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Preface




    Is there nothing we can do? That was the question that inspired this book. In the spring of 2017, I was traveling through pre-election France, a country divided. In the villages of Provence, the people protested against presidential candidate Emmanuel Macron, the “internationalist.” In Paris and Lyon, the liberal elites warned against the presidential candidate Marine Le Pen, the “right-wing extremist.” Those on the right acted as if Macron as president signified the end of France; those on the left prophesized fascism under Le Pen. The two camps attacked each other, not like political rivals in a scramble for power but like opponents in a fight for survival.




    Across the English Channel, things were no different. British society had been split pretty much right down the middle ever since the Brexit referendum a few months earlier. Fifty-two percent of the voters had chosen to leave the European Union, which the other 48 percent considered a fatal mistake.




    In the United States, the situation was even worse: The newly elected president was glorified as the savior of the American people by half the voters, but vilified by the other half as an incompetent, egotistical racist who would bring down democracy, and maybe the whole world.




    For the first time, I experienced something akin to political fear. Liberal democracy and the stability of the West had become uncertain. Even a return of fascism seemed possible. Usually, fear decreases the closer we get to its cause. But here, the opposite was true: The closer I got to the crises to report on them, the greater my fear grew. As if in the grip of a virus, Western societies appeared to be splitting in two, one after the other, at an ever-increasing pace. And the process hasn’t stopped.




    In Italy and the Netherlands, right-wing populists are gaining in popularity. In Austria, they formed part of the government until they were brought down by a scandal involving a secret video recording in 2019. In Hungary and Poland, the populists are using their power to establish authoritarian structures. And in Germany, they first conquered the streets and then, following the migration crisis in 2015 and 2016, in one election after another, the regional parliaments.




    This process could be seen as the healthy self-regulation of democracies had it not given rise to a political debate that is carried out—on both sides—with decreasing respect and humanity, and with increasing malice and hatred. The moderate, sensible, and thoughtful voices have fallen silent, and the shrill, hating, and radical ones are getting louder. Any gradations are getting lost in “either/or” and “us-against-them” arguments. A political war has broken out, and it’s not just a rhetorical one.




    On January 6, 2021, over two thousand right-wing supporters stormed the US Capitol in an attempt to stop the certification of the winner of the presidential election, resulting in five deaths. At a rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017, a White supremacist rams his car into a group of counter-protesters, killing a woman and injuring nineteen others. In other parts of the country, the offices of the Republican party are being attacked. At a charity event in Gdańsk, Poland, in 2019, the city’s mayor, a supporter of the opposition, is stabbed to death while onstage. In Germany, refugee hostels are going up in flames, as are the cars of extreme-right politicians of the Alternative for Germany party (AfD). In Chemnitz, Nazis are again marching in the streets; in Hamburg, radical left-wing autonomists are rioting. In societies around the world, the rifts are widening.




    When I interviewed the former secretary of state Henry Kissinger in New York a few days after the 2016 presidential election, he talked of a possible civil war. I thought he was exaggerating. But with every passing month, the prospect seems more plausible. The people on both sides of the divide seem to have nothing left in common—except for maybe one thing: the wish for a solution. Yes, they have very different ideas about what the future of their country should look like, but most would agree that they don’t want to see it broken. They want it to continue to exist, in stability and peace. But how?




    The answer to that question must come from the politicians. But most of them, no matter which party they belong to, hide behind empty phrases. They talk of building bridges, of integrity, and of taking the fears and concerns of the people seriously. Very well, I always want to say, but what does that mean? When you walk into the office at 9 am and say, “Today I will really take the fears and concerns of the people seriously,” what is the first thing you’ll do? The second? The third?




    On the evening of September 3, 2017, I and sixteen million other viewers were watching the TV debate between the two main candidates in the upcoming elections for the German chancellorship. Just before 10 pm, Martin Schulz, at the time the leader of the Social Democrats and challenger to Angela Merkel, turned straight to the camera with a look heavy with meaning. The moderator, Maybrit Illner, had just asked him for his closing statement.




    Schulz had known that this moment would come, that he, who sought to become chancellor during this major political crisis, would be able to give the people an uninterrupted address and present his solution. Presumably his speech writers and strategists had spent weeks fine-tuning every word that their candidate was about to utter and had practiced every artificial pause and every gesture underlining what was said. Then Schulz started to speak.




    “We live in a time of turmoil,” Schulz said in the tone of a lecture committed to memory but practiced inadequately. “And in times of turmoil, the best policy is to make a fresh start, and to have the courage to make a fresh start. The courage to make a fresh start means shaping the future, not managing the past.”




    I remember thinking, He doesn’t know what to do either.




    A few months later, Angela Merkel—reelected despite having offered nothing more substantial than her opponent—stood in front of the Bundestag, the German Federal Parliament, and explained how she was going to bring our divided society back together. She said she was going to adjust the exempt amount of income tax. She promised to introduce payments to help families buy their first home, twelve hundred euros for each child over ten. And she would lower the employment insurance tax. It reminded me of firefighters battling a forest fire with buckets, and I felt the same helplessness again, as if we were condemned to watch while the world around us was going up in flames.




    Maybe it was by chance, or maybe it was my terrified subconscious, but I began to notice that in my work I was often meeting people who had overcome this sort of polarization. It may sound sappy, but the stories I encountered made me believe in the good in people. Sometimes I would write about it afterward, but it was only later that I realized that it was always the same mechanism that led to success, that sparked a certain magic.




    Each time, enemies, opponents, and adversaries had met with each other. Each time, they had gotten to know each other well, not just superficially. And each time, they had come to think differently about each other, in a kinder, more nuanced, and intelligent way. In several cases, enemies had even become friends—sometimes best friends.




    I began to ask myself: Might it be possible to develop what had occurred at the micro level into a strategy for the macro level, a political tool that could be used to rein in the centrifugal forces pulling on the liberal societies in the West?




    It sounds like a megalomaniacal fantasy, I know. I spoke with political and social scientists—especially with social psychologists, including one who was clever enough to win a Nobel Prize in a field that wasn’t even his own. I expected them to say, “Forget it, it’ll never work,” or to point out to me something that I had missed in my journalistic enthusiasm. But they didn’t. Instead, I learned that this mighty mechanism I had discovered, the process that weakens hatred and brings animosities to an end, was first explained seventy years ago, that it had been scientifically researched. Yet as far as I could tell, this knowledge had never managed to make the jump from the academic to the real world, at least not on a significant scale. Wherever it had worked its magic, it had done so quietly, almost inadvertently. When I began searching for places where this mechanism may have been employed to intentionally overcome divisions, I realized that they exist too. But no one is looking.




    This book is looking. It tells the stories of those places and their people. We will visit a village in Ireland, a police station in Denmark, and a school in Botswana. We will drink coffee in a row house in Hamburg, meet with neo-Nazis and Islamists, and with those who fight them. We will travel to the battlefields of World War II, and the Namibian desert. And we will dive into social-psychological experiments, the outcomes of which have made me see the world in a different light.




    Before we set off, I want to promise two things. To all who—like me—tend to feel overwhelmed by the hatred spilling from their TV, newspapers, and Twitter feed: I promise that these pages will bring you hope, at least a little. And to all who—like me—are exasperated by their political representatives’ hollow phrases that lack any real solutions: I promise that you will find the opposite here. You will find concrete first, second, and third steps that others have taken and that worked—and inspiration for what you can do to counteract hate.
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    The Others




    How meeting with strangers can save society




    Michael Kent would attack his victims with a baseball bat or with his fists. Wearing heavy boots, he would stomp on their heads and their motionless bodies. He would stab them with knives, and on at least one occasion, he had shot at people from a moving car. His friends called him Smiley because he smiled even as he dealt the blows. Almost all of Michael’s victims were Black.




    It was the 1990s, and Michael, although still a teenager, was a leader in the neo-Nazi scene in Phoenix, Arizona. He had a reputation for being fearless, for being ready to act when things needed to be done. And in his view, there was a lot to be done.




    If it came to his attention that a Black man had approached a White woman, Michael would pick up a few friends, and together they would look for the man and beat him up. Sometimes they would follow him home and shoot at his house with assault rifles. If he learned that a White woman had responded to a Black man’s advances, or, even worse, had initiated them herself, he would gather a few “skinbirds,” as they called the women in their group, to beat up the “race traitor.”




    One night, when Michael was hanging out with a friend at a middle school in north Phoenix, he grabbed a gas can from his car and poured its contents onto the school sports field. Moments later, a huge swastika was burning in the darkness. Another time, one of his old friends told me, he drove his car into a young Black man walking on the sidewalk. From behind, without warning.




    Today, Michael is in his early forties and lives in rural Arizona. He’s asked me not to specify where exactly. A gravel path leads up to his house; his backyard borders the desert.




    I meet him one evening in July 2021. As I pull up in his driveway in my rental car, the sun is setting, but it is still 120 degrees. Inside the house, the AC is keeping it nice and cool. Michael, in a white vest and shorts, is sitting on the sofa drinking beer. On his smartphone, he scrolls through photos from that time. Him doing the Hitler salute. Him posing in front of a swastika flag. Him with an AR-15-style rifle. Him in jail with fellow inmates, again doing the Hitler salute.




    “Have you seen American History X?” Michael asks. “That was my life before the movie was even made.”




    The first time Michael was put behind bars was when, at the age of twelve, he was caught stealing condoms. He spent the following fifteen years in and out of jail, a few weeks’ juvenile detention here, a few months’ county jail there, and finally five years in prison. In order to survive inside, he says, you have to fall in with a crowd—in Arizona, which crowd is almost always determined by the color of your skin, he adds. From his first day in juvenile detention, he hung out with other White kids; it never occurred to him to do otherwise, he says today. Some of the guys were two or three years older and came from White supremacist families. Repeating the arguments made by their fathers and grandfathers, they explained to him that America was engaged in a “race war.” White people were being attacked and had to fight back, they said. He, Michael, had to fight back.




    He remembered that his mother had once narrowly escaped being raped by a Black intruder in her bedroom. She used to sleep with a 9mm handgun under the pillow and was able to scare him off. He remembered how, back in Pennsylvania where he lived at the time, the Black kids from next door used to beat him with sticks when he was playing in the woods behind the house. What the boys in prison were telling him now made sense. He had to fight back.




    Michael doesn’t remember the first Black person he beat up, but it must have been around the time he was in juvenile detention, he says—it was a common occurrence there. When he was a child, his mother had propped up a mattress in the basement and painted the silhouette of a person on it in black paint. That’s how he learned to hit a target. Now he practiced on real people. What he was lacking in body mass he made up for in determination.




    With every punch he delivered, with every kick he absorbed, Michael gained more respect from the other kids. Soon he had earned, letter by letter, his first tattoo. Using a guitar string, a fellow inmate tattooed the words WHITE PRIDE in red ink on his back, in a semicircle just below the neck. It was followed by a large black swastika on his chest. Then another on the back of his neck. Through the prison library he ordered books by David Duke, Joseph Goebbels, and Adolf Hitler. “I wanted to be like Hitler. He was one of the greatest leaders of all time.”




    On the rare occasions that Michael was not incarcerated during those years of his radicalization, he put what he had learned in prison into practice on the streets of Phoenix. He earned his living selling drugs. But mostly he spent his time hounding, beating, and knifing Black people, and attending neo-Nazi rallies. Today he says that he was lucky he never got busted doing the serious stuff, just for trivial things like being behind the wheel of a stolen Jeep Cherokee with a few grams of meth in each sock.




    In the summer of 2006, Michael was released once more. He was twenty-seven years old and had no intention of changing his life. He moved into a trailer and hung confederate flags on his walls. A German war flag too. He had a portrait of Adolf Hitler engraved in the glass top of his kitchen table; he stuck a picture of the Führer in the rear window of his truck.




    Then one day in the summer of 2007, he looked out his trailer window and saw a patrol car pull up outside his property. A woman got out, quite short, in her mid-thirties, wearing a uniform. On her belt Michael saw handcuffs and a gun. The woman was Black.




    She walked up to the gate, rattling the fence with her baton, and his pit bull ran toward her. The woman pressed the back of her hand against the fence, and the dog started licking it. Then she opened the gate and walked toward the trailer. Michael stepped outside. The woman was only a couple of yards away, and he could read the white letters on her black body armor: PROBATION.




    Tiffany Whittier was new in her job as a probation officer; Michael Kent was one of her first cases. Maybe that explains what today appears bold, perhaps even reckless: why she, a Black woman, went to see a neo-Nazi at his home, on her own. All she knew about him was what was in his file: that he had done time for theft, drug offenses, and contraband trade. She had seen a photo of the swastika tattoo on his chest but knew nothing about his history of violence.




    Probation officers can drop in on their clients and enter their homes without notice. Tiffany says she used to do that a lot, especially for a first meeting. Who else is there when you arrive? Do they stay when they see the patrol car pull up, or do they make a swift exit? Are they hurriedly stashing things away, like drug paraphernalia? What does the house smell like? If the client doesn’t know you’re coming, you learn a lot more about them than by announcing yourself beforehand.




    Michael’s dog was friendly, even if it looked mean, Tiffany remembers. Then Michael stepped out of the trailer; he also looked mean. He was wearing a white tank top, a “wifebeater,” she says. Underneath it she could glimpse the arms of the swastika on his chest.




    As she remembers it, Michael asked, “Who are you?”




    “I’m Tiffany, your probation officer,” she replied.




    Michael looked around. “Are you by yourself?”




    Tiffany took a step back and placed her right hand on her gun.




    “Yes,” she said. “Is there a problem?”




    “No,” Michael said and walked up to her. “I have respect for you.”




    Previously, his probation officers had mostly been men and had always come in teams of at least two. He could tell that they were afraid of him. And now this Black woman had the guts to show up on her own. He reached out his hand, and Tiffany shook it.




    Tiffany followed Michael inside. At the door she noticed his black combat boots, placed neatly side by side. The laces were red, indicating in neo-Nazi circles that the owner of the boots had spilled the blood of a perceived enemy of the White race. On his walls were Confederate flags, and a black, white, and red flag, which she later learned was the German war flag from the Nazi era. A swastika and the image of Adolf Hitler were engraved in his kitchen table. She ignored all of it.




    Today Tiffany says that she concentrated on what she had been taught. Is there any drug paraphernalia lying around? Are there any weapons on display? Any knives, blades? She saw none of that. Michael’s home was astonishingly clean.




    They made some small talk, neither of them can remember what about. She set up an appointment for her next visit and gave him a piece of paper that said what fees he would have to pay, and when. Her visit lasted only a few minutes.




    “Driving away, I remember thinking it went better than expected,” Tiffany tells me.




    Every day on her way to work, Tiffany drove past Michael’s place of work, a chicken farm. Most days, she would see his truck parked there, with the Hitler sticker on the back. One time she stopped and went inside, and Michael introduced her to his boss. Michael appeared to be a hard worker.




    “I knew I was supposed to hate Tiffany, but for some reason I didn’t,” Michael recalls.




    He paid his monthly probation fees, and he was on time for his appointments. He treated her with respect. Once, during an unannounced visit at his home, she found a knife with a swastika engraved in the handle. She confiscated it but let it go at that. Another time he opened the door drunk. If she caught him drinking again, she told him, she’d have to report it. When she did catch him again, she sent him to see a therapist.




    They never discussed politics, never mentioned the color of her skin or the clashing contrast between them. They talked about trivial things, and as the months went by, Michael talked more, while Tiffany listened. Michael talked about the problems with his new girlfriend, who was taking drugs. About the fact that when he couldn’t put up with it any longer, he’d throw a mattress onto the flatbed of his truck and drive to a nearby mountain to spend the night up there. When one of his best friends died, he called Tiffany. At times her work cell phone would ring so often that she stopped answering it.




    Before he met Tiffany, Michael had never actually had a proper conversation with a Black person. Now it was a Black woman who gave him what he never even knew he needed. He opened up; he cried in front of her. It had been drilled into him his whole life that he mustn’t show any kind of weakness. Now he did just that, and it felt good.




    With tears in his eyes, Michael tells me, “She was Black, but I didn’t look at her as being Black. I saw her for who she was. That woke something up inside of me.”




    During one of her visits to Michael’s trailer, Tiffany pointed to one of the flags on the walls and asked, “Why don’t you take this negative stuff down and put up some smiley faces instead?” She says she meant it as a joke, but by her next visit Michael had actually put up a poster with smileys. He had packed the flags away, and in the yard behind the house he had smashed the glass top of his kitchen table with a baseball bat.




    Tiffany encouraged Michael to buy a house, which he did—in her neighborhood. When he said to his girlfriend, “You’re fat, stop eating so much,” it was Tiffany who told him that it was inappropriate. When he got married, she attended as a guest, the only Black person in a sea of White people, some of whom were active neo-Nazis. Michael told the other guests, “She is a friend.”




    In 2010, Tiffany recommended that Michael’s probation period be reduced because he had turned his life around. The court agreed, and Tiffany gave Michael her private cell phone number. A few months later, Michael’s wife gave birth to his son, Michael Jr. Michael and his son would often drop by to see Tiffany; the boy called her “girlfriend.”




    For a long time, Michael Kent’s life had been governed by ideology. Apart from the routine violence and the constant fear of being arrested, his racist beliefs had controlled every minute detail of his existence. For example, he would only eat out at a restaurant once he had established that all the waiters and kitchen staff were White. For a time, he grew his own vegetables because he didn’t want to eat anything from a store that might have been touched by Black or Mexican field workers. And he found a new auto repair shop after he realized that the mechanic who had fixed his truck was Black.




    After meeting Tiffany, he says, all this effort, this stress, this hatred felt increasingly absurd to him, sometimes downright ridiculous. At some point, Michael says, he just let go. He walked away. And it was surprisingly easy.




    He distanced himself from most of his friends. After separating from his wife, he started dating again. “Since then, I’ve been dating almost exclusively outside my race,” he says, scrolling through pictures of Black and Brown women. He also got in touch with an old crush from his high school days, a Mexican woman named Melissa. Eventually Michael moved houses, fearing that his old friends might come after him, a traitor in their eyes.




    In September 2017, Michael walked into a tattoo studio and got a huge bear tattoo over his entire chest, to cover up the swastika. Since then, he and Tiffany have been traveling all over America, giving interviews and speeches.




    On Martin Luther King Jr. Day in 2019, they went to Atlanta. King’s daughter Bernice had invited them to get up onstage with her and speak. Tiffany says that her grandmother had often talked about attending King’s famous speech in Washington, DC, in 1963. So this day, she says, felt incredibly special to her.




    “What Martin Luther King Jr. wanted was for people to all accept each other, you know, not based off the color of your skin. And so here I was with Michael. It was just, I don’t know how to put it in words, it was so heartwarming. It was amazing. But I was more excited for Michael, I really was. For him it’s like 180 degrees from hate to love.”




    • • •




    Michael’s story reminds me of someone else, a man named Harald, who lives thousands of miles away in Hamburg, Germany’s second-largest city, just a few minutes from my own home, in fact. When I first met Harald a few years ago, he was in his seventies, and he had been living in fear for some time. At the height of the so-called “refugee crisis,” he saw on TV how hundreds of thousands of migrants were pouring into the country, from Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan, but also Roma people from the Balkans.




    As a young boy, in the 1940s, his parents had warned him: “Harald, beware of the gypsies, they steal blond children.” As a teenager, in the 1950s, he says he witnessed Roma people, which he offensively refers to as gypsies, in Hamburg going from door to door, trying to sell their junk to the Germans. As an adult, in the 1960s, he says he noticed that it was often gypsies who were getting into fights at the bar on the corner. That’s why all these refugees coming into Germany now only meant one thing to him: trouble.




    Harald Hermes and his wife, Christa, live on the ground floor of a row house on the outskirts of Hamburg. The two-bedroom apartment has been their home for almost fifty years. Outside, the brick façade has faded; inside, the apartment has taken on that grandparent-y feel that comes with flowery curtains, ornaments on the windowsills, and crocheted doilies protecting the precious coffee table. The photos on the walls show two smiling daughters, both mothers themselves now. After Harald Hermes gave up his job as a car mechanic in 2001, he worked a few more years as a janitor. After he retired, he says all his days were kind of the same: Get up, eat breakfast, eat lunch, sometimes go to a doctor’s appointment in the morning, or receive a visit from the grandchildren in the afternoon.




    But over the years, many of their neighbors, retirees like them, had died. The apartments stood empty, and in the spring of 2014, the first refugees arrived. A German neighbor called the local council to complain. Another turned to the local newspaper. Harald Hermes wrote letters to the local government and to the political parties. To no effect. Afghani families moved into the area, followed by Macedonians and Roma. After years of silence on the lawns between the apartment blocks, the sound of children playing was a nuisance. The stairwells echoed with incomprehensible languages. The balconies were draped in rugs and foreign garments, even though the regulations explicitly forbade the drying of laundry on the balconies. Harald Hermes recorded these transgressions with his digital camera and emailed the photos to the property manager. Again, to no effect.




    That summer, during Ramadan, many of their new Muslim neighbors lit barbecues on their balconies after the sun had set. Christa and Harald Hermes remember lying in bed, unable to sleep, as throaty sounds of foreign languages and the smell of barbecued meat drifted through their open window. In the winter, with temperatures below freezing, the new neighbors’ windows were wide open, with the heat on full blast. Harald Hermes wrote to Olaf Scholz, then the mayor of Hamburg, and to Wolfgang Schäuble, the finance minister. Harald Hermes had seen him on TV saying something like, “No one would have to pay one bit extra because of the refugees.” But here he was, with an extra five hundred euros on the gas meter.




    Harald Hermes didn’t want any foreigners in Germany, and now that some had moved in, he felt his views had been validated. The Hermeses considered themselves lucky at first: The early refugees had moved into the other apartment blocks, and they had always had at least one area of grass between them and the large, noisy families. In the beginning, the only ones living in their block were an elderly Afghani couple, who were quiet and always said a friendly “Hello.” The apartment immediately above the Hermeses’, where the Albrechts had lived for over forty years, stood empty.




    That is, until one day in April, when Christa Hermes was on her balcony and noticed a few people lurking around the apartment block next door. A brawny young man. A pretty woman with long black hair, a baby in her arms. Between them, three more children, none taller than an adult’s waist. Christa Hermes saw the strangers’ searching gaze come to a halt on the balcony above her head and watched them make their way slowly across the grass. She turned and called through the open balcony door to her husband inside: “Harald, I think we’re getting gypsies!”




    The family stopped underneath Christa Hermes’s balcony and looked up. Harald had come out too. The young woman introduced all six of them, names that Christa Hermes immediately forgot. Then the couple watched the family step through the front door. Through the thin walls, they could hear them climb the stairs. Once inside their new apartment, the children were running around from one room to the next, tap, tap, tap, and back again, tap, tap, tap. That evening, the Hermeses had to turn up the volume on the TV.




    The next day, water was dripping onto the Hermes’ balcony. Christa went upstairs and rang the bell. A child opened the door, followed shortly by the woman. “There’s water coming from your balcony,” Christa Hermes said, but the woman didn’t understand.




    “Can you speak English?” the woman asked, but Christa Hermes didn’t understand. So she pushed past the woman and the child and marched through the apartment to the balcony door. Outside, she found onesies, pants, and towels hanging on a line, sopping wet.




    “You can’t do that,” Christa Hermes said.




    The woman led Christa Hermes to the bathroom and pointed to the tub. Now Christa Hermes understood. The woman had no washing machine, no dryer, and no drying rack. As a child, Christa Hermes had to wash the laundry by hand too, and now she remembered the calluses on her hands. Christa was able to explain that she had a spare drying rack in the basement, and asked if the woman would like to have it. The woman said she would.




    On the way back to the door, Christa Hermes glanced around the apartment. Two cups sat on the table, and on the stovetop an empty can of beans, which looked like it had been used to heat up baby food. There didn’t appear to be any dishes. Also, it was far too warm even for a sunny April day like this one. Christa Hermes pointed questioningly to a radiator, and the woman explained in broken German that the children were cold at night in their beds. She said they didn’t have blankets or pillows, only their pajamas.




    “That’s when a lightbulb went on in my head,” Christa Hermes remembers.




    Later that day, she shuttled up and down the stairs, back and forth between the apartment and the basement. She brought woolen blankets and pillows and bed linen, she hauled dishes, pots and pans, a kettle, and an old coffee machine that still worked. Soon she was drinking coffee with the woman, whose name was Rosi,1 she had learned, and little Milan was climbing onto her lap. Then Harald joined them, and he was told that in Serbia, Robert, Rosi’s husband, had trained as a car mechanic: They had the same trade.




    From then on, Rosi used the Hermeses’ clothesline on the lawn. When Christa had the time—and she often did—she helped Rosi hang up the laundry. Sometimes she went upstairs for a cuddle with the children, who had started calling her Grandma. When Milan, who had so much energy, was too wild, Rosi admonished him: “Shh! Grandpa sleeping downstairs.”




    Rosi and Robert were soon calling Christa “Mommy.” It irritated her at first, but then she learned that both had grown up in broken homes where they had experienced little kindness but plenty of violence. Apart from themselves, Rosi and Robert say, Christa Hermes was the only person who had ever shown love to the children.




    In the summer, they went on a trip to the river Elbe together. It was warm, and Rosi, up to her knees in the water, was knocked over by a wave. They laughed about it. Rosi cooked a spicy meal, which even Harald ate, even though he doesn’t really like spicy food. For Anastasia’s first day at school, Christa Hermes baked a strawberry cake with lots of fresh strawberries. Within a few weeks, the “gypsies” had become people: Robert, Rosi, Milan, Anastasia, Christina, and Monika. They were soon the Hermeses’ closest friends.




    Three years later, I am sitting in the Hermeses’ living room. Harald Hermes shakes his head, still incredulous: “We can’t really explain it ourselves.” Christa adds: “That the heart can be so full of love for strangers. We couldn’t imagine it. It’s not like it was prescribed or something, it just happened.”




    The Hermeses filled a hole in the lives of “their Serbs,” as they soon called their neighbors. They showed them around Hamburg, explained Germany to them. And “their Serbs” filled a hole in the Hermeses’ lives, who hadn’t realized how much they were longing to be needed. Sometimes Harald Hermes wonders what their lives would have looked like if Christa hadn’t gone upstairs to complain that day. If Christa hadn’t seen that these people had been put into that apartment by the council with little more than the clothes on their backs. If she hadn’t understood that her neighbors had not hung their laundry on the balcony out of laziness, ignorance, or spite, but because they had no other choice.




    At the end of August, Harald went with Robert to see a lawyer in the city center. “Asylum won’t be granted,” said the lawyer. So Harald wrote another letter to the government, this time to the immigration authority. Germany could use a tradesman like Robert, he wrote. The family was willing to integrate, adopt German values, and he, Harald Hermes, could vouch for that. They had even raised a German flag, and were fans of the HSV, Hamburg’s soccer team.




    Just as Michael Kent had spoken out in favor of equality, eager to help the people he once used to hate, Harald Hermes was trying to prevent a deportation that six months earlier he would have heartily supported, back when the new neighbor was a problem, a potential crook or a thug, a gypsy. But then he turned out to be a diligent worker, a caring father—yes, still a Roma, as Harald Hermes calls them now, but a very likeable one.




    In early September, the Hermeses traveled to Austria to celebrate their golden wedding anniversary. On their way home, they stopped over with Harald’s sister in the Westerwald region of Germany. They were enjoying afternoon coffee on the patio when Harald’s cell phone rang. Christa could make out Rosi’s voice. Then she saw tears rolling down her husband’s cheeks—Harald, who never cried. She knew right away.




    Rosi was calling from a park bench in Belgrade, Serbia. The police had come for them in the night.




    Back in Hamburg, the Hermeses used their spare key and packed their neighbors’ belongings, many of which had previously been their own, into suitcases and boxes, and shipped them to Serbia. The Hermeses raised money from others and donated some of their own money to the Serbian family. They installed Skype and Telegram on their tablet and spoke every day with the family, who had moved into a small house with a leaking roof and an adjoining pigpen two hours north of Belgrade. A few months later, the Hermeses boarded a plane—a first for Christa, who has a paralyzing fear of flying. They stayed a week. In the following three years, they would return six more times, once with a car they purchased for their Serbs in Hamburg, driving over a thousand miles in two days. When I first met them, four years after the family was deported, the Hermeses were still sending them food and toys, and money for furniture, tools, and firewood. Despite the long distance, the Hermeses kept in touch with them more than they did with their own children. And lately, Christa Hermes had been haunted by a recurring thought that, she says, sometimes kept her awake at night: What if I never see them again?




    • • •




    A few months earlier, at the height of the German refugee crisis, my editor had sent me to a village in the mountainous south of Germany, where the state government of Baden-Württemberg had converted an empty army barracks into a reception center for asylum seekers. The barracks was located on the edge of a village called Messstetten, a picture-postcard paradise of single-family homes, with meticulously kept front yards and expensive cars parked in the driveways. Thousands of refugees had recently moved in, and the internet was running wild with outrageous stories. Asylum seekers were reported to have stolen goats and molested women. The latest rumor claimed that the farmer whose land was adjacent to the barracks had found a severed head in his trash can.




    Gerold Huber greeted me in a broad Swabian dialect and with a firm handshake. As he showed me around the farm, walking past the stables and an idling tractor, I saw refugees strolling around the barracks behind the fence. I asked him about the severed head, and he replied that it had never happened. Like most news spread on Facebook, he added, it was fake. And then he told me a story.




    Gerold Huber had been against housing refugees in the barracks. He had voiced his concerns to the regional government: With thousands of Muslims, many of them traumatized by war, he was worried for his children, who were six, nine, and twelve years old at the time. The refugees came anyway, most of them from Syria and Iraq—indeed, from societies torn apart by violence. Sometimes a few of them would come and ask for milk. He let them have some. Once, he gave a lift in his car to a pregnant woman who had been left on the curb by her traffickers.




    The more Huber talked with refugees, he now admits, the more he came to realize: Most of them were nice people. The two or three police incidents at the barracks were no longer of any concern to him. Soon he didn’t object to his daughter going over there with her friends to help the refugee children with their German homework. His wife also volunteered her time. He wrote to the district office again, this time suggesting that they organize shuttle buses. The refugees had to walk over a mile to the village for their groceries. He was proud when the buses arrived.




    Like Michael Kent and Harald Hermes, Gerold Huber took a stand for those whom he had rejected at first. He too transformed his perspective of those people. Potential criminals posing a threat to his children became pleasant neighbors who had to lug their heavy grocery bags along a busy road. He had cultivated his fears from a distance, had formed prejudices and, like the neo-Nazi from Phoenix, and the couple from Hamburg, changed his views when he saw that they were wrong.




    This fascinated me, because it seemed to go against the zeitgeist. In America, you were either conservative or liberal, for Trump or against; either you supported equality for people of all colors or you feared it as a threat to your own group. In Germany, at the height of the refugee crisis, it was a similar story. The public debate seemed to demand a decision by each individual: Either you are for the refugees or you are against them. Either you label them as “desperate” or as “dangerous.” Once they had made up their mind, most people seemed to stick by their decision. Not Michael Kent, not Harald and Christa Hermes. Not Gerold Huber.




    When I started telling my friends about these people, they often said something along the lines of: How wonderful that people who are open enough to overcome their prejudices exist! And what a lovely coincidence that these people met. Their tone suggested that these people must be special, more open and caring than others, possessing a rare amount of empathy, living undetected in our midst until they are exposed by some chance event.




    Then I kept coming across such caring people. I read about an anti-abortionist from California who changed his views after talking to a woman who explained why she’d gotten an abortion. I read about Israeli and Palestinian youths who had become friends during a three-week camping trip. I read a book by the Black musician Daryl Davis, who used to play piano in a bar. One night, one of the customers, a member of the Ku Klux Klan, was so moved by his music that he approached Davis that very evening. Over the weeks that followed they became friends, and the man soon left the Klan. The people in these stories could be seen as “natural” enemies. But when they met, it didn’t end badly, as one would expect. The opposite occurred.




    One hot summer day in 2018, I stepped onto a restaurant patio in the northeastern German town of Wismar and found waiting for me a beefy man with tattooed arms, a big beard, and a shaved head: Sven Krüger, a neo-Nazi.




    • • •




    In my job as a reporter, I sometimes meet extreme people. That day, I interviewed Sven Krüger for a feature that would later appear in the weekly German newspaper Die Zeit where I work. Krüger has spent ten years in jail and was once a member of the regional parliament for the extreme right-wing National Democratic Party of Germany, the NPD. He participated in the 1992 anti-migrant riots in Rostock-Lichtenhagen, something he is still proud of, he tells me. During the interview, he talks about his nationalist, völkisch, views, about blood and ancestral lines, and about his vision for a national-socialist Germany. It is disturbing to listen to him. Krüger expresses the most racist views, not in a self-conscious whisper, but proudly, and in such a loud voice that I look around, embarrassed, to see if anyone’s listening. An hour in, the conversation gets interesting as Krüger talks about an experience he had in jail.




    A few cells down from his there was a Palestinian, he tells me, using the derogatory term Kanake. During yard exercise, they eyed each other like enemies. At the time, Krüger was in his mid-thirties and used to work out a lot, especially bench presses. The prison gym had a bench press. It was perfect, really, except that you need a partner to use it, in case the bar slips. Unfortunately, there was only one other regular visitor to the gym: the Palestinian.




    So Krüger did pull-ups and push-ups instead—until one day, when he saw the Palestinian struggling under a large weight on the bench, by himself. Krüger went over to him and held his fingers under the bar, signaling, “I am here if anything goes wrong.” Afterward, Krüger lay down on the bench, and the Palestinian returned the favor. Not a word passed between them, Krüger says. Not long after, they were both assigned to the same work gang. Side by side, they swept their sector and scrubbed the kitchen in silence.




    On the patio, Krüger can’t remember who spoke first, only that it was in the break room and that the Palestinian was ranting about Israel, about how his family had been living in a refugee camp for two generations. Krüger says he replied, “I don’t like the Jews either.” Suddenly, his enemy’s enemy had become his friend—and remained so for the rest of their jail term. “It was a significant moment because he was the first Palestinian I’d really gotten to know,” Krüger says. “Like when you’re lying in a trench in World War I, the Germans on one side, the French on the other, and at Christmas they put up a Christmas tree together. A little isolated peace, on the spur of the moment. That’s what it felt like for me.”




    Later, I am unable to verify the story because I cannot track down the Palestinian inmate. But talking about him in Wismar and noticing my surprise, Krüger tells me another story, one from 2001.




    Peter Cipra, a restaurant owner from Wismar, had a crazy idea. He was fed up with the regular street fights between clashing left- and right-wing extremists in his city. Unhappy with the fact that Wismar only ever made the news in connection with violence and neo-Nazis, Peter wanted to do something. He was a fan of extreme travel, so he decided to take two left-wing punks and two neo-Nazis on a trip to Namibia to spend six weeks hiking through the desert together.




    One of the neo-Nazis was Sven Krüger, the other a buddy of Sven’s whom he had introduced to Peter. They would not know who the other two were until they met them at the train station on their way to the airport: two punks, with matted hair and torn clothes. It turned out that Krüger had once smashed a bottle of sparkling wine over one of their heads. The other had hit him in the face with a motorbike helmet. One of them was twenty-three-year-old Thomas Wahnig. On the train, Krüger passed around beer and cigarettes.




    In Namibia they walked through the desert, up to twenty miles a day, with temperatures often in the hundreds. In the evenings, sitting around the fire and tired from the efforts of the day, the two punks turned out to be quite nice. The small group was led by Haruendo, the son of a chieftain of the Himba people, who wore nothing but a loincloth and a dagger in a belt. To protect against malaria, he would rub his skin and hair with a mixture of red clay and cow dung as a mosquito repellent. Haruendo was the only one who knew where the waterholes were. They would often drink brown sludge, which Haruendo would dig up from the ground. After a week, Thomas started vomiting blood. He was barely able to stand, but it wasn’t his punk buddy who took care of him. It was Sven Krüger, the most infamous neo-Nazi of northern Germany, Wahnig’s enemy, who was toting Thomas’s backpack through the desert.




    Today, Thomas Wahnig is in his mid-forties and lives in a village in the Mecklenburg region of northern Germany. He tells me that before the Namibia trip his life had been defined by two aims: to get hold of beer every day, by breaking into supermarkets with his friends, if necessary, and to beat up neo-Nazis. The encounter with Krüger transformed his life, he says. On his return home, Wahnig broke with his punk friends, cut his hair, and swapped his boots for sneakers. Today he is married, with six children. His views are still very much on the left, but in his house he has a wall with pictures of the Namibia trip. When the children ask about the tattooed skinhead in the photos, he tells them about Sven, the neo-Nazi who helped him. And about how someone’s political outlook does not necessarily tell you what kind of person they are. That neo-Nazis can be nice people.




    That realization, which, he says, for him as a radical leftist was extremely uncomfortable at first, has shaped and liberated his thinking: that someone’s personality is never one-dimensional. But do a person’s distasteful characteristics outweigh the pleasant ones? What is more important, Sven Krüger’s racism or his helpfulness? His political views or his private nature? Wahnig says, “Politically, I still think that Sven is completely wrong. But, as a person, I like him.”




    Back in Germany, telling his buddies about his Africa trip, Sven Krüger would sometimes mention the nights spent around the fire with the two punks. More often than not, however, he would talk about the Africans he had observed sitting idly by the roadside or leaning against their mopeds instead of working. Now that Krüger had seen them with his own eyes, he could, with some authority, call them lazy. But for him there was one exception: Haruendo.




    After the group had been traveling for just over a week, and Thomas Wahnig had already been forced to quit, exhausted by heat, exertion, and dirty water, Peter Cipra, the initiator of the trip, passed out. Krüger and Haruendo strapped him to the back of a donkey and they made their way to the nearest hospital. Suspected diagnosis: malaria. While Cipra was recovering, Krüger and Haruendo spent the days together. Shading from the sun under a tree, they “philosophized about living and letting live,” Krüger remembers. Haruendo took him hunting for antelope and fishing for catfish. Seventeen years later, on the restaurant patio in Wismar, Krüger tells me about Haruendo, and it sounds as if he’s talking about a long-lost friend from his childhood.




    A punk in the habit of beating up neo-Nazis meets one and likes him. A Muslim-hating neo-Nazi who despises lefties and considers people of color inferior becomes friends with a Palestinian, carries a punk’s backpack through the desert, and goes fishing with a Himba. How is that possible? When I put the question to Sven Krüger, he replies, “The problem is, once you actually get to know them, you can no longer hate them.”




    Apparently, this rare group of kind and caring people not only includes Michael Kent, Christa and Harald Hermes, Gerold Huber, the California anti-abortionist, the Israeli and Palestinian youths, the musician Daryl Davis and his Ku Klux Klan friend, but also the ex-punk Thomas Wahnig and the neo-Nazi Sven Krüger. Either this group is bigger than I thought, or the truth is much more mundane: There is no such group.




    Maybe my friends were wrong. Maybe the coincidence wasn’t that the right kind of people met each other, but that the right kind of people met. Maybe it’s not the people who make these stories stand out; maybe it’s the circumstances.




    • • •




    When was the last time you spoke to somebody completely different from you, or to somebody who holds completely different opinions? I don’t mean small talk with your right-leaning uncle last Thanksgiving, or a few polite exchanges with the cashier at the supermarket. I’m talking about a deep, meaningful conversation. It doesn’t happen very often; our daily lives don’t usually allow for it.
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