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Praise for Saving My Enemy





“Standing armies have been meeting on fields of battle for over 4,300 years, and we have yet to end the war to end all war, so it is safe to say that the last story of soldiers in wartime will never be told. The toll of war will never be tallied. With so many warrior tales to tell, which then do we choose? For me, the answer is simple: we tell the stories that move us deeply, reveal something previously unknown, and change us forever by shining a light on the soul-defiling horror and the soul-salvaging humanity unique to the killing fields of history. Saving My Enemy is just such a quintessential tale. Once read, never to be forgotten. Bob Welch has chosen wisely.”


—Erik Jendresen, lead writer of Band of Brothers on HBO


“Saving My Enemy is the uplifting story of the loss of humanity, the rediscovery of that humanity, and the power of friendship. Bob Welch, with help from the Malarkey and Engelbert families, has woven a beautiful story of how Don and Fritz, after spending time on opposite sides of the battle lines during World War II, rescued each other from the depths of despair. It’s a story that needs to be shared, especially now when so many of us could benefit from its inspirational message.”


—Joe Muccia, historian of Easy Company, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne


“I contend that every vet crying over his beer in some American Legion hall about something that happened sixty to seventy years ago is doing so not because of lost buddies, but because of lost honor, of shame. So, late in life, when two enemy soldiers needed each other, they found each other. I was gripped by this story.”


—Jeff Struecker, former U.S. Army Ranger and author of The Road to Unafraid


“In Saving My Enemy, author Bob Welch tenderly reminds us that in war good people are required to do horribly evil things. World War II made Don Malarkey and Fritz Engelbert enemies, but forgiveness made them friends, and grace made them whole again. Read this with a box of tissues and a scotch at hand.”


—Karen Spears Zacharias, author of After the Flag Has Been Folded


“Saving My Enemy is a true and profound story about war and the struggles of soldiers that follow. Bob Welch has unearthed history that transcends the battlefield and culminates in a story about peace, forgiveness, and humanity. Two soldiers—enemies in World War II—become friends late in life and, ultimately, pass their unlikely friendship on to future generations for safekeeping. This is a rare story for our times—division becoming unity—and one so necessary in our deeply fractured America.”


—Tony Brooks, author of Leave No Man Behind


“For those who wage war, armed conflict does not always vanish when the guns become silent. Veterans of World War II often concealed their emotional baggage of combat for decades. In Saving My Enemy, Bob Welch masterfully unveils a different battle fought by these aged warriors in their golden years: a reckoning with the past. Exploring the evocative themes of survival and guilt, Welch paints endearing portraits of two soldiers who mustered the inner strength to forgive their former foe. Saving My Enemy is a stirring tribute to the last of a generation.”


—Erik Dorr and Jared Frederick, co-authors of Hang Tough: The WWII Letters and Artifacts of Major Dick Winters and Fierce Valor: The True Story of Ronald Speirs and His Band of Brothers


“This is an enthralling, epic book. Well-versed about war-triggered PTSD—having experienced it myself—I’ve never read a story about combat and its personal aftermath quite like Saving My Enemy. We veterans shoulder and suffer the war alone—with or without our families. But Saving My Enemy defines in living color how two soldiers overcame their moral injuries by connecting with each other. Reading this book will help veterans and their families suffer less, knowing there is a path of healing to follow—a trail broken by an American soldier and a German soldier, one-time enemies who became friends. As one who has seen the carnage of combat, I was inspired to read the rare war story with a happy ending.”


—Diane Carlson Evans, Vietnam War combat nurse and author of Healing Wounds
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In memory of my mother, Marolyn Welch Tarrant, who stood for peace and reconciliation and who thoroughly enjoyed getting to know Fritz’s sons, Matthias and Volker, and Don’s daughter, Marianne, during our back-deck interviews











The will of God, to which the law gives expression, is that men should defeat their enemies by loving them.


—Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship1













Author’s Note


In 2007, in Salem, Oregon, I did more than a dozen interviews with Band of Brothers hero Don Malarkey, a paratrooper in the 101st Airborne’s 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, E Company. Then, together, we wrote his World War II memoir, Easy Company Soldier.


Not, of course, that Malarkey hadn’t already enjoyed some notoriety. His unit had been richly chronicled in Stephen Ambrose’s 1992 book Band of Brothers and in the Tom Hanks and Steven Spielberg–produced HBO series of the same name in 2001.


Malarkey was an extraordinary soldier, having served more consecutive time on the front lines—177 days—than any other member of Easy Company. At some point amid my interviewing him in a basement cluttered with World War II and 1940s Big Band memorabilia, Don mentioned befriending a German soldier after the war. Intent on making our fast-approaching deadline, I offered only a, “Huh, interesting,” and nudged him back to the task at hand: his story during the war.


The book came out in 2008. Time passed. At ninety-six, Don became the oldest surviving member of Easy Company and then died on September 30, 2017.


Sixteen months later I got an email from his youngest daughter, Marianne McNally. Was I interested in writing a second book involving her father, a story about—wait for it—Don befriending a German soldier late in his life? And about how, afterward, she and her husband Dan had become close friends with the soldier’s two sons?


I met with Marianne and Dan not expecting to say yes. I had enough on my literary plate. And, though the story was interesting, I wasn’t convinced the subject could sustain an entire book.


I was wrong. Really wrong. The more I heard, the more I realized I should have listened to Don the first time around. As the author of a handful of books about men and women in war, I had never come across anything like this. I eagerly said yes to my second chance.


The story is true. It’s based on interviews, eyewitness accounts, letters, documents, historical records, photos, film footage, books, and, above all, the spoken and written words of the two men who lived it: Don Malarkey and Fritz Engelbert. In the interest of giving as detailed and full an account as possible, some scenes and gaps in dialogue have been filled in based on what we know about the time, place, and circumstances—but always strictly maintaining the real-life context of the moment.


This, then, is Don and Fritz’s true-life adventure: the rare war story with a happy ending. All because of a couple of former enemies who made the most of their own second chance.


Bob Welch


Eugene, Oregon


April 2020










Prologue


It was three days before Christmas 1944, though most soldiers were too weary to notice the approaching holiday. World War II in Europe, now in its sixth year, clanked relentlessly on with the resolve of a German Panzer, grinding through whatever got in its way: Soldiers. Civilians. Christmas. Whatever it took to feed the beast.


U.S. Army nurses would be preparing wounded soldiers for surgery and realize they were back for seconds or thirds. American GIs chiseled foxholes from the iron-hard earth, sometimes using helmets for shovels and frozen enemy corpses for roofs. In Belgian villages beyond, Nazi soldiers huddled around Esbit stoves in hopes of reviving the feeling in their fingers.


“Surgical tents sagged under accumulations of snow, and the bellies of the wounded steamed when surgeons cut them open,” Albert Cowdrey wrote in Fighting for Life.


That winter was one of Europe’s coldest on record. The chill bored through the burlap bags in which some GIs had wrapped their boots. Nurses warmed plasma on the radiators of idling jeeps. In houses whose terrified occupants had fled, German Landsers—foot soldiers—chipped ice from frozen canteens and rifled through cupboards in search of any morsel of food.


Beyond the Ardennes Forest, evergreen trees to the east gave way to farmland, both blanketed in deep snow that, to the eyes of fighter pilots, softened the scene with Christmas-card serenity. Up close, however, the illusion was shattered like a mortar-shredded pine.


Machine gun fire chattered from village to village. Heavy-artillery shells flashed and thudded. Flames crackled from recently shelled houses, barns, and churches.


“The clouds turned red with the flames of burning farm buildings,” wrote German general Heinz Kokott.


“Mama, Mama,” a dying American soldier would cry, writhing in the snow.


“Mutter, Mutter,” a dying German soldier would cry, entombed in a burning tank.


Desperate Belgian parents—faces iced with tears, fingers red with blood—clawed through rubble in search of missing children who would be found only in memories. Across whitened landscapes pocked with bodies and stained with blood, refugees pushed wooden carts of their belongings toward whatever future they could reach for with hands chilled by the cold of winter and souls numbed by the callousness of war.





Past such scenes on December 22, a German soldier brought his Kettenkrad—a motorcycle with tank-like tracks on the back—to a stop on a snow-packed road in Marvie. His name was Fritz Engelbert, and he was a messenger in the Panzer Lehr Division, Regiment 901, 5th Company.


Engelbert was nineteen years old and from the town of Hilchenbach, where his parents ran an inn, the Gasthaus Engelbert. The Gestapo was chagrined that the inn’s guesthouse rooms did not feature pictures of Adolf Hitler, the Nazi Party leader and chancellor of Germany. Frankly, so was Engelbert. Nearly a decade in the Hitler Youth had fueled a hunger in him to become one of Hitler’s elite Waffen-SS soldiers, but his father had refused to give his permission, so Fritz had had to settle for being part of the Wehrmacht—the regular army. In other words, he was an ordinary soldier—though an ordinary soldier who had just been invited into an extraordinary moment.


Engelbert headed to a dilapidated command post carved out of an abandoned farmhouse on the eastern fringe of Marvie, two miles southeast of Bastogne. As a Gefreiter—the lowest rank in the German army, equal to a U.S. Army private—Engelbert would not normally be privy to high-level information about Germany’s war tactics. But he knew something that many German soldiers—even a few German officers—did not: English, or at least some. He had learned it, along with Spanish, at Höhere Handelsschule in Siegen, near his hometown.


Engelbert greeted the battalion commander, a major, with his most fervent “Heil, Hitler!”


Beyond a makeshift desk, the Wehrmacht major squinted, as if he was doubtful of Engelbert’s capabilities or wanted to remind the boy that he was a servant in the king’s palace.


“Stimmt es, dass Sie Englisch sprechen?”


“Jawohl, Herr Major!”


The commander handed Engelbert what appeared to be a letter, written in English. At the bottom it said, “The German Commander.” No name. No signature.


There was, the major told Fritz, disagreement about whether one particular line of the document was correct English. He pointed to a sentence midway through the short letter: “There is only one possibility to save the encircled U.S.A. troops from total annihilation: that is the honorable surrender of the encircled town.”


Bastogne, thought Engelbert. We’re demanding that the Americans surrender Bas—.


“Ist das richtig?” asked the commander with urgency.


Was it correct? Engelbert felt his face flush. He tugged at his collar. Beyond the redundancy of “total annihilation,” yes, it seemed correct to Engelbert. And he timidly told the major as much, thinking it would be splitting hairs to suggest that an army couldn’t be partially annihilated. Like being pregnant, either the army was annihilated or it wasn’t; no middle ground.


“Sind Sie sicher?”


Yes, he was sure, Engelbert said, a bit flustered by the major’s impatience. The major nodded. Fritz was dismissed.


Seventy-five years hence, a classmate of Engelbert’s from his Volksschule (elementary school) days said that his interaction with the major accurately reflected the boy she’d once known. He was reserved but smart. “Fritz never raised his hand to come forward during lessons,” said Waltraud Menn, who, in 2020, at age ninety-six, still lived down the street from Gasthaus Engelbert. “But when the teacher asked him a question, he always had the correct answer. Always.”


Now, as the December day deepened, Engelbert crunched his knee-high boots through the snow and felt the oddest temptation to smile, something that had never come easily to him. The Americans might surrender Bastogne? If so, could that lead to a German victory on the Western Front? He remained stone-faced. He was, after all, a soldier—even if, as the war dragged on, he had begun wondering why he’d been so eager to become one. Less than a mile away, the snow was still a deep crimson where his company commander, Lieutenant Karl Neupert, had been killed the day before, his body shredded by shell splinters in an American mortar attack. Fritz’s closest friend had died earlier in the month in France. Both men were right beside Fritz when they fell.


But the message now arriving at the front from General Heinrich von Lüttwitz—“the German commander”—suggested that such defeats were small aberrations in what would soon be a big victory. In less than a week of fighting, the Germans’ Ardennes counteroffensive, the general believed, was on the verge of bringing the Americans to their knees. The Vaterland would be saved. And Germany, after winning what historians would remember as the “Battle of the Bulge,” would continue its return to greatness.


German troops had the Americans virtually surrounded at Bastogne, with the 101st Airborne Division the proverbial “hole in the middle of the doughnut.” In the 101st, in E Company of the 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, was one Staff Sergeant Don Malarkey. Age twenty-three, he was from Astoria, Oregon, where his father had run an insurance agency before going belly-up—or, in Don’s eyes, before the man had given up.


Malarkey was hunkered down in the snowy Bois Jacques—Jack’s Woods—about five miles north of Fritz Engelbert’s location in Marvie, bracing for the inevitable battles to come. And, meanwhile, shivering Don was quietly reciting the lines of his favorite poem, “Invictus,” by William Ernest Henley: It matters not how strait the gate, / How charged with punishments the scroll, / I am the master of my fate, / I am the captain of my soul.





In Marvie, Fritz Engelbert watched as a group of four German soldiers climbed into a half-track, a hybrid vehicle that was part tank and part truck. The party consisted of two officers, a Major Wagner of the 47th Panzer Corps and Lieutenant Hellmuth Henke of the Panzer Lehr Operations Section, and two enlisted men from the same 901st Panzer Grenadier Regiment of which Fritz was part. Henke carried a briefcase.


Unlike the other Landsers who were watching, Engelbert knew the men’s destination and their purpose.


“Er geht jetzt nach Bastogne, um ihre Kapitulation zu fordern,” Engelbert whispered to a comrade.


Weary from war—Germany had been fighting since September 1939—the soldier’s eyes widened. Are you speaking the truth? Our commander is seeking the surrender of Bastogne from the Americans?


“Ja.”


The rumor spread through the 901st like a forest fire. The half-track headed for Bastogne. When the entourage returned later that day, however, Engelbert concluded from the dour looks on the men’s faces that their mission had not been successful. And he was right. That evening, with a rare sliver of time on his hands, he wrote home to his folks, Fritz and Anna.


“Bastogne,” he wrote, “is encircled. Today our negotiators went over there. Surrender has been declined. Tonight, Bastogne will be softened by heavy shelling. Tomorrow it will be taken.


“We are going through hard, hard days and are sustaining many casualties. The day before yesterday our company was hit during an attack in our vehicles. This morning the rest of our company got into a mortar attack.… Now there’s just a handful of us left.… Believe me, all these days I’ve been invoking God, asking for help many times.… I’d like to come to an end now. I’m not in the mood for writing any more. The situation here is too turbulent.”


On Christmas Eve, Fritz Engelbert and the rest of the men in 5th Company passed around a few bottles of wine in the cellar of a two-story stone house in Marvie that had otherwise been decapitated by mortars. The Germans had won back part of the village, but for the second straight day the Americans had attacked with everything they had; for the second straight day, the Germans had held them off. But the battle had taken its toll. Men were either dead, wounded, or completely exhausted.


Engelbert sat on the floor, his back against a wall upon which a Belgian family’s photo listed badly at an angle. The cellar smelled of wet concrete, damp wool, cigarette smoke, sweaty men, and the gaseous remains of their dinnertime pea soup, atop which fat had been swimming.


“Engelbert!”


The voice was that of his new commander, Lieutenant Johannes Jähningen, who had replaced the now-dead Neupert.


“Bringen Sie diese nach Nachricht nach Lutrebois!”


An urgent message needed to get to Lutrebois, where another part of the 901st was hunkered down, about a mile to the south. Given the cellar’s stench, Engelbert was more than happy to oblige. Any cold beat this. He took the dispatch case from the field officer, grabbed his rifle—a Karabiner 98 bolt-action—and walked outside. A Kettenkrad would have been faster with its linked metal tracks, but the Americans were only a few hundred meters to the west. Stay quiet. Stay safe.


Outside, the air was crisp, the temperature below zero degrees Celsius, though feeling even colder to Engelbert because of a slight wind. He caught a whiff of dead bodies that were piling up, the frozen earth only grudgingly giving way to the unit’s gravediggers. A half-moon peeked from behind scattered clouds, illuminating fields of white and the occasional burned-out hulk of an abandoned tank. The skies had finally cleared enough for the German air force, the Luftwaffe, to fly, and Engelbert could hear the buzz of planes and the occasional thud of bombs being dropped on Bastogne. Otherwise, all was quiet.


He was enjoying the walk, enjoying the silence, enjoying the peace. Near Lutrebois, in a grove of spruce trees cloaked in white, he crossed a small stone bridge, the water beneath it hardened like stone. That’s when he saw it: the body.


It was that of an American GI. It was glazed in ice and lying in the snow. A shiver shot down Engelbert’s spine.


“I still remember this feeling, this trepidation in the chest, seeing this human being lying there, outstretched in the snow,” he would say decades later.


He had seen men die right beside him; what made this different was the context, the quiet, the serenity of the moment. No ear-splitting mortars. No mad scramble to avoid becoming a victim. No responsibility to return fire or drag a man to safety or race from this house to that with a message. In battle, nobody had time to look at death. But now Engelbert had all the time in the world; it was just him and a dead American soldier.


He knelt and looked at the soldier more closely in the moonlight. The dead GI looked almost like a mannequin, though he was twisted in the snow, eyes barely visible beneath eyelashes and eyebrows veiled in frost. The scene filled Fritz with Beklemmung—a tightness in the chest, a constriction in the heart. Later, Fritz would remember two distinct thoughts from the incident: First, that soldier could be me. It could be my parents who get the letter telling them that their son is dead. Would they miss me? Mother, yes. Father, perhaps, especially when he realized I wouldn’t be taking over the inn so he could rest. And, second, this soldier, too, had a family who will miss him no less than my family would miss me. The color of the uniform did not matter.


Alas, he reminded himself, he mustn’t grow soft and sentimental. Even amid the quiet of Christmas Eve, it was his job—in a sense, his honor—to revel in the man’s death.


He was, after all, the enemy.





On January 13, 1945, Don Malarkey crouched behind an outbuilding on the edge of the village of Foy, about five miles north from where Engelbert had been walking on Christmas Eve. After weeks of waiting, the Americans were forcing the issue. They attacked. After crossing a snow-covered field, Easy Company took cover on the edge of a farm. Malarkey tucked behind an outbuilding.


Ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch.


The German machine-gunner fired at the structure as if reminding them that Malarkey and his E Company buddies had been spotted and soon would be dead. Single shots pinged here and there from a flanked position, apparently from a sniper in a barn. Exhausted, Malarkey breathed heavily, the air fogging with each exhale. He and the corporal next to him had seen a German soldier in a hayloft opening, a prime position from which to pluck advancing GIs.


“He’s mine,” whispered Malarkey.


“Sarge, you’re in charge of this outfit,” the corporal said. “I’ll take the shot.”


Reluctantly, Malarkey nodded yes; it wasn’t his preference, but—by the book—it was protocol. The corporal inched his head around the corner.


Pffft. A bullet pierced the man’s throat, a mist of blood turning to crimson crystals in the sub-zero air. The corporal crumpled to the snow, dead before he landed. Blood pooled in his mouth.


Enough. Malarkey was at a breaking point, angry, cold, and tired. He’d been fighting for eight months since parachuting into Normandy on D-Day; the blackberries on the Nehalem River back in Oregon were slipping further and further away into whatever memory of home he still had left.


His weariness triggered a flash of nothing-to-lose bravado. He spun around the corner, spotted the German soldier partially shielded by the hayloft door, and opened fire with his Tommy gun. The sniper fell from his perch and splayed to the snow below. Malarkey moved forward, now shielded by the barn from other enemy fire.


There, at his feet, lay the body of the German soldier who’d died from Malarkey’s marksmanship, sprawled awkwardly, belly up, torso twisted so his face was half-buried in the snow. Malarkey inched into the barn sideways.


“Anybody else in here need killing?” he yelled.


Except for the distant burst of machine-gun fire and scattered solo shots, all was quiet. For now, Malarkey was safe, hidden behind the barn. And until the other platoon took out the machine-gun nest, he couldn’t advance. All he could do was wait out the skirmish. He took one last look around to make sure he was alone, then bent over the body of the soldier he’d just killed. Two or three bullets had bloodied the man’s chest.


Malarkey had never touched an enemy soldier—until now. He gently pulled on a shoulder, which untwisted the torso and turned the head so that it was visible. Malarkey recoiled in shock. Holy mother of God! The face was not that of a man, but of a boy whose eyes stared beyond Malarkey to everywhere and nowhere.


Malarkey’s stomach lurched. The kid couldn’t have been more than seventeen years old, eighteen tops. Maybe Hitler Youth. Malarkey took a knee and fished out the young man’s “soldier’s record” from a pocket. Oh, my God. The kid was only sixteen, seven years younger than Don. He swallowed hard and, once again, looked around. All was still.


With the reverence of a priest celebrating Mass, Malarkey took his gloved hand and wiped away a splotch of snow clinging to the soldier’s face. The boy’s skin was smooth; he looked as if he hadn’t even begun to shave. Malarkey carefully folded the boy’s records and placed them back in the pocket from which he had taken them. He stepped back and rubbed his tired eyes with a hand. He remembered the time when, as a kid back in Astoria, quail-hunting with a BB gun, he had accidentally killed a robin—and how the guilt had burned in him like acid.


It sounded to Malarkey as if someone had silenced the machine-gunner outside the barn. The sound of small-arms fire snapped Malarkey back to the present, to the war, to the purpose he had embraced at Airborne camp in Georgia.


“All clear!” someone yelled.


Malarkey couldn’t beat himself up over the incident, he realized. If he hadn’t killed the kid, the kid could have killed him or one of Don’s own buddies—or the whole blasted platoon. It was his job to kill the soldier, whether he was sixteen or sixty-five.


He was, after all, the enemy.





An American, Don Malarkey.


A German, Fritz Engelbert.


Two soldiers. One war. And neither of them with any idea that sixty years later, during a commemoration of what would become known as the Battle of the Bulge, they would meet each other in this same place. Only this time they wouldn’t be trying to kill each other. They would be trying to save each other’s lives.










PART I YOUTH





Older men declare war. But it is youth that must fight and die.


—Herbert Hoover, 1944 Republican Convention speech













CHAPTER 1 Hitler Youth and Huckleberry Finn



Fritz


Fritz Engelbert was thirteen years old on the night when the family’s butcher, Seligmann Hony, was dragged from his shop and nearly beaten to death for being a Jew. It was November 9, 1938. The incident happened less than two hundred yards from Gasthaus Engelbert, the inn that was frowned upon by Nazi party members because, among other things, its owner flew the old German flag, not the swastika, on national holidays.


At the sound of breaking glass, Fritz awakened in his bed, above which hung a poster of a blond-haired boy superimposed over a headshot of Adolf Hitler, the placard punctuated with large, bold words: Jugend dient dem Führer (Youth serves the Führer). He rushed to the window.


Though at sixty-five he was growing hard of hearing, Seligmann, too, was awakened by the sound, which came from his shop directly below the apartment in which he lived alone, his wife having died four years before. He cautiously crept downstairs to investigate. What he saw sent shards of fear through him: three Nazi stormtroopers, guns drawn, eyed him like rabid dogs, having stepped into his shop from the window they had obviously just shattered.


The trio stood in jackboots, brown shirts, and peaked caps stitched with an eagle above a skull, their left biceps wrapped in swastika armbands. Seligmann knew who they were: members of Hitler’s paramilitary wing, the Sturmabteilung, men whose job was to suppress and terrorize Nazi opposition—and a major reason why his son, Kurt, his son’s wife, Hilde, and the couple’s four-year-old daughter, Alice, had already fled to America.


The Brownshirts smelled of liquor and looked pleased; the power and age imbalance were to their liking.


“Wir haben gehört, dass es Filet im Sonderangebot gab,” said the leader while the other two muffled laughter.


No, Seligmann told them, there was no special tonight on tenderloin.


Apparently, they didn’t appreciate his earnestness.


“Dann kommst du vielleicht besser mit uns!” the leader shouted.


What was going on here? Why must he go with them? What had he done wrong?


“Du wurdest als Jude geboren!” the leader said. It was as simple as that—because he had been born a Jew. The other two grabbed Seligmann’s arms and flung him forward through a jagged fin of glass that had survived the window’s breaking. He stumbled onto the sidewalk and fell, his head bloodied by glass and cobblestones. The three spit on him, cursed and kicked him.


“Stinkender Jude!”


The lead stormtrooper put the barrel of his rifle to Seligmann’s head to frighten him and remind him who was in charge. Then he twirled the rifle and rammed the butt plate into the man’s nose for emphasis. Blood gushed.


At the sound of Seligmann’s screams, Fritz opened his bedroom window. He could hear more than he could see: the laughter of soldiers, a man’s groans, more glass breaking. Beyond Seligmann’s place, he saw flames. Smelled smoke. Heard screams. It was happening. It was actually happening! He had heard the rumors a few days ago at his Home Meeting. But now it was obviously taking place.


Fritz Engelbert smiled ever so slightly.





Hilchenbach was home to only four other Jewish families at the time: the Honys, Sterns, Schäfers, and Holländers. All were paid similar visits during the pogrom that would become known as Kristallnacht (“Night of Broken Glass”). Seligmann would be one of thousands of Jews whose blood would be spilled in the streets that night.


Soldiers shouted. Civilians screamed. Windows shattered. Dogs barked. The bedlam seemed only to embolden the soldiers, fueled by hate, alcohol, and a license to destroy whomever or whatever got in their way. Blam! A dog barked no more.


Jewish men were crammed into the backs of trucks and taken to concentration camps. Synagogues were burned, homes vandalized, shops looted, schools ransacked, family fortunes stolen, women raped, and children traumatized.


Compared to some others, Seligmann was fortunate. He was being led to the back of a truck when Constable Schramm—not a Nazi—intervened.


“As Hilchenbach’s constable, I am well aware of this man’s misdeeds,” he said, shooting Seligmann a knowing glance. “I will arrest him and see to it that this menace finds a home elsewhere.”


The three Nazis looked at Schramm, then at each other. “Good riddance,” the leader said. “For us, one less rat to dispose of.” Soon after the Nazis left, the constable let Seligmann free; he knew and respected the butcher as a reputable part of the community.


Across Germany, in two days of rioting, more than 30,000 Jews were arrested and 236 killed—shot, beaten, or burned to death by Brownshirts carrying rocks, rifles, and grudges. Killed for the same reason the stormtroopers had given Seligmann: Because you were born a Jew.


The New York Times later editorialized that the nationwide riot had produced “scenes which no man can look upon without shame for the degradation of his species.”


Fritz’s reaction was different. When he was younger, Mr. Hony would often wink at him and slip him bite-size pieces of sausage. He had liked the man. But he was a child no more. He was now in his fourth year of Hitler Youth. Why would the Brownshirts—the very men whom Fritz had been taught to honor, to emulate, to aspire to be—attack without justification?


In the last few years, as Fritz replaced his childish thinking with a growing understanding of the “new Germany,” he had become a tad suspicious of the butcher and those like him. He had begun wondering if Seligmann was more foe than friend. Perhaps the scales in the meat shop had been rigged to Seligmann’s advantage. Perhaps he was overcharging his customers. If Fritz’s Hitler Youth leaders had said it once they had said it a million times: “Die Juden sind unser Unglück!”


And the teenaged Fritz Engelbert had begun to believe it. The Jews were our misfortune.





He had not always been so suspicious of others, but he had been born into a world—a place, a movement, a fear—that fed on suspicion. Just as a raging river sweeps away anything along its banks, so did this movement take the innocent and unsuspecting. As a little boy, Fritz Engelbert—like millions of others—was among those swept away by the Third Reich.


He had been born in Hilchenbach, a village of about six thousand people, seventy miles north of Frankfurt in central Germany. It sat on high rolling plains in the most heavily forested county in Germany. The town’s roots dated to 1292; a thirteenth-century stone castle’s keep—a refuge of last resort should the rest of the castle fall to an enemy—was still standing on the town’s fringe. Over the centuries Hilchenbach had survived numerous wars, two major fires, and economic collapses, the latest a fallout from World War I. The biggest employer in town was the Lederwerke, which turned hides of cows and other animals into leather goods.


Through a child’s eyes, the world in Hilchenbach was not so dark. Fritz kicked soccer balls, cross-country skied, and ate ice cream. But the culture of his home was stained by the past, which portended a storm for the future. World War I had ended only seven years before Fritz was born on May 10, 1925. Disabled veterans still wandered the streets regularly seeking handouts from Gasthaus Engelbert. More than a million orphans cried for dead or missing mothers and fathers. Half a million women had become widows. Such pain was twisted in a twine of shame; the world blamed Germany for starting World War I, and the Treaty of Versailles was making the country pay for its aggression.


Amid such darkness, people clung desperately to any sliver of hope—and many began finding it in an upstart Austrian-born leader named Adolf Hitler. When Anna Engelbert went into labor in May 1925, editors at the Franz Eher Nachfolger publishing company in Munich were preparing the final galleys for a book the house would release in two months. It was to be called Mein Kampf (My Struggle), and it had been dictated to Rudolf Hess in the Landsberg Prison by Hitler, who at the time was a fledgling political leader clawing his way to prominence in the far-right National Socialist German Workers’ Party, or the Nazi Party.


Hitler had been imprisoned for high treason for his role in a Nazi Party uprising that came to be known as “the Beer Hall Putsch.” In reaction to the German government’s resuming payment of World War I reparations to Britain and France—an unwarranted burden on Germany, in the Nazis’ view—the party was trying to seize the government by force. Hitler hoped that a national uprising would mobilize the German army to bring down the government in Berlin.


The plan failed, and Hitler was jailed. When he was released 264 days later, the New York Times predicted that he would return to Austria and “retreat into private life.” History remembers otherwise. Mein Kampf, in which Hitler blatantly said that Jews and “Bolsheviks” were inferior and threatening while “Aryans” and National Socialists were superior, would serve as his national calling card. The book sold poorly at first, but in 1933, by the time Fritz Engelbert was eight, it was a national bestseller. And Hitler had not retreated to Austria. Instead, despite losing the 1932 presidential election, he had bullied his way into power—President Paul von Hindenburg was so burdened by political pressure that, in January 1933, he had little choice but to appoint Hitler as chancellor of Germany.


Even before his rise to the top, he had launched Hitler Youth (Hitlerjugend, or HJ) in 1926, a year after Fritz had been born. The organization was similar to the United States’ Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, though with a decided twist of jingoism, Nazi indoctrination, racism, and, as the years passed, military fervor. Not, of course, that it was sold to children as such; it was promoted as an invitation to excitement, adventure, and personal and collective power.


“It gave [youth] hope, power, and the chance to make their voices heard,” wrote Susan Campbell Bartoletti in her book Hitler Youth. “And for some, it provided the opportunity to rebel against parents, teachers, clergy, and other authority figures.”


Fritz was all but predestined to be part of the organization, regardless of how his parents felt about it. He grew up as the only child of a loving mother and distant father—both much older than most first-time parents in 1920s Germany. When Fritz was born, his father, also “Fritz,” was forty-four, and his mother, Anna, thirty-nine.
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Fritz at age six with his father, Fritz Sr., and mother, Anna. Courtesy of the Engelbert Family Collection





He was baptized and confirmed at St. Veit, a Protestant church—most Germans in the area were Protestants—less than a hundred yards from his house. He played games with buddies Heinrich Solms, Hans-Hermann Otto, and Günther Busch; tussled with Putz, the family cocker spaniel; and charmed guests at the family’s inn with his sweet smile and blond hair. But Fritz’s was a sheltered childhood, his imagination not taking him much beyond his tin soldiers.


Anna mothered him; Fritz disciplined him. The man, though not abusive, was strict, serious, and among the few wary of Hitler. His parents’ expectations were high. Among those expectations? Fritz was to be seen and not heard. And he was to think for himself, an honorable notion at the time but, when the Nazis took power, one with a dark side his father had not anticipated.


From dawn to dusk, Gasthaus Engelbert pulled Fritz and Anna numerous ways; beyond guest rooms, their business included a restaurant, a grocery store, a petrol station, a scale for weighing trucks, and even supplies for farmers. As his parents served customers this way and that, Fritz essentially raised himself.


In the 1930s, most Hilchenbach residents were poor. World War I had splintered Germany’s economy; only a steady flow of American dollars was keeping the country afloat. But when the U.S. stock market crashed on October 29, 1929, a wave of devastation swept across Germany like an aftershock. In 1933, poverty and unemployment in Germany reached all-time highs.


The Engelberts fared better than most. Fritz Engelbert Sr.’s decision to offer an array of services and products meant that despite small profits on each, the end-of-the-day receipts were substantial. The three-story Tudor inn had been built in 1689 and purchased by Fritz’s father around 1880. Fritz Sr. had been born there, and so had his son.


Like virtually all of the structures in Hilchenbach, it featured steep roofs to more easily shed snow. Its white base was accented with brown decorative half-timbering, giving it a Bavarian look. The ground floor was the lobby, restaurant, and kitchen; the second floor—called the first floor in Europe—was where the guests stayed; and the third floor where the Engelberts lived.


The inn was located in the center of the village, its front door opening to a cobbled commons that was popular for makeshift markets and fairs. In spring and fall, oak, beech, and birch trees added inviting dashes of color to the town; in the spring, snowmelt raised the level of Ferndorf Creek, a tributary to the river Sieg that ran through the town of Siegen and into the Rhine.


Fritz took his studies seriously, did well in school, and tried—with limited success—to learn the violin. He was quiet. Well-behaved. Organized. Easy-going. Lovable. In a forest of animals, a relative once said, he’d be the koala bear. Not particularly threatening. And yet as he grew, the Hitler Youth toughened his soft nature, twisting his more innocent bent.


Some saw Fritz as one of those children who was just “born old.” Not that he didn’t embrace the innocence of youth when the opportunity arose. In particular, he loved to run, loved what was known then as “athletics.” When Fritz was seven, Germany beat only one of ten nations competing in the 1932 Olympics in Los Angeles, winning three gold medals to the United States’ forty-one. Hitler seethed.


Still smarting from the defeat of World War I and from what the Nazis saw as unnecessarily harsh reparations demanded of the country after the war, many Germans had grown bitter about the country’s falling from a world power to a world laughingstock; Hitler saw that as an opportunity.


He plotted how he could gain power, how the Nazis could gain power, and how together they could Deutschland wieder großartig machen (“make Germany great again”). He reached out to a Germany battered first by war and then by the Great Depression, a Germany only too eager to follow someone somewhere for some illusive gain. He promised turnaround and triumph. He connived and lied. He blackmailed men who were above him and who obstructed his rise to the top. At times, he even killed—or at least had his henchmen kill for him. And within a decade of being released from prison, in 1933 Adolf Hitler became Germany’s new chancellor. The Third Reich had arrived, its new beginning soon announced by the sound of soldiers’ hobnailed boots as they goose-stepped—click, click, click—in vast courtyards for newsreels to be seen around the world.


To further his cause, the new German leader turned to unlikely allies: millions of young people. “I am beginning with the young,” Hitler said in 1933. “We older ones are used up.… We are rotten to the marrow. We have no unrestrained instincts left. We are cowardly and sentimental. We are bearing the burden of a humiliating past and have in our blood the dull recollection of serfdom and servility. But my magnificent youngsters! Are there finer ones anywhere in the world? Look at these young men and boys! What material! With them I can make a new world.”





Fritz Engelbert Jr. was among those “magnificent youngsters.” Initiation ceremonies for Hitler Youth were always held on the Führer’s birthday. On April 20, 1935, Fritz was sworn into the Jungvolk (Junior Hitler Youth). “In the presence of this blood banner which represents our Führer, I swear to devote all my energies and my strength to the savior of our country, Adolf Hitler,” he pledged. “I am willing and ready to give up my life for him, so help me God.”


Before the weekly meetings, Fritz would stand proudly in front of the mirror making sure he looked sharp: brown shirt, dark shorts, black swastika arm band. He took his involvement seriously; from day one he had been told that he could help Germany rise from the ashes.


“As kids we were raised to believe that, since the end of World War I in 1918, Germany was surrounded by enemies, all of which were more powerful than us,” said Fritz, looking back on his childhood. “Under this impression, the rearmament after 1933 was not only accepted, but also welcomed throughout the country.”


Hitler Youth joined SA stormtroopers in a night of book-burning, a warning to the population that a new world order was in place. (Disney movies would be banned in 1941.) One’s allegiance could no longer be to those who promoted inane ideas; one must be loyal only to Hitler and the New Germany. Not to God. Not to family. And certainly not to freedom.


By now, half of all German children ages ten to eighteen were part of Hitler Youth or the female equivalent, Bund Deutscher Mädels (the League of German Girls, or BDM). In July 1935, Time magazine reported that nine million “apple-cheeked, wondering children” had participated in summer solstice festivals through Hitler Youth, at which they were told by Hermann Göring that Adolf Hitler was performing God’s miracles. Later, students in Germany would be required to read material such as the essay “Comradeship” by Hans Wolf, which described Hitler Youth campouts as a time of “wonderfully thrilling stories” and “communing with nature.”


“Our youth shall learn nothing but to think German and to act German,” Hitler said in 1938, the year Fritz was inspired by the sound of broken glass on Kristallnacht. “A young boy or girl enters in our organizations at age ten, then they move from the Jungvolk to Hitler Youth four years later, and we will keep them there for another four years… and then put them into the party or the Labor Front, the Assault Division, or the SS.… And if there is still a bit of class consciousness and elitist thinking left in them, they will receive further treatment from the armed forces.”


Don


Donnie Malarkey was thirteen years old on the night when he and his buddies decided it would be fun to roll an old tire from the lower reaches of Coxcomb Hill right through downtown Astoria, Oregon, and into the Columbia River. Seven blocks.


It was 1934, Halloween night, which in Malarkey’s mischievous mind imbued the undertaking with a sense of boys-will-be-boys privilege, as if the expectation of juvenile mayhem lent a certain license to the deed.


“I wasn’t a hell-raiser,” he said, looking back decades after the incident. “I just did the Halloween-kid stuff.”


And, frankly, he had grown tired of such juvenile pranks as tipping over garbage cans and smashing pumpkins. The tire roll was a prank for the ages. It was late; the streets were virtually empty. Of the three boys, one was stationed up top, at the intersection of Fourteenth Street and Jerome Avenue, only a few blocks from where Donnie’s family lived. Donnie and the other boy were down below, between Astor Street and the wharf, near the ferry terminal.


The plan was set: to alert the tire-roller up top, Donnie would give five quick blinks from his flashlight to signal the coast was clear—no trains, no cars, no people. A steady light meant wait.


Below, Donnie and his pal gave a final visual sweep. It was time. Donnie clicked the five-flash signal. In a few moments they heard the tire. Closer. Closer. Closer. As it neared Astor Street, Donnie watched the tire rolling gloriously down Fourteenth beneath the streetlamps, like a bowling ball splitting the lane. Toward the end it veered off the road slightly, slammed into the Astoria & Columbia River Railway tracks, bounded high, and bounced like a basketball toward the pier. Then, as Donnie’s eyes widened, it hit a railroad tie on the dock, soared into the air like a Nordic ski-jumper, and made a scintillating splash into an empty slip. Puh-chooooo!


He thrust a fist in the air and whooped. “Hip-hip hooray,” he yelled, “for the Coxcomb Hooligans!”


Some neighbors of the Malarkeys were keeping a watchful eye on “the little troublemaker.” But Michael Noland, the bewhiskered maritime pilot who lived next door, found him harmless enough; he believed Donnie just had a “sense of adventure.” Flask at his side, Noland would sit on his front porch with the boy and regale him with stories of guiding ships in from the Pacific Ocean across the Columbia River sandbar, one of the world’s most dangerous.


“Donnie, at times them waves’d be three stories high,” he would say. “See that telephone pole? Them white horses’d snap that like a toothpick.” Eyes wide, Donnie glanced at the pole. “There’s a reason,” said Noland, “they call it the ‘Graveyard of the Pacific.’ ”


“Sounds scary,” said Donnie. “Why do you do that, Mr. Noland?”


“It’s the adventure, lad. It’s wondering what’s behind the next wave—and the one beyond that, and on and on.”
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Don, right, at age eleven with his father, Leo, in the back and his brothers John, left, and Bob, middle. Courtesy of the Malarkey Family Collection





In contrast to Michael Noland, some people regarded Donnie with a touch of suspicion. The issues? Mischief in general and marbles in particular. Donnie was such a good player that the kids in the neighborhood would routinely lose most of their marbles—and their allowances—to the kid who lived on Kensington Avenue.


“You, Malarkey boy, come here!” one of their mothers demanded one Saturday morning. He just laughed and gave back the marbles he had won from the woman’s little boy. Born July 31, 1921, Donnie was just a kid living large in a town where everything was large: timber, bodies of water, raindrops—even its history bulged with significance. Within view of the Malarkey house near the top of Coxcomb Hill, the largest river in the Western Hemisphere, the Columbia, separating Oregon from Washington State, emptied into the largest ocean in the world, the Pacific.


In the wet Pacific Northwest, Astoria was among the wettest places; years with seventy inches of rain weren’t uncommon. Donnie endured nearly a dozen ear infections as a boy, something his mother blamed on Astoria’s dank winters. Astoria had been the last stop on Lewis and Clark’s exploratory trip west in 1804–1806, and it wasn’t Indians they complained about, but the incessant rain. “Some rain all day at intervals,” reads one journal entry. “We are all wet and disagreeable.”


As the first American settlement west of the Rockies, Astoria had its pockets of wealthy residents who lived in the Victorian houses on Coxcomb Hill’s higher perches: the timber barons, the owners of the fish canneries, the doctors and lawyers and their families. But for the most part it was a blue-collar town, a fish-and-timber place that smelled of canneries and lumber mills. A place where, above the wharf, the town’s ambiance was as brackish as the salty air: bars, brothels, and brawls. From the river, an occasional blast from an incoming or outgoing ship punctuated the usual sounds of jitterbug music from the bars, seagull cries from the sky, and, of course, rain from the clouds pattering on roofs—and, when the wind was howling, on windows.


The west part of town was home to Finns, the east to Danes, Swedes, and Norwegians. The area in between was thick with Irish, including the Malarkeys. For most of the year the family lived in a mid-sized bungalow whose chimney—in the center, not at one side of the house—vaguely resembled a lighthouse. During the summer, however, they spent a lot of time in a ramshackle cabin on the Nehalem River, about thirty-five miles southeast of Astoria in the Coast Range.


The Nehalem was Donnie’s dream world. He lived a sort of Huckleberry Finn life, particularly in the summer on the river. He loved the land, loved the water, loved the freedom that came with both. The Northwest was rich in Indian lore, and when Louie Jacobson—half Native American—took Donnie under his wing, the boy relished the lessons he learned. Jacobson taught him to shoot a yew-wood bow and arrow, to trap small animals, and to catch crawdads. People joked that Louie was half-Indian—and Donnie full-blooded.


He explored the river in an old rowboat, fished for sea-run cutthroats, picked wild blackberries, and camped on the riverbanks. No schedule. No responsibilities. Nobody to answer to—least of all his father, whose insurance business capsized in the Depression and who, if not lost at sea, was beaten and battered trying to stay afloat. His father was “never the same,” Don Malarkey remembered as an adult. “Just went numb.”


Books deepened Donnie’s sense of adventure; like Mr. Noland, he began wondering what was beyond the next wave. When the rains came in November, he would curl up with Roy Rockwood’s Bomba the Jungle Boy series. Inspired by Bomba’s living-off-the-land spirit, he adopted a swath of alder saplings at Fifteenth and Madison as his own private jungle. He would climb to a treetop, grab a branch, start swinging it, then use the “whip” to send him to the next tree, where he repeated the process. He could go an entire block without touching the ground.


If Bomba inspired Donnie to climb up, his own imagination inspired him to jump down. In the early 1930s, when the U.S. Army was only beginning to experiment with the idea of parachuting men out of airplanes, Donnie climbed to the roof of the Malarkeys’ two-story house. He popped open a beach umbrella and eased himself to the roof’s edge. As if he were the Statue of Liberty holding her torch, he thrust the umbrella skyward.


And jumped.
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