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When he broke the fourth seal . . . another horse appeared,  deathly pale, and its rider was called Plague, and Hades  followed at its heels.





—THE NEW JERUSALEM BIBLE, REVELATION 6: 7–8


















PROLOGUE


Germany, November 1918. Two million of the nation’s sons had perished in a lost cause. An empire had collapsed, causing social, political and economic upheaval. And a deadly plague, in the form of the Spanish Flu, had struck like a diabolical retribution.


When the knock came at the door of Eda Koehler’s house in Mannheim, she stood there for a moment, frozen in the entryway, afraid to confront yet more terrible news. The war had been a disaster for her family, but all was not yet lost. Her despondent husband’s business had been ruined, but they still had their house. And their son had survived, miraculously, four years as a cavalryman.


Steeling herself for a new disaster, she slowly opened the door and peered through the crack. It was a military courier carrying a package. He asked to be admitted and, once in the hallway, explained that the box contained possessions that had been found in her brother’s apartment in Madrid. Germany’s military attaché there had listed her as the next of kin.


She paid the courier a small tip—she had little to offer—and carried the package to the dining room table, where she unwrapped it. Anton had been her favorite brother and, in a sense, her son. She had taken him from the family’s farm in Virginia and reared him in Mannheim since he was ten years old. She and her husband had paid his way through Germany’s best medical school. They had been proud when he became a surgeon and served his adopted country. But then her little brother, her “son” and confidante, had disappeared into the half-light of rumored subversion and espionage.


Inside the box was a battered suitcase; she undid the clasps and removed its contents. Tears came to her eyes when Eda saw a bloodied white shirt inside. The cut was stylish, the sort of shirt that Anton would have worn. It had been carefully folded, even though no one could ever use it again. Why, she wondered, would the front of his shirt have been covered with blood? They told her that Anton had died of pneumonia.


She unfolded the shirt and examined the parts of the fabric that had not been stained with blood. In a rare moment of candor, Anton had once told her that he would use invisible ink to write secret messages on shirts. If customs officers searched his suitcase at borders, he had boasted, they would sometimes examine papers and books—but would never look at the dirty laundry.


The next object in the suitcase was a set of golden cufflinks bearing the seal of the King of Bulgaria. These Eda recognized as her brother’s, for she had seen him wear the cufflinks at dinner parties in Mannheim when he bragged about how the King, who had a predilection for handsome young men, had given him the golden keepsakes.


Wedged into the corner of the suitcase was a book, written in English, that she had never seen before: My Four Years in Germany. The author was the former American ambassador, James Gerard, who had harshly criticized Imperial Germany. Her brother, an American who had become a German, would have despised the book. It was incongruous with the small collection of otherwise personal items.


When she looked closer, Eda saw that there was a secret pouch in the front cover of the book, a place where someone could hide a message or a photographic negative. Written in Spanish was an inscription to Anton, signed “Roberto Wilson.” “Dedicated to my dear friend on his birthday, with the hope that this book will change his Germanophile outlook.” Wilson, she learned much later, was the false name of a German spy.


There were more wrapped objects in the suitcase, but Eda did not want to explore them all at once. Her brother had meant too much to her; she wanted some time to think about what he had left behind. She boiled some water and made herself a cup of what passed for tea those days in rationed Germany, walked up the stairs to her bedroom and searched for the letter that her sister, Elizabeth, had sent to her the previous month, after hearing of Anton’s sudden and mysterious death.


“I was devastated when I heard the terrible news last night,” Elizabeth had written. She had been startled because a friend had sent a recent message from Madrid, saying that Anton—a civilian doctor, after all, and not a military man—had been in good health. “For those of us who remain behind, it is a constant hurt, a bitter wound—one wonders if one can continue to bear the burden of the cross.”


Eda realized that her sister had only one cross in mind—that of the crucified Christ—but the letter made her curious about something else among her brother’s possessions. Returning to the suitcase, she pulled out a few more articles of clothing and then saw a small black case—about the size of a cigarette case—hidden underneath. She knew what she would find inside as she opened the case because her son the cavalryman had been awarded the same decoration: the Iron Cross.


The simple ribbon was black with two white stripes. The medal itself was a stylized cross of black with a silver border. Stamped on the black surface was the image of the crown and a W for Kaiser Wilhelm II—the emperor who just weeks earlier had abdicated and fled to a safe haven in Holland. At the foot of the cross was stamped that year, 1918. Confused but intrigued, Eda rubbed her thumb over that date.


Years before, when she was a young woman still living in westernVirginia, her father had been so proud to show off his Medal of Honor—America’s highest military award. He had been born a German but had become a loyal American.


Under what circumstances had the Medal of Honor winner’s son received a military honor—not from America, the land of his birth, but from its implacable enemy? What tragic chain of events, wondered Eda, had ended with the bloody shirt and determined the fate of the man whose meager personal possessions she now owned, her brother Anton Dilger?
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Virginia























Chapter 1 

WARHORSES




Take the [Germans] out of the Union Army  and we could whip the Yankees easily.


—Attributed to ROBERT E. LEE , 1863







ANIMALS WERE FLEEING THE FOREST. Frightened rabbits, deer, and foxes snapped branches and rustled through the dry brush as they ran across the clearing in front of Captain Hubert Dilger’s mount. Spooked by the wild-eyed terror in the animals’ eyes, the horse moved nervously under the captain’s tight rein. Something was moving through the woods; Dilger suspected an enemy assault. 




Riding closer to the forest’s edge, he heard a gunshot and then the sudden, terrifying sound of a hundred Rebel yells. The surprise attack on the Union Army had begun. Dilger’s horse artillery battery moved into action, firing double-shotted canister—a lethal spray of shrapnel—at the Confederate soldiers who rushed toward his guns from deep within the woods. His men fought to delay the advance enough for their division commander, General Carl Schurz, to swing his troops around and confront the attack.


“Within little more than rifleshot of our right flank there stood ‘Stonewall’ Jackson with more than 25,000 men, the most dashing general of the Confederacy with its best soldiers, forming his line of battle which at the given word was to fold its wings around our feeble flank,” Schurz wrote later. Lined up against the Rebels were the 9,000 Union troops of the 11th Corps, most of them stunned by the surprise assault.


“Stonewall” Jackson, riding his sure-footed horse Little Sorrel, had driven his men all night through the forest near Chancellorsville, Virginia, to attack the Union Army’s exposed right flank. With fierce yells and frightening volleys of musket fire, the Confederate soldiers charged from the woods near the Wilderness Church, where Schurz had positioned the German-speaking regiments that now bore the brunt of the Gray onslaught. Wrote one chronicler of the battle: “So rapid was the advance, so utterly unexpected the attack, that the pickets were at once over-run; and . . . the broad front of the mighty torrent bore down” upon the Germans.


Hubert Dilger—known to his troops as “Leatherbreeches” because of his doeskin pants—and his gunners were soon outflanked and attacked by an overwhelming force. With the Rebels firing at ever-closer range from the thickets, Dilger ordered his unit to continue firing canister to cover the withdrawal. They had to fall back, but Confederate sharpshooters began to pick off the horses that pulled one of the guns.


Suddenly a sniper’s shot rang out and Dilger felt his own horse shudder beneath him. The wounded animal wheezed in pain as it fell, hitting the ground and pinning the celebrated Leatherbreeches under its dead weight. Blood oozed from the wounds as Dilger struggled to extricate himself. The Rebels were moving closer, firing at him and his men, and calling for Dilger to surrender.


Just as it seemed that the captain might be consumed by the carnage around him, a local boy named Ackley attempted a heroic rescue. He had seen the gallant captain lead his battery toward the front and then the boy realized that the captain was missing during the unit’s retreat. “Seizing a horse, [the boy] rode directly into the front of the enemy in search of him,” according to one account. Through the haze of gun smoke, Dilger spotted the stallion led by the boy. The captain freed himself from the dead horse, mounted the fresh one with the boy, and dodged Rebel bullets as they galloped back towards the Union lines.


As dusk fell, the Rebels reorganized and struck again at the Union rear guard—now down to Dilger and his cannon—withdrawing slowly toward Chancellorsville. Because the road was so narrow, Leather-breeches could use only one gun. He had sent the others back to join a different artillery unit but then stubbornly held his ground. “Dilger himself stayed with his one gun, firing it like a pocket pistol—a couple of shots down the road, limber up and go back a hundred yards, unlimber again and fire some more; one man and one gun, standing off the advance of Stonewall Jackson.”


One brave man’s heroism did not sway the Battle of Chancellorsville. In the end, the Rebels claimed the victory, won by the brilliant strategy of General Robert E. Lee and the surprise tactics of Stonewall Jackson. It was May 1863, and the Confederates were nearing the apogee of their territorial strength. The Rebel cavalry still ranged through the Shenandoah Valley and across large swaths of Maryland. Meanwhile, the Union Army had suffered a string of defeats, and its soldiers—many of them Irish or German immigrants—were demoralized.


The night of his rear-guard heroism, an exhausted Dilger watched an artillery barrage so intense that it set the woods afire; he could hear the screams of wounded soldiers being consumed by the flames. Years later, in The Red Badge of Courage, Stephen Crane would attempt to convey the deadly artillery barrages at Chancellorsville:




On a slope to the left there was a long row of guns, gruff and maddened, denouncing the enemy, who, down through the woods, were forming for another attack in the pitiless monotony of conflicts. The round red discharges from the guns made a crimson flare and a high, thick smoke . . . A congregation of horses, tied to a long railing, were tugging frenziedly at their bridles.





That night, Stonewall Jackson rode his warhorse to the battlefield’s fringe to scout ways of cutting off the retreating Union soldiers. As dusk fell, Jackson and his entourage of staff officers returned, but a Rebel unit mistook them for the enemy in the dark woods and fired a volley. Little Sorrel turned away from the gunfire, but too late to prevent three bullets from striking Jackson in the right hand and left arm.


When Jackson’s stricken hand dropped the reins, his terrified horse ran into the woods toward the Union lines. A tree bough struck Jackson’s head, but the general managed to hold on to the horse, grab the bridle with his bleeding hand and turn Little Sorrel toward the road, where a Rebel captain caught the reins. When the horse finally stopped, the mortally wounded Jackson slid forward into the captain’s arms.


Stunned soldiers carried the general away on a stretcher as Little Sorrel watched, riderless. It was the last time the horse—which had been Jackson’s trusted mount on nearly every campaign since Bull Run—would see his master. Doctors amputated Jackson’s arm later that day; the fever-stricken general died within a week. Little Sorrel would live for another two decades, idolized throughout the South as a surrogate for its late master.


With Jackson gravely wounded, General Lee had precious little time to savor the victory at Chancellorsville. A few weeks later, the tide would begin to turn with Union victories at Gettysburg and elsewhere. The Union cavalry, which had performed poorly during the war’s first two years, had begun its resurgence at Chancellorsville, and Lee’s own forces already were feeling the pinch of tight supplies.


The day after the battle ended at Chancellorsville, General Lee rode his iron-gray horse, Traveler, across the abandoned battlefields. An old-school horseman, Lee personified the chivalry and gallantry that the brutal war lacked. Traveler, the mount Lee praised for its “sagacity and affection and his invariable response to every wish of the rider,” would become perhaps the most famous warhorse in American history.


The victory may have seemed hollow to Lee. The battlefield was scarred by cannonball-shattered tree trunks and wide sections of woods and scrub that had been blackened by fire. Thousands of soldiers’ corpses had been hauled away for burial. The bodies of dead horses—bloated, bloody, with flies buzzing around them—still littered the war zone.


What had been won, in the end? More dead men, more dead horses, a few square miles of territory destroyed and conquered. This could not go on forever.


With a pull on the reins, Lee urged Traveler onward, away from Chancellorsville and toward the next battlefield. Always faithful, the warhorse obliged.
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“LET YOUR HEADQUARTERS be in the saddle,” General Ulysses S. Grant had advised one of his Union commanders in 1864. Indeed, horses played a crucial role in the Civil War.


Less than a month before the Chancellorsville battle, President Abraham Lincoln had traveled to northern Virginia to review the Union cavalry, riding a steamer down the Potomac River to Aquia Creek, then riding horses or carriages to inspect the troops.


The tall and gangly Lincoln rode a short bay horse while Union Army Commander General Joseph Hooker rode a stunning white stallion to the reviewing stand. They were joined by General Schurz, a German-born political ally of the President, in reviewing the newly reorganized Union cavalry. It took an hour and a half for the columns of cavalry and artillery, including Hubert Dilger’s unit, to march past the reviewing stand.


The long line of warhorses that Lincoln had inspected in 1863 represented a major reason why the Union would emerge victorious. Both sides were losing horses and mules by the hundreds of thousands, through battlefield injuries as well as exposure, starvation, and disease.


The North had begun the war with an advantage in horsepower, about 3.4 million horses and 100,000 mules, compared to 1.7 million horses and 800,000 mules in the South. But Union Army leaders had been slow to recognize the need for a mounted force, while Confederate generals moved quickly to organize their mounted units.


By the time of the Chancellorsville battle, however, the Union cavalry was maturing and the Confederate cavalry declining, hurt by shortages of both horses and mounted soldiers. General Hooker had ordered that a Cavalry Corps be formed from various mounted units that had been scattered through different Army commands. He also set up a Cavalry Bureau, charged with organizing and equipping the cavalry forces with horses, weapons, saddles, and other essential supplies.


Later, Union General Philip H. Sheridan began using his cavalry units independently against Confederate cavalry and infantry, rather than limiting them to guarding wagon trains or serving as advance guards for infantry columns. In the end, the North’s new tactics and its advantage in horse resources proved decisive.


But the losses on both sides were devastating: in 1863, the Union Army needed about 500 new horses per day to replenish its losses; 1.5 million horses perished by the war’s end. Many died from exhaustion or were killed outright by enemy fire, the targets of enemy sharpshooters on both sides. Aside from bullets and shrapnel, the worst enemy of horses was disease and exposure to horrible conditions. A horse disease called glanders struck with a vengeance during the war, when tens of thousands of horses—some have estimated 200,000—perished from the dreaded and incurable disease in Union and Confederate stables. It was the worst glanders outbreak in American history.


Some officers suspected that one side or another had deliberately left behind horses with glanders in an effort to infect the enemy’s horses. After the Battle of Bull Run, Union Colonel Samuel Ringwald told the commanding general that when the Confederates abandoned the Virginia battlefield they had “carefully left behind . . . a number of horses infected with that horrible and contagious disease, the glanders.”


Farther south, in the Rebel stronghold of Lynchburg, Virginia, glanders spread like wildfire at stables where the Confederates quartered thousands of horses and mules. The disease killed an estimated 3,000 animals in the depot over 15 months in 1863–64. The animal epidemic was so bad that two Virginia physicians were asked to investigate the “baneful scourge” of glanders in the horse depot. Their research, published in an 1864 pamphlet, is regarded as the first important American contribution to veterinary medicine.


After the war, when the horses and mules that were left in Union military depots were put up for sale, some buyers accused the government of selling glandered animals and spreading the outbreak. The American Agriculturalist magazine opined: “The Government might better have shot every horse, than to have them spread contagion and death (for the disease is utterly incurable) among the stables of the country, far and near.” A half century later, that editorial seemed prophetic.
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THE GIRL’S DELICATE HANDS trembled when she first made contact. In the darkened Philadelphia parlor, she sensed the presence of a sad-eyed man, a leader who had been struck down by an assassin’s bullet at the time of his greatest glory.


Her pen, which she insisted was guided by a force that moved her pliant fingers, slowly wrote out the leader’s “spirit messages” on a sheet of paper. The girl’s older sister, Elise Tiedemann, read the first words aloud to the guests around the séance table:


I am present 
 The dinner guests—some enthralled, others merely feigning interest—murmured to one another in German amid the parlor’s old-world furnishings. The spirit the girl claimed to be present was that of the President who had been murdered at Ford’s Theater in Washington a few months earlier: Abraham Lincoln.


The guest of honor at that evening’s séance was Carl Schurz, who was a political supporter of the late President, a Civil War general, and perhaps the most influential German American of his time. Half-jokingly, the bearded Schurz suggested to the girl: “Ask him if he knows why President Johnson has called me to Washington.”


A few of the guests laughed or cleared their throats; others leaned forward to hear the supposed spirit’s response. The girl—Charlotte, a fourteen-year-old with an angelic face—trembled as she slowly wrote out a message that Elise, sixteen, read aloud:


He would like you to make an important journey for him.


Amused but intrigued, Schurz—an intense man who wore wire-rimmed spectacles on a cord that clipped to the lapel of his long black dinner jacket—asked, again half-jokingly, if Lincoln’s spirit had any more to tell him. After a long pause, Charlotte wrote:


Yes, you will become a U.S. senator.


Some at the séance table smiled. “This seemed to me so fantastic that I could scarcely restrain my laughter,” Schurz recalled later. “I asked further, ‘From what state?’” The spirit’s response: Missouri. Schurz laughed aloud this time. “Nothing . . . was more unlikely than my becoming a senator from Missouri,” he remembered. “My legal residence was Wisconsin and it was my earnest intention to return there.”


Séance pronouncements that don’t materialize tend to be forgotten. But those two predictions made by the young spirit-writers eventually came true. When Schurz met with the president at the White House later that week in 1866, Johnson sent him on a fact-finding mission to the South. Two years later, Schurz became a U.S. senator from Missouri, the first German American in the Senate. In his memoirs, written forty years later, Schurz—a rationalist who normally had little patience for the occult—praised the Tiedemann family’s “circle of spiritualists.”


Some in society regarded the spirit-writers Elise and Charlotte as more flatterers than occultists. They were daughters of Dr. Heinrich Tiedemann, a prominent physician, and his well-connected wife, Charlotte (née Hecker). In the years after the Civil War, the family hosted a parade of prominent German Americans at their home in the aptly named Germantown district of Philadelphia. They were among about six thousand German political refugees, known as “’48ers,” who had fled the Old World after the failed democratic revolution of 1848–49 to form the core of a new German American intellectual and political elite. During the ’48er insurrection, southwestern German reformers had taken up the banner of French revolutionaries to seek social and political changes, including the establishment of republics in what had long been kingdoms.


The Tiedemanns’ revolutionary credentials were impeccable. Mrs. Tiedmann’s brother, Frederich Hecker, was a lawyer whose fiery rhetoric had helped spark the Social Democrat uprising. Hecker was also widely rumored to have been an illegitimate son of Bavaria’s King Maxi-milian I. Arguing for a new, democratic state that would distribute wealth and offer equal opportunities, Hecker had traveled widely through Baden, where years of poor harvests, unusually cold winters, and devastating floods had spread hunger and unrest. When the ’48er revolution failed, Hecker had fled Germany and settled as a “Latin Farmer”—a highly educated agriculturalist—in southern Illinois.


Another famous revolutionary was Dr. Tiedemann’s brother, Gustav, who had been executed by the Prussians for treason after serving as revolutionary governor of Fortress Rastatt, where a soldiers’ mutiny had sparked the 1848 uprising. Schurz, then a twenty-year-old lieutenant, was one of Gustav Tiedemann’s aides. Schurz became a ’48er hero when he escaped from Rastatt, liberated revolutionary leader Gottfried Kinkel from a Berlin prison, and fled to America.


The network of revolutionary connections eventually extended into the next generation of German Americans, which brought the latecomer Hubert Dilger into the fold. At the time of the sèance at the Tiedemann home in Germantown late in 1865, Elise Tiedemann was engaged to Dilger, who had fought heroically under Schurz’s command at Chancellorsville.


Like many of the ’48ers, Dilger had grown up in Baden, a dukedom in southwestern Germany near the Rhine River and the borders with France and Switzerland that included the Black Forest, Karlsruhe, as well as Fortress Rastatt. He had served as a horse artilleryman in the Grand Duke of Baden’s army, and had—by some reports—carried on an affair with one of the Duke’s daughters, a relationship that got the young lieutenant into trouble with the Duke. Hot-blooded and unpredictable, Dilger—a handsome but brash fellow with a dueling scar across his left cheek—began looking around for alternatives and saw that a civil war was raging in the United States and that Union Army recruiters were looking for European soldiers to help fight it. In fact, they were willing to sign up just about any male who could walk a straight line.


Dilger took a leave of absence from the Duke’s army in August 1861 and sailed to New York, where he met two uncles who had emigrated from Germany a decade earlier. Knowing that several prominent ’48ers from Baden already were Union Army leaders—including Schurz, Hecker, and Franz Sigel, who had attended the same military school as Dilger in Karlsruhe—the eager immigrant volunteered to serve under them. He joined Siegel’s command without pay for a while and then was recruited into the largely German-speaking unit led by Schurz. It was hardly lonely being a German; one out of every eight Union soldiers had been born in Germany.


Dilger did not speak much English, but he knew how to fight. In addition to his bravery and brilliant artillery tactics—some regarded him as the best horse artilleryman in the Army of the Potomac—Dilger was known for his outspokenness, which at times bordered on insolence. He was an advocate of mobility, accuracy of fire, and close support of the infantry—worthy tactics that did not always reflect the views of his commanding officers. In 1863, General Oliver O. Howard threatened to court-martial Leatherbreeches for disobeying an order to remove his men from a church in which they had been billeted. But with the help of the Army’s commander, General Joseph Hooker—who described the German as “too valuable a soldier to be lost over such a minor incident”—Dilger managed to extricate himself from the insubordination charge.


A Confederate artillery expert later described Dilger’s rear-guard actions at Chancellorsville as “an example of almost superhuman courage and energy.” The 750,000 German American troops fighting for the North helped wear down the Confederates. Confederate commander Lee complained: “Take the [Germans] out of the Union Army and we could whip the Yankees easily.”


Indeed, the Civil War marked the beginning of the golden age of German American influence in America, which lasted for a half century. When the war broke out in 1861, German Americans in the North and in border states were among the earliest and most enthusiastic volunteers for the Union Army, mobilizing rapidly with many German rifle organizations, Turnvereins (gymnastic clubs), and Wide Awake Clubs. In St. Louis, Turners from a medical school founded by a prominent ’48er helped protect the city’s arsenal from a takeover attempt by Confederate sympathizers. In Washington, D.C., Turners helped set up the capital’s defenses, and in New York the United Turner Rifles regiment marched quickly to Union camps. As thousands of German American soldiers volunteered, local communities staged elaborate farewell ceremonies to show their patriotism. Rewarded for their Civil War bravery, eighty-two German American soldiers, including Hubert Dilger, would earn the nation’s highest military award, the Medal of Honor.


Schurz and others contended that German American votes had played a crucial role in putting Lincoln in the White House and that their rifles had been crucial to the Union victory in the Civil War. Both claims may have been exaggerations, but historians tend to agree that the growing political, military, and economic involvement of German Americans during the 1860s helped the ethnic group integrate into American society. By the beginning of the twentieth century, Germans and Irish were the two most numerous and influential immigrant groups in the United States.


Lincoln, a savvy politician, had realized long before his 1860 presidential campaign that the ethnic German vote could help him win the election—if, indeed, there proved to be a solid German American political bloc. He cultivated Schurz and other prominent ’48ers; during the campaign, Schurz alone traveled 21,000 miles—by rail, coach, and horseback—speaking on behalf of Lincoln, for whom he promised to deliver 300,000 German votes. Another ’48er, Dr. Heinrich Canisius, even sold his German-language newspaper, the Illinois Staats-Anzeiger, to Lincoln in 1859. Under the secret contract, Lincoln kept Canisius as editor under the condition that the paper—the most widely read German publication in southern Illinois—would support the Republicans. After winning the election, Lincoln returned the newspaper’s ownership to Canisius and later named him U.S. Consul in Vienna. Of the 265 German-language newspapers in America in 1860, only three—all weeklies based in the South—had favored secession.


By 1888, there were about eight hundred German-language publications in America, about half the nation’s foreign-language press. A million and a half Germans left their newly unified homeland during the 1880s, the decade in which Anton Dilger was born. It was the greatest flow of Germans across the Atlantic in any decade. In all, about 5.5 million Germans settled in the United States during the ten decades before World War I.


The list of German customs and concepts that eventually were adopted as typically American is extensive: Christmas trees, Santa Claus, hamburgers, frankfurters, the Easter Bunny. From kindergartens to graduate schools, the German educational system exerted a profound influence on its American counterpart. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, thousands of German musicians, teachers, and well-trained amateurs helped transform the U.S. music scene from marching bands to choral groups and classical orchestras.


Carl Schurz was the most prominent German American of the post–Civil War era. In addition to becoming a U.S. senator, he was U.S. ambassador to Spain, a newspaper publisher in St. Louis, Secretary of the Interior, and later editor of Harper’s Weekly and the New York Evening  Post. A persistent advocate of civil service reform and a spokesman for German Americans, Schurz transformed his ’48er revolutionary zeal into intellectual achievement and leadership in the New World. It was not altogether surprising that Schurz would have known both Hubert Dilger and Elise Tiedemann—as they had been closely associated with the ’48er crowd of ethnic Germans.


By the turn of the century, Schurz was the gray eminence of his generation of German American intellectuals. As the old man lay dying in 1906, visitors to his home in New York included luminaries such as authors Mark Twain and William Dean Howells, and philanthropist Andrew Carnegie. While Schurz’s political influence had waned in his final decade, the former revolutionary had continued writing essays and making speeches harshly critical of imperialism, both American and German.


During his last decades of life, Schurz had sought to keep cordial relations between America and Germany, a relationship that had begun to strain in the aftermath of the Spanish-American War (regarded by Berlin as imperialist) and with the rise of German militarism during the twentieth century’s first decade.


“Hier wird Deutsch gesprochen”—Here German is Spoken—proclaimed a sign on Schurz’s front door; he always spoke German with his family and exchanged letters in German with those friends and relatives who spoke the language. In his speeches, he often stressed the importance of German Americans maintaining their native language and culture while also contributing to American culture and politics.


“I have always been in favor of sensible Americanization, but this does not mean complete abandonment of all that is German,” he said in one late speech. “It means that we should adopt the best traits of the American character and join them to the best traits of German character.”


Schurz had moved to the New World with a commitment to social democracy and skepticism about Prussian militarism and other disagreeable aspects of his Old Country. Otto von Bismarck, the power behind the Kaiser, had engineered German unification, creating an empire led by Berlin that stretched from Alsace to East Prussia. After defeating the French armies in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, Germany had become a major power, with colonial as well as regional ambitions. Schurz, a Social Democrat who had fled likely arrest and execution by the Prussians in 1849, recognized the New Order in 1868 when he met for an hour and a half with Bismarck to discuss U.S.-German relations. But later, in 1877, Bismarck opposed the rumored appointment of Schurz as U.S. Minister to Germany. In turn, Schurz worried aloud that his native land had become “too Prussian and too little German.”


That concern intensified with the change in Kaisers that led to the saber rattling of Kaiser Wilhelm II. Germans in America watched the news anxiously in 1888, a year in which the Second Reich had three Kaisers: After Wilhelm I died in March, he was briefly succeeded by his cancer-stricken son Frederick III, who died after a three-month coma, leaving the empire in the inexperienced hands of his son, twenty-nine-year-old Wilhelm II.


While imperial Germany boomed as an industrial and economic power at the turn of the century, far fewer Germans left for the United States, and a growing number of Americans—including several of Hubert Dilger’s children—abandoned America for the Old Country. Germany’s industrial development had created jobs and prosperity. And as Germany rose to become a major industrial and military power, the newest generation of German Americans—unlike the ’48ers who had criticized the Prussians—focused more on the achievements of the Vaterland (fatherland).


By the turn of the century, millions of Americans had a strong affinity with the German language and culture, often through membership in a club or a church where German was spoken. The hundreds of German American newspapers and magazines, which formerly had been controlled by political liberals of Schurz’s generation, had begun to be edited by younger immigrants, many of whom had more sympathy for resurgent and newly confident imperial Germany. The massive tide of immigration in the late nineteenth century had made German Americans a powerful political force, and they tended to vote as a bloc on issues such as prohibition and Sunday closing laws—which they opposed.


Schurz had personified the thoughtful class of German Americans, a recognized intellectual leader and a conscience who always fought for social democratic ideals. When he died in 1906, there was no one of his stature to assume that critical role.
















Chapter 2 

GREENFIELD FARM




Oh! That summer breeze, how warm and sweet it was! Blossoms everywhere—a visit in the brightest sunshine. That was life eternal, where happiness and joy knew no sorrow  And we all stood under your spell, dear good little mother.


—ANTON DILGER, Greenfield poem, 1905





IN THE DEAD OF WINTER IN 1884, the tenth child of the spiritualist Elise and the horseman Hubert Dilger was born. 




The boy’s first two names—Anton Casimir—were relics of distant German relatives, middle names that his father never used. But the child inherited far more than names from Germany. The Virginia mansion of Greenfield Stock Farm, where he spent his first ten years, had as much in common with the Black Forest as it did with the Blue Ridge Mountains. 


At home, Anton Dilger spoke more German than English. On the wall hung a portrait of the boy’s father as a lieutenant in the Duke of Baden’s horse artillery. When Anton was three, his oldest sister, Elizabeth, married a German soldier, Hubert Lamey, who served with the Baden Grenadier regiment “Kaiser Wilhelm.” Describing the wedding ceremony, a local newspaper’s society columnist enthused: “The happy bridegroom wore the handsome uniform of an infantry lieutenant in the German Army. A close fitting, dark blue suit faced with scarlet, the dress sword bound to his thigh with a silver sash, and the polished helmet with its snowy plume carried in his hand.”


The wedding and the glorious German uniform were among Anton Dilger’s earliest memories. Over the next fifteen years, three other Dilger girls would follow Elizabeth’s example and move back to the Old Country with a new German husband. Those sisters and their families later would give Anton Dilger a sense of belonging when he became the only one of the six Dilger boys to follow his sisters back to Germany.


Anton idolized his father and loved his family and Greenfield farm. His siblings called him “An.” He spent much of his early life around horses. At Greenfield, the Dilger boys were taught to ride horses, to hunt, and to fish. Anton would sometimes help his older brother Edward, the family’s best horseman and a sometime jockey in local races, care for the horses on the farm.


Greenfield was divided into three parts—the main farm, Valley Retreat, and Mountain View (also known as Mountain Farm)—which Leatherbreeches had bought in parcels starting in 1881 using his inheritance from an uncle in New York. When the last section of the farm was purchased in 1888, the property in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains amounted to 1,800 acres. Greenfield lies in a lovely hollow of the Shenandoah Valley between the village of Linden, to the east, and the city of Front Royal to the west.


When the Union Army hero bought the land, some of his neighbors were not pleased. After all, the Shenandoah Valley had been Confederate country and locals still had bitter memories of “The Burning”—an 1864 campaign led by the arrogant General George A. Custer to punish local families for lending support to Mosby’s Raiders, a Rebel cavalry unit that had used the valley as a staging point to raid Union forces in Virginia. Some in the North had called the valley “Mosby’s Confederacy.”


The Union Army’s commander, General Grant, had ordered General Sheridan to “eat out Virginia clear and clean as far as they [soldiers] go, so that crows flying over it for the balance of the season will have to carry their provender with them.” Sheridan’s cavalry had proceeded with the help of the blonde-haired Custer, a descendant of a Hessian soldier named Kuesters. After laying waste to hundreds of farms and hanging members of Mosby’s Raiders in Front Royal, Custer became a hated man, derided as “Atilla the Hun.” When the Civil War ended in 1865, it left behind scars in the Shenandoah that lasted for decades.


When he rode his horse through the region during the war, Leather-breeches had been impressed by the Shenandoah Valley’s lush beauty and its resemblance to parts of the Rhine River valley. One reason he was attracted to the Greenfield property was that Union Army regiments had once retreated through the “Valley Retreat” area.


By the time Anton was born, the family patriarch had grown a beard to hide the dueling scar on his cheek and had sought to make peace with neighbors and townsfolk who had sympathized with the Rebels. But a notice he published in a local newspaper in 1888 showed his fierce loyalty to his family land against poachers, rustlers, or fence smashers:






TRESPASS NOTICE




Public notice is hereby given that in order to stop the annoyance To which I am daily subjected, I forbid all persons from entering Any portion of the 1800 acres of land I own in Warren County, Hunting over or on the same felling timber, throwing down fences Or opening gates or drawbars, or committing any other manner of Trespass, for I am resolved to enforce the remedies provided by law Against trespassers, regardless of persons. —H. Dilger





More than two decades after he had left Germany to fight in the Civil War, Leatherbreeches still spoke imperfect English and bristled when he was reminded of that flaw. A soldier by nature, he had never quite found himself after quitting the Army.


He had settled on a Virginia stock farm only after he had tried his hand at running a business in Pennsylvania and serving as Adjutant General of Illinois. Relatives described a man whose “moods swung from depression and high cynicism to high humor, who could laugh at his own foibles and who was at the same time both tenderhearted and strict, a no-nonsense disciplinarian.”


As an expert horseman with “a lifelong love affair with horses,” Hubert Dilger taught his sons and daughters to ride as soon as they could hold the reins, showing the boys how to ride like soldiers and the girls how to ride side-saddle, drive buggies, or even handle horse teams for the coach. “The youngsters groomed, fed and watered their animals and were adept at saddling up and harnessing horses to the carriages and wagons,” a grandson wrote. “Together, father and sons hunted Greenfield’s woods, fished in streams, rode its hills and pathways, and, with the help of hired hands, worked the farm.” The old man’s horses, especially Lynwood and Valley Boy, were his “personal pride and joy.” Carl Dilger’s daughter recalled, “They were wild boys. Each of them had a horse and a gun.”
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WHILE HIS OLDER BROTHERS were riding horses and baling hay, young Anton Dilger was fascinated by a bronze bust, dusty citations from kings and princes, and old leather-bound books that graced the shelves of the Greenfield mansion’s library.


The bust depicted the intelligent, perceptive face of his great-grandfather, Dr. Friedrich Tiedemann, known as “the great physiologist of Heidelberg.” In the fertile mind of his granddaughter Elise, the famous professor’s spirit was present in the mansion and would influence the life of her son Anton.


Elise Dilger had wanted a high-quality education for all her children, but family finances had limited their opportunities. She “tried to convince [Hubert Dilger] of the importance of giving the boys an education, more important than horses,” a granddaughter recalled. “She went on and on and Granddaddy said, ‘Bist du noch nicht fertig?’ [Are you finished yet?] and walked out.” In 1898, Anton’s older sister Emmeline (Em) would complain bitterly that the old man had neglected the education of the other brothers.


The determined mother wanted at least one of her children to follow in the footsteps of her famous grandfather—as well as her father, Dr. Heinrich Tiedemann—and study medicine in Germany. Anton was the logical choice. He was playful, mischievous, adventurous, and—above all—intelligent.


No record survives of Elise Dilger’s early predictions for her fifth boy’s future. As a spirit writer, her specialty was receiving messages from the dead, not the living. But Anton, the only boy with a passionate interest in schooling, would become her great hope to rekindle the glory of her Tiedemann ancestors. On top of his intelligence, Anton was fascinated by German culture. “The whole Dilger family at Greenfield was German-feeling,” wrote a relative from the Old Country who had visited them.


In September 1894, Anton’s sister Eda married a wealthy Mannheim businessman, Martin Koehler, at Greenfield. A month later, the couple took ten-year-old Anton with them to Germany. Living at the Koehler home, Anton would learn German and prepare for a university education that the Koehlers would finance. The tradeoff was that Anton would, in effect, become a German.


Anton’s interest in things German had been stimulated since the arrival at Greenfield in 1892 of his German-born grandfather, Dr. Hein-rich Tiedemann. There, the old doctor and his grandson spent many hours together in the echoing mansion, surrounded by the trappings of the Old World—furniture from Germany, Hubert Dilger’s commission from the Grand Duke of Baden, dusty old books in the library, and, above all, the bust of the great Heidelberg scholar. Heinrich Tiedemann shared with Anton his tales of the ’48 revolution in Germany and how his family had been divided as a result.


Heinrich’s father—the Heidelberg professor, Friedrich Tiede-mann—had been devastated by the exile of his son Heinrich and the execution of his eldest son Gustav as a result of the ’48 revolution. In an impassioned letter written to Gustav at the besieged Fortress Rastatt, the professor had pleaded with his son to forsake the revolution and surrender Rastatt to the Prussian soldiers who surrounded the fortress city. “Should you be deaf to the prayer of your old father . . . then I can only regret that the bullet which wounded you did not rob you of life,” the professor wrote. He begged Gustav to flee Germany and join his brother in the New World: “Leave then Germany and Europe and go to America as quickly as possible, to thy youngest brother [Heinrich] who was misled by Hecker. The means for thy voyage across I will forward to thee by thy uncle in Bremen; maintain thyself there by hard work on the land.”


Heinrich Tiedemann was the only one of the three sons to follow his famous father’s path into medicine. But he had disappointed the professor by marrying into a revolutionary family, leaving Germany, and then settling for a medical practice in America rather than becoming a university don.


Elise Dilger shared few traits with her professorial ancestors, but she was tenacious in pursuing her spirit writings, which documented the contacts she claimed to have made with the dead. For most of his life, her highly rational father had resisted the notion of contacting spirits. But, as the old man weakened with disease, Elise finally convinced him that she could contact the one person he wanted to reach: his father, the great physiologist. Both of them may have been heartened by one of the professor’s lines in an old family letter: “Beware of burdening the conscience. There is a Beyond.”


Late at night, when the children were asleep and velvety darkness shrouded the Greenfield mansion, Elise sat with Heinrich in séance after séance, trying to contact the famous professor. “My heart and soul was bent upon fulfilling my mission to convince my Father of the existence of a better world,” she wrote. “Then followed many a lonely séance, in which he would enter into serious topics with his own father . . . putting such questions as would have baffled me had they been addressed to me. . . . ”


Young Anton Dilger had witnessed his desperate mother’s efforts to reconcile her dying father with their ancestor. To the ten-year-old, it must have been a mystical experience to see his mother and grandfather huddled together, trying to commune with a spirit from old Germany. There was, therefore, a sense of unfulfilled destiny in Heinrich Tiede-mann, which he conveyed to his grandson Anton. Perhaps he would be the one destined for greatness. Anton soon became the chosen one, the heir apparent to the family medical tradition. And soon after the boy’s departure for Germany, Dr. Tiedemann’s condition worsened—he was so sick that he survived for weeks on a meager formula of “six teaspoons of milk with a little brandy,” and he became “a living skeleton” before his death a few months later. In several ways, the soul of the family had returned across the Atlantic. Greenfield would never be quite the same for the Dilgers again.


“Continue to be a good little man,” Elise Dilger wrote to Anton a year after he had moved to Germany. “Be obedient, loving, and try hard to please those dear ones who are trying to make a good useful man out of you. Do not make any noise about the house and disturb little baby. . . . ”


For both Elise and Hubert Dilger, the separation from Anton and Eda was painful. In her letters, Elise constantly admonished the boy to work hard at his studies and behave himself at his older sister’s house in Mannheim. Not to be outdone, old Leatherbreeches—who seldom wrote to his children—also sent a letter to “My dear good German boy!” Describing life on the farm, the old soldier told of “how much I miss my little helpers”—Anton in Germany, and his older brothers in a Virginia boarding school.


“Edward thinks he could do better if he could ride home every night,” the old man wrote. “When the weather is nice, I always send the horses down for the boys.” But the weather had been nasty that winter in western Virginia, covering streams with ice and blowing bitter winds through the snowy Blue Ridge Mountains. As an aside in one letter—in a reference to the weather that might also have applied to the family’s financial straits—Leatherbreeches told his son: “. . . you are really better off, old doctor . . .” in Germany.


The contrast was stark between the diminishing fortunes at Greenfield and Anton’s comfortable new life in Germany. Eda lived in a lovely home in Mannheim, and the boy and his nieces and nephews enjoyed life to the fullest. During the Christmas season, the children sang carols like “Silent Night” under the Tannenbaum lit with candles and decorated with glass icicle ornaments and silvery tinsel, candy angels and gingerbread men. There were festive meals of roast goose, sausages, dumplings, and cheese, with the best wines and liqueurs from the Rhine and Mosel river valleys. On New Year’s Eve, there would be yet another feast, followed by family games, including “fortune-telling climaxed at midnight when the children read the future from the odd shapes that formed from spoonfuls of molten metal dropped into a cup of water.”


After a few years, Anton’s letters home showed that he had started to lose some of his fluency in written English and was starting to lapse into German phraseology, sprinkling his prose with German quotations. He excelled as a student and enjoyed the life of a wealthy merchant’s “son” in Germany. He also had begun fancying German girls, and he accused his older brother Edward of breaking the hearts of some old-world maidens during a visit there. “The Karcher girl always makes eyes at me, as if she wanted to say, ‘Will you take dear Teddy’s place?’” Anton wrote. “But I can only call back over the street, ‘No, I regret very much, but you look too much like a seahorse—but a dried-up one.’”


In Virginia, a drought had parched the Shenandoah Valley in the spring of 1900. The old soldier decided it was time to clear brush, so he and the remaining boys and hired hands started scything and hacking at weeds on April 1. It had been a calm day when they first set ablaze the brush piles, but the wind picked up and the fire started to spread toward the mansion. All hands rushed to try to contain the flames, but sparks flew up into the gutter of the family homestead. Smoldering for a few minutes, the fire got into the wood and suddenly the first floor of the house burst into flame.


Equipped with only a few buckets and little well water, the family watched helplessly as the fire raged. When the fire reached Leather-breeches’ store of ammunition, explosions shook what was left of the house and sent people fleeing from the site. Within an hour, the wooden mansion—the family’s pride and storehouse, their only home for two decades—had burned to the ground, leaving only the stone chimney still standing.


The heat was so intense that Leatherbreeches’ decorative swords had melted, as did his prized Medal of Honor and the priceless awards, citations, and books of Elise’s famous grandfather. All of Leatherbreeches’s illustrated war diaries and Elise’s spirit writings, painstakingly saved over four decades, went up in smoke. Mounted deer and moose heads, expensive German furniture, knicknacks from a quarter decade of family life—all were destroyed.


There were no casualties from the fire, but Hubert and Elise Dilger would never be quite the same afterward. With their finances in shambles and the house destroyed, the family’s Virginia branch was now desperate for help from the country they had left behind.


In the few moments before the heat inside the house became unbearable, Leatherbreeches—wincing at the exploding ammunition that reminded him of Civil War battles and later weeping at all he had lost—was able to save only a few belongings. Tellingly, the most precious to him was also the most German: the lavishly-illustrated family Bible, printed in 1561, that he had hand-carried to America. The book was printed “by grant of the Holy Roman Emperor.” The most precious family heirloom, at least, was safe.


In the Old Country, Anton was working hard as a student. After earning his Abitur (secondary school degree) from a Gymnasium in Ben-sheim, he scored high enough on his exams to be accepted to study medicine at the University of Heidelberg in 1903. Dilgers, Koehlers, and other relatives on both sides of the Atlantic were extremely proud of the young scholar—the family’s greatest hope.


That spring, Anton joined the Koehler family and his nephew, Carl- Erik, in a voyage on the S.S. Bremen to New York, followed by train trips to Washington and then Front Royal. It was Anton’s first visit home in eight years, and he found a markedly different landscape in Greenfield. His parents had aged considerably, and life in rural America seemed primitive in contrast to the old-world cities he had grown accustomed to in Germany. Also, two of his brothers, Carl and Louis, had left Greenfield for work outside of Virginia.


Disheartened and in financial straits, Leatherbreeches and his family had moved into a neighbor’s house after the fire and later would occupy the ramshackle farmhouse in the Valley Retreat section of the Greenfield estate while they built a new home on the foundations of the old one. Neighbors said the old soldier was in tears when he talked about all he had lost. But he perked up during Anton’s visit. With the eighteen-year- old medical student came not only his grandson Carl-Erik but also Eda and her husband.


Martin Koehler, whose business in Mannheim was prospering in parallel with Germany’s rise as an economic and trading power, was greeted with special warmth at Greenfield. He had promised to help finance the reconstruction of the mansion and already had footed the entire bill for Anton’s education, extended a letter of credit in 1898 to help bail the Virginia farm out of financial troubles, and paid for dozens of transatlantic voyages for various members of the Dilger family.


Carl-Erik recalled that his visit had been a happy one, a brief reunion of the family and a chance to share in the bucolic pleasures of the Virginia farm. In a letter written decades later, he recounted how happy he had been to play with his war-hero grandfather Hubert and to ride horses with his uncles over the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. “We . . . had such a wonderful time with granddaddy. During the same visit, I shocked the whole family by cutting off the mane and tail of good Edward’s horse.”


Elise Dilger doted on Carl-Erik, but her deepest affection was devoted to her son Anton, who in the eight years since she had last seen him had grown into a handsome and bright young man with a decidedly European demeanor. That caused some concerns, for—even though she wanted her son to succeed in Germany—Elise did not want him to become a German. The most outspokenly American in the family’s older generation, Elise Dilger told her Germanified daughters during old country visits that she missed Virginia so much that she would kiss the ground of Greenfield when she returned home.


As Anton Dilger’s grammar and penmanship became unmistakably old world, his mother could tell that he was gradually becoming more and more of a German. In December 1901, while Anton was still in secondary school, she listed the Christmas presents she had bought for each of her children. For Anton, the gift was a copy of Roget’s Thesaurus—a reminder that his native language was English. To one of her daughters, perhaps more in hope than expectation, she wrote: “[Anton] can use it to advantage, since he declared he was an American and would remain an American. Good for him!”
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A MAGNIFICENT CASTLE LOOMS over Heidelberg, an ancient and picturesque city on the Neckar River. When Anton Dilger first arrived at the university there in 1903, he was awed by the scene. And when the young American began taking anatomy classes, he soon learned to appreciate the achievements of his great-grandfather Tiedemann, whose memory was still revered at the university four decades after his death.


While his mother in Virginia sought to communicate with the spirits of her ancestors, Dilger in Germany tried to follow in the footsteps of the most famous of them. Already in his early postcards from Heidelberg—showing stunning perspectives of the castle and the city—Dilger referred to himself as “the absent-minded Professor” and the “celebrated sawbones of Heidelberg.”


Tiedemann had been a professor of anatomy and physiology at Heidelberg from 1816 until the middle of the century, directing the university’s anatomy institute and writing a number of significant books and scientific treatises about comparative anatomy and human anatomy, with special emphasis on the human brain.


He had earned his medical degree at the University of Marburg in 1804, but he left medicine to pursue natural science in Paris, where he studied under the famous French naturalist Georges Cuvier. He became a professor of anatomy and zoology at the university in Landshut in 1806 and—creating what would prove to be an important precedent for his great-grandson Anton a century later—he served during the Napoleonic Wars as a field surgeon, caring for the war-wounded in the Landshut military hospital.


A dedicated and conscientious scientist, Tiedemann had distinguished himself by advocating anatomical research based on observation rather than speculation. His three-volume textbook on zoology broke new ground because it presented his conclusions from extensive studies of animal anatomy. In a brilliant scientific treatise in 1816, Tiedemann showed that the stages of the brain’s development in the human embryo roughly correlate with the adult brains of lower vertebrates (fish, reptiles, birds, and mammals) in the order of their complexity. That remarkable observation proved to be one of the most important and most-cited findings of early nineteenth-century zoology.


Tiedemann’s studies of the development of the human brain correlate somewhat with his philosopher father’s studies on the development of intelligence. But he took a far more scientific approach to his work. His most significant scientific treatise was an 1836 paper about the Negro brain, published in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society  of London. In that essay, Tiedemann argued that the brains of blacks and whites were not significantly different, indicating that the races had similar capacity for intelligence—an enlightened position for his era. The German professor wrote that “neither anatomy nor physiology can justify our placing [of blacks] beneath the Europeans in a moral or intellectual point of view.” After analyzing numerous skulls of Africans and Europeans, Tiedemann concluded “there are no well-marked and essential differences between the brain of the Negro and the European.”


In an appreciation written a century and a half after Tiedemann’s death, Harvard University biologist Stephen Gould described the “great physiologist of Heidelberg” as “a most admirable man whom history has forgotten but who did his portion of good with the tools that his values, his intellectual gifts, and his sense of purpose had provided.” Tiede-mann, who had been a close friend of England’s chief surgeon, had received awards from both King George IV and Queen Victoria.


Anton Dilger’s postcards to Greenfield show a pride in his Tiede-mann ancestry as well as a nagging homesickness for his family in Virginia. In his studies of zoology and anatomy at Heidelberg, Dilger learned the importance of his ancestor’s careful observations and dispassionate approach to science, and his postcards are replete with images of birds and flowers. Showing hints of homesickness in a postcard written to his sister Em in November 1903, Anton offered condolences on the death of her pet bird, writing that “it was lonesome since I am gone, because nobody played ‘Home Sweet Home’ for him.” The young medical student got his wish to visit Greenfield less than two years later, when he traveled to Virginia to spend a pleasant summer on the farm. When he returned to Germany, he sailed with his nineteen-year-old sister, Pauline (Honeybee), on the Grozer Kurfürst. She, like her older sisters before her, had met a German in Virginia and was planning to marry him.


The following year, in the summer and fall of 1906, Anton’s aging parents visited their five children in Germany, spending weeks at the homes of daughters Eda, Lalla, and Janie. The travel and rich food taxed Elise’s strength, and she was stricken with a liver ailment. Anton, despite his medical training, was at a loss to help. Back at Greenfield, a worried Em Dilger appealed to her brother, who had interrupted his medical studies to spend more time with his ailing parent. “Anton, please write me with all the particulars and the exact state of her condition,” Em wrote. “What causes this swelling and enlargement of the liver? Why did it come so suddenly? Was the ocean trip the cause of this trouble developing?”


Elise was diagnosed with an inoperable liver ailment, and her health faded over the autumn and winter; the holiday season was subdued. It was soon clear that she would never return to her beloved Greenfield. Jaundiced and feeble, Elise died quietly at age fifty-nine at the house in Mannheim in January 1907. She was buried in Germany, with Anton and Hubert Dilger and other family members present at the funeral.


A few days later, the heartbroken old soldier embarked on the long journey back to the New World. His son Anton, like four of his daughters, remained in Germany, by now firmly anchored in the intellectual and social life of the fatherland.
















Chapter 3 

TISSUES AND CYANIDE




The cultures were put away in the incubator, under a guard—relieved  every eight hours—of half a dozen warriors.


—JULIAN HUXLEY, “The Tissue-Culture King,” 1926







MILITARY RANK AND SCIENTIFIC STATUS were on Anton Dilger’s mind when he wrote a short personal history, or Lebenslauf, as a postscript to the proudest achievement of his academic career: the publication of his medical thesis. 




Clearly anxious to impress, the young doctor exaggerated his father’s military rank—the elder Dilger had served briefly as the Adjutant General of Illinois but was never an active-duty general—and emphasized his maternal link to the famous Heidelberg professor, Tiedemann:




I, Anton Dilger, was born on 13 February 1884 in Front Royal, Virginia, USA. My father, Hubert Dilger, was an artillery captain from Baden who later became an American General. My mother, Elizabeth, was born a Tiedemann.




    After my graduation in the spring of 1903 from the Humanis-che Gymnasium zu Bensheim a.d.B., I registered at the medical faculty of Heidelberg for the summer semester of that same year, registered for the summer semester in Munich in 1905/06, and returned in the summer of 1906 to Heidelberg, where I passed the medical exam in the summer of 1908. Since October 1909 I have been assistant at the surgical clinic in Heidelberg.





Dilger attended medical school during a period of transition, when the time-tested techniques of medical education—the mind-numbing tedium of memorization, the intensive study of human organs—were being supplemented by exciting new fields of research.


The University of Heidelberg had been founded in 1386, with its initial growth curtailed by an outbreak of bubonic plague that struck the city two years later. By 1425, an early doctor had established a canon of Heidelberg medical studies, using study of the treatises of Hippocrates, Galen, and other great classical physicians. The medical faculty expanded gradually until the nineteenth century, when it grew rapidly as medicine became a more scientific study.


From his early days at Heidelberg, Dilger seemed determined to become a surgeon and perhaps a professor of surgery. In October 1907, he mailed a humorous postcard to his sister Em at Greenfield showing a whip-snapping German horseman driving a two-horse carriage—with the passenger next to him completely flattened under the weight of a huge trunk. Dilger wrote to Em: “If I become a professor some day, we will have experiences like this. Have patience!”


Six months later, Dilger announced in another card that “tomorrow I will finish up with the women’s hospital. Have passed Pathology, Anatomy and Eyes with a No. 1. This time, I don’t count [on] more than a No. 2.” Using very German grammar, he added that medical school involved a great deal of stress: “I am kept very busy and am commencing to feel the work.”


That summer, Dilger passed his medical examinations. Before he started his thesis and the next phase of his training at Heidelberg’s surgical clinic, he took a year to visit family in Mannheim and his father and siblings at Greenfield. He then attended a spring and summer graduate course for doctors in 1909 at one of America’s most innovative institutions of higher education: the Johns Hopkins University Medical School in Baltimore. At the time, Johns Hopkins—an innovative research university with a curriculum based in part on the German university research system—was thought by many to be the leading American medical school.


Medical education was in turmoil and transition in the United States in the decade before the Great War. In the mid-1800s, a student could earn an M.D. degree at many American medical schools after less than six months of college instruction plus an apprenticeship; by the early 1900s, a four-year course was required for the degree. Johns Hopkins Hospital pioneered the first formal one-year internship for young doctors in 1889. A 1905 report by the American Medical Association found that half of the nation’s 160 medical colleges were unsatisfactory; an independent analysis in 1910, the Flexner Report, sharply criticized the quality of U.S. medical education. But Johns Hopkins and Harvard were among the best medical schools of the time.


At Johns Hopkins, Dilger took the “Medicine” summer course, which included training in microbiology, diagnostics, and other subjects in the realm of internal medicine. The graduate courses were popular among up-and-coming M.D.s; the list of physicians who took the course along with Dilger that year includes doctors from the Netherlands and Canada as well as cities such as Philadelphia and Boston.


In a postcard sent from Baltimore in March 1909 to Em at Greenfield, Dilger said he was “OK” but that “it did me good to get out of Baltimore” to visit his sister Josephine (Jo) in Washington, D.C. “I often wonder how I am going to stand the summer here” in Baltimore, Dilger wrote. “I have plenty of work to do, but I think I’ll only keep up the present kind of work until end of May and then take it easier. Em, I really don’t know why I left those white shirts at home!” In a cryptic note at the end of the postcard, he encourages Em to “take good care of patient in the stable” at Greenfield—likely meaning a sick horse. “Particulars in every direction will follow in letter.”


In June, Dilger sent another Baltimore postcard, this one picturing the city’s Wildey Monument column, making it clear he was studying at the Johns Hopkins hospital. “Em, please mail that letter from Tubingen. It is from the publishers of my ‘Arbeit’ [work] and probably important,” which was likely a reference to Dilger’s doctoral thesis research. To stress the importance of that letter, Dilger scrawled on the color front of the postcard: “Mail letter from Tubingen to the hospital.” Judging by his letters, he was then an ambitious, dedicated young doctor—a model professional keen to benefit from the best teaching hospitals in the United States and Germany.


Later that fall, according to family letters and postcards, Dilger also spent a few weeks at Harvard University’s medical school and its teaching hospital, Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston. Harvard has no record of his taking any courses there, but it is possible that Dilger met with scientists who were experimenting with tissue cultures, the field in which he was pursuing his thesis.


On November 5, 1909, after his stints at Johns Hopkins and at Harvard were over, Dilger sent his sister Em a postcard from New York as he was about to board a ship to Germany. “Only an hour’s time for letters cannot write more . . . The scarves are beautiful. Your farewell greetings moved me to tears. Good by good by. An.” The postcard from the Hamburg-America Line showed a color drawing of a Kinderzimmer (the playroom for children) on one of the line’s transatlantic passenger ships.


He returned to Heidelberg to take an assistant surgeon position in the university’s renowned surgical clinic. The clinic, which opened in 1818, claimed a series of surgical firsts, including the successful removal of a human kidney (1869), extraction of a cancerous uterus (1878), removal of a cancerous prostate gland (1887), and successful operation on a brain tumor (1890). The surgical clinic where Dilger worked had been modernized in 1898. In 1906, one of the clinic’s surgical teams introduced a new anesthetic consisting of alcohol, chloroform, and ether.


At Heidelberg, Dilger was taught the techniques of modern surgery. He also learned how to assemble a laboratory for his tissue-culture research. In medical school, Dilger had studied microbiology and germ culture to understand the microbial origins of wound infections and the techniques to avoid them. In the wake of the discoveries made by Frenchman Louis Pasteur, German Robert Koch, and other great microbiologists of the late nineteenth century, the germ theory of disease had been widely accepted and bacteriology was à la mode in the first decade of the twentieth century. Tissue culture—finding ways to keep alive and grow living tissues in the laboratory, outside of the animal itself—was an even more pioneering field of study, one of the earliest examples of biological engineering.


German-born scientist Leo Loeb, working mainly with guinea pigs at the University of Chicago, had conducted research into the conditions under which animal tumor cells could be cultivated outside the body and transplanted into other animals as early as 1901. Six years later, Ross Harrison of Yale University—widely regarded as the founder of the technique of tissue culture—adapted the “hanging drop” method previously used by bacteriologists to culture bacteria, using it to grow a nerve cell from embryonic frog tissue. During the same decade, future Nobel Prize winner Alexis Carrel and his assistant Montrose Burrows—conducting their research at the Rockefeller Institute in New York—modified Harrison’s technique and used it to grow adult mammalian tissue and cancer-tumor tissue in vitro.


Dilger’s medical thesis, “Concerning In Vitro Tissue Cultures: With  Special Consideration of the Tissues of Adult Animals,” made a modest contribution to the emerging field of tissue propagation. As part of his thesis research, conducted mainly in 1910–11, Dilger examined recent experiments in propagating live tissues in the United States and other leading centers of medical research during the first dozen years of the twentieth century. Working about a year after the early Carrel and Burrows experiments, Dilger mainly followed their techniques in working with tissues extracted under aseptic conditions from dogs, rabbits, and rats.


Citing the work of those predecessors, Dilger said that tissue-culture success “opens wonderful perspectives for all fields of medical research.” He and his Heidelberg medical colleague Arthur Meyer—who would later travel and work alongside Dilger as a wartime surgeon—established a tissue studies laboratory at the Heidelberg surgical clinic to experiment with the tissues of adult animals rather than with embryos. Their goal was to repeat various earlier experiments and determine whether scientists would observe true growth of the tissues and whether all elements of the animal tissues—that is, epithelial cells as well as connective tissues—were reproducing in the in vitro cultures.


In his thesis, Dilger describes how he and Meyer built their tissue-culture laboratory at the Heidelberg surgical clinic. “In order to conduct the experiments, a well-equipped laboratory was necessary and for the success of the experiments the first challenge was fast work with good assistants and under strongly aseptic” conditions. Dilger describes how he prepared the mediums in which to grow the animal tissues, how a fast centrifuge was required to prepare the tissue cultures, and the careful monitoring of temperatures in which the cultures were grown. Dilger knew how to use incubators, microscopes, centrifuges, and other specialized equipment, along with the usual laboratory glassware—pipettes, petri dishes, test tubes—and cages for laboratory animals.


During the Heidelberg experiments, Dilger used guinea pigs in the lab for the first time—an experience that would come in handy years later. One of Dilger’s challenges in his doctoral experiments was to avoid bacterial infections of the animal tissues. Later, in Washington, he would apply his laboratory expertise and discipline to exactly the opposite purpose.


The perfection of tissue-culture techniques in that decade had real-world implications for organ and tissue transplantation in humans, as well as for cancer research. For centuries, surgeons had been unable to replace diseased organs because they did not have a reliable technique for reestablishing circulation in the transplanted organ without the danger of bleeding or clotting. Alexis Carrel had discovered ways to revolutionize blood-vessel surgery, laying the groundwork for later organ transplants.


Tissue-culture research in that era also created a “tissue cult” of scientists who cultivated in vitro tissues. Carrel, for example, was able to cultivate a section of heart muscle from a chicken embryo in a nutrient medium inside a glass flask. For more than two decades, Carrel or an assistant transferred and trimmed the growing tissue every forty-eight hours. In a macabre celebration, doctors and nurses at the Rockefeller Institute would sing “Happy Birthday” to the chicken tissue on the anniversary of the initial tissue transfer.


“Tissue culture developed almost into a tissue cult, a mystery the secret rites of which were revealed only to a narrow circle of inaugurates with Carrel as their high priest,” observed a Nobel Prize–winning scientist many years later. In 1926, British biologist Julian Huxley wrote a parable he called “The Tissue-Culture King” about a fictional British scientist who produced cell cultures that were misused by an African tribe to develop human and animal monsters. “Every now and then some new monstrosity in the shape of a dwarf or an incredibly fat woman or a two-headed animal would be visible,” wrote Huxley. When the British scientist shows off his “Institute of Religious Tissue Culture,” the narrator writes:




My mind went back to a day in 1918 when I had been taken by a biological friend in New York to see the famous Rockefeller Institute; and at the word[s] tissue culture I saw again before me Dr. Alexis Carrel and troops of white-garbed American girls making cultures, sterilizing, microscopizing, incubating and the rest of it.





Huxley’s cautionary tale, implying that some developments in modern biological engineering could do great harm, hardly constituted a warning. By 1926, it was too late for that, for certain bridges already had been crossed during the Great War. And central to the propagation of those biological threats was a German-trained doctor.
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BY THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY, the Totenkopf, or skull and crossbones, had become the standard symbol for poison or extreme danger. When Anton Dilger drew the symbol on a postcard to his brother Edward in June 1904, he meant it as a joke. Three years later, the joke would seem prophetic.


Anton had sketched the Totenkopf, punctuated by four upright daggers, on a card he addressed to “Mr. Edward Dilger, brother of the most celebrated sawbones in Heidelberg.” At the time, Edward was visiting relatives in Germany. At a family gathering in Mannheim, Anton had paid Edward to make a drawing. Threatening punishment if Edward failed to deliver on time, Anton closed the postcard: “Written by the Company for fining dirty American cheaters in the German Empire.”


Edward was the most dedicated and talented horseman among the five Dilger brothers. He was as obsessed with horses as his father, whether riding, grooming, or breeding the noble animals. As a boy, Edward had ridden to school every day on spirited steeds. By the time he was a teenager, he would ride his horses through the Blue Ridge foothills and along the lush Shenandoah Valley. He would spend hours grooming the horses at Greenfield. And occasionally he would ride fifty miles with his father to the site of the Chancellorsville battlefield, where the old man would relive the glory of the battle and tell the story of how he was saved by a boy with a new horse.
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