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And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God.

Job 19:26
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I must say I didn’t put much stock in the possibility that a Dominican spiritualist working out of a basement in Union City, New Jersey, would have much to say about a human skin lampshade reputedly made in a Nazi concentration camp. But there I was sitting across from Doña Argentina, a large woman wearing a ceremonial headdress and smoking a pair of cigars, one on either side of her mouth. A friend of mine, a devotee, had recommended the medium, saying that if the lampshade had truly once been part of a person, “the spirit” would still be present. If so, then Doña Argentina would make contact with it, bring its secrets to light.

There was a bit of desperation in my visit, an anxiety that had been mounting since I had first come into possession of the lampshade, which a friend had purchased at a rummage sale in New Orleans, Louisiana, in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. Later, after DNA testing proved that the lampshade had been fashioned from the skin of a human being, I’d spent many, many months attempting to track down its true nature, its origin and meaning, a search that had taken me halfway around the world. So I was willing, if not too excited, to drive the ten miles from my Brooklyn home, through the Lincoln Tunnel, to Union City, where everyone speaks Spanish, to hear what the mystic had to say.

Doña Argentina, who said she had learned the ways of contacting the dead from her mother, whose portrait could be seen on the wall behind a six-foot-tall plaster of Paris likeness of the Virgin, began the session auspiciously. Taking the lampshade from its box, she took one look and said, “Oh, they kill him.” This was quite possibly accurate, considering there was every chance the shade had been constructed from the skin of one of the eleven million people, six million Jews among them, who had been killed by the Nazis during their twelve-year reign of terror. On the other hand, spiritualists had their tricks. They like to impress their needy supplicants. I did not know what my friend had told Doña Argentina about the lampshade before I’d arrived.

A few moments later, Doña Argentina placed a candle beside the lampshade, which was alarming. After making a number of trips to Buchenwald, the Nazi camp most associated with the lampshade story, and spending much time in New Orleans, where the object had been scavenged from an abandoned building wrecked in the catastrophic hurricane, I had no desire to see it incinerated in the basement of a Jersey spiritualist’s parlor. This seemed a real possibility as the candle flame grew higher.

“Mira! The spirit is strong,” Doña Argentina said, taking a chug of rum. “It is speaking…” There was a pause now, as she stiffened in her velveteen chair. Her eyelids were fluttering. “He says… he says…”

I’d always assumed the skin of the lampshade came from a male, but this was the first time I’d heard it identified by the pronoun. Until this moment it had always been an it, a frightening, intentionally depersonalized it.

“He says… they are all bad to him. They hurt him. They cut him. Stab him with knives. They throw him in the closet. Lock him away. But you… you are different. You are kind to him. You give him attention.”

“Yes.” I was paying attention to the lampshade. For months I’d thought of little else.

The candle flame shot higher. Doña Argentina swigged more rum. The picture of her mother loomed above. “He says he feels safe with you. He wants to stay with you.”

“Stay with me?”

“He says he wants to stay with you always. He never wants to leave you.”

“You’re kidding.” Ever since the lampshade had arrived at my door as an unsolicited parcel of terror, I’d been trying to get rid of it. It was, I thought, like the black spot in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, a dark circle inscribed on a page ripped from a purloined Bible, a floating accusation of ultimate guilt a pirate might find shoved in his breeches some bad night. The idea was to divest yourself of the spot before its curse took hold, to pass it to the next unsuspecting fool, if need be.

“He can’t stay with me. That’s crazy.”

Doña Argentina leveled her gaze at me. For the moment it seemed as if she’d separated herself from her trance and had returned to the temporal world. She lowered her voice, as if to keep her thoughts from the spirit.

“Por qué?” she asked. “Por qué he can’t stay with you?”

“Because… because it is a Nazi lampshade. It doesn’t belong to me. I can’t keep a Nazi lampshade.”

“You don’t want him? He is not a Nazi.”

“I know he’s not a Nazi. I know that.” Doña Argentina was recommending I keep the lampshade near me as much as possible, to keep it at my bedside. “I can’t have a Nazi lampshade in my house.”

“But this is what he wants. You cannot do it? You want me to tell him that he cannot stay with you. That you don’t want him.”

“It isn’t that I don’t want him. I just can’t… keep him.”

Suddenly this trip to Union City had become very complicated. I couldn’t become the permanent guardian of a human skin lampshade. It—or should I now be referring to the shade as he?—was a dead person. A murder victim, a former human being, not a curio, a grim collector’s item. I’d spoken to rabbis, to museum officials, professors, geneticists, policemen, politicians. Dozens of serious people had weighed in with opinions concerning the lampshade and what should be done with it. Now this spiritualist, this lottery number picker, was advocating this radical course of action.

“I will tell him,” Doña Argentina said, in the manner of a neutral messenger. The candle flame shot higher again. Doña Argentina stared into the fire. She let out a barking sound. If it was a performance, it was a good one. It was a while before she spoke again.

“He says there is nothing he can do. It is your choice. He says he leaves his fate to you… but it is good.”

“Good?” I replied meekly.

“It is good because he trusts you. You’re the only one he has now.”



PART 1
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In the fall of 1827, as he was completing his masterwork Faust, Johann Wolfgang Goethe, greatest of all German writers, took a walk through the Ettersberg forest near his home in Weimar. “This is a good place to be,” the seventy-eight-year-old Goethe told his secretary and biographer, Johann Peter Eckermann, as the two men paused to admire the view. “Of late I have thought it would be the last time I should look down from here on the kingdoms of the world, and their splendor. We tend to shrink in domestic confinement. Yet, here we feel great and free… as we always ought to be.”

One hundred and ten years later, in the spring of 1937, Theodor Eicke, the Obergruppenführer of the Waffen-SS Totenkopf Death’s Head division, and Fritz Sauckel, soon to be in charge of the largest contingent of forced workers since the African slave trade, sought to pay tribute to Goethe. As they cleared the Ettersberg forest for the construction of the Buchenwald camp, where fifty-six thousand people would die before April 1945, they ordered that one large oak be left standing. This was said to be Goethe’s Eiche, or Goethe’s Oak, the very tree under which the great poet had written his great work. The camp, at the time the largest in the Reich, was built around the tree. It was an arbitrary decision on Eicke’s part. After all, there was no way of knowing which oak Goethe had actually sat under; the Ettersberg is full of the trees. Indeed, in Conversations of Goethe, Eckermann recounts how Faust’s author carved his initials into not an oak but a beech tree, the dominant species in the forest (the name Buchenwald, chosen by SS leader Heinrich Himmler, means beech forest). But a beech is a spindly thing compared to an oak. Its roots do not plumb as deeply into the earth, its wood is not as hard, its fruit is not so plentiful.

For the Nazis, it was important to lay claim to the poet’s legacy. Hitler himself had sat beside these same trees. The Führer loved— and was loved in—Weimar and the Thuringia state that surrounds it. A grand hub of Western culture for three centuries, onetime home to Martin Luther, Friedrich von Schiller, Franz Liszt, Johann Sebastian Bach, Friedrich Nietzsche, Richard Strauss, Paul Klee, Wassily Kandinsky, Hector Berlioz, Arthur Schopenhauer, Walter Gropius, Rudolf Steiner, Marlene Dietrich, and Richard Wagner, Weimar was an early center of Nazi popularity. In 1926, following Hitler’s release from prison after the Munich Beer Hall Putsch, when he was prohibited from speaking in much of the country, Weimar welcomed him. Before becoming chancellor, he often addressed crowds in front of his beloved Hotel Elephant. In 1933 the Nazis won a majority of the votes in the area. It was here that the Hitlerjugend, the Hitler Youth, was organized. To the Führer, the Thuringian hills, and the great works produced there, were “the embodiment of the German spirit.”

A truly new society, especially one as revolutionary as that envisioned by the Nazis, could not spring from nowhere, based on abstract ideas alone. Goethe’s Oak provided a powerful foundation for a perfect ancestral line, unsullied by the “bacillus” the concentration camp was designed to weed out. Here was Nature’s own living icon, connecting the glorious German past to the magnificent thousand-year future to come.

But iconography, fudged or not, can be difficult to control, even for Nazis. If Goethe’s Oak represented for the SS a connection to a more perfect blood and soil, it also held special significance for the Buchenwald prisoners.

This owed to the singularity of the Buchenwald camp. Central hub to dozens of smaller, satellite prisons in the immediate area, Buchenwald was considered a “mild” camp in comparison to the death factories to the north and east. Buchenwald inmates might expire in the quarry, be starved to death, or perish from rampant disease, but straightforward murder, the shot to the back of the head, was never the intended purpose of the place. The population was diverse, including a high proportion of educated, often well-known inmates. Over the course of its eight-year existence, the once and future French prime minister Léon Blum, child psychologist Bruno Bettelheim, Jakob Rosenfeld, who would become Mao Zedong’s personal physician and health minister, historian Christopher Burney, Albin Grau, producer of F. W. Murnau’s film Nosferatu, French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, aviation pioneer Marcel Dassault, future Nobel laureates Léon Jouhaux and Imre Kertész, Netherlands prime minister Willem Drees, Elie Wiesel, and Princess Mafalda, daughter of King Victor Emmanuel III of Italy, were imprisoned at Buchenwald.

These people knew who Goethe was. They’d read Faust. They had their own interpretations of how and why humanity makes its deals with supernatural evil. Goethe’s story was so big that everyone in the camp could envision its author on their side. So when the anointed oak burst into a pillar of fire during the Allied bombing of the camp in July 1944, inmates and SS guards alike rushed to hoard flaming chips of pith and bark, collaborating for a moment, in hopes of salvaging pieces of the once-mighty tree.

The stump remains at Buchenwald today, to be seen by those who visit this forlorn place.

•   •  •
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Buchenwald, Goethe’s Oak, 1943

The journey to wartime Buchenwald has been described as an interminable winter train trip, prisoners shoved so tightly into a wooden cattle car that their skin froze to the person next to them, turning the unfortunate passengers into one giant, barely squirming block of ice. This living death was interrupted by arrival at the camp, the sudden iris shock of the car doors flung open in a vicious chaos of SS men screaming, cudgels flying, guard dogs baring teeth.

More than six decades later, the trip is appalling mostly in its ease. The two-hour jaunt on the lickety-split Deutsche Bahn from Berlin to the Weimar train station, cheery for the Christmas season, where smiling, rosy-cheeked ladies in white puffy hats sell tasty bratwursts and warming Glühwein in paper cups, is followed by a fifteen-minute ride on the number 6 bus. Like clockwork the bus arrives, bright red and shiny, the destination spelled out in yellow blinking electronic letters: Buchenwald, Buchenwald—as if it were going anyplace, anyplace at all.

Halfway up the hill the bus makes a left turn onto the so-called Blutstrasse, or “Blood Road,” which was built by the prisoners in 1939, eventually stopping in a parking lot in front of the old SS barracks, now the museum’s administrative offices. From there the visitor walks down the Carachoweg (caracho is Spanish slang for “double time”), where arriving prisoners, half dead from their journey, were made to run as fast as they could by SS men with clubs. Ahead, its outline barely visible in the enveloping fog, the squat chimney of the crematorium lurches into the sky.

Just outside the electrified barbed wire fence, into which desperate inmates would sometimes hurl themselves in vain attempts at suicide, is a zoo, where on Sunday afternoons, in full view of the starving prisoners, SS men often came with their wives and young children to feed the bears and monkeys. Unique to Buchenwald, the zoo was created, according to an order issued by Camp Kommandant Karl Koch, to provide camp officers with “diversion and entertainment… viewing the beauty and peculiarities of various animals which they will hardly be able to meet and observe in the wild.” SS men were expected to “refrain from anything that might not be good for animals,” as the camp commander had “again received reports saying that SS men have tied the deer’s horns to the fence, where the animals were found to have had tinfoil shoved in their mouths. Perpetrators of such loutish acts will be reported to the SS chief to be punished for cruelty to animals.”

Passing the empty zoo, the visitor arrives at Buchenwald’s main entrance. At the Auschwitz death camp the sign said Arbeit Macht Frei, or “Work Will Set You Free,” the sickest of all Nazi jokes. At Buchenwald the message is more subtle, the cast-iron letters on the iron gate reading Jedem Das Seine, or “To Each His Own.”

Again, Kultur, the very mention of which was said to make Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering remove the safety on his Browning pistol, appears to have been at work in the Thuringian hills. Bach, a former Weimar chamber musician, called his 163rd cantata “Nur jedem das Seine!”. But the phrase dates back to Plato and Cicero, who wrote, “Justitia suum cuique distribuit”: “Justice renders to everyone his due.”

This was the big Nazi laugh at Buchenwald, since the letters of the sign, designed by Franz Ehrlich, an inmate and former Bauhaus student, face inward. You might delude yourself, as so many Jews and others did before the war, that you were as German as anyone else. You might hold on to the fantasy of belonging even as they marched you off to the camp. It was only when the camp gates slammed behind the prisoner that the phrase Jedem das Seine became clear. To each his own. You could harbor whatever illusions you wished about yourself, but it was the Nazis, the Supermen, who decided who you really were.

I was at Buchenwald to see about the lampshade. If you are interested in lampshades allegedly made out of human skin, Buchenwald is the place.

[image: image]

Facts pertaining to the so-called Nazi human skin atrocities remain a topic of debate, yet there is testimony indicating that the practice was widespread. During the Nuremberg war crimes trials, Dr. Franz Blaha, a Czech Communist surgeon arrested by the Gestapo, spoke of his forced participation in various Nazi experiments at Dachau. This included, Blaha said, being made to perform over twelve thousand autopsies.

“It was common practice to remove the skin from dead prisoners,” Blaha testified with clinical precision, saying Nazi doctors like Sigmund Rascher and Klaus Schilling were particularly interested in “human skin from human backs and chests. It was chemically treated and placed in the sun to dry. After that it was cut into various sizes for use as saddles, riding breeches, gloves, house slippers, and ladies’ handbags. Tattooed skin was especially valued by SS men. Russians, Poles, and other inmates were used in this way, but it was forbidden to cut out the skin of a German. This skin had to be from healthy prisoners and free from defects.

“Sometimes we did not have enough bodies with good skin and Rascher would say, ‘All right, you will get the bodies.’ The next day we would receive twenty or thirty bodies of young people. They would have been shot in the neck or struck on the head so that the skin would be uninjured. Also, we frequently got requests for the skulls or skeletons of prisoners. In those cases we boiled the skull or the body. Then the soft parts were removed and the bones were bleached and dried and reassembled. In the case of skulls it was important to have a good set of teeth. When we ordered the skulls, the SS men would say, ‘We will try to get you some with good teeth.’ So it was dangerous to have good skin or good teeth.”

Similar details turn up in the often disputed deathbed “confession” of Franz Ziereis, commandant of the Mauthausen camp, who was shot by American troops in May 1945 while trying to escape dressed in civilian clothes. “I have personally killed about four thousand prisoners,” the suddenly remorseful Ziereis was reported to have said before dying from his wounds. In the realm of “the use of bodies,” however, Ziereis passed the blame to other, otherwise anonymous individuals like “Chemielskwy and Seidler in Gusen,” who, he claimed, “had human skin specially tanned on which there were tattoos. From this leather they had books bound, and they had lampshades and leather cases made.”

Nonetheless, when it comes to Nazi use of human body parts, particularly the flaying, stretching, and tanning of tattooed skin to make lampshades, one name stands out among all others. That is Ilse Koch, aka “the Bitch of Buchenwald,” the red-haired, legendarily hot-blooded wife of the aforementioned Kommandant Karl Koch.

The former Ilse Köhler was born in 1906, daughter of a lower-middle-class factory worker in Dresden, then, as now, a stronghold of rabidly right-wing politics. After studying to be a librarian and working as a secretary, Köhler joined the National Socialist Party in 1932, when women made up only 7 percent of the membership. A picture of the young Ilse taken around this time shows a somewhat zaftig young woman sitting on what appears to be a table in the corner of a wallpapered room. Her wavy, shoulder-length red hair is parted with obvious care on the right side of her roundish face. She wears a billowy white blouse with a ruffled plaid bow, a skirt that falls slightly below her knees, and black pumps. There is little to suggest that this is the woman who would soon be reviled the world over as an evil succubus. On the contrary, the way she leans forward, lipstick on the slightly pursed lips of her smallish mouth, a faint sense of dare in her canny eyes, she appears a slightly naughty 4-H girl, up for coy fun but nothing more.

With Hitler’s rise to the German chancellorship the following year, Köhler took a job as a guard at the Sachsenhausen concentration camp outside Berlin. It was there she met the camp chief, Karl Koch, a former bank clerk and World War I vet with a reputation as a harsh administrator. A Nazi Party member since 1924 and favorite of SS leader Heinrich Himmler, Koch was soon transferred to the Gestapo’s notorious Columbia House prison in Berlin, where he reputedly ordered prisoners to be shackled by the neck and fed from bowls on the stone floor. When Koch entered the room, inmates had to bark and howl like dogs.

Perhaps Koch’s zeal was a compensation for his somewhat deficient pedigree. Considered a vanguard force of the coming racial state, SS men were supposed to be paragons of German masculinity, the cream of the genetic crop. In the early days, no man standing less than six feet tall need apply. Koch was not quite all that. A barrel-chested man with a pronounced, pointed chin who often wore dark glasses over his deep-set eyes, there was a gnomishness about him. Not that this mattered to Ilse Köhler, who, according to her biographer Arthur L. Smith, had a distinct weakness for men in uniform, especially those with the Death’s Head insignia on their cap and collar. Ilse became Karl Koch’s personal secretary, and in May 1936 they married.

Ilse and Karl Koch were wed in a verdant grove outside the Sachsenhausen walls at midnight. Everything was done according to protocols set forth by the 1931 Engagement and Marriage Order aimed at ensuring that the SS would remain “a hereditarily healthy clan of a strictly Nordic German sort” and sanctioned by the Main Office of Race and Settlement. Karl Koch wore his uniform and a steel helmet. Ilse Koch, in a long white dress, was anointed as a “custodian of the race,” from whose womb would come forth genetically pure representatives of the glorious evolutionary future. An eternal flame burned in an urn as the betrothed exchanged rings decorated with runic signs. The newlyweds were given gifts of bread and salt, emblematic of fruitfulness and purity. A copy of Mein Kampf was taken from a wooden box and presented to the groom, after which the couple walked hand in hand past an array of saluting white-gloved SS men.

Koch’s appointment as Kommandant at Buchenwald, the largest and most elaborate of the camps at the time, was a plum. An ugly, vicious man with a beautiful wife, he may not have been popular with his fellow officers, but he was under Himmler’s wing and that was enough. Upon arriving at the new facility, one of Koch’s first orders of business was to confer upon Ilse the title of Oberaufseherin, or “senior overseer,” a rank accorded no other SS frau.

From the start, Koch imposed a reign of relentless cruelty at the camp, marked by innovative tortures, including the infamous “tree hanging,” in which prisoners were strapped to a ten-foot-tall pole with their hands tied behind their necks, sometimes for days. Another practice was a particularly noxious form of waterboarding in which victims were pushed facedown into the vile open latrines. The Koches’ domestic extravagance was an obscene counterpoint to these horrors. At the grand Villa Koch, where dozens of prisoners were employed as plantation-style domestics, dinner was served on the best china and eaten with the finest silver. It would later be proved that the ex-banker Koch and his cronies financed much of this opulence by embezzling camp money and stealing from terrorized inmates.

No small amount of this loot went toward keeping up with Ilse Koch’s ever expanding needs and desires. The former Dresden working-class girl took to the highlife of a concentration camp overseer. Anxious to keep his wife happy, Koch showered her with gifts—from fine clothes to inlaid wood furniture to diamond rings—mostly made by or stolen from prisoners. If Frau Koch desired to take a bath in Madeira, as she reportedly did, the wine was provided. In 1939, thinking his wife might like to learn to ride a horse, Koch commissioned the construction of a thirty-thousand-square-foot private riding hall with mirrored walls and a sixty-foot vaulted ceiling outfitted with dramatic skylights. According to the Buchenwald Report, compiled shortly after the war by the U.S. Army and former prisoners, as many as thirty prisoners died in the rush to finish the hall, which cost in excess of 250,000 marks. When the Kommandeuse, as Ilse Koch was called, took morning canters around the ring, the Buchenwald prisoners’ band provided musical accompaniment.

For many, this would be the enduring image of Ilse Koch: provocatively seated atop her favorite steed (usually remembered as milky white), riding crop at the ready, black leather boots to her knee, and all that red hair. Later, after the war, there would be much talk of the scantily dressed Kommandeuse, riding through the camp, stopping only to accuse men of lasciviously staring at her breasts and her bottom, a crime for which the punishment was a beating or death.

It must have seemed an incredible dream to the Kommandant’s wife, a prize not unlike that granted by the forces of darkness in a dozen retellings of the Faust myth. Saved from drudgery by becoming a Nazi, she was soon accompanying her frog prince husband to Himmler’s Wewelsburg castle with its eighteen soaring towers. Declared by the Reichsführer as “das Zentrum der neuen Welt,” or “the center of the new world,” Wewelsburg was a place where Ilse, as a member of this all-powerful new Chosen People, would always be welcome.

It was sometime in the summer of 1938, according to Harry Stein, the chief historian at the present-day memorial at Buchenwald, that Ilse Koch gave her husband a special gift. Many of the SS wives had become fascinated with the work of the SS camp doctor, Erich Wagner, a former student of “race science” at the then Nazi-run Friedrich Schiller University in nearby Jena. Wagner, apparently a dashing sort, was in the middle of compiling his Ph.D. thesis, “Ein Beitrag zur Tätowierungsfrage,” or “A Contribution on the Tattooing Question,” a report on the relationship between tattooing and criminal behavior. In the process of his research, Wagner and other doctors in the camp pathology block reportedly began to remove the skin of prisoners with particularly colorful and/or lewd tattoos. Inmates would later say that many of these dried and tanned tattooed skins were stitched together into gloves, bookcovers, and lampshades. It was one of these lampshades, Harry Stein said, that was given by Ilse Koch to Karl Koch as a present for his birthday.

“It was considered the most favorite of all the presents given to Karl Koch,” Harry Stein said. “All the guests applauded.” It seemed, at the time, a token of love between husband and wife.

The first published account of the Ilse Koch “Lady of the Lampshades” story appeared in the U.S. Army publication Stars and Stripes on April 20, 1945, Adolf Hitler’s fifty-sixth birthday, nine days after the liberation of Buchenwald. Ann Stringer, a UPI correspondent, filed a story from the camp saying she had seen a lampshade, “two feet in diameter, about eighteen inches high and made of five panels… made from the skin from a man’s chest. Along side were book bindings, bookmarkers, and other ornamental pieces—all made from human skin, too. I saw them today. I could see the pores and the tiny unquestionably human skin lines.”
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Young Ilse Koch

This was the first time people outside the Buchenwald camp had heard of Ilse Koch and her alleged passion for objects made from human skin. One prisoner, identified in Stringer’s story as “a Dutch engineer,” described how the former Kommandeuse “would have prisoners with tattoos on them line up shirtless. Then she would pick a pretty design or mark she particularly liked. That prisoner would be executed and his skin made into an ornament.”

By the end of 1941, the Nazi dream-life of the former Ilse Köhler began to collapse around her. Karl Koch was transferred from Buchenwald to Lublin, Poland, to oversee the construction of Majdanek camp, where eighty thousand people would die, most of them Jews and Soviet prisoners of war. In 1943, Koch, his largesse with Himmler used up, was convicted by an SS court of corruption and murder charges. He was returned to Buchenwald in chains and executed by a firing squad on April 5, 1945, only a week before the American troops arrived at the camp. By then, Ilse, her fabulous riding hall now a shabby warehouse, had fled to the small town of Ludwigsburg, where she was recognized by a former Buchenwald prisoner and turned over to the Allied authorities.

By 1947, at her trial before the war crimes tribunal at the former Dachau camp, Ilse Koch no longer resembled the ingénue who married Karl Koch just a decade before. She looked haggard and worn, in part due to the fact that despite being incarcerated for months, Koch was, shockingly, pregnant, father unknown. Some months later, when she gave birth to a son, the child was not greeted into the SS clan as one more potential Norse god on earth. Listing the event in its Milestones section, Time magazine noted, “Born, to Ilse Koch… a male bastard.”

The trial of Ilse Koch was a worldwide sensation. She was, after all, the perfect defendant, perfectly pregnant, perfectly sourpussed, bearing the perfect nickname, “the Bitch of Buchenwald,” a cannily alliterative mistranslation of her prison epithet, die Hexe—“Witch”—von Buchenwald. She was the “Lady of the Lampshades,” whose crimes—the blithe defilement of the human body—struck many as even more indicative of Nazi evil than the killing of millions. The fact that she was a woman, a red-haired black widow, made it all the more shocking.

The testimony was properly lurid. “I had several occasions to see Ilse Koch and also to have personal business with her,” testified Kurt Froboess, a prisoner at Buchenwald from its opening in 1937 until liberation, describing an incident in which he and a Czech chaplain were digging a ditch to lay cables. The chaplain tossed some dirt out of the hole, Froboess said. “Suddenly someone was standing on top of the ditch and was yelling, ‘Prisoner, what are you doing down there?’ Someone was standing with her legs straddling the ditch. We looked up to see who it was and recognized Mrs. Koch. She was standing on top of the ditch without any underwear and a short skirt. As we did this, she said, ‘What are you doing looking up here?’ and with her riding crop she beat us, particularly my comrade.”

Describing another encounter, Froboess testified, “It was a hot day. Some of them [the prisoners] were working without a shirt. Mrs. Koch arrived on a horse. There was a comrade there—his first name was Jean, he was either French or Belgian—and he was known throughout camp for his excellent tattoos from head to toe. I particularly recall a colored cobra on his left arm, winding all the way up to the top. On his chest he had an exceptionally well-tattooed sailboat with four masts. Even today I can see it before my eyes very clearly. Mrs. Koch rode over until she came pretty close and had a look at him. And she told him, ‘Let’s work faster, faster.’ She took his number down. Jean was called to the gate at evening formation. We didn’t see him anymore.”

About a half year later, Froboess continued, he had occasion to visit a friend of his who was working at the Buchenwald pathology department, and there he saw “the skin and to my horror I noticed the same sailboat that I had seen on Jean.”

On August 14, 1947, Ilse Koch, guilty of participating in a “common plan” to violate “the Laws and Usages of War” during her tenure as Kommandeuse of the Buchenwald Concentration Camp, stood before the court in a frumpy checkered dress and was sentenced to life in prison. Despite all the testimony about human skin lampshades and bookbindings, no such object was introduced in evidence. For her part, Ilse Koch steadfastly denied ever owning a human skin lampshade or ordering one made. She claimed the first time she ever heard of any lampshades was when “I read about it in Life magazine.”

[image: image]





[image: image] 
TWO
 [image: image]


But we are getting ahead of ourselves, if not in time, in terms of telling this story. To get to the beginning we have to back up some seventeen years from today, to a beastly hot summer day in Clarksdale, Mississippi, a ramshackle town of about twenty thousand in the heart of the Mississippi Delta, which isn’t a river delta at all but rather a diamond-shaped expanse of topsoil-rich land once home to the American South’s largest cotton plantations. It might not look it at first glance—the landscape flat as a board, and the magnolia trees growing wild in unkempt backyards—but Clarksdale has a lot in common with the Thuringian hills of Weimar, home to both the most brilliant flowering of German humanism and abject Nazi barbarism.

This assertion stems, in part, from Clarksdale’s indisputable position as the epicenter of early African-American blues music, a shriek of syncretic pain born during the dislocation of slavery that eventually morphed into rock and roll, which along with Hollywood came to dominate the cultural life of the twentieth century much as Weimar held sway over the eighteenth and nineteenth. Charley Patton, John Lee Hooker, Muddy Waters, Son House, Howlin’ Wolf, and many other artists spent large parts of their lives in Clarksdale. Sam Cooke was born here. After a car crash one night on a lonely stretch of blacktop, Bessie Smith died in the makeshift emergency room of the Clarksdale colored people’s hospital, which later became the Riverside Hotel, where Ike Turner lived as a boy.

More specific to this story, however, is Clarksdale’s close proximity to the intersection of U.S. highways 49 and 61. This is the famous “crossroads” where, legend has it, bluesmen came to sell their soul to the devil in exchange for becoming the best guitar player and singer anyone had ever heard.

This is the often-quoted testimony of Tommy Johnson, who, like Robert Johnson, author of the iconic song “Cross Road Blues,” claimed to have undergone the process. “If you want to learn how to make songs yourself,” Johnson said, “you take your guitar and you go to where the road crosses that way, where a crossroads is. Be sure to get there just a little before twelve that night so you know you’ll be there. You have your guitar and be playing a piece there by yourself… Then a big black man will walk up there and take your guitar and he’ll tune it. And then he’ll play a piece and hand it back to you. That’s the way I learned to play anything I want.”
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Tommy Johnson, Delta bluesman

It is a narrative that Goethe would have recognized, sitting under his oak tree, the poet’s bemused Mephistopheles being archetypical kin not only to Tommy Johnson’s “big black man” but also the Celtic Puck, the Norse Loki, the Hopi Kokopelli, and a dozen more supernatural trickster/soul barterers. For the Clarksdale bluesmen, the story almost certainly accompanied their forebearers on the slave ships. Called Eshu by the Yorubans, Anansi among the Ashantis, Legba throughout the Caribbean, the god of the crossroads appears in many African mythologies. He waits at the spot where pathways come together, that existential point where options become palpable. Often depicted leaning against a rock, sometimes chewing on a long reed, the crossroads god asks the arriving traveler what direction he’s going, if perhaps he needs a little help finding his way. Not that his advice can be trusted: the riches he claims are down the road come with an even greater toll. But the human sojourner—be he Faust or Peetie Wheatstraw, another bluesman who supposedly went to the intersection of highways 61 and 49 at midnight—is no fool; he knows who he’s up against. That’s the trick of it, an inbred human trait, a cocky hubris of sorts, trying to beat the devil at his own game, if you can.

My voyage to Buchenwald began at the Crossroads. The Crossroads Bar, that is, then located at 224 Sunflower Street in what passes for downtown Clarksdale, where, on the aforementioned breathlessly hot July afternoon in 1995, I first encountered Raymond Henderson, who, along with everyone else, calls himself Skip.

Thinner then, raw-boned almost, his long, straight brown hair flung about with each herky-jerk gesture, Skip was standing behind the rutted wooden bar, talking six times faster than anyone else in the entire state. Hearing his jackhammer diction, so discordant compared to the slurred molasses patter of the locals, I asked, “Hey, you’re not from here, are you?”

“Fuck no,” Skip replied, his Sicilian—Scotch-Irish roots unconcealed. “I’m from New Brunswick, New Jersey.”

Sliding forth a bottle of Blackened Voodoo, the preferred dark brew of the Crossroads, Skip, who started the bar in an old warehouse with the dementedly romantic notion that he’d give the few remaining Clarksdale musicians a place to play, continued his harangue to the two or three assembled drunks. As usual, Skip was exasperated by the shortcomings of his fellow human beings. This particular rant involved the long-abandoned Clarksdale railway station that he wanted to turn into a blues museum. It was at Clarksdale Station that Muddy Waters, who’d grown up picking cotton on Stovall’s plantation, laid his money down at the colored people’s ticket window (located in the baggage department just so no one forgot his place) to ride the Illinois Central Railroad to Chicago, where he and other Southland bluesmen would plug their instruments into the electric socket and shake the world. This made Clarksdale Station an important place not only in the annals of the blues but also in the overall account of African-American migration northward following the demise of the sharecropping system, Skip explained loudly and not for the first time.

The train station project grew out of Skip’s larger mission in and around the Mississippi Delta. Back in Jersey, before the breakup of his first marriage, he split his time between his social work day job and his equally time-consuming passion for the collection and preservation of classic, often neglected, elements of pop culture. In the 1970s and ’80s his social work function took the less-than-ideal form of high school counselor/truant officer (“a school pig,” in the vernacular), a hectic position for which the state of New Jersey felt the need to issue Skip a badge and a .38 revolver. It was not a job guaranteed to ensure popularity, and one time Skip pulled in to the school parking lot to see eight-foot-high letters on the building wall spelling out “Mr. Henderson Is A Big Prick.” As Skip walked by, the Polish janitor who was scrubbing off the graffiti seethed, “You—you make them do this.”

Skip took refuge in his guitar business, restoring and selling vintage instruments, usually his beloved Fender Telecasters and Stellas. In this capacity he learned that many of the greatest blues artists, like Charley Patton, Sonny Boy Williamson, Mississippi Fred McDowell, and Memphis Minnie, geniuses all, were buried in unmarked graves.

To Skip, this was an outrage. A national shame. It could not stand. Establishing the Mount Zion Memorial Fund, he started calling successful white singers like John Fogerty and Bonnie Raitt to remind them that they could relieve part of their acknowledged debt to these bluesmen and -women by paying for their tombstones. R. Crumb, known to Skip through the obsessive record-collecting world, contributed a drawing to crown the obelisk dedicated to Robert Johnson at Morgan City, Mississippi. Skip had the Crumb drawing printed on a piece of porcelain, which he affixed to the monument. When the medallion was stolen, Skip made another one. When that one was taken, he had the picture engraved in the stone. This was a lot of work, especially in light of the fact that every blues fan knows Johnson’s body is not to be found at Morgan City. Neither are the singer’s remains buried at the two other Mississippi locations that purport to be his gravesite. In fact, despite leaving behind some of the most evocative American music ever recorded, no one has ever ascertained what happened to Robert Johnson or his mythically sold soul.

The success of the gravestone project was followed by the difficulties with the train station. The day I met him, Skip was railing that this was sheer Neanderthal prejudice. Only the week before he’d presented his proposal to the Coahoma County supervisors, detailing how the train station would not only memorialize the area’s invaluable cultural legacy but also bring considerable tourist dollars to the chronically depressed local economy. Clarksdale, in case anyone on the board had failed to notice, was a mess. Over on Issaquena Avenue, the black neighborhood’s main drag, the roof of the movie theater had blown off. A giant ailanthus tree, at least fifty feet tall, was growing up right between the derelict seats. Many lived without indoor plumbing. Couldn’t an influx of blues-loving Yankee greenbacks help that? The board, all white, was not impressed.

“Let me tell you something, son,” said one member. “There ain’t nobody we know who is gonna drive all the way over heah to hear about some Negro man playing a ghee-tar. Your project is just for the blacks. I can’t support it.”

It was insane, this tyranny of the skin, Skip declaimed that hot day in Clarksdale, the way the outermost layer of a man was all that could be seen and judged by other men. When would the decent and reasonable impulses of the species, the beating heart of brotherhood, finally break through the surface that kept us apart? It was an admirable but futile screed, as Skip and everyone in the bar that day, a motley assemblage that included a drunken blues singer who called himself Rocking Daddy Juking on the Corner, or “R.D.J.C. for short,” readily agreed. You could scream all you want about the way skin—what could be seen from the outside—had caused so much misery in this world. But it was a hard thing to get around. It was something you were born with, as dictated by God, or some trickster devil juking at the Crossroads who just liked to stir things up.

One thing that could be done, however, was to mess with it. To paint upon it. Make yourself a canvas. To declare that no matter what anyone else thought, the bigots and those who might think you old and ugly, this skin, this personal parcel of living real estate, belonged to you, no one else. This brought up Skip’s tattoo, the most remarkable one I’d ever seen, a bit of ink that would almost have certainly attracted the attention of Dr. Erich Wagner and Ilse Koch.

“Weird tattoo you got there,” I mentioned to Skip, referencing the image on his right bicep depicting an astronaut, wearing a NASA suit, floating free beside a Gemini space capsule. “Who’s that?”

“Who?” Skip replied, ever peeved at the ignorant, poking an index finger at his upper arm. “That’s Ed White, my hero.”

“Ed White, the astronaut, is your hero?”

“First American to ever walk in space. Ed fucking White.”

It was at this point that Skip’s version of the Ed White spacewalk diverged from the official NASA account. As per many published stories at the time, Skip believed that when White made his historic jaunt on June 3, 1965, the astronaut was subject to a condition known to scuba divers as being “narked,” or so one theory goes. This occurs when the change in external pressure makes nitrogen more soluble in the body tissues, causing the diver, or in this case the spacewalker, to experience sensations not unlike ingesting several drinks or breathing nitrous oxide. In other words, while floating amid the boundless expanse of the universe, Ed White was stoned out of his mind.

He was enjoying himself so much that he refused to return to the space capsule. When fellow astronaut James McDivitt signaled that the walk should conclude, White replied, “No way.” “McDivitt had to drag White back in,” Skip recounted. When White was finally pulled back into the ship, he said, “This is the saddest moment of my life, coming back in here.”

“You think you’re sad now, wait until we get down to earth,” McDivitt supposedly replied.

After White was killed in a training accident, Skip memorialized him on his arm. It was a tribute, Skip said, “to the man who would not come back in.” Who cared what sort of ass-covering story NASA put out about the incident. When it came to tattoos, it was the metaphor that mattered. Times had moved from when all you saw were Popeye’s anchors and a sallow “Mom” on the saggy arms of afternoon drinkers. All over, nineteen-year-old suburbanites were walking around looking like yakuza who had fallen asleep in the inkman’s chair. Everyone had a tattoo now, some of them really stupid, picked out of a catalog like a paint chip. This was wrong, Skip thought. A true tattoo was a statement of faith. If you were going to mark yourself, commit it to your permanent record, you had to make it count.

Over the following decade, I saw Skip on and off. He remarried, had three more children to go with his four grown boys—the grandiloquently monikered Michelangelo, Dominic, Alessandro, and Antonio—left Clarksdale, and moved four hundred miles down Highway 61, to New Orleans.

It seemed a crackpot notion to put down roots in a place where the water table makes it impossible to bury a body below the ground, but to Skip it made sense. For a former altar boy equally lapsed and devout, New Orleans was much like the Church, or what the brothers of the Sacred Heart taught him was “the one true faith.” Intellectually you knew it was all lies—the Anne Rice bedsheet-waving crapola and the storied decay—but once you walked into St. Louis Cathedral in the Quarter and smelled the incense, or heard the second-line band going down Rampart Street, Lord have mercy! The place wasn’t what it once had been—even Fats Domino, who preferred sitting on the porch of his Ninth Ward yellow and brown house with the letters FD embossed on the front, had to play the Vegas lounges to make a living—but still the city offered shabby, irresistibly noncorporate redemption, a chance to be part of something, however hokey, bigger than yourself.

Morons call New Orleans the Big Easy, but this is one more carny ruse to keep those out-of-town suckers drinking. The Big Anxiety is more like it. Once the second-largest city in the United States, for years the biggest in the South, the place has always been hanging by a thread. Founded in 1718, the fledgling settlement was completely wiped out by a storm in 1722. In 1788, 856 of the town’s 1,100 structures were destroyed by fire. Yellow fever epidemics were rife throughout the nineteenth century. In 1853, more than 12,000 people succumbed in a matter of months. The only noteworthy outbreak of bubonic plague, the apocalyptic medieval “black death,” in the United States, hit the city in 1914, causing widespread terror.

The willful illogic of building a city largely below sea level, on swamplands sandwiched between the Mississippi River and Lake Pontchartrain, the second-largest saltwater lake in North America, has long flummoxed sober-minded urban planners. According to National Geographic, the city has been subject to major floods twenty-seven times since its founding, which breaks down to nearly once every ten years. The Great Flood of 1927 displaced 700,000 people along the Mississippi, including more than 300,000 African Americans, who were duly rounded up and herded into refugee camps. In response to the deluge, the City of New Orleans, employing a time-honored race/class-based theory of emergency management, notoriously dynamited its overburdened levee system, diverting the high waters from the rich, “uptown” areas to the poorer downriver precincts.

In his resonant tune “Louisiana 1927,” Randy Newman sings, “President Coolidge come down in a railroad train,” but that never happened. In a precursor of more recent history, Coolidge, who refused to extend federal funds to deal with the calamity, remained in Washington. In his stead, he sent Commerce Secretary Herbert Hoover (whom Newman refers to as “a little fat man with a notepad in his hand”), who vowed to resettle the refugees. Later, as president, Hoover reneged on this promise. In a move that would become the template for such disasters, authorities spent federal money to increase the size of the levees, a hit-and-miss approach that failed most notably in September 1965, when the storm surge from Hurricane Betsy breeched the walls, inundating the town for two weeks.

This was what you bought into by moving to the Crescent City, Skip Henderson knew well, the deal you made for getting to eat real good oyster po’ boys and smell the night-blooming jasmine in your backyard. There was a point where simple tolerance for impermanence crossed over into fetishization, but that’s what attracted people like Skip Henderson to New Orleans. They hazarded a glance at the sky, waiting for the other shoe to drop yet again. Between 1999 and 2004, with globally warmed Gulf waters churning at an unprecedented rate, Skip and his family evacuated their home four times.

New Orleans evacuations have a rhythm, a routine. A hurricane is not like an earthquake, a sudden heart attack from out of nowhere and then you’re dead. Tracked by long-range meteorological projection, the hurricane approaches as a dread-drenched creep. From the moment the storm is identified, usually as an anonymous “tropical depression” somewhere off West Africa, and begins moving west, through the Sargasso Sea, onward toward the de rigueur destruction of Haitian shantytowns, now with a name just to make it personal, the tension builds. When it gets into the Gulf, that’s showtime. The doomsday weathermen are waving their laser pointers and here it comes, that buzzsaw Rorschach blot, like a teratoma blanched blue and green by the radar scans, a telegraphed haymaker you can’t quite duck. And there, in the middle, at the center of the swirl, is the eye. The unblinking, Old Testament eye in the sky, malocchio in the Italian, kin-a-hora, as my Yiddish mother used to say: the evil, evil eye.

Of course, this being New Orleans, there are always those who simply will not go. The phlegm coughers, the black tooth types, blustering how they rode it out then and they were going to ride it out now, and the only way they are leaving is when some cop pries their stonecold ass cheeks from the bar stool. It is a rap so stupid, so indolently hell-bent, you could almost envy it, Skip Henderson often thought. But what was a family man to do? Three little kids and a wife. Who wanted to be that one last fool who, upon seeing the birds flying inland, or hearing the crash of a brownshirt’s brick through the shopkeeper’s window, didn’t get while the getting was good?

For Skip, the last few moments before the evacuation, with the boxes packed and kids safe in their car seats, were painful triage. In the collector’s life, what could be left behind? Which Fender? How many of the wristwatches bought from unaware or desperate secondhand dealers? A framed ticket stub from the sixth game of the 1986 World Series? Collecting was a life-defining joy, but hoarding was a sin. It was against what Luke said in his Gospel, 12:15, an admonishment about “covetousness.” There was virtue in traveling light, but it didn’t take away the heartbreak of leaving things behind.

The worst of all the evacuations was Ivan, the category 3 storm in 2004. Skip and his family were on the Crescent City Connection, the double-span bridge over the river, when one of his wrinkle-faced English bulldogs, Ike, brother to Tina, began wheezing and then dropped dead in the front seat. Stuck in panicked, unmoving traffic, hours passed before Skip could get off the bridge and pull the animal’s body out of the car. It was awful, but in the end Ivan veered off, to Alabama or some other redneck wherever. The bullet had been dodged. New Orleans was saved, yet again spared by the grace of God to continue its cheesy cycle of decay.
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Skip Henderson

Still, who could have foreseen Katrina? Certainly the storm was big, hundreds of miles across; on the radar it pulsed like a medicine ball of pain, its outer bands extending from Pensacola all the way to the Yucatán. On the TV screen it seemed to cover the entire Gulf, and the Gulf was a thousand miles wide! The National Weather Service had released that mind-boggling warning that should the hurricane maintain its strength, most of New Orleans would be “uninhabitable for weeks, perhaps longer,” that “all gabled roofs will fail,” that “water shortages will make human suffering incredible by modern standards.”

But that had been said before, Skip thought, packing the car one more time. Why should this time be any different?

For Skip Henderson, as for so many others, what had happened in New Orleans during Katrina didn’t fully sink in until he returned to the city nearly two months after the storm. It was one thing to sit numb in front of the TV at his in-laws’ house in Alabama, watching the merciless timeline unspool: the bungling, frightened response by the city government, the breaching of the levees, the failure of the pumps, the horrors of the Superdome and the Convention Center, the people on the roofs, the bodies in the water, the looting and the shooting, Bush in his plane, Brownie doing “a heck of a job.” Sixteen hundred people dead, the beloved city shattered, its population dispersed, often at gunpoint, throughout the country; the news was too horrible to take in all at once.

To be back, however, in the first wave of those to return: that was the real shock.

After eight weeks without power, his refrigerator was so foul that Skip hauled the box out onto the sidewalk and blasted it full of holes with his pistol grip shotgun. This was pretty much his only damage, besides some downed trees. Along with the French Quarter, Marigny, and parts of the Garden District, the Bywater, where Skip had bought his place because the area reminded him of a sketchier circa 1981 East Village in New York, is part of the “sliver by the river”—higher ground, if only by a foot or so. That made Skip a survivor, at least real estate—wise, whatever that was worth in the decimated town. In those early days, with his family still in Alabama and the town so closed up you had to go to the Quarter just to drink a beer, Skip started driving around. He drove around every day for weeks, from morning until the nighttime curfew, when he locked himself inside his house and sweated.

He called it the Magical Misery Tour, not that there was any set itinerary. Nothing was where it should be. Houses were in the water and boats were on dry land, sometimes on top of houses. On Napoleon Avenue, an ultrasound machine sat in the middle of the street for weeks. Over on Martin Luther King Jr. it was a dentist’s chair, the spit bowl still attached. With the streetlights out and the stop signs blown away, these objects created a new traffic pattern. Life, as it had been lived, was gone. Skip drove past Robert’s Supermarket, where he had shopped twice a week, and Charity Hospital, where half the city’s babies had been born, and one look told him: they’ll never be back.

You never knew what might turn up. One day Skip passed a burning house in the Central City section and was amazed when a fire truck tore around the corner, sirens blaring. After the storm, many fires went untended. But there they were, the NOFD, hatchets in hand, pulling hose, just like the firemen kids dream of growing up to be, in real cities. The problem was there was no water pressure in the hydrant. The firefighters stood there looking at the dribbling nozzle as if it were the end of a kinked garden hose. Then, seemingly from nowhere, a helicopter appeared overhead. Dangling from the chopper’s bottom was a giant canvas scoop, which opened, dropping thousands of gallons of water on the blaze. With the house transformed into a steaming hulk, the firemen and helicopter departed. Why this particular house, modest at best before the storm, had been chosen to receive special treatment from the local authorities and then was left to rot away along with the rest of the neighborhood was hard to figure, but Katrina was full of mysteries.

One day in early 2006 the only thing Skip Henderson planned to do was go over to Mickey Markey Park at Royal and Piety streets in the Bywater to see if he could stand to vote for Ron Forman in the upcoming mayoral election. Forman was shaking hands and giving out balloons to the kids at the park. Ordinarily, Skip would never consider supporting a moneyed candidate like Forman, head of the decidedly uptown, if relatively liberal-minded, Audubon Nature Institute, which watched over the zoo and aquarium. But only months after Katrina, with the National Guard driving around the neighborhood in Hummers, this was a different sort of election.

For a hundred years people have said if you want to know what’s up in New Orleans politics, see who parades with whom on Mardi Gras. The fact that everyone wears a mask didn’t really hamper identification. You knew who they were. Of all American cities, there’s no place where the circumstances of one’s birth count so much as in New Orleans. The rich St. Charles Avenue white people are most often found marching with the elaborate old-line krewes, Proteus and Rex. In earlier times some of these celebrants might have paraded, as a good number of their grandparents no doubt did, with the Mystick Krewe of Comus. Named for the Greek god of revelry and nocturnal dalliance, Comus was the first of the Mardi Gras parading societies. Founded in 1856 and long the voice of upper-class racialism—in 1877 the theme of the parade was a celebration of “the Aryan Race”—Comus always held the biggest balls and rolled the grandest floats. One of the last openly segregated organizations in New Orleans, Comus refused to allow blacks in their processions. In 1991, served with a court order restraining them from parading unless they disclosed their membership—seen as a de facto order to integrate—Comus’s response was simply to stop parading.

If New Orleans politics are pretty much race politics, the opposite number to the uptown white parades has long been the Zulu Social Aid and Pleasure Club, since 1909 the primary African-American Mardi Gras krewe. Zulu, as everyone calls it, presents itself as an all-inclusive, solidarity-based event, but this is misleading, given the complex history of race mixing in New Orleans, where light-skinned “Creoles” have long enjoyed social and financial benefits not readily available to their darker-hued brethren. In political terms, this caste system is expressed in “the paper bag test”: the large majority of the town’s African-American leading businessmen and politicians tend to be lighter in color than a UP #3 paper bag. From this circle came people like Dutch Morial, who was elected the city’s first black mayor in 1978, his son Marc, who served from 1994 to 2002, and the holder of the office during Katrina, C. Ray Nagin.

Skip had to admit that, all things being equal, he retained a reflex to vote for black candidates on the off chance they might turn out to be another Martin Luther King, Jr. However, Ray Nagin, a cable TV executive who promised to run New Orleans like “a buisness” was another matter. Skip didn’t trust him. Elected by a thin margin, Nagin would prove a bitter disappointment, most disastrously during Katrina. A memorable image from historian Douglas Brinkley’s book The Great Deluge describes the mayor cowering in a twenty-seventh-floor bathroom at the Hyatt, “rearranging knickknacks and toiletries” while the storm raged outside. Skip now regarded Nagin as a clueless buffoon at best. When the mayor expressed the opinion that “hope” might just be the city’s best chance for salvation after the storm, Skip spray-painted “Hope Is Not a Plan” on the wall of an abandoned building in the Bywater. Later, when Bush came to town and greeted the mayor by rubbing his gleaming, shaved head, prompting colleagues at the State Employment Office to exclaim, “You see what Ray let that fool do?” Skip reproduced the front-page picture of the head rubbing from the Times-Picayune with the caption “That’s My Good Boy” and stuck it up on telephone poles around town.

This was where Ron Forman came in. Forman occupied a unique position in the Venn diagram of New Orleans power. He was Jewish. The NOLA Jewish community has rarely exceeded ten thousand, but it has played a significant role going back to the town’s patron pirate saint, Jean Lafitte, the supposedly half-Sephardic rogue hero of the Battle of New Orleans. Judah Touro, another Sephardim who fought in the Battle of New Orleans, built a small dry goods store into a fortune and became one of the city’s most generous philanthrophists, with streets, hospitals, and synagogues named after him.

On the other hand there was Judah Benjamin, a slave owner and Jefferson Davis’s secretary of state, whose picture was printed on the Confederate two-dollar bill. Benjamin gets a mention in Stephen Vincent Benét’s epic poem “John Brown’s Body.” “Seal-sleek, black-eyed, lawyer and epicure,” Benét writes of Benjamin, picturing the politician questioning himself: “The eyes stared, searching. ‘I am a Jew. What am I doing here?’”

For Skip Henderson, though, one name stood out from the rest—Morris Karnofsky, a Russian Jew whose family owned a dry goods store on South Rampart Street. In what stands as one of the truly great culturally enabling moments in American history, Karnofsky advanced his young employee, Louis Armstrong, the money to buy his first cornet. Armstrong writes about the incident in his essay, “Louis Armstrong + the Jewish Family in New Orleans, La.… A Real life story and experiences at the age of seven years old with the Karnofsky (Jewish) Family, the year of 1907.”

Employing his own offbeat syntax, Armstrong wrote: “The Karnofsky Family kept reminding me that I had Talent—perfect Tonation when I would Sing. One day when I was in the wagon with Morris Karnofsky—we were on Rampart and Perdido Streets and we passed a Pawn Shop which had in its Window—an old tarnished beat up B Flat Cornet. It only cost Five Dollars. Morris advanced me Two Dollars on my Salary.

“I had a long admiration for the Jewish People. Especially with long time courage, taking So Much Abuse for so long. Seven years old but I could easily see the ungodly treatment that White Folks were handing the poor Jewish family I worked for… Of course we are all well aware of the Congo Square—Slavery—Lynchings and all that stuff. Maybe the Jewish people did not go through All of those things but they went through just as much. Still they stuck together…”

Mindful that one of Armstrong’s sacred cornets was among the items damaged when the roof blew off the old U.S. Mint museum on Esplanade Avenue, Skip went to Mickey Markey Park in hopes that Ron Forman might be a Jew in the mode of Morris Karnofsky. It was not to be. Forman mentioned that afternoon that in the storm’s aftermath he’d gone the extra yard to save the Audubon Aquarium’s penguin colony. Nothing against polar avians, Skip thought, but how out of it could one guy be?

Half the parish was sleeping in FEMA trailers full of formaldehyde. In St. Roch people were shooting each other in turf wars over roofless squatter shacks. Just mailing a damn letter was a major project. Things were nasty and getting nastier. In the wake of incidents like Jefferson Parish deputies firing over heads of New Orleans residents to keep them from crossing the Gretna Bridge during the height of the poststorm flooding, race talk was taking on a cosmic tone. There were stories of how Blackwater mercenaries, seizing control of the streets in the absence of the NOPD, had killed dozens of alleged looters and dumped their bodies in the river. No less ominous was the fact, as pointed out by the classically inclined, that the name Katrina had its roots in the Greek katheros, or “cleansing.” The ethnic prefix didn’t even have to be mentioned, not with much of the black community banished to the decommissioned Houston Astrodome, where George Bush’s mother would cluck how much they’d moved up in the world. This attitude dovetailed with commentary from mean-minded idiots like John Hagee, then John McCain’s religious-right point man, who, calling attention to the annual “Southern Decadence” gay parade scheduled for a few days after the storm hit, said, “I believe that New Orleans had a level of sin that was offensive to God, and they were recipients of the judgment of God for that.” Dennis Hastert, then Speaker of the House, said that for the life of him, he couldn’t see why anyone would want to waste a nickel of taxpayers’ money rebuilding a sewer like New Orleans.

The world wasn’t coming to an end—it had ended, Skip thought, and here was Forman, this hapless guy in a Brooks Brothers shirt and tan chinos standing in the middle of Mickey Markey Park, surrounded by piles of garbage that used to be people’s furniture, talking about penguins, not one of which had ever been seen in a bayou.

The handshake closed the deal. With Forman’s hand lying in his own like a limp mackerel, Skip’s attention was diverted to the rummage sale on the other side of Piety Street.

•   •  •

The drum. That’s all Skip wanted. A drum to beat on for Mardi Gras.

Skip had been looking for a drum, but it wasn’t until he left Ron Forman’s rally to cross the street that he realized he’d been searching for a particular drum—this one. It was a fairly new-looking Yamaha model, with a three-inch-wide horizontal smudge bisecting the drumhead. Skip recognized the brown-green stain immediately: he’d been looking at variations of it for months while driving around the ruined city. It was the waterline, the gauge by which the height of the toxic flood could be measured, a malevolent, citywide bathtub ring. Streaked across building walls, visible on the doors of the thousands of cars stockpiled underneath the elevated I-10, in some places the ring was as much as ten feet off the ground, way over your head. The line was Katrina’s mark, like the familiar Xs spray-painted on the walls of almost every building in town by the National Guard. A code like the voodoo veves they resembled, the Xs, called “Katrina crosses,” told what day the house was inspected, which Guard unit had entered the building (“TX 1” for Texas number 1), and how many dead bodies had been found inside.
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