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PROLOGUE ANIMAL PEOPLE


City dwellers in general, and Berliners in particular, love animals more than their fellow men.

—Wolfgang Gewalt, former director of the Duisburg Zoo, in an interview with Die Zeit, 1966

The following anecdote stems from the late 1980s, with the world on the brink of crisis, when it seemed that the Berlin Wall would stand for at least another hundred years, and West Berlin’s Zoo and East Berlin’s Tierpark were not only their respective countries’ most popular recreational facilities, but also symbols of their systems of government. The city of Berlin had been divided for nearly thirty years, and the only sign of unity was the two zoo directors’ dedication to cultivating their mutual aversion. It is hard to know who started the feud; as so often in life, though, it all came down to who had the biggest of whatever was being compared—in this case, elephants.

The setting was the West Berlin Zoological Garden, where Heinz-Georg Klös, the director, had recently enlarged his elephant enclosure and bought a few new animals, which he was now showcasing. Klös was an avid animal collector, and his zoo had the largest number of species in the world. He attached great importance to having more elephants than his counterpart in the East, because, in the world of zoos, elephants are prize possessions. Having more elephants meant winning a battle. Back in the 1960s, Willy Brandt, West Berlin’s mayor at the time, was said to have gone over the head of his own Department of Finance to secure the money needed to purchase additional elephants, with the sole aim of flaunting this acquisition in front of the East Berlin Tierpark and its director. At least, that’s how Klös remembered it.

Courtesy now dictated that Heinrich Dathe, the director of the Tierpark (“animal park”), be invited to the unveiling of West Berlin’s new elephant enclosure. Dathe’s presence could be to Klös’s advantage: the director of the Zoo would be able to make sure his rival saw just how badly he had been bested—after all, Dathe had been struggling for more than ten years to get funding for a new pachyderm pavilion despite East Germany’s floundering economy.

Dathe did not think much of Klös, professionally or personally. And Dathe, who was sixteen years older, made his junior counterpart fully aware of his disdain—he once made a show of serving dumplings at a gathering, pointing out the resemblance between the German word for dumplings (Klösschen) and his guest’s last name.

And so, when Dathe criticized the new elephants in the Zoological Garden for looking “a little puny,” Klös had reached the limit of his patience. One word led to another, and eventually a shoving match ensued between the two aging men—neither much taller than five foot five—right there among the elephants.

Top Dogs Behind Tall Walls

In retrospect, we have to wonder which was more responsible for driving these two men apart: their similarities or their differences. Both came to divided Berlin in the 1950s: Heinrich Dathe in 1954 from the city of Leipzig, several hours to the south, in order to create the world’s largest and most modern zoo in the capital of the newly formed communist German Democratic Republic (GDR); Klös three years later from Osnabrück, a smaller city way off in the country’s west, to restore the oldest zoo in the Federal Republic of Germany to its former glory. The Tierpark and the Zoo became their missions in life, and before long an intense rivalry developed. Jürgen Lange, the longtime director of West Berlin’s aquarium, described the relationship between the two: “If one of them buys a miniature donkey, the other buys a mammoth donkey.”

Dathe was an educator by nature. A short, stocky, prematurely balding man with a round head and horn-rimmed glasses, he tried to hide his receding hairline by combing his remaining strands of hair over the bald spot above his forehead. But he made no attempt to conceal his singsong, backwoods Saxon accent, pronouncing cockatoos “gagadoos” and camels “gamels.” Dathe was sought after not just locally, but throughout the world, owing both to his expertise and to his control of the central quarantine station for the transport of animals from the Eastern Bloc to Western Europe. He also published the influential trade journal Der Zoologische Garten. Everyone reached out to Dathe, and everyone wanted something from him.

On the other side of the Berlin Wall, Klös ran the richest and most important zoo in West Germany, but he lacked Dathe’s self-assured personality. Everything seemed to come easily to Dathe; Klös always came across as eager, yet oddly insecure. He was forever trying to wriggle his way into any new plans. If some organization was starting up, he would find a way to get involved.

Klös had the disadvantage of being “only” a veterinarian—someone who traditionally had a harder time of it in the world of zoo directors than a zoologist did. Today, a background in veterinary medicine isn’t unusual for a zoo director, but then it was regarded as a shortcoming. Klös, however, was a superb organizer and manager, with a knack for badgering politicians and business tycoons until they handed over money. “Don’t eat dinner next to Klös, otherwise you’ll lose your purse” went a rhyming quip in West Berlin. Some people claimed Klös was so good at rustling up money out of nowhere that he must also be able to pull rabbits out of hats.

Klös could be dogged, certainly, but he was determined to maintain his institution’s relevance to a country from which West Berlin had been physically blocked off. With the West German capital four hundred miles away, the far-off Bonn, he made every effort to ensure that each West German president visited his zoo at least once—and he got them all, even Gustav Heinemann, a confirmed hater of animals.

For Dathe in the East, it was important to gain a foothold for himself and his animal park not only within the GDR, but also beyond the confines of its borders. Cozying up to the men in the Politburo paid off handsomely, particularly if they were also animal lovers, such as Friedrich Ebert Jr. and Günter Schabowski, high-ranking members of East Germany’s Socialist Unity Party. “Dathe would not have worked out in the West any better than Klös would have in the East,” says Lothar Dittrich, the director of the Hanover Zoo and a close friend of Heinrich Dathe. “They were two top dogs—each in the place that best suited him.” In the other’s Germany, they would have failed miserably.

But while Dathe and Klös were masters of their respective games, both could be naive. Through to the end of the GDR, Dathe clung to the belief that the East German secret police had never kept tabs on him, while Klös proved still more obtuse when he recommended that his predecessor, Lutz Heck, an old Nazi and close friend of Hermann Göring, be named an honorary member of the Association of German Zoos. Politics sparked their interest only where their animals were concerned.

For both men, their zoos came first, well before anything else—even their own families. Their zoos were their families, wives and children often little more than hangers-on. In Berlin, in the Cold War, being a zoo director was more than a nine-to-five job; it was a calling. Klös and Dathe were “animal people,” a description used by zookeepers and circus performers to describe those who get along better with beasts than with their fellow men.

Politics by Other Means

The political and social influence the two zoo directors had in their halves of the divided city was possible only in the context of the Cold War—but it was also an outgrowth of the special bond between Berliners and their animals. Berliners are not just animal lovers; they are animal-obsessed. No other city has made so many of its nonhuman residents VIPs, from Bobby the gorilla, the first of his species to join the Berlin Zoo in the late 1920s, to Knautschke the hippo, one of the only animals to survive World War II, to Knut the polar bear, who in death received almost as many flowers, condolence cards, and stuffed animals as Princess Diana.

The Wall was the bulwark between the administrators’ separate turfs, where they reigned without competition, the existence of the zoo on each side providing the justification for the other to flourish. Both became symbols of their half of the city and embodied its political system: the Zoo was the treasure of the island that was West Berlin, a cornucopia of species packed within the constricted space of a city hemmed in by the Wall. On the other side of the Iron Curtain, the Tierpark was spacious and expansive, planned on a drawing board, but not designed of a piece and never fully completed: the socialist utopia as a work in progress.

In divided Berlin, in the words of historian Mieke Roscher, whose research at the University of Kassel focuses on human-animal relationships, “the feeling of being enclosed within a border was palpable everywhere. In a sense, West and East Berlin were themselves two zoos.” Amidst the tensions of the Cold War, animal parks were havens in which visitors might get a glimpse of an unspoiled world. Yet within the gates of these purported paradises, rigid hierarchies ruled. And those in the know claimed the two zoos were run as strictly as any city hall, court of law, or international military alliance set up to guard against the outbreak of World War III.






CHAPTER 1 WAR AND CROCODILE TAIL SOUP


There would surely be no more bombs that day. In the early evening, fog had settled in, and now thick clouds veiled the sky over Berlin. How could enemy pilots possibly locate their targets in this weather? The Zoological Garden was dark and quiet, the visitors were long gone, and the gates were shut.

It was November 22, 1943. Over the past few months, Royal Air Force raids on Berlin had been stepped up, but apart from six hits two years earlier, the zoo had thus far emerged largely unscathed. Even so, Lutz Heck was prepared. The director held repeated drills to teach his staff what to do if firebombs hit. He also readied for the possibility of animals escaping by buying two elephant guns, 11-millimeter caliber. In some other zoos, predators had been shot dead as a precaution; these guns allowed Heck to avoid such drastic preemptive measures, at least for now.

Heck, who had been a supporting member of the SS since 1933 and a member of the Nazi party since 1937, was a close friend of Hermann Göring, Germany’s Reich Master of the Hunt. Göring, second in command in the Third Reich, always kept a pet lion cub (brought to him by Heck) at his country residence, Carinhall, in the Schorfheide forest outside Berlin. When the cub grew too large and dangerous to live in a private home, Heck arranged for it to be picked up, and promptly supplied Göring with a replacement.

Among zoologists, Heck was a controversial figure. Together with his brother, Heinz, the director of Hellabrunn Zoo in Munich, he bred back aurochs, an extinct species of European cattle, by crossbreeding various domestic cows until the young animals bore a resemblance to the wild form. Many colleagues criticized this back-breeding effort as unscientific, but Lutz Heck knew he could quickly silence his adversaries by threatening them with the Reich Master of the Hunt. Göring was keen on promoting breeding projects in hopes of creating new, extraordinary hunting trophies. In 1938, he appointed Lutz Heck head of nature conservation in the Reich Forestry Office, and on April 20 of the same year—the Führer’s birthday—he granted him the title of honorary professor. Several years earlier, Göring had even rewarded Heck with a substantial expansion of the premises north of the Berlin Zoo, where a special “German Zoo” was established: from black grouses to beavers to brown bears, only animals from within the Reich were on display. Oak trees bordered the enclosures, and the animal identification signs were emblazoned with little swastikas.

Heck had been the director of the Berlin Zoo since 1931. Founded in 1844, it was Germany’s oldest, and with more than 4,000 animals from 1,400 species, the most biodiverse in the world. The zoo was owned by an association of shareholders, with 4,000 shares broadly distributed across the residents of Berlin. In lieu of receiving monetary payments, shareholders and their families were granted free entrance. So the zoo belonged to its visitors—at least to those who could afford to buy stock or were lucky enough to inherit it.

Lutz Heck took over his post from his father. Privy councilor Ludwig Heck, who had made the zoo famous, liked to brag that he had been a National Socialist before the term even existed. His son ran the zoo in complete accord with Nazi guidelines. In July of 1938, Jewish shareholders were required to sell their shares back to the zoo, generally far below their fair value, and the zoo then resold them at higher prices. By the end of the year, Jews were no longer allowed to visit.

Heck had attempted to get himself put in charge of all German zoos. The Nazis felt this would exceed the reasonable number of posts for him to hold, however, so permission was denied. Even so, the Heck family’s close ties to the party proved advantageous for the country’s other zoos, especially after the outbreak of World War II. In times of war, there were often problems with animals’ feed supplies, which Lutz Heck was generally able to rectify quickly—unlike in World War I, when many zoo animals had starved to death. But it was his own Berlin Zoo that would reap the most direct profits from the war: Heck used forced laborers, and the Russian campaign enabled him to bring animals over from Eastern European zoos.

But by November 1943 the days of expansion were done. The war had long since come home. Heck saw one question written all over the faces of his zookeepers as they tended to their animals: “Will we get out of here alive?” He had taken the precaution of evacuating part of the zoo’s collection—750 animals from 250 species—to other cities: a Tasmanian devil went to Frankfurt, a giraffe to Vienna, garpikes from the aquarium to Leipzig, and wild donkeys and lions to Breslau. To protect those that remained, Heck had steel boxes with slits built into the ground and covered with earth; they looked like oversized molehills. The caretakers were told to stay in these shelters until danger passed. An underground air raid shelter was also built at the entrance to nearby Budapester Strasse.

A flak tower, nicknamed Gustav, had begun to give him a queasy feeling. The reinforced concrete colossus sat enthroned on the northwest border of the zoo, like a medieval fortress. The tower was intended to provide refuge to soldiers and civilians during air raids, but Heck feared it was far too easy a target for British and American bombers. “Will we get out of here alive?” was a question Heck was now pondering as well.

It seemed that at least this mid-war Monday would end without any major incident. In a staff apartment at the edge of the zoo, several caretakers were celebrating the birthday of a colleague with a few bottles of beer. Beyond the zoo’s walls, people were, as usual, seeking distraction from the everyday wartime routine. Many headed to the opera on Kantstrasse, paying no attention to the instructions on the program for what to do in case of an air raid. Others went to one of the nearby movie theaters to see Münchhausen—one of those new color films, with the ever-popular Hans Albers flying through the air on a cannonball—or Melody of a Great City, which people would later say was the last film to show an as yet undestroyed Berlin in all its glory. But on this foggy November evening in 1943, no one could have anticipated that.

At 7:25 p.m., the telephone in the zoo’s gatehouse rang. The message was from air raid warning headquarters: “Strong combat units approaching from Hanover, heading east. Several waves to follow.” The gatekeeper rushed to pass along the news. Within a few minutes, all sections of the zoo had been informed. The caretakers sent their wives and children to the air raid shelter, which could hold about twenty thousand people on five levels, and then moved into their molehills. “Nothing much will happen tonight,” they assured one another. “In this foggy weather? Impossible!”

Half an hour later the first airplanes reached the city. Over the next twenty minutes, 753 British bombers dropped 2,500 tons of explosives. Twenty-one major fires raged in the zoo that night. The roof of the elephant pagoda caved in, killing a white rhinoceros and seven elephants; one was buried under a roof beam, his entrails hanging out of his belly, thick as rolled-up mattresses. Siam, the male elephant, was the only survivor. Of the two thousand animals that had remained in the zoo, seven hundred were dead.

The next day, the worn-out caretakers, their faces blackened with soot, joined up with a group of prisoners of war and went about cleaning up. They put out fires and cleared away debris, under which they kept finding dead animals.

The following night brought renewed attacks, which devastated the neighborhoods of Charlottenburg and nearby Hansaviertel. Once the raids were over, the zookeepers rushed out of their hideouts to put out more flames. The bombs had destroyed many of the city’s water pipes, making it necessary to transport water in vats and buckets. Everyone pitched in. Katharina Heinroth, the wife of aquarium director Oskar Heinroth, stood in front of the red-brick hippopotamus house with a relatively intact hose and tried to quench the flames on the burning roof. Next to her, the hippos circled nervously in their outdoor tank with terrified, wide-eyed stares. One-year-old Knautschke would not budge from his surrogate mother’s side.

Heinroth did not know how long it took her to put out the fire, but sometime in the early morning she finally managed to do so. From the charred roof beams, the water dripped down onto the hippos.

Rubble Woman with a PhD

Katharina Heinroth, born in Breslau, near the Polish border, in 1897 as Katharina Berger, was the second wife of the aquarium director. Both she and Oskar Heinroth were already divorced when she began working as his secretary in 1932, helping him type up the manuscript of his book, The Birds of Central Europe. Even though Oskar had had a key role in building the Berlin Aquarium and leading it to world renown, he was first and foremost an ornithologist. Their work soon brought them closer, and they married the following year. On the rooftop terrace of their apartment above the aquarium they kept carrier pigeons and together studied their sense of direction.

Katharina Heinroth had remarkable credentials herself. At the age of twenty-two, she had enrolled in PhD courses in zoology, botany, paleontology, geology, and geography at the University of Breslau, despite the dismal job prospects for a young woman looking to go into those fields. She collected four marriage proposals before graduation, almost as many as she did areas of academic interest, and her dissertation adviser often worried that with all the time she spent “going through men,” as he called it, she would not have enough time to devote to her studies. But after four years, she became the first woman to receive a doctorate at the university’s Zoological Institute—summa cum laude, no less. In the two decades since graduation, she’d spent her nights conducting research on bees and springtails (invertebrates less than a quarter of an inch long); during the day, she earned a living as a secretary, librarian, or administrative assistant. That was as far as a woman could go at the time.



While Katharina Heinroth put out the fire in the hippopotamus house, rumors circulated through Berlin that animals had escaped from the zoo. Elephants were said to be making their way across the Kurfürstendamm, Berlin’s main thoroughfare, and lions were roaming about the ruins of the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church. A tiger reportedly made it all the way to bustling Potsdamer Platz, ate a piece of traditional honey-glazed “bee-sting cake” in the bomb-gutted Café Josty, and promptly died for reasons unknown. But the animals who survived the inferno were too scared to flee: they cowered in the ruins. Even the vultures and eagles did not fly away, but remained on the branches of their shattered cages. A tapir—a tropical relative of the rhinoceros, but piglike in appearance—pressed up against the bars of its enclosure to draw warmth from some smoldering carbon piled in front of it. A crocodile was found lying at the entrance to the aquarium on Budapester Strasse. The force of the explosions had hurled it out of the tropical hall, and the night frost had been the death of it. Since the meat was kept fresh by the cold, the following days brought crocodile tail soup for the famished zoo staff, who were grateful for the added bit of meat.

Meanwhile, the air raids kept escalating. During the day, the Americans bombed Berlin; at night, the British took over. And every day, the Red Army moved closer and closer to the capital from the east.

So it went for eighteen months, until just before Easter of 1945, when Oskar Heinroth was slowly recovering from a bout of pneumonia. All the time spent in the cold air raid shelter had taken a terrible toll on the seventy-four-year-old aquarium director. He was getting an injection to help him back on his feet when the nurse accidentally hit a nerve and paralyzed his right leg. Katharina, who for so many years had supported her husband in his research, now added nurse to her responsibilities. When he developed a nutritional edema, she asked Lutz Heck for a daily ration of goat milk. But food was scarce, and the zoo director had never liked Heinroth’s pigeon research, much less his contacts with Jewish and dissident scientists.

The conversation quickly turned ugly, dredging up old resentments. “Herr Heinroth would have been better off sticking to his own job at the aquarium,” Heck said sharply. “In the future I’ll be sure that everyone’s research agenda is prearranged.”

“In that case, you can forget about any discoveries,” Katharina snapped back, restraint having never been one of her strong points. “No work of genius has ever come out of civil service!”

They argued back and forth for quite some time, until Heck gave in and authorized the goat milk for her husband. “I’ve never fought with anyone for so long,” he said, impressed. He wasn’t used to being contradicted, let alone by a woman.

Trenches in the Zoo

By late April, it was evident that the “future” Lutz Heck alluded to was not to be. Some obstinate souls who still believed in the possibility of a German victory attempted to keep the advancing Red Army at bay with antiaircraft guns. The huge flak tower in which these guns were housed was an obvious target, and many of the shots fired in its direction exploded in the adjoining zoo.

Heck arranged for his wife and sons to be evacuated and sent west. Katharina Heinroth was also trying to figure out how to get herself and her husband to safety. But Oskar could no longer walk. And even if he could have fled, it would not have occurred to him to leave the zoo, especially his aquarium, which he had run for more than thirty years. “Let’s stay here,” he said to her quietly. “I’d rather go down with everything.”

In the final days of April, the eastern front ran right through the zoo. Several Soviet tanks had already battled their way to its walls. The remaining zookeepers were conscripted into the German national militia, known as the Volkssturm, and had to dig trenches on the zoo grounds. During lulls in combat, they tended to the few animals that remained.

By the evening of April 30, it was clearly just a matter of time until the Red Army attacked the zoo. Lutz Heck bolted before they could. He sensed what lay ahead for him: the Russians had been told he’d seized animals from Eastern European zoos, and abducted a team of wild horses from Ukraine. With barely any working vehicles left in Berlin, he fled on a bicycle and succeeded in making his way to Leipzig, more than a hundred miles, where he rode to the home of zoo director Karl Max Schneider.

Schneider was surprised to open his door and see who was standing in front of his home. “As a fellow zookeeper, I’m asking you to put me up for the night,” Heck said, without further explanation.

Fifty-eight-year-old Schneider had lost his left lower leg while serving as a lieutenant in World War I. An old Social Democrat, he’d refused to join the Nazi party until 1938, when he succumbed to pressure from on high. He cast a skeptical eye on Heck before reaching into his pants pocket to pull out a keyring. “Here’s the key to my apartment,” he said, “but I will not spend the night under a roof with you. When I return tomorrow morning at six o’clock, you’ll be gone.” Schneider left, and spent the night with friends. When he returned the next day, Heck had vanished. He’d stay hidden for quite some time.



Smoke lay over Berlin. When the dull thuds of the explosions had at last gone silent, the grounds of the zoo had been reduced to rubble. Two stone elephants sat at the Budapester Strasse entrance like silent sentinels, the gateway they’d watched over destroyed, apart from a narrow crumbling arc somehow still balanced between two shattered pillars. The antelope house, originally built in the Moorish style, was now just a pile of debris with two minarets and a chimney sticking out. A young horse poked around for a trace of grass between heaped-up bricks, while an emaciated wolf gazed over from his enclosure, hungry but too weak to chase after it.

Once director Heck had fled, Katharina Heinroth took charge, tending to injured Berliners in the zoo’s air raid shelter—her dying husband among them. She had attached a white cloth with a red cross to the door of the bunker in the hope the Russians would spare them from combat operations. From his sickbed, Oskar instructed her how to treat gunshot wounds and apply dressings. A few hours later the first Red Army soldiers entered the zoo.

Oskar asked his wife for one last favor. “The poison pills,” he whispered, “get them for me.” But the pills were in a drawer in Oskar’s study in their demolished apartment. How was she supposed to get there? The place was swarming with soldiers, and besides, she had no intention of leaving her husband alone, so she tried to reassure him, telling him gently, “We’ll get through this somehow.” He sighed in disappointment.

The next morning, the soldiers herded everyone out of the air raid shelter. Katharina was able to carry her husband to a dry, quiet corner in the basement of the aquarium, but they were unable to stay hidden for long. As the days dragged on, different sets of soldiers made their way past the smashed walls, on the search for something to eat or drink, or just an opportunity to show the Germans who was now in charge. Men who did not obey, or tried to protect their wives, were shot, and their wives raped. Several times Heinroth and her husband moved from one level of the ruin to another, but they were found again and again. “Raboti, raboti!” the soldiers shouted when they saw Katharina. The men held her down and raped her.

Finally, she was able to get her husband out of the aquarium. He was too ill to stand on his own, so she sat him in a wheelbarrow and went looking for a new hideout. But most of the cellars in the area were overcrowded. They had to keep moving on every few days.

Once the Soviet troops had left the zoo, Katharina Heinroth went back to her old apartment and put a room in some semblance of order. Then, with the help of two zookeepers, she brought her husband back home.

Oskar Heinroth died on May 31. Katharina was now alone. She asked the zoo’s carpenter to make a coffin out of doors from bombed-out buildings and had her husband cremated. Several weeks went by before she could bury him on the zoo grounds.

Now she had to go on, and Katharina Heinroth recalled the motto of her dissertation adviser in Breslau: “Doing something will make you feel better.” She had always abided by the saying, and it had helped her to cope with dark times in her life. So she and the remaining zoo staff set about making order out of the chaos. As they cleaned things up, they found the corpses of eighty-two people amidst the rubble. Like the dead animals before them, the bodies were buried in mass graves.

Only ninety-one animals had survived the war. These included a reindeer, a rare Oriental stork from Japan, a shoebill—a bird about the size of a crane, with gray feathers and a clog-shaped beak, whose natural habitat is the swamps of the Nile—the male elephant, Siam, and Knautschke, the young hippo. In the final days of the war, bombs had destroyed the hippo house and wounded Knautschke’s mother so severely that she died. The zookeepers poured water over Knautschke several times a day to keep his skin from drying out. Several other animals disappeared soon after, slaughtered by hungry Berliners. The rest of the animals were placed in temporary enclosures, the shoebill in one of the few undamaged bathrooms.

After Heck’s disappearance, the zoo lacked a director. The former managing director, Hans Ammon, had tried to take over, but once a former zoo chauffeur revealed that Ammon had been a Nazi party member, he was forced to leave—while the chauffeur was installed as head of the zoo’s cleanup efforts by the Soviets. He brought together two hundred Trümmerfrauen (“rubble women”), and by July 1, 1945, some semblance of a restored zoo could be opened. A few weeks later, yet another man turned up—a former part-time waiter in the zoo’s restaurant—who claimed to have been put in charge of running the zoo. Since neither the telephone nor mail systems were operational, no one could confirm or deny this. The bickering between the two “directors” resounded through the zoo for weeks. Still, they agreed on one thing: they sent Katharina Heinroth to work with the rubble women, where the most she was allowed to do was make a couple of signs for the animal enclosures.

While this rebuilding was underway, the governments of the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and France formally assumed joint control of Germany, dividing the country into four semi-autonomous occupation zones. Berlin, located deep inside the Soviet zone, was also split into four, with one sector given to each Allied Power to administer. The Berlin Zoo suddenly found itself under nominal British control.

When the occupying forces got wind of the leadership chaos at the zoo, they charged the newly established Magistrate of Greater Berlin—the city’s highest administrative authority, tasked with overseeing all four sectors—with clearing up the matter once and for all. Shortly thereafter, Katharina Heinroth received a written request from the magistrate to appear at the Old City Hall on August 3. The request did not specify why.

Werner Schröder had also received a letter from the magistrate, and on the morning of August 3, he started out on the five-mile walk from his apartment in the district of Wilmersdorf to the city center. He was to report to the Public Education Department. He, too, was left in the dark as to why.

Werner Schröder had come in contact with Oskar Heinroth while he was studying zoology at Berlin’s Friedrich Wilhelm University in the 1930s, but he did not know Katharina. They met for the first time that day, when Josef Naas, head of the magistrate’s cultural bureau, informed them that Heinroth would serve as the interim head of the zoo and Werner Schröder as the managing director and her deputy.

Heinroth was well aware that she had been given this opportunity only because of the unusual circumstances of this moment in history: there were not enough politically untainted men to fill the country’s vacant positions. She’d later joke to friends, “They surely thought I was Oskar when they asked me to come to city hall.”

And so Heinroth and Schröder, who was also politically above reproach, set about rebuilding the zoo. Because the boundary walls had been smashed, street traffic ran right through the grounds. During the night, gangs came to plunder what they could. The zookeepers attempted to drive them away with whistles, but a silver fox, a wild boar, and a deer fell victim nevertheless.

In late September Heinroth was appointed the zoo’s permanent director, and a good month later the Allied Powers officially recognized the institution’s cultural value, guaranteeing public financing, which kept the zoo afloat—albeit barely. During that first year following the war, there was hardly any reconstruction. The sewer system and electricity supply had to be put into operation again, and there was little food for the animals. Vegetables were planted on the fallow lands, as was tobacco; cigarettes were an indispensable currency. Heinroth had signs made up to guide visitors through the muddle of half-destroyed cages and enclosures to find the ones in which animals were still alive. One day she caught a thief trying to make off with the wooden planks from a wrecked stable. When she confronted him, he snapped, “As a zoo shareholder, I have every right to do this!”

In January 1946 the Associated Press would write, “Only about 200 animals still live in the dreary ruins of this once so colorful and beloved institution.” Even so, things were much less dire than they had been the previous year. There was no money to purchase new animals, but several hundred Berliners had brought their pets to the zoo, especially their parrots, thinking they they could get better care there than at home. A giraffe named Rieke who’d been evacuated to Vienna was returned to Berlin, and the staff chipped in a month’s salary to acquire at least a few new species. Heinroth used the money to buy penguins. She also offered a consultation hour for worried pet owners hoping to find out why their parrot was plucking out its feathers or why their dog disobeyed them.

Cabbage for Knautschke

In late August 1947 the zoo was again rocked by explosions; British troops were trying to blast apart the nearby air raid shelter. All 649 animals had to be lured into wooden crates, one after the after, and brought out of the zoo. But the bunker was too massive, despite the twenty tons of explosives detonated. The attempt would have to be repeated the following year. By then, explosions were a minor concern compared to the new problems facing the zoo.

The blockade of West Berlin, which lasted almost a full year, posed entirely new problems for the zoo. The occupying forces had been arguing for years about creating a unified German currency, and now in June 1948 the three Western Powers announced that they would be introducing the new deutsche mark in their sectors of Berlin. The Soviets, who had not been consulted on this move, reacted promptly. On the night of June 23, 1948, the lights went out in the western part of the city, the electricity supply was switched off, and all streets and waterways were closed by the Red Army. The island of West Berlin, which depended on supplies from the outside world, was cut off from that world except by air. The Allies used an airlift to supply food to the two million residents.

The zoo was expected to do its part to save the city from starvation. The new British commander informed Katharina Heinroth what had to be done: fell all the trees, plant spinach on the open spaces, get rid of all the animals, and set up chicken coops instead.

Heinroth was shocked as she pictured the grand oaks falling, some of them four hundred years old. The zoo would have to close down, and she knew that once a zoo had been closed, it was almost impossible to reopen it. She was painfully aware of what had happened in Düsseldorf, where the Zoological Garden, founded in 1876, was closed on what was supposed to be a temporary basis during World War II, and hadn’t opened its gates again. She wanted to spare her zoo—Oskar’s zoo—from that fate.

Heinroth resisted the order. She tried to stall, filing complaints at the headquarters of the British forces and at the Berlin bureau for open space planning. The commander relented, and again visited Heinroth at the zoo. This time he brought a map with trees sketched in. He asked her to mark the trees that absolutely had to be preserved. A major portion had been damaged in the war, with many treetops lopped off. But Katharina Heinroth marked every tree, without exception. The commander threatened her with legal action, but Heinroth stood her ground; she had argued with a whole host of characters over the years. Sometime later, she received a visit from another British officer from headquarters. “Forget about that business with the trees,” was all he said. In the end, not a single tree was felled.



In May 1949, the American, British, and French occupation zones coalesced into a sovereign state, the Federal Republic of Germany. West Berlin became a de facto part of this new country—although the Soviet Union would continue to dispute the city’s status for decades. Five months later, in October 1949, the former Soviet zone was rechristened the German Democratic Republic. East Berlin became the capital of the new socialist state.

The Berlin Zoo kept its gates open throughout this upheaval. During the blockade, Berliners had fed Knautschke the hippo, their favorite animal, heads of cabbage, which they had scrimped and saved for. Now the new resident of West Germany would be getting a lady visitor from the East.

After the war, hippos were rare in European zoos. Katharina Heinroth had Knautschke, and Leipzig’s zoo director, Karl Max Schneider, had two females, Grete and Olga. Schneider and Heinroth had been trading animals back and forth for quite some time, undeterred by the fact that their zoos were in two different and increasingly hostile countries. They were not about to be stopped by political borders. After all, far more was at stake: the survival of a species. And so they sent the animals on their honeymoons.

The females, Grete and Olga, took several trips on a freight train to West Berlin, where they were briefly housed in a hippo house that had been patched together. The British soldiers called the building a “pissoir,” but it did the job. The ownership of the hippos’ offspring followed a time-honored farmer tradition: the female goes to visit the male, and the first male issue becomes the property of the female’s owner.

Meanwhile, managing director Werner Schröder was trying to come to grips with the Berlin Zoo’s dire financial situation. The zoo was barely bringing in enough money to pay the keepers and cover the costs of feeding the animals. Somehow or other he would have to entice more people to visit.

Schröder had always been a big fan of boxing; as a student he had even twice been German champion. He decided to organize boxing and wrestling matches in a small arena on zoo premises. He also set up animal fairs, and was able to sign on two circuses, Astra and Busch-Aeros, to give performances on an open area near the antelope house. He thought of arranging an Oktoberfest too. Katharina Heinroth was underwhelmed by that idea.

“What about all the animals?” she asked. “They definitely won’t be able to cope with the noise and commotion.”

Schröder worried about that as well, but he knew the zoo’s losses, and they were alarming.

“We’re up to our necks in trouble,” he said. The dark circles under his eyes accentuated his anxious look. “We have to try this.”

Berliners were a bit perplexed when they saw the zoo’s new promotional posters, which featured two grinning hippos toasting each other with beer steins. Each sported a gingerbread heart around its neck, one saying Gretchen and the other Knautschke. Above them cursive script announced: “Oktoberfest in the Zoo.” There would be shooting galleries and carousels in with the reindeer, parrots, and bears? As it turned out, any misgivings were unfounded; the festival was a roaring success. More than half a million visitors came in the four weeks, providing the zoo substantial revenue that assured its survival. Contrary to Heinroth’s fears, the animals barely noticed all the commotion.

Even the two advertising icons were unimpressed, but they had other reasons to be excited. In May 1950 a male hippo named Schwabbel was born; he went to Leipzig, as stipulated. Two years later came a female, Bulette, who could eventually become a new partner for Knautschke. The incestuous nature of this union was beside the point. Hippos were rare and drew large crowds; it made no sense to be too picky.



Young hippos were not the only new attractions during this time. By 1951, there had been no elephants for four years, ever since the old male, Siam, the only elephant to survive the wartime bombings, had died in 1947. Heinroth was convinced that a zoo without elephants could not be a real zoo, but she lacked the funding to buy a new one. At some point she read in the newspaper that India’s head of state, Pandit Nehru, had made a gift of a young elephant to a foreign zoo. She lost no time in establishing contact with the Broadcasting Service in the American sector, which ran a program for local schools; she hoped her request would have a greater chance of success if it came from the children of Berlin. Heinroth’s plan worked, and soon a young female elephant, Dathri, was located. Dathri, who was three years old and five foot three inches tall, was soon renamed Shanti.

There was no longer an elephant house, so at first Shanti lived in the so-called equid house, a thatched half-timbered building, next to the horses and zebras. But something was wrong. When she was let out onto the enclosure every morning, she was so exhausted that she threw herself down in the sand and slept for hours. This was not how Heinroth had pictured her; after all, people don’t come to the zoo to see an elephant lie around all day. Shanti’s keeper stayed on for night shift after night shift to find out what was keeping the young elephant awake all night—a mouse, perhaps, or one of the other animals next to her in the stable. But he found nothing.

At some point Heinroth recalled a photo she had received from Mumbai. Wasn’t Shanti chained up in that picture? Heinroth was relieved to find that yes, two of the elephant’s feet had indeed been chained to a tree. No sooner was Shanti chained up in the equid house than she slept through the night and romped about during the day.



Now that the zoo’s finances were relatively stable, Werner Schröder was finally able to devote himself to a project he’d cared about for years: rebuilding the demolished aquarium. Schröder’s great passion was for everything that crept and swam. As a little boy, he’d caught frogs, newts, bugs, and fish in the Wilmersdorf fen and kept them in preserving jars at home. His mother patiently observed her son’s interests, but his father attempted to get this “obsession with critters,” as he called his son’s hobby, out of his system, and dragged him to imperial military parades. His efforts were unsuccessful.

As a student, Schröder had visited the aquarium frequently, bringing reptiles from his travels in Greece and North Africa. After the war he often spent time when the workday was through standing in the dilapidated structure, in which trees were now growing, and gazing into the evening sky.

In September 1952, after two years of construction, the Berlin Aquarium reopened as the home to one thousand animals, purchases made possible in part by the annual Oktoberfests, which continued to enjoy great success. Over the next twenty-five years it would be Schröder’s mission in life to bring new glory to the aquarium, making it one of the most important institutions of its kind in Europe.

While Schröder was rebuilding the aquarium, a new elephant house—the zoo’s first new building since the war’s end—was approved for construction. Heinroth had until then worked primarily on repairs, such as to the historic antelope house, and on simple stopgap solutions. Sensing that her critics were waiting for her to slip up on this first major undertaking, she showed the plans for the elephant house to Karl Max Schneider, her friend and colleague in Leipzig, who found no problems with them.

The elephant house opened in 1954, after two years of construction. In addition to Shanti and two newer elephants, the long building with a high glass facade and green-tiled interior welcomed the zoo’s first rhinoceros in eleven years, along with a tapir and a sloth.

A Woman in a Man’s World

During the years of reconstruction it became evident that Katharina Heinroth and Werner Schröder made a good team. Heinroth always pitched in when a tree needed to be planted, and bawled out zookeepers to keep them in line, while Schröder remained in the background. “Let her handle it,” he would think, with a chuckle. He was the one to keep things calm. When a zookeeper had problems, he was more likely to confide in the unruffled Herr Schröder than in the effusive Frau Heinroth, who had had to learn to assert herself in a man’s world. Schröder, by contrast, lived by the motto, “Step on those above you if you need to, but never step on those below you.” Still, in spite of their differences in temperament, Heinroth and Schröder liked and relied on each other. Some people even claimed that Katharina Heinroth had a bit of a crush on her scrawny, stern-faced colleague with dark circles under his eyes.

Even though Heinroth had successfully guided the zoo through the formative years of the Federal Republic of Germany, she continued to face hostility at every turn. Back in 1945, shortly after the end of the war, the zoo’s supervisory board had handed her a letter at one of its first sessions in which Hans Ammon, the former managing director who’d failed in his bid for the top job when he was outed as a Nazi, called for her dismissal. He claimed that although it could “not be held against her that she has no overall grasp of the situation, this is quite simply a job for a man.”

Four years later, while Heinroth was recovering from an illness in the hospital, several members of the board went to see Werner Schröder. After much hemming and hawing and talk of how running the zoo was evidently too strenuous for a woman, Schröder knew what they were looking for from him. Before they could ask him directly whether he wanted his boss’s job, he ended the conversation by saying, “We’re a good team, and our personalities complement each other for the good of the zoo. Besides, I want to build the aquarium.”

Despite the lingering mistrust of the zoo’s board, Heinroth enjoyed a very good reputation in professional circles. When the first four German zoo directors were reaccepted into the International Union of Directors of Zoological Gardens in 1950, Heinroth was among the favored few.

And in spite of all the hardships, Heinroth enjoyed the postwar years. Cultural life in the damaged city was gradually coming back, and the restored zoo restaurant and banquet hall were once more hosting conferences and balls. Expectations had risen. Even if Berlin was no longer the capital of all of Germany, it could regain at least some of its old sparkle. The new era of the “economic miracle” had come to West Berlin, and the burgeoning City West downtown shopping and commercial center was especially well placed, right near the zoo. There were plans to build a nearly two-hundred-foot- high, sixteen-story office building directly at the corner of Hardenbergplatz and Budapester Strasse, although Heinroth was skeptical about the project. Because of the way the building was laid out, large parts of the zoo would be in shadow.

Heinroth arranged a meeting with the architect and a new member of the zoo’s board named Walter Rieck. As Heinroth tried to persuade the architect to build the high-rise with a north–south rather than an east–west orientation, so as not to rob the zoo of too much sunlight, Rieck cut her off, saying, “As you know, dear lady, the interests of the city come first. In this instance, the zoo has to take second place.” Heinroth turned to him and replied gruffly, “In that case, you’d seem to be the wrong man for the zoo.” The building was eventually constructed in accordance with Heinroth’s wishes, but her attitude had made her unpopular with the board once again.

Meanwhile, men who had vanished after the war were back, and had no intention of holding their tongues. Lutz Heck, the former zoo director, was now living in the western half of the country, in the city of Wiesbaden, and making statements about the goings-on at the zoo to the West Berlin daily newspaper Der Tagesspiegel. He bemoaned the difficulties in saving the zoo from going under after the war. When Heinroth read that comment, she was furious, and wrote a letter to the editor setting the record straight about how Heck had fled the city before the war had even ended. The letter was published in late May 1954 alongside readers’ views on refugees and foreign words in the German language.

But the events of the past would have sadly little impact on the future. The women who had rebuilt the city—as rubble women or zoo director or even as mayor—had fulfilled their roles. Louise Schroeder, the mayor of Berlin from 1948 to 1951 and a close confidante of Heinroth, had bowed out of the zoo’s supervisory board, and Heinroth was continuously undermined on zoo grounds. Just weeks after her indignant letter to the editor, the weekly magazine Der Spiegel wrote, “Before the month is out, a decision will be made as to whether Frau Dr. Käthe Heinroth—the only female zoo director in Germany—can remain the head and director of the Berlin Zoological Garden.”

This article was prompted by a call by Otto Radke, a Berlin businessman and the spokesman for the zoo shareholders (as well as, coincidentally, an old friend of Lutz Heck). For the upcoming shareholders meeting he had drawn up a plan that included holding new board elections and mounting a scathing attack on the director. Management of the zoo, he declared, “belongs in the hands of a man with an international reputation.” Even though she held a doctoral degree in zoology, Katharina Heinroth was still regarded by the old boys’ club as nothing more than a top-notch secretary and “trained beekeeper,” in Radke’s words. She was an interim solution—that was all.

When Heinroth read Radke’s plan, she shook with anger. She wanted to go to court to fight his accusations, but one of the board members, a jurist, dissuaded her with assurances that the board stood behind her. But just one week later, Der Tagesspiegel published a report on shareholders who blamed Heinroth for “the Berlin Zoo’s continuing to make a parochial impression nine years after the end of the war.” Some visitors from across Germany who came to Berlin with memories of the venerable zoo were disappointed to find such a small number of exotic animals. Aside from the newly constructed elephant house and Knautschke the hippo, there were few star attractions—not worth the trip to Berlin, they concluded. “Of course we need to bear in mind,” Der Tagesspiegel went on to write, perhaps a tad hyperbolically, “that no other zoo has lacked visitors with disposable income from surrounding areas as Berlin has since 1945.”

But Heinroth’s adversaries did not care about these fine points, and they did not drop their opposition. Heinroth, along with Schröder, had saved the zoo from closing down and slowly steered it back to profitability, but demands to entrust Germany’s formerly most important zoo to a man only increased.
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