorse or empathy, we do not know, and then forwarded the letter.”

“It could have been the same soldier that killed him,” Jayta said softly.

“There is no way of knowing that,” Horst said as he sat forward, slowly stirring his coffee with a silver spoon. “The French consul informed us that the French soldier himself was killed soon thereafter in the ongoing battles, if that is of any relevance.”

“Do you mind?” Jayta asked as she turned the envelope around and opened it.

“Feel free,” Horst said. “We have already opened and read both letters. Hopefully, you don’t mind.”

Jayta straightened the letter in front of her, dated September 3, 1916, and addressed to Lonny.

“Dearest mother,

We have been redeployed to the front again. Just a few words from me, amid the bombardment, to assure you and the family that everything is fine. I remain hopeful for the future. We are trying to get food and medicine to the front. It has been raining, the whole week so far, but the bombardments have abated somewhat. The men are drenched, but despite everything, we remain resolute and committed to fulfilling our duty. The nights have been pitch-dark, occasionally lit by shell fire. Other than that, nothing new. Do not worry.

Your loving son,

Hansheinrich.”

Jayta folded the letter and opened the second one. It was dated the same day and addressed to her.

“To my dearest Jayta, the desire of my heart from the moment I saw her.

Unfortunately, our plans have changed, but I hope to see you soon, my love. Remember, adversity can only make one stronger. I am addressing this letter to my mother’s address, as I am not sure of the Tegernsee address, or the new one in Munich. Remember what we spoke about Duwisib last time? Please proceed with the plan in the meantime.

Please….”

Is that it? Jayta thought. This emotionless and dull last letter from her husband. When she expected so much more.

Dola handed her a photo, which was found together with the letters.

“Oh no, me on my wedding day,” Jayta said. She could not tear herself away from intently looking at the photo again and again. In silence. Eventually, she reacted. “Look at that hat, and those shoulder pads…And the svastika sign of good luck, given to me by Ellen. By the way, how is she?”

“No news in a year,” Dola said. “Last we heard she was in Berlin, visiting from the Falkenhagen estate, but Fritz was at the front, that we know, nothing more.”

Jayta stood up.

“The only thing we can deduce from this letter is that Hansheinrich was referring to his estate in South West Africa,” Horst said. “You, of course, would know better what it is about.”

Jayta shook her head. She felt bitter about everything in life. She had to contain herself.

“Well, that was some emotions for you, thank you everybody, life goes on,” Jayta said, wiping a tear away as Dola hugged her.

“The second letter is for you to hold forever. You may have it. The first one belongs to Mother, and I think we should not take his references about the bombardments too literally, as we all know, we also have our own roaring cannons,” Horst said, forcing a smile.

“Thank you,” Jayta said softly as she sighed.

“Well, Herr Gaffney, hopefully things will pan out positively this year for Germany,” Horst said, hitting his fist on his knee. “Maybe your president will emerge as a peacemaker.”

“Championing the small nations, hopefully also Ireland,” Thomas said from where he was sitting on a chair near the fireplace. “With Germany a friend of an independent Ireland, which is coming, for sure.”

“That makes so much sense, Herr Gaffney. The English have hit us hard with this blockade, we did not expect that, and also, we did not expect the war to continue so long…”

“That was why I am in favour of a much greater German involvement in the affairs of Ireland,” Thomas said. “If the German Navy was able to use facilities at Irish harbours, and break the blockade from that direction, think where the English would be by now. A missed opportunity, if you ask me.”

“There must have been good reasons for not following the Irish option to its fullest consequences, I am sure,” Horst said defensively.

“Some imaginative thinking could have done the trick, instead the German Navy gathers rust in Wilhelmshaven, as I speak,” Thomas said.

“Well, I am sure….” Horst said, aiming for another sweeping statement, but he was interrupted when Christina entered, holding a baby wrapped in a white blanket in her arms, with two boys at her side.

“Ah, my wife, ready to join the family gathering, unfortunately not under very fortunate circumstances,” Horst said in a blustering tone.

“Well, here I am,” Christina said, rocking the crying baby to one side. “I was busy with the children upstairs….”

Jayta walked forward, marvelling at the two small boys standing next to her.

“My goodness, young man, you have grown since I last saw you, when was it, let’s see, two years ago at Christmas, in Loschwitz, when Uncle Hansheinrich was still alive, you remember him?” Jayta asked.

The boy looked up to his father, who nodded his face, and nudged him forward.

“My name is Joachim Christian von Metzsch. I am ten years old and I am a pupil at the Cadet School at Albertstadt. I intend to become a soldier one day, to follow in the footsteps of my father and my grandfather,” the boy said proudly, standing in attention.

“I am sure you will,” Jayta said with a broad smile, as she rubbed his head.

“When Horst is here from the front, he has this habit of teaching Joachim military things,” Christina said.

“Christina, we have been over this before, I do not indoctrinate little Horstje here,” Horst said vehemently. “What do you want me to do? Not drill him for school?”

“Sensitive subject, as you can see,” Christina whispered to Jayta.

“And you, young man, I am sure you do not want to play second fiddle to your older brother?” Jayta asked as she crouched before another boy with short blonde hair. Christina introduced him as the six-year-old Gustav. But he soon attempted to hide behind his mother’s dress. At the same time, Horst attempted to pull the boy back in front, causing him to wail loudly.

“Oh, leave him, Horst,” Jayta said. But Horst ordered the young boy to return to his room.

“And this little one?” Jayta asked, lifting the blanket slightly from the baby in Christina’s arms.

“This is our Louise,” Christina said, appreciating Jayta’s attention. “Five months already, the one that is giving us so much trouble, with the milk shortage and all. And I have to feed her, but my diet is also not optimal. Horst tries his best, he has contacts for coffee and food, so yes, we do get by.”

“I am sure she will become better,” Jayta said, rubbing her finger over the baby’s forehead, which had a calming effect on the baby.

Thomas looked at his watch. It was time for them to go and take leave of the Von Metzsch family. At the door Horst pressed a vinyl record in Jayta’s hands.

“What is this?” she asked with a frown.

“A Christmas gift, from us. Just listen to it…in memory of Hansheinrich,” he said, before turning around.


After staying over at the Westminster Hotel for the night, Thomas and Jayta proceeded to Berlin, where she participated in some of the activities of the German-Irish Society. She could not establish any contact with Ellen.


Her disillusionment with Hansheinrich grew commensurately as they neared Munich on the return journey back, there where she sat brooding on the train. Could he not have written a more inspiring letter? Whatever the circumstances. Was she not the inspiration in his life, as he had stated so many times to her?

Seemingly not.

Maybe all men were alike, after all.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Chapter 2

CONFRONTING THE UNTHINKABLE

A German defeat was unthinkable for Thomas St. John Gaffney.

Unimaginable almost. That this proud and industrious nation could be brought to its knees. By the fading British empire, propped up by a now unneutral US.

Those were his thoughts as he sat behind the cluttered mahogany desk in his study in the Möhl Street villa on a cool April spring morning in 1918.

His mind remained ever fertile. Surely, something could be done to hasten a British and French defeat and ensure a German victory. Which would result in Irish independence. Through the actions of a fervent American patriot. For he remained an American at heart. An idealistic American.


The moral preeminence of the British empire lay in tatters. Brought about by Sir Roger Casement himself, who hung by his neck until he was dead, nearly two years to the day after Great Britain declared war on Germany in an attempt to save the Empire. Casement eloquently derided the raison d’etre of the British empire in his passionate rebuttal of the charges of high treason brought against him.


“English Rule of the Irish people is derived not from right. But from conquest.”

Gaffney looked up from his desk, and once again read the hallowed words on the wall of his study that Casement uttered at his trial, inspiring him anew.

The past two years he had diligently fulfilled Casement’s last wish that he should take responsibility for the Irish Brigade, visiting the remaining 50 men at the Zossen prisoner-of-war camp already in June soon after Sir Roger’s capture, and shortly before they were relocated to a new camp at Danzig. Attempting to lift morale by singing them a song. Reassuring them that Irish independence will be achieved in their lifetime. In the meantime, they were provided with money, food, clothing and Christmas presents. He even bought a harmonica for one of the men.

But they remained restless and unruly. They wanted him to do more for them.

Thomas made it clear that the brigade was now under the authority of the German military. There was not much he could do. The best option would be for them to either integrate within German society or return to Ireland and fight for Irish independence. They could also remain as prisoners in Germany and hope for the best.
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