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  “Chef Tell made cooking on TV the new frontier. He did it with humor, a thick German accent, and was rather bossy. ‘Let me show you how to cook this, ’he would say. He showed, we learned, we laughed.”

  —Jan Yanehiro, First Co-Host, Evening Magazine, San Francisco

  “WOW! is a great start for Ronald Joseph Kule’s Chef Tell: The Biography of America’s Pioneer TV Showman Chef. This is a wonderful account of one man’s voyage and how in so many ways every reader will connect with something. It is engaging, and takes you through all the emotions of life, leaving you to decide what is next for you; and how will you make the most of your today.”

  —Tracy Repchuk, Bestselling Author, International Speaker and Motivator

  “The story you have written is fantastic! I knew Chef Tell as a talented Master Chef and works as his pastry chef for more than 10 years. This book puts his story together very well.”

  —Suladda May, Restaurateur of Thai Orchid, Grand Cayman Island
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  To his millions of fans—home cooks, professional chefs, and gourmands who know, appreciate, and love food—this story and Chef Tell’s NEW included recipes are for YOU.

  To Elaine Tait, former food writer extraordinaire for the Philadelphia Inquirer, who was among the first to recognize Tell Erhardt’s influential place in the heritage of Philadelphia’s—later America’s—culinary renaissance . . .Thanks for the inspiration, Elaine . . . wherever you are!
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  FOREWORD

  by

  REGIS PHILBIN

  “I think there’s a little bit of sizzling here. Honestly, I can feel it. The ions are flying back and forth.”

  —Regis Philbin

  I said that while doing a TV show with my friend, the late Chef Tell. That’s what I think about when I think of him. His legacy encompasses not only good food and fun, but also his guts and determination to overcome many obstacles and succeed in his line of work. Details about America’s leading pioneer of the phenomenon of TV showman chefs are revealed in these pages and are well worth reading.

  In some ways we were different, but we ended up good friends. I grew up in the Bronx, a borough of New York City named after Jonas Bronck, an early immigrant from Denmark. When I was born, tenement buildings and single homes in the Bronx mixed as well as the Irish, German, Italian, and Jewish cultures that inhabited the area; just as African-American and Hispanic-Americans do now—we all got along.

  Chef Tell, on the other hand, was born in Stuttgart, Germany. Their high-rise buildings for the most part were rubble in the aftermath of World War II. The Germans got by on their meager gardens and with C.A.R.E. Packages sent overseas through Philadelphia, which made it all the more interesting that Tell, one of my favorite guest chefs on my TV show, would end up, of all places, living in Philadelphia, a hop away from my native New York City.

  As a young man, I could revisit the Bronx and the neighborhood to which my parents moved on Long Island pretty much any time I wanted. Right across the street from where Edward and Mary Hinz raised six children stood my parents’ house in Mineola on 12th Avenue. I lived there after my two years of U.S. Navy service, following my graduation from the University of Notre Dame. As a page for NBC, I commuted to Manhattan every day, like many fellow New Yorkers.

  Tell left home as a teenager, worked as a cooking apprentice and, after he came to America, he lived far away from his roots. Although his father lived into the 1980s, he lost his mother at an early age. My parents were with me well into my adult life.

  Through television our diverse lives crossed paths.

  Before Tell and I became celebrities, we started our careers from scratch. We shared an irreverent sense of humor—something we needed to help us get through those lean years. I suppose you could say that we were similar in that respect.

  People call me “the hardest-working man in show business,” but Chef Tell was one of the hardest-working chefs I’ve known. He started locally and, like me, went national. His audience, I’ve heard, was actually eight times larger than that of Julia Child.

  I like to eat good food; I’ll even go out of my way for it. Aside from the food I could get out of Chef Tell’s appearances on my show, I had to fly all the way to his Grand Cayman Island restaurant to get one of his meals—not that I minded too much, let me tell you, because Chef Tell cooked good food. His Lobster Chef Tell’s Way was incredible!

  He aired his cooking shows as syndicated TV segments, and, of course, I worked my daily time slot. More than that, though, we had a lot of fun doing television shows together. It was uncanny how we started from the cue cards, somehow left them way behind—with Chef Tell you never knew where he was going to go—and always came back to the cards to wrap up the show. None of our crew knew what he was going to say; for the most part we worked unscripted. We had a give and take like that, which I liked. The one thing you could count on, though, was Tell’s food was always fresh, always prepared well. When it came to that, he was a very special person and chef. He really knew his art.

  And his desserts were out of this world!

  Outside of our work, we became good friends, naturally. My wife, Joy, and I visited Tell and his wife, Bunny, on Grand Cayman Island. The restaurant he operated, The Grand Old House, will always be a place of fond memories for us. The meals were delicious, and Tell’s waitstaff offered great service.

  We were fortunate to know Tell and Bunny off-camera, away from the kitchen. Let me tell you, the Philbins enjoyed good times and a few wonderful dinners with the Erhardts at their home at Rum Point.

  We came to understand what a love Tell had for our country. He was born a German, but he became a naturalized American citizen. As deeply as his work ethic in food, Tell studied the history of our nation’s struggles leading up to the Revolutionary War. He was well versed in our forefathers’ activities. He loved America, which leads me to the words of His Eminence, the late Cardinal John R. Krol of Philadelphia, “I am conscious of our beloved country, the bold idealism that inspired it; the courage that gave it birth. May God grant that our prayers, the moral integrity of our lives, the clarity of our teaching, and the sincerity of our patriotism, help increase the spiritual resources without which no nation can survive.”

  Tell spent much of his career in and around Philadelphia, the bedrock of our nation’s revolutionary times. Precisely because of the historical significance, he chose to operate restaurants there and started on television there. After he departed the Cayman Islands, he returned to his beloved City of Brotherly Love.

  What you saw on-camera was what you got off-camera with Chef Tell. His charisma was a combination of professional perfection, respectfulness and “a lotta, lotta fun.”

  I am more than happy to tell you here that his fascinating life’s story, really a timeless recipe of life lessons, is written within the pages of this book. I enjoyed my time with Chef Tell immensely. It’s a shame he is not with us now. But his memory lives on with this book, which I’m sure you will enjoy reading.

  Chef Tell—my friend—was a winner.
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  FOREWORD

  by

  CHEF WALTER STAIB

  “I knew early on that somehow my life would revolve around food.”

  —Chef Walter Staib

  In more than forty years of cooking in and designing kitchens internationally, I have probably seen the inside of more of them than anything else in my life. My family required my services in their commercial kitchen when I was four years of age, for I am a fourth-generation chef. By the time of my first formal apprenticeship at fourteen, I already possessed ten years of cooking experience at the Gasthaus zum Buckenberg, my Aunt Ruth’s and Uncle Walter’s establishment.

  Chef Tell and I grew up in southwestern Germany—he from Stuttgart, I from Pforzheim. We experienced the same military-style cooking training. We learned the hard way: he boiled (burned, really) potatoes without being told to use water, and I hung spaghetti pasta, one by one to dry on a rope, until we realized the joke was on us. We got even when we got smarter.

  We first met at a National Restaurant Association convention in Chicago. We laughed about the good old days of “character building”—cleaning and harvesting restaurant gardens, which we did on our “days off.” We agreed, though, that the training helped our careers and our outlooks on living. Later, when we met in Philadelphia through the Chaine des Rôtisseurs, we became fast friends until Tell passed away.

  Our motto was, “Never experiment with new recipes or cuisines when entertaining friends!” As you can see, we laughed a lot!

  Seriously, though, sharing a laugh rather than fighting with Tell was smart, because he was prodigious with his knives. He wielded his blades with such machine-like precision and speed that he could dress out, and fully butcher, an entire wild boar in minutes. You didn’t want to be standing close to him when he did it!

  I remember when we ran into each other at Philadelphia’s Reading Terminal Market and talked with our favorite butcher Siegfried, who made the best sausage. We ended up staying for hours, eating what must have been five pounds of sausage and washing it down with a few beers—that’s a story for another day.

  The thing about my friend Tell—he was willing to learn something new. He would say, “Yes!” far sooner than ever saying, “No.” That trait led him to become the first TV chef in America with a solid audience of forty million people in the 1970s. His recipe books sold in the hundreds of thousands, but he didn’t care about the good money as much as he cared about cooking well and teaching others what he learned.

  Tell and I—I miss my friend—were “old school.” We gave back what we knew. We were grateful for the opportunities we received. We opened doors for others and we pushed for formal trade recognition for training cooks and chefs in America, since in our earliest days there was none.

  Tell and I often talked about how much of our roots influenced this industry and country. We noted how many great chefs, techniques, and ingredients came from the Black Forest that are still around today.

  Today, I am an ambassador to the Culinary Institute of America. I know Tell would have been proud of me and of our professional heritage when our home country, Germany, awarded me the Ritterkreuz des Order of Merit (Knight’s Cross of the Order of Merit). He would have loved the big party when I was knighted.

  Filming my appearance on Iron Chef America (2010–2011 Season 9, Episode 19: Chef Walter Staib versus Chef Bobby Flay), I thought of Tell and my predecessors, who made reality-cooking television possible. These giants paved the way for future cooks, including myself, to appear on the Food Network, PBS, and other TV channels. I can share my passion for cooking with millions of viewers at home because of them.

  My children used to watch Chef Tell almost every day on the 6 o’clock news in Philadelphia. He was such a natural, such a charismatic figure. As a result, we ate a lot of carrots sautéed with parsley, which was the Chef Tell plate my children liked and requested most. And my wife did the cooking at home.

  Tell knew a lot more than the average chef. We shared so many stories and bits of information, not only about foods and cooking, but also our interest in America and its history. We shared an affinity for the Caribbean islands and for Caribbean cuisine. A selfless friend, he was proud for me when I was the first chef inducted into the Caribbean Culinary Hall of Fame.

  The culinary atmosphere in Tell’s time, unlike the competitiveness that exists today, was one of great cooperation among chefs. That ambience was created among his peers and his audiences by Tell, who made cooking fun.

  One could easily say that Chef Tell set the pace and was the role model for both German and American youths who wanted to become chefs. He had a passion for his work, was organized and skillful, and he obviously loved it. This story marks many transitions of our industry and of his life and recognizes the roles of others in both.

  The day Tell passed away was a hard day for Germany—hard for me personally. We were filming episodes of my Emmy-nominated show, World Cuisine of the Black Forest, when we heard the news that our friend was gone. The whole region was devastated.

  That’s why I’m thrilled about this book, which shares the story of Tell’s life. I’m excited that you will get to know the man that I knew and loved. Not a perfect man, but sincere, he worked hard at every endeavor he tried. He had ups and downs—like we all do. He had to learn hard lessons—like we all do. He had to face the economics of living—like we all do. But he left us a legacy, commemorated now in these pages. And he left us his recipes, some of which are here, which we can cook forever.

  Chef Tell’s life fascinated me. If his story, here and there, changes lives for the better, he will be happy. I know he changed mine.
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  PREFACE

  Top professional chefs around the globe still love Chef Tell. They miss him. Millions of Baby Boomers followed him on TV, bought his recipe books, aprons, and steak knives, ate his food and laughed at his jokes. They never knew the hard knocks this inimitable, friendly TV chef endured and overcame to become their legendary pioneer TV chef. Today, they still remember him and wonder what happened to him.

  That said, this book, dear reader, was almost never written. Chef Tell had a polarizing, mercurial effect upon people who came into contact with him or his story. You loved him, hated him, or wondered whether you should love or hate him, but you couldn’t ignore him.

  The people contacted in the course of research and writing this book fit into any of those categories, at times, including myself, his closest family, friends, and associates. Still, no matter where the highs and lows of the data or other people’s opinions took me on different days, good and bad, I—like others in their experiences—couldn’t shake or ignore one, simple overriding factor: Tell Erhardt connected and made me feel special. He opened his true heart to me for one, early-morning breakfast at his home, which he cooked and ate with me. That feeling and the words that we shared that day never faded. Knowing Tell even briefly pushed me to persist and to finish this legacy undertaking, which, hopefully and with all humility, will honor his time among us and the influence he continues to have upon his successors.

  “The book did much more than I ever anticipated: it brought to life the reasons—common recognition and appreciation of excellence and achievement—that were why my husband and I became friends with Tell. Reading the draft I realized that [later] so much negativity from others had distorted my memory.

  “This work also confirmed the love that existed between us and Tell. So many memories were dusty from lack of use but reading the book removed the passage of time. I know that I was smiling—grinning really—and thinking, WOW, Tell, that was you! You really accomplished all that! Suffice it to say, I cried at the end.”

  —Susan Winston, jewels broker and widow of the late Richard Winston of Winston Jewels, Inc.

  “In a nutshell, the way that you have presented this gentleman to me, who had been a total unknown, never-heard-of stranger until your

  book, made me feel not only like I knew him, but that I shadowed him through his life. I can only say I wish I were there. The book is thoroughly enjoyable—you introduced me to a stranger I came to love.”

  —Diane Austin, professional photographer, counselor, and mother

  * * *

  A chef’s life is about restaurants, but also theater. Restaurants are theater. Entertainment venues, they live or die by the marquee value of their chefs and the quality of their staged output.

  Chef Tell’s story required eighteen months of continual research, many pages of writing, and numerous drafts. This feast of his lifetime—the result of scores of decisions and more than one hundred thousand words—will be devoured in mere hours. Like a playwright’s dialogue at curtain’s rising or a chef’s plated presentation placed before a discerning palate, this story goes “live” the moment you hit page one.

  Stage plays, restaurants, and books are matters of execution and timing, but they can be timeless, too. Chef Tell’s life—his colleagues would agree—was a managed, complicated, and temporary affair. However, his impact continues: Chef Tell changed two industries and the lives of millions of home cooks as he pioneered a journey no other chef had ever taken.

  This is an account of an extraordinary man—the most-watched television and live-showman chef in history up to his time. This account aims to suspend your disbelief and transport you into a world where surprises, delicious and horrific, are emotional and intellectual tugs-of-war. Chef Tell’s difficulties, low points, and eventual glorious successes are life lessons that may uplift lives and bring hope.

  The view from “behind the line” reveals how long and hard Chef Tell worked, why so many loved him, and why he remains so missed by those who met or knew him. If this work entertains, shocks, and upsets you; if it makes you think, makes you hungry, and then makes you understand how this one man impacted his and your world, call it a successful mission.

  Chef Tell lived and died by his marquee personality and his skills as a master chef. In his words, his lifelong pursuit of excellence proposes a moral for us all: Life is simple. People make the difference.

  The short chapters pay homage to the master chef, who preferred to sample many small dishes rather than select a large entrée from the menu whenever he dined out. Likewise, each chapter offers the reader’s mental palate portions that are digestible, before moving to the next course. There is even a factually correct entremets in the middle.

  The added glossary of culinary terms will help readers new to the culinary arts to enter the chef’s milieu without trepidation.

  An added, seven-course meal of new Chef Tell recipes is Chef Tell’s posthumous gift to his many loyal and hungry fans, so, as Tell would put it, “Go ahead. Play with your food!”


  INTRODUCTION

  “Rezepte sind nur Rezepte . . . im Rahmen des Zumutbaren Sie sie

  ändern können.”

  (“Recipes are only prescriptions . . . within reason you can change them.”)

  —Chef Tell

  Chef Tell’s recipe for making a star-bound chef/restaurateur went like this:

  First, rise with the morning twilight. Visit the fish, meat, and produce markets daily to ensure your menu and daily ingredients are as fresh as possible. Chastise your vendors, if needed, for quality slippage in your last order, yet make them feel like they are part of your success.

  Second, walk several miles daily within the same four walls. Regularly add water, salt, chicken stock, and splashes of wine to foods and to yourself. Even though you know it will take a toll on your body, taste everything you cook.

  Third, ensure that your kitchen waitstaffs arrive on time, prepared and sober. Mix in your waitpersons, bartenders, hostesses, and accountants. Keep them honest with your cash register—every day.

  Fourth, bring the first, second, and third steps to a boil by simmering under low heat in the first few hours of the day. Gradually turn up the heat.

  Fifth, repeat the routine 312* days a year, year after year, despite how you feel, as long as you make your patrons happy. (*Six days a week.)

  For super-star ranking add one more requisite: Culinary genius—the capacity to take consumable ingredients and envision them into remarkable, repurposed foods, flavors, and presentations; the capacity to be avant-garde, innovative, iconoclastic, and visionary and, in Chef Tell’s case, funny.

  Chef Tell followed the basic rules of cooking but he blazed new trails his way.

  * * *

  The night Friedemann Paul Erhardt (later known worldwide as Chef Tell) was born, bombs dropped and hunger was a constant. When suicide took his mother, and his brother was separated from him, he became a cook’s commis (apprentice) at thirteen and a half. For the rest of his life, he was forced to work his way out of one predicament into the next, and then out of the next into another, as he blazed a trail on which other chefs would walk.

  No chef-by-the-numbers road map existed in his era. Up until the age of the TV celebrity chef, master chefs, for the most part, stayed hermetically inside of their kitchens. When Erhardt ventured outside, he dared to tread where few chefs had gone before—soon joining the ranks of such American chefs as James Beard and Julia Child.

  “Chefs weren’t really respected other than being in the kitchen. You rarely saw them in the dining room interacting with people,” said TV personality Chef Emeril Lagasse. Chef Tell changed that.

  “Tell was a role model here and in Germany—always ahead of his time,” recalled Chef Walter Staib.

  Erhardt credited his television superstardom to his mother, Gisela (Gerber) Erhardt. Her lessons, born of postwar necessity and the lack of preschooling in those days, enabled him to reach a nationwide audience in America and then internationally. He entertained and taught TV viewers how to cook like his mother.

  Erhardt soldiered his way to the top of his profession, becoming at twenty-seven the youngest master chef in German history. He championed foods and food-product innovations, which today are considered staples in any kitchen, commercial or private.

  Though it was impossible to please all of the people all the time, he pursued culinary perfection as his lifelong quest. He never abandoned his dream, despite irrational fears of failure and the constant taunts of his ephemeral mistress, Success.

  The lure of two worlds, the best and the worst, attracted Erhardt. The enticing sights, sounds, smells, and flavors; the excesses of fortune, fame, and connection excited his imagination. His world of cooking ran white-hot active—full of innovation, opportunity, and competitive challenge. A melting pot of fresh ingredients, newly acquired acquaintances, and creative culinary challenges made for a live-action reality show played out on themed stages. Cooking, for Erhardt, was nothing less than “Showtime, folks!”

  He possessed talents to cook and teach on television that were extraordinary. Fires that burned others were mere sparks on the tail of the energy that propelled Erhardt’s comet. He never stopped thinking about new ingredient combinations, improved ways to cook, and innovative cookware. Curious as a child, he sought and unearthed better ways to please more palates, which he then shared with America.

  * * *

  Friedemann Paul Erhardt was as vulnerable and imperfect as any of us. His extraordinary lifetime, for better or worse, ran a mercurial course. When he won, he broke off pieces of his good-fortune cookie and shared them with everyone he liked, even though some took advantage of him in return. When he lost, he lost big time, making mistakes and enemies under the powerful magnifying glass of the media.

  When the spotlight passed, and bank accounts dissipated, Erhardt became his own worst enemy—a missile with nowhere to go but into the rebellious recesses of war-tortured memories and passionate regrets. At times, his life played like Mission: Impossible with a self-destruct button.

  Misunderstanding this behavior, some people walked away from him with unexpressed hatreds, unable or unwilling to remember why they liked him in the first place. His true friends, on the other hand, understood him and took the bad with the good. Their integrity was intact. They “knew what they knew” about Erhardt—that he was, like them, a kind-hearted soul trying to make his way through a troubled world.

  Amid the whirlwind of his celebrity lifestyle, Cupid guided Erhardt to “Bunny” Kule, who became his friend, fiancée, wife, and widow. Like a lighthouse keeper guides captains in danger of foundering, she watched him almost bash his keel upon the rock-laden shoals of broken fidelities. Yet, she stayed the course with him during his darkest passages when he floundered and nearly drowned.

  In return, Erhardt loved her unceasingly, no matter how many times it looked otherwise. Through a quarter of a century plus one year, the constancy of their river’s current flowed past deadfalls, hidden rocks, and waterfalls, over riffles and through deep pools.

  * * *

  Fernand Point, the “Godfather of Modern Cuisine,” wrote, “As far as cuisine is concerned, one must read everything, see everything, hear everything, try everything, observe everything, in order to retain in the end, just a little bit.”

  Erhardt pursued “everything” from sunrise to bedtime for a lifetime.

  Unfortunately, like a drug, what was available beyond the kitchen was addictive. So many sensations from temptation reached out to him. Opportunities to party too much, to eat, drink, and ingest other substances, would make him pay a high toll. A workaholic, “rock star” chef, Erhardt knew fame as his evanescent courtesan and he sensed that obesity, ill health, and infidelity lurked beyond its limelight and marked him as a target.

  Still, he put himself again and again at center stage where the spotlight comforted like a warm hug. In the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s, Chef Tell performed on television screens in more than two hundred cities with forty million people watching three times weekly. For most, he was only the man behind the apron, the moustache, and the smile, who told us—showed us—how to live and love through our taste buds. At home, still larger than life, he was a lovable, imperfect man.

  Erhardt broke every mother’s admonition (except his) to “stop playing with your food.” Instead, he invited us to let go, to imagine new pleasures for our palates, with German, French, Austrian, American, and Caribbean food ingredients. “Recipes are only guidelines,” he wrote, “not commandments. You can change them, within reason, if necessary.”

  Erhardt might have succeeded in any profession, but he had a passion to cook for people and to entertain them. Possessed with unusual charm and charisma, a joie de vivre that set him apart from the crowd, Erhardt mingled well with queens, kings, politicians, housewives, janitors, lawyers, musicians; men, women, and children, celebrated or uncelebrated.

  “If you are not a generous person you cannot be in this field,” wrote Point, who trained a generation of French master chefs that included Erhardt’s contemporaries.

  In a sense, Tell Erhardt’s life defines our lives. How he conquered the long odds and devastating barriers that he faced helps us navigate our minefields. With him in mind, we realize anew that even the biggest of our dreams, if nurtured and continued, can and will some day come true.

  If truth were told, in the culinary arts, as in the art of living, excellent, sustained achievement is accomplished only by superb execution of training basics and strict attention to detail in the face of harsh realities, plus imagination. Chef Tell Erhardt’s life is the perfect template for us to examine that notion.

  Skimping will not do where a five-star experience is desired. We must, therefore, start at the beginning: the night of his birth.


  1

  A SOUP BOWL OF CONFLICTS

  “Sie brauchen nur ein wenig Salz und Pfeffer.”

  (“You just need a little salt n’ peppah.”)

  —Chef Tell

  On November 5, 1943, the tree-lined ridges around Stuttgart, Germany, resembled the nearby Black Forest. They edged and defined the steep-valley makeup of the sweep of the city. Past nightfall, searchlights silhouetted the skyline, and air-raid sirens clarioned.

  As they had done for three years, thousands of stoic men, frightened women, and bewildered children spilled out from their residences onto darkened, foggy streets and sought shelter inside large caves dug into the hillsides. There they waited for death or another peaceful respite. The safety of the dugouts assuaged little of their fear as earth-shaking, two-ton bombs exploded above and around them for hours.

  A mother’s hoarse screams of labor could not be heard over the constant din and the drone of 165 laded Allied bombers. The staccato pops of 49 heavy and light German anti-aircraft gunneries and the percussions of hundreds of detonations echoed loudly up and down the damaged hills and valleys and drowned her cries. Just as surely as Germans gasped their last breaths somewhere in that terrain, her newborn drew its first gulp of life-giving oxygen. It was a wonder that her baby boy survived the night.

  Like clockwork, night after terrifying night, Stuttgart skies resounded with the recurrent screams of low-altitude bomber squadron payloads after their release. “Pink Pansy” flares lit up blackened ground sites and guided R.A.F. de Havilland “Mosquitoes” along marked pathways to their intended targets—Stuttgart’s fighter-plane manufacturing factories. In time, new “Oboe” radar enabled the “Mossies” to operate without direct eyesight just as effectively as on clear nights, despite the fog and rain, and the bombing runs multiplied.

  Between the air raid of October 8, when 342 Lancaster bombers of the Royal Air Force flew overhead, and the last large raid of 162 aircraft on November 26, more than 2,000 aircraft dropped over 3,000 tons of bombs on Stuttgart.

  The cacophony of the Allies’ horrific lullaby pierced Friedemann Paul Erhardt’s ears for the first fortnight of his life. He lived below the eerie glow of searchlights that dappled the smoky sky like Manet’s brush strokes.

  Decades later, the glow of restaurant gas burners on professional stoves would remind Erhardt of those early months, and of his mother’s fears of the swastika and the Nazi party that reigned at the time of his birth.

  Nazi leaders prided themselves on the willful creation and maintenance of Aryan-blood purity and committed upwards of forty million people to their deaths for the sake of their aim. Their idea of racial pureness emerged from laboratories and spliced genes slid under scientific microscopes by psychiatric eugenicists, which held the belief that Man was only flesh and bone. Earlier, German and Austrian philosophers speculated that human behavior was a product of the environment, not the other way around. They, too, denied Life’s spirituality.

  Oddly, the worst of the fascist Nazis abhorred both communist bolshevism and liberalism alike. They assigned “cause” for the existence of these curses to a quasi-race (as they saw it), the Jews. They also sought suppression of the Catholic Church, whose teachings influenced humanity toward spirituality. The Church’s position that the soul is the ultimate arbiter of how cultures live, evolve, and move forward took hold and was embraced around the globe, but godless Nazi eugenicists abhorred its expansion and moved to strike a death blow.

  Into this soup bowl of conflicting activities and notions, boiled over into a full-fledged world war, the youngest Erhardt arrived. He would grind out his meager childhood among the latest ruins of this centuries-old battle for minds, bodies, and souls. Survival would not come easily for his family or his nation as each struggled to rebuild itself and its identity.
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  Tell at age one
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  LIKE SON NOT LIKE FATHER

  “Ich wusste, ich wollte nicht in das Zeitungsgeschäft gehen.”

  (“I knew I didn’t want to go into the newspaper business.”)

  —Chef Tell

  Hitler considered Maximillian Erhardt’s local newspaper, Stuttgarter Nachrichten, important enough to grant oversight of it to his Number Two henchman Heinrich Himmler, head of the Schutzstaffel—the feared “SS” secret service police formed in 1925 to provide for his personal protection. After Max was pressed into service along with the others at the paper, Himmler became their senior officer. Max’s schriftsetzer (typesetter)position forced him to (at least appear to) step in line with Himmler. Though his personal, political, or cultural proclivities were not the same as those of the Nazi leadership, he dutifully published what was expected of him. More than 80 percent of national press “news” was Nazi-controlled anti-Semitism by the time he became a father in 1943.

  The pragmatic Max was a handsome man of Aryan stock born into a family of lawyers and doctors on January 25, 1912. He married the upper-class Gisela Gerber, who, according to Max’s statement to a family member in later years, was one-sixteenth Jewish and a licensed, pediatric nurse—pediatrics was a marked profession, since more than a third of the fourteen-hundred-plus pediatric doctors were Jewish.
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  Max Erhardt 1943 ID book
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  Tell’s mother

  Gisela gave him his first son and would give him another five years after the war. War-torn Germany, however, offered no guarantee that his first boy would reach a ripe old age. In fact, as the fate of the Nazi regime soured, his odds of surviving at all ran long.

  By 1944, the tattered remnants of the German army retreated in the face of the advancing rifles and artillery of Russian forces along the eastern front. The easterly push of the Allied command forces from the west, and the southern line crumbling in the face of American tank brigades from Italy, trapped the Erhardt family in the midst of a pincers movement late in the year. By early 1945 the threat had escalated. The apathetic mental states of local Nazi officers and complicit local officials included taking out anyone who even hinted betrayal before they committed their suicides.

  During war operations, Allied bombers prevented Max from planning and developing a long-term future. Eventually, French troops liberated his city. Later, when the Americans arrived, he welcomed them and shared his fourth-floor flat with some of them. However, the Allies took precautionary measures because of his media position and extradited Max to a military intelligence camp in Texas for debriefing before repatriation without incident.
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  Max’s 1945 pass for restricted movement and rations

  After the cessation of World War II hostilities, the number of SS members from southwestern Germany that were charged with war crimes ranked low on the list. Most Stuttgarters lived a postwar civilian life without restriction.

  Max received an open pass dated April 30, 1945, for freedom of movement within Esslingen, a town outside of Center City by about eight miles. The pass, listing him as a homecomer, enabled his receipt of food rations. By August 23, 1946, he was free to move about within the greater district of Stuttgart. He took pride that he was able to help his family and keep his position at the newspaper, for in his mind he would one day transfer his domain to his eldest son in the tradition of his own father.
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  1946 pass for wider movement within Stuttgart
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  Papers show Max was not a P.O.W.

  The years that followed were hardly the time for the heir to a newspaper position to contemplate a career in hairdressing or cooking, but Friedemann Paul Erhardt did just that. One of a postwar generation of Germans with youthful hopes, this young boy, surrounded by the remnants of war and the constant specter of starvation, set his sight on a different kind of future and harbored a dream that he would never relinquish.
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  STRUGGLING TO SURVIVE

  “Altes Brot ist nicht hart, kein Brot, das ist hart.”

  (“Old bread isn’t hard . . . no bread, that is hard.”)

  —German proverb

  In the early 1940s, Hitler offered no rationing plan for the German people. He opined that Germany’s World War I loss came due to a severe rationing program, which demoralized its people. Nonetheless, when the war fortunes of his Nazi regime declined near the mid-1940s, he implemented rationing. Ethnic groups deemed more “pure” received higher daily caloric count allotments than others less fortunate, like the Poles or the lowly Jews. Food, though, was not the only problem that faced the populace at the time.

  Max Erhardt did his part to provide warmth for his family during winter’s coldest months. His miraculous deal for two hundred pounds of coal, when his boy was only four, helped his brood to survive the harshest hours of the hard winter of 1947–48. Milder winters followed, but Gisela’s desire for cooked meals, though meager, drove her and her boy to filch wood wherever they could find suitable pieces to burn; having none would mean frigid nights and hungry stomachs. An enforced 2:00 p.m. daily curfew limited their scavenger hunts to midday hours. Those found on the streets beyond the curfew risked death.

  Actual conditions were much harder for the German survivors than the rest of the postwar world imagined. With food in short supply, most of the German population faced starvation. Lack of distribution and delivery means exacerbated the shortage problem. The whole German nation sorely needed a clean infrastructure of roads and an adequate supply of suitable vehicles, but not many other countries cared. Germany, after all, had instigated hostilities—wasn’t she now deserving of her awful conditions?

  Mother and son braved brutal weather and encountered other desperate housewives and their offspring as they stood in long lines and waited for their turn to pick from meager piles of greenish potatoes dumped on street corners by local farmers. Garden vegetables grown at home could be cobbled up with other indefinable scraps into potato-based soups.
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  Tell and his mother, 1947

  Picking garden raspberries that belonged to someone else, however, was hazardous. “My mother and I had to go to a farmer to pick up some eggs. I was maybe five years old then, or four . . . a small kid. During the two-mile hike back home, we stopped to pick some wild raspberries. Suddenly we hear the sound of a shotgun blast and we stop picking. The farmer shot at us, because we were picking the berries,” Tell related years later.

  Real coffee—long supplanted by grain drinks—and fresh meats and rich dessert creams, cakes, and other delicacies were definitely off the menu. To make do, some young boys tended rabbit warrens for meals and for bartered exchanges. Erhardt didn’t have that luxury. Instead, too many nights left him hungry and afraid in the dark. “Sometimes I only had a slice of bread in a day,” he remembered.

  From Friedemann Erhardt’s constant hunger grew a desire to cook for others. From the age of six, this gastronomic purpose spilled out of the recesses of his creative mind filled with copious images of food, drink, and peoples’ camaraderie. Perhaps unintended, his daydreams mocked der Führer’s nostrum that one was merely a product of gene-pool struggles. Given the combination of a typesetter father with a pediatric nurse mother, even the Third Reich’s mathematics of superiority could not have added up to a cook or a chef.

  Self-doubts, however, tugged at the young boy’s mind: Why are we hungry? What life is this? What’s my place in this world? Where will I find love?

  Erhardt would struggle for a lifetime to answer such questions. He would search, like the rest of us, for an understanding of the origin of Life—what we like to think and maybe already know is our soul (our self).

  As the years would add up, he would follow—pursue most vigorously—his appetite for physical, mental, and spiritual satiety through cooking, food, teaching, wine; all kinds of relationships, classical and country music, fast cars, motorcycles, fatherhood, and scuba diving. He would read historical biographies and history books; write recipe books; appear on television shows; make cooking and product demonstrations and do volunteer church work with children just to have a full cup of personal peace and understanding. Believe it or not, he would even cultivate herb gardens from childhood to grave—a necessary salve for his emotional wounds.

  For now, though, Erhardt was simply a small German boy growing up under difficult circumstances.
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  Tell at seven years
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  THE SEARCH FOR SELF BEGINS

  “Ich wusste, auf sechs, was ich tun wollte. Ich wollte zu kochen.”

  (“I knew at six what I wanted to do. I wanted to cook.”)

  —Chef Tell

  His mother Gisela often cast the well-being of her family ahead of her own—she might have wished for him to become a doctor or other professional like herself. Instead, she pushed Friedemann toward the German cooking apprenticeship system whenever she could talk with her boy outside the influence of her husband. She feared his attempts to steer their son toward a newsprint career not suited to his sensibilities. Have I not watched my husband work as a typesetter? To what end? she thought as she inspected her surroundings. Her vision for her son was much larger than Max’s.

  Starving and tired, at times, she also spoke erratically and exhibited deranged behavior. More than once others misdiagnosed her symptoms of malnutrition and tiredness and committed her to “mental health” facilities. Given—or despite—this profound and ongoing situation, Gisela shared both her worries and her food knowledge with Friedemann at every opportunity, including one datum that she knew would serve him well for a lifetime: “Du wirst nie mehr hungern, wenn Sie einen Koch zu werden.” (“You will never go hungry if you become a chef.”)

  From a mother who, despite her inconsistent behavior, saw real pitfalls around her son, those were wise words. She desperately wished for his escape to a clean start, if only to project upon him her own desire to stop the clattering, leftover images and emotional tugs of the past war, which she suffered in her mind. War had dealt Gisela a kind of post-partum that wouldn’t go away as long as she remained in that environment.

  For his part, the young Friedemann was impressed by his mother’s skills. “I was always amazed what my mother could do. She made dishes out of nothing. That fascinated me. It was magic what she could do,” he would tell a reporter much later.

  Friedemann’s final enticement to learn cooking appeared through an unforgettable advertisement that he found and read on a posterboard that announced available apprenticeships. The illustrated image of a chef selecting fruits aboard a cruise liner moored off the coast of an exotic island offered the promise of an abundant future. The colorful foods, tropical locale, and smiling face impressed the famished boy who, vowing that one day he would be that chef, tore the ad from the board and stashed it inside his pocket.

  His road to that future would be a long and winding one.
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  AMERICA ON THE DOORSTEP

  “Meine Mutter hat mich in der Küche beschäftigt.”

  (“My mother employed me in the kitchen.”)

  —Chef Tell

  America lifted its ban on assistance packages to Germany on June 5, 1946. By the following year, America arrived at the Erhardts’ doorstep. C.A.R.E. (Cooperative for American Remittances to Europe, later known as the Cooperative for Assistance and Relief Everywhere), thanks to Arthur Ringland, Dr. Lincoln Clark, a consortium of twenty-two American charities, and the generosity of thousands of American individuals and families including President Harry Truman, would be a life-saving label on cartons that Friedemann would never forget.

  The Erhardts were eligible to participate in C.A.R.E. because Max allowed their flat to be occupied by American officers. More than one hundred million such packages arrived at other doorsteps over the course of the next few years, most shipped from the port city of Philadelphia. C.A.R.E. Packages consisted of “10-in-1” food parcels—food for one person for ten days. They had been designed for an invasion of Japan that never materialized. They became a reliable means of food relief to European survivors facing starvation in the war’s aftermath.

  A typical C.A.R.E. carton—1.2 cubic feet, weighing 29.5 pounds—contained a pound of beef in broth along with one pound of steak and kidneys; 8 ounces of liver loaf; 8 ounces of corned beef; 12 ounces of luncheon loaf (like Spam); 8 ounces of bacon; 2 pounds of margarine; one pound of lard; one pound of fruit preserves; one pound of honey; one pound of raisins; one pound of Hershey’s chocolate; 2 pounds of sugar; 8 ounces of egg powder; 2 pounds of whole milk powder; and 2 pounds of coffee—about 17 to 22 pounds of foodstuffs in all. Not enough to supply the whole family with three squares every day for a month, but something to look forward to on days of little to nothing.

  The first C.A.R.E. Package that Erhardt ever saw he found under the Christmas tree, wrapped in paper like a gift. Once the wrapping was off the carton, and Friedemann had cleaned off his face smeared with Hershey’s chocolate for the first time, he sat and watched Gisela separate the different contents and repackage them for later use. The locally supplied chicken eggs paired well with the corned beef, bacon, or margarine. Fresh vegetables grown in the yard and gathered in the right seasons rounded out the basic rations. After years of drinking grain substitutes for coffee, a jolt of real java now and then brought heaven in a cup.

  His mother’s industriousness impressed the boy. He could see how she was determined to help her family survive. He was fascinated as she stretched—the key word being stretched here—their rations into novel combinations, which, judging by the uncooked morsels she handed him from time to time, tasted pretty good. At the dinner table, he tasted the pleasures of the same foodstuffs after his mother had cooked them with other ingredients brought to the house by relatives and friends who arrived for meals. He observed the renewed sense of vigor and conversation that her cooking brought to each dinner-table participant. For the sensitive boy, that effect became what he wanted most to emulate, “Out of nothing she cooked outstanding dishes.”

  Gisela, in turn, listened to Friedemann’s comments, which revealed to her that he could discern sweet from sour and bitter from salt—the four basic palate tastes. Mother and child were blessed with accurate palates, although he had one obvious dislike, which she accommodated by doing twice the work for his benefit.

  “My mother—she cooks everything twice; once for the family, once for me without onions, which I hated,” said Friedemann years later.

  On the other hand, those sweet Hershey’s chocolate bits conferred to him remained his special treat for years to come. To watch her boy—later two boys—delight in eating the chocolate morsels buoyed Gisela’s morale, if only briefly.

  Little by little, with Gisela’s ingenuity and the garden’s produce, the family regained the sense that survival was a certainty, not just a possibility. Each C.A.R.E. package’s arrival reinforced the feeling, although on lean days Gisela continued to put her family’s needs ahead of her own.

  Left to their own devices, children will do just about anything to help their parents. With plenty of time on his hands every day, Friedemann was free to conjure up any ideas along that line that he could imagine; or to play with Astro, his German shepherd dog. Mostly he followed his mother’s examples. When not outside with her, he searched for wood and other odds and ends that he thought might lessen the household burden his parents carried. Planting, weeding, and harvesting in the garden was pleasurable and safe—a far cry from the one time he turned a corner late in the afternoon and heard the sudden clicks of rifles.
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  Tell at nine years
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  AN INSATIABLE HUNGER

  “Ich habe viel gelernt frühen.”

  (“I learned a lot early.”)

  —Chef Tell

  Friedemann presented a vulnerable target, walking the broken, deserted pavement since daybreak, accompanied only by Astro. Looking for whatever fancied his imagination, he forgot about the 2:00 p.m. curfew. When he turned a corner, the sudden, loud command of an American unit sergeant’s “Halt!” seared his ears. Six cocked M1903 Springfield rifles pointed straight at his chest.

  Astro barked fiercely. Friedemann’s tears flowed. The soldier that shouted the order repositioned his weapon, and the others stood down. One of them squatted and calmed the dog. The officer in charge bent down, wiped the tears off the youngster’s face, and reassured him that he wasn’t going to die that day.

  Asked who he was, Friedemann was too scared to speak. The unit confiscated his stash of cigarettes and cash. Alerted to reports of someone selling contraband American cigarettes, they had found their culprit. The youngster sniffled and, drying his eyes, tried to explain to the military unit as they escorted him and Astro to a tent set up as a makeshift holding cell that he had been handed the smokes by another Army unit, which encouraged him to sell them.

  “I was only trying to do what I could to help my family,” he explained.

  “Sit here, Sonny. And don’t try moving away,” said one of the soldiers.

  Hungry and overwhelmed, sitting alone on a sack of potatoes, Friedemann heard and felt his mother’s words roar back into his brain like cognac on fire: You will never go hungry, if you become a chef. He pulled the worn illustration out of his pocket, unfolded it carefully, and stared at the chef’s happy image. He resolved to one day leave behind the ruins of his motherland.

  A different soldier approached, and Friedemann folded the paper hastily. He stashed it back into his pocket. The soldier marched him to another tent where three Germans that he had seen before recognized him and walked over and consoled him. One told the soldier the boy’s identity and where he lived. His familiar hand on the boy’s shoulder stopped the lad’s shaking. When another soldier walked up and offered him pieces of a Hershey’s bar, Friedemann smiled and accepted them.

  Friedemann’s eyes teared up again the moment his mother walked into the tent accompanied by a soldier. He ran straight to her. Although unhappy that her boy had been selling cigarettes, she didn’t let on and, instead, comforted him and thanked the sergeant.

  One of the soldiers handed her a sack filled with cans of powdered milk and other foodstuffs that he’d filled from a carton imprinted, “Made in U.S.A.” Seeing several of these cartons and the abundance of food that he and his mother were handed, Erhardt decided he would one day go to the United States of America.

  Under the watchful eyes of two more soldiers, mother and child walked home. When Gisela tousled his hair playfully, Friedemann knew he would not face trouble at home that night. For the first time in several hours, he breathed easily.

  The promise of America’s bounty remained a dreamland inside of Friedemann’s mind, but he also realized that today he’d found a sort of commissary for his family. Thereafter, he maneuvered his “arrest” on a fairly regular basis and orchestrated his friends’ “incarcerations” for the bargain price of a few nibbles from their Hershey’s chocolate bars.

  C.A.R.E. Package ingredients, garden herbs, vegetables from shared backyard or window boxes, and henhouse eggs helped Stuttgarters like Friedemann survive, but the pang from another type of hunger deep inside the youngster would not go away—this one reached far beyond American generosity and German garden plots: he yearned for answers to his private questions.

  How would he quench the insatiable desire of that hunger, living in a place that was mostly rubble?
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  REBOOTING THE FUTURE

  “Es ist keine Prahlerei, wenn Sie Ihr Produkt mit herausragenden Leistungen produzieren kann.”

  (“It’s not bragging, if you can produce your product with excellence.”)

  —Chef Tell

  Stuttgart’s condition right after the war made it a hellish place to live. Residents not only required water and food, but also renewed shelter and a viable local economy. Stuttgarters didn’t have time to sit and reminisce about what might have been; their town needed infrastructure, and the broken remains of 39,125 storefronts, tenements, churches and factories lay in their way.

  People walked to makeshift work sites and labored hard every day for hours. With few other meaningful work choices available, able-bodied men and women cleared edifices, one stone and brick at a time. They transported fifteen million cubic meters of rubble outside town. One “Schuttberg” (mountain of debris) known as Birkenkopf (“Birch Head”)—a 511-meter (1,677 feet) mountain of stone and steel rubble—was topped with a monument erected to stand as a reminder to future generations of the tragedy that happened here.

  Time ticked onward in the German heartland. Life played out its changes. White winter flakes melted into color-splashed gardens. Spring showers gave way to layered summer greens, which descended into autumn’s leafy blankets—Mother Earth’s renewed coverlets for winters to come. Year by year, the four seasons brought counterpoints to Stuttgart’s hollowed, broken, brick-and-mortar relics. From the echoes of architectural masterpieces rose steel and glass structures that renewed hope for the populace the way sunshine draws back winter’s chill and renews spring’s flower buds. Living conditions evolved and improved, and major business concerns resumed peaceful operations.

  The international icon Daimler-Benz called Stuttgart home. In the war, the company supplied the inline engines of sleek Me-109 Luftwaffe fighter planes that knocked off Allied bombers with aplomb. When the conflict was over, the “Cradle of the Automobile” turned once more to building precision-crafted consumer vehicles and employed thousands in the process.

  The improved economy boded well for a growing boy who would one day cook for paying patrons.
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  THE GENESIS OF “CHEF TELL”

  “Das tapfere Mann denkt an sich selbst die letzte . . .”

  (“The valiant man thinks of himself the last . . .”)

  —Friedrich Von Schiller’s Wilhelm Tell

  During the dark years, like any other cultured people, the Germans tried to make the best of their lives through divergent activities. Indoor events brought welcome relief from the stark realities outside. The country’s unique and popular football championship—an annual English rugby-styled tournament with roots in amateur clubs of the eighteenth century, in which teams vied for the Viktoria trophy—had continued since 1903 up to its brief two-year (1943–1945) hiatus during the war. Now the games resumed, albeit as football (soccer).

  By 1948, German athletics had rebuilt and fielded enough talent in various sports events for a national team to compete in the first Summer Olympics since the war break, but they would not be invited back to the Games until 1952.

  On the other hand, the chain of theatrical performances of German operas and stage plays advanced unbroken. Parents encouraged even their very youngest children to perform in these popular productions. In fact, an amateur role in a school play written by Friedrich Schiller in 1804, Wilhelm Tell, in which Friedemann performed the lead for a few years, brought him his nickname Tell and foreshadowed his later decision to create the TV persona of Chef Tell.

  * * *

  As the plot goes in the sixteenth-century legendary play, a tyrannical ruler named Gessler refuses to release Tell after his public act of brazen discourtesy toward the ruler, unless Tell could shoot an apple off the head of his son with an arrow. Shooting the apple and not the child would not only let his son live, but also permit Tell and his family to leave and go wherever they wished. After Tell shoots the apple in the public square, he further rebukes Gessler, who at once detains him. Tell escapes and lives to make good on his pledge to one day rid the population of their maniacal leader.

  Because the story characterizes a larger-than-life figure possessed of joviality and insouciance combined with true agility, Tell was the perfect role for Erhardt, who possessed a wickedly ironic sense of humor and an innate ability to laugh at his early-day troubles (at least publicly). With these traits, he would later put off those around him who would dare to take him too seriously.

  By 1956, despite the nightmarish remnants of starvation-caused deaths of friends and a dearth of options around him, Tell ripened into a thirteen-year-old teenager determined to be a chef. He finished his eighth and final year of mandatory German schooling and affirmed that he would not lay bricks or press Mergenthaler brass mats onto newsprint slugs for the rest of his life. Instead, he would seek warmth, camaraderie, and opportunity amid the earthy smells of wood- or coal-burning stoves. He would prep and cook German cuisine in regimented stainless steel kitchens. He would swap schoolbooks for recipes and take up the arduous task of becoming a professional chef.

  A chef in Stuttgart at the Hotel Graf Zeppelin offered one apprenticeship, and he was chosen for it after he had applied for the position without his parents’ knowledge or approval. He was not worried that his mother would find his choice unappealing. His father, however, had made it clear that any choice other than entering a program to learn the typesetting craft would be unacceptable to him.

  The law required that a boy inform his parents and obtain their endorsement before he could enter a state-approved apprenticeship. Tell knew the announcement of his decision to take up the trade of cooking would not go well with his father. He knew his request for endorsement would be a struggle, but he never could have foreseen the resulting consequences or the circumstances in which his father would let him leave. He would discover soon enough that in addition to his suffering through his cooking apprenticeship, he would have to find solace and safety in the hard work. Despite the dangers within kitchen walls, in which he would find himself almost every waking hour of every day for the next several years, the alternative, he would remember again and again, looked far worse.
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  BITTER SALTS IN THE WOUND

  “Die Leute sagen, ‘Du hast nie sagen, wie viel Salz zu verwenden.’ Es hängt davon ab, wie du dich fühlst.”

  (“People say, ‘You never say how much salt to use.’ It depends on how you feel.”)

  —Chef Tell

  Most survivors in Stuttgart and the rest of Germany had inhaled, exhaled, and assumed a vibrant, peaceful ambience by 1956. A few, however, stripped of their innocence and haunted by traces of war etched onto their minds, would never return to normalcy, Gisela included.

  Her top-floor flat—no more than a meager space of a couple of bedrooms, a small galley kitchen, and a 12x14 main sitting room with one wall of books—had somehow survived the mayhem of fifty-three Allied bombings, but Gisela’s mental disposition in such a tiny space became murky. The depth of her suffering would never be fully measured, only approximated by the manner of her untimely death.

  On the fateful day in May of 1956 that Tell announced his decision to forgo more formal schooling and to begin a cooking apprenticeship, his words produced an acrimonious argument between Gisela and Max, which Tell and Ulrich, his younger brother, witnessed first hand.

  Max, a mild-mannered man normally, roared, “He can’t do it. I won’t permit it!”

  “I don’t see why not, if he knows what he wants!” Gisela argued.

  Tell interjected, “Mother, Father, don’t fight. Please don’t fight.”

  They ignored him. They had been fighting over Tell for years, since she doted on her favorite son.

  “A boy must have respect for his father’s wishes. Cooking is not what I have planned for him! He should follow me—come to work at Stuttgarter Nachrichten. This is what he should do!”

  “But he wants to cook! What good is a newspaper when you want to cook? Let him work—do an apprenticeship.”

  The six-foot-two, stately-built Max towered over the frail boy and his defiant wife and demanded, “I will not. He will do as I say! Come here, Friedemann. You must understand what is best.”

  Max advanced toward his boy but was shielded by his mother’s body. Gisela, tears streaking her flushed cheeks, exploded at her husband in a hail of words and flailing fists. Pent-up rage and frustration boiled up and spilled out.

  Acting on motherly instinct alone, Gisela beat her fists harmlessly against Max’s chest until she had no more energy to continue. But she wasn’t about to back down. The life left inside her breathed solely for the safe passage of her children to a better world, and no matter what she would have to do to guarantee that, she was bound to act in their best interests. She gathered her boys’ clothing into a satchel, prodded the children to the door, and turned to leave.

  “Then we can stay here no longer, Max. I will take my children to my sisters’ place, and we will live there. Over my dead body will you ever hold my boy back from his dream!”

  Max said nothing.

  At the aunts’ apartment, in front of her boys, Gisela requested, “Promise me that if anything happens to me, you must take care of them. You must promise me that.”

  The promise extracted, she returned alone to her flat.

  Unnoticed, Tell slipped outside to return home and rejoin his mother. Running into the building and up the staircase, looking down as he stepped, he at last reached the top landing outside of their apartment. He looked up and found Gisela’s body hanging in the hallway—a cord around her neck, a chair kicked over beneath her. Alone, he screamed. Doors opened and neighbors stepped onto the landing. As Tell slumped, one of the women caught him before he hit the floor. Under his mother’s body, he cried until he fell asleep in her arms.

  One of the men searched the Erhardt apartment for Max, but he could not be found—gone, perhaps to give himself a talking to or to cool off with a draft-filled stein. When he returned in the company of his sisters-in-law and Ulrich, he found the neighbors and the police and, of course, Tell on the floor, curled away from the unnerving sight above him, held by the arms of one of the women. He reacted swiftly.

  Max shook the boy awake, “You dumb ass! What did you do?”
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