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OH MY GOD!


I never wanted to write this memoir. As a child growing up in Germany in the 1950s, I heard a few family stories about the war, but mainly there was silence. We did not talk or ask about the recent past. We wanted to forget it. The stories I did hear merge in my imagination with transient memories like half-remembered dreams. I see my mother and myself on a crowded railroad station platform, jostled by hundreds of people. I am two and a half years old, wrapped in a brown double-breasted coat against the winter cold. I can’t see beyond a wall of suitcases pressing around me and more feet than I have ever noticed before. The shrieks, sobs, and shouts that fill the air scare me. I do not understand why my mother repeats constantly, sometimes shouting above the noise all around, “Don’t let go of the suitcase handle. Never let go. Keep your little hand tightly on the handle.” She herself is loaded down with luggage and has no hand free to hold on to me. It was February 6, 1945, and we were fleeing from Berlin after being bombed out of our apartment for the second time. None of us would ever live in Berlin again.


Another, much clearer memory comes from the winter after the war. We lived in one and a half rooms of a tiny farmhouse in Suderburg, Lower Saxony, to which my mother, my grandmother, and I had fled. The cottage did not have indoor plumbing. I remember not so much the cold and hunger of that time as the delight when Farmer Ohlde, who owned the cottage, dug into the pig trough to fish out the moist morsel of a potato for me. Even better, sometimes his old mother got up from her spinning wheel to dip the potato in salt. Whenever Herr Ohlde had no handouts for me, my grandmother—I called her Nyussi, for reasons I can’t remember—took me outside. We passed the compost heap on the right and the pigs on the left to look for the beavers under the woodpile. Somehow we always just missed them. So Nyussi told me stories about their life. I can still hear her melodious, slightly accented German—she was a native Hungarian—and see her lively dark eyes as she began her story: “You see, Brielchen,” a pet name my grandfather invented, “the beavers are just beneath where we stand now, and they have warm and cozy burrows and a big larder stuffed with good things to eat.” I wondered whether they, too, enjoyed potatoes with salt. As I looked all around for the sight of a beaver, Nyussi went on: “The beavers don’t care how cold the winter gets, for they always have this cozy hideaway.” I stared at the woodpile till my eyes hurt, but I never spotted a single beaver. When I got too chilly, Nyussi took me back inside and I crawled under the table, pretending it was a beaver burrow. I loved the beavers and their adventures underground. Nyussi’s stories always delighted me and made me forget that I was hungry and cold. It was only much later, when I was in my forties, that my mother mentioned casually in a conversation that Nyussi had made up the beaver stories. There never were any beavers there at all. Even after so many years, I felt a pang of sadness and loss that has not entirely left me even now.


Apart from such snippets of memories, World War II was not part of my world and the silence about it did not bother me. When I was older, I realized that my mother, then my only surviving relative, did not want that subject brought up. Then, sixty years after the end of the war, I made two discoveries that reawakened the past and changed everything. The first brought the past back into my world in terrifying detail, and the second opened the floodgates to a torrent of questions about my grandfather, the Nazi era, and me.


In the summer of 2005, after my mother’s death, my husband, Mike, and I vacationed in her Vienna apartment. We had returned from a hike in the hills above the city, stopping at vineyards along the way. I was pleasantly tired and just wanted to relax with a book before going to bed. As I plucked Effi Briest, my favorite Theodor Fontane novel, from high up on the bookcase, two small objects tumbled to the floor. Picking them up, I saw that they were two notebooks bound in faded green cloth with agenda stamped in gold at the top of each. Curious, I flipped through the pages. They were covered from top to bottom in penciled writing. I immediately recognized it as my grandfather’s hand.


Seeing his tiny, precise lettering after so many years brought back a flood of memories. I had spent the happiest years, all too few, of my childhood with him, until his death in 1955. Api, as I affectionately called him, took me in when my mother could not look after me anymore. My father had been killed in the war, shot down over England in 1943 in his single-engine fighter plane, and my mother worked full-time in Vienna. I had been passed around and stayed with an aunt, with my paternal grandparents, and finally in an Ursuline boarding school in Vienna, where I fell ill with scarlet fever. Even though at age sixty-four he himself was struggling to rebuild an existence in rural northern Germany, Api gave me a loving home and, for the rest of his life, was both father and grandfather to me.


I thought of the poems he had written for me to recite and the corrections he had made to my Latin grammar. I pictured Api as I had known him, a thin and tall man with cropped white hair who walked with a slight stoop. His bright blue eyes always seemed to be laughing, and his thin lips echoed the smile in his eyes. I do not remember that Api ever raised his voice at me in anger. He invented all sorts of affectionate names for me, calling me Gabruschken, Brielchen, his little sunshine. When we had nothing after the war, he built me a dollhouse out of matchboxes with tiny doll figures made of bits of silver paper he had saved. It even had a hospital room where I was Api’s head nurse. I was delighted when he joined Nyussi and me at teatime for “the length of a cigar,” wearing his white doctor’s coat and filling the room with his good spirits.


However much he surrounded us with laughter and play, Api was chiefly concerned with teaching me the importance of learning, and of giving my whole attention to whatever I was doing, whether it was work or play. He had been brought up in the Prussian tradition of work and discipline, and he tried to instill these values in me as well. The only time he chastised me was when I was doing nothing, wasting time, without thought or feeling. I remember one summer Sunday afternoon outside our apartment in Bevensen when I was eight or nine years old. I felt hot and lazy, and none of my friends were around. So I picked up a stick and dragged it along our dark brown slatted fence, listening to the rat-tat-tat it made against the wood. When Api saw this, he was upset. He scolded me, not for playing or for damaging the fence, but for doing something without engagement. And then he offered to build a kite with me.


Caught up in memories, I was not tired anymore. Sitting on the couch Api had bought for my mother when she got married in 1941, and which somehow had survived the war, I started to read. The diary began on April 21, 1945, in Berlin, where Api, age fifty-seven, served as a military doctor, with the rank of major. He was stationed in the central district, what the Nazis called the Citadel, near the Reichstag, the Brandenburg Gate, and Hitler’s bunker. Almost instantly, the enjoyable nostalgia of life with my grandfather was swept away by the terror he faced day by day. He lived under the howling of bombs and the heavy rain of grenade splinters. The familiar streets lay buried under mountains of rubble, twisted wires, burned-out streetcars, and bomb craters. Acrid smoke and dust made it hard to breathe and transformed day into night. Together with other gray, emaciated survivors, many of them refugees from the East, Api tried to forge a path through this wilderness.


Without sanitation, and without water after they had drained the last drops from the heaters, he felt almost helpless to assist the wounded and dying in the medical bunker. The only light came from a few Hindenburg candles, bits of tallow in cardboard, and everyone took care to scoop up and reuse every fallen drop. Over all hung the stench of decaying bodies and excrement. Unimaginable. “Just now I have been looking for spaces where one can at least have the sick sit down or lay them on the ground for the night, without doors or windows, but at least protected from rain and safe from grenade splinters, although cold without padding. Corpses lie in a chapel of the Ziegelstrasse Clinic, for the most part without clothes, men and women together in layers.”


Reading late into the night, I felt as if, years after his death in 1955, Api was there, speaking to me and helping me understand him much more intimately. I now saw him at his most desperate, when his existence had shrunk down to paralyzing anxiety, with only the slenderest ray of hope to keep him going. On almost every page I also saw his love for me, his three-year-old fatherless granddaughter, and I anxiously followed his mental and physical deterioration. Witness to daily horrors, he was driven to the point of collapse. And he felt so desperately alone, unable to communicate with us. His best company was the swifts and swallows he watched circling over the ruins. They, too, had become homeless.


Finally, long after midnight, worn out emotionally, I had to stop reading. But I resolved to translate the diaries and tell Api’s story. Of course, I was aware that my grandfather was not an important historical figure, just an ordinary German who lived in central Berlin at a crucial time. But his experiences would, I hoped, add firsthand details to one of the most dreadful times of the twentieth century. So, when we left Vienna, I carefully wrapped up the diaries and took them with me to South Bend, Indiana, where I would have time to read and transcribe them.


Back home, I set to work immediately. Always a writer, Api had furnished an eloquent testimony of his experiences in 1945. I began to understand how his diary was an attempt to cope with the horror of war and a refuge in the maelstrom of chaos and death. It served as a lifeline to a saner and more humane existence, a world that was all but lost. He clung to the hope that at some happier time in the future we would be able to read these notes, “although,” he admitted, “they are paltry in relation to the shocking force of my inner experiences.”


I followed the days and weeks of Api’s nightmare. The war finally ended on May 9, but his situation did not improve. The Soviets took over central Berlin, and the misery, fear, and starvation continued. They who had suffered so much at the hands of the Germans and who themselves were destitute plundered and raped their way through the ruin of a city. It was at this point, even more than during the inferno of the war, that Api was at his most desolate. Even his faith, which had always been strong, deserted him, and he contemplated suicide. He was not alone in this despair. It got so bad that the newly installed gas lines in a suburb east of Tempelhof Airport had to be shut down again because too many people used the gas to kill themselves. According to historian Ian Kershaw, 3,881 people committed suicide in Berlin in April and May 1945.


As I worked my way through the diaries, an abbreviation appeared more and more frequently. It was two letters: Pg. I recalled dimly that this might—no, must—mean Parteigenossen, party members. Surely not my grandfather?


And then I made my second discovery. Api had been a Pg, a member of the Nazi Party, the National Socialist German Workers’ Party. I had not known this. It had never been mentioned in my family. I sat there with a pounding heart, saying to myself over and over in the crudest and most shocking terms, “Oh my God, Api was a Nazi!”
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Api’s Diary
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Reichstag, 1945
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Berlin street, 1945
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Api in 1945
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Api and Gabrielle, 1944
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YOU MADE SOAP OUT OF MY AUNT


I could not go on. In tears, I could not talk about it, not even with my husband, Mike, or my son, Benedict. I hid the green notebooks again, burying them deep in the bottom drawer of my desk. I had wanted to tell the story of the diaries for their historical value and also as a tribute to my Api, who loved me and played with me, who taught me Latin, and showed me how to build a kite. I had not foreseen that this supposed tribute to him would lead to a painful reevaluation of my family, my life, and my nationality.


Until then, I had thought of myself as not so much a victim of war but a lucky survivor. Although I had heard about the bombings where we lost everything and about the hunger in that cruel winter after the war, it was all mainly stories for me. I have preserved from that time a love for potatoes with salt, but no scars. I never knew my father, but then, many of my classmates were fatherless. There were two million of us half orphans in Germany.


As a small child, I was moved from place to place. A symptom of my itinerant existence is that, originally baptized Protestant in Berlin, I was rebaptized and confirmed Catholic in Vienna, and eventually Protestant again in northern Germany. Out of necessity, I learned to fit in anywhere, and our family’s social standing gave me, despite initial poverty, a good start in life. And then, for five years until his death, Api gave me a stable home.


After Api died in 1955, my transitory life began again: a boarding school on the Baltic; summers with an aunt in Munich or wherever Nyussi happened to be. When my mother remarried, I lived with her and my stepfather in Darmstadt, where I graduated from the gymnasium in 1962. Then we emigrated to the United States.


All along, the silence about the Nazi regime endured and I did not feel implicated in any of it. Of course, I was aware of the atrocities of the concentration camps. I had seen pictures and documentaries of the six million murdered Jews—the emaciated bodies; the heaps of bones, hair, teeth; men, women, and children crowded into cattle cars, deported to their deaths in gas chambers. I often could not bear to look at the images on the screen and have never visited any of the concentration camps. The German mood of the 1950s helped me in this escape from reality—everyone just wanted to forget this ever happened in our country. But I am afraid that to this day I have tried to avoid direct confrontation with the Holocaust. Even as recently as 2005, I walked out of Roman Polanski’s movie The Pianist. Mike and I were watching the film together with a Polish couple, when I became ever more frantic at the powerful images of suffering in a concentration camp. Before I knew what I was doing, I rushed out of the theater. I could not bring myself to return and waited numbly in the lobby until the movie was over.


Living in the United States, I felt the burden of having to admit my German background. I tried to hide it and silently agreed when people pegged me as Scandinavian. I often claimed to be Austrian, but that hardly improved the situation. When I was a graduate student at Columbia University in 1965, a fellow student told me with a smile, “You know, you made soap out of my aunt.” He saw it as a clever opening line, but I could only run away horrified. And yet even that did not make me reflect on German guilt. For the burden of my German origins was not so much the result of guilt as of embarrassment. I felt a little like Emperor Otto III in Dr. Faustus, who, in Thomas Mann’s words, “was a prize specimen of German self-contempt and had all his life been ashamed of being German.” I have read somewhere that it is easy to avoid the patriotism that shows itself in a foolish national pride, but much harder to give up the kind that makes you feel ashamed for your country.


However, the discovery of Api’s Nazi membership hit much closer to home. Now at last I had to confront the guilt that people thought I should have felt when I was twenty. Sins of the fathers and grandfathers, going back generations, suddenly made sense. I knew little of my grandfather’s life before the war and nothing about the reasons why he joined the Nazi Party. But now I felt implicated in the horrors of the Hitler regime and thought that I may well have survived because of his membership.


I asked myself how I would have acted if I had lived at that time. It is impossible to judge from a distance, and I could not come close to imagining what it must have been like to live under a brutal totalitarian regime, cut off from the outside world. Even listening to the BBC on the radio could bring a death sentence. What choice did most people have but to watch the crimes of the government in paralyzed horror while trying to carve out their own lives as best they could? As Ian Kershaw, whose fascinating accounts of the Nazi era I was soon to discover, notes, “Passivity and cooperation—however sullen and resentful—were the most human of responses in such a situation.”


Then, more than a year and a half later, on the first balmy spring day, Mike and I drove to St. Joseph, Michigan, to have breakfast at Tozzi’s, our favorite coffeehouse near Lake Michigan. Although the fields were still brown and the trees bare, the sky was washed a transparent blue and the sun was hot on our faces. When we entered the little café, it was empty except for a group of middle-aged women in one corner who were celebrating a birthday. Suddenly, unexpectedly, my secret came out. As soon as Mike and I sat down, the whole story just spilled forth, together with my tears.


“My grandfather was a member of the Nazi Party. Of course, I cannot publish the diary. It’s a betrayal of the grandfather I loved. I am silenced by shame.” I further thought that it was a betrayal not only of a grandfather long dead, but also of my son, Benedict. I remember our looking at an old picture album when he was a teenager. He was shocked to spot my father and grandfather in Nazi air force and army uniforms with little swastikas on their badges. Brought up in the United States, he had seen these uniforms only in films, worn by the enemy, brutal Nazi men. He had not expected to see them on members of his own family.


At that moment, I fully sympathized with a cousin of historian Edward Ball, who responded angrily to Ball’s project of writing about the slaves their family had owned and in the process uncovering the many cruelties and crimes that were part of that heritage: “To do this is to condemn your ancestors! You’re going to dig up my grandfather and hang him!” He seemed to be speaking for me.


As I surreptitiously wiped away tears with my Tozzi’s napkin, hoping the birthday women would not notice, Mike insisted, “Now you really have to write your story and the story of the diary. I thought it interesting before, but this makes it much more complex and significant. You can either walk away from this or come to terms with it. It may be more convenient to ignore history than to confront it. But it is also more dangerous and no help for the future. We need to understand how ordinary people get caught up in totalitarian regimes. We need to understand the human condition in a richer and more nuanced fashion. You have to write about this. You have to get started.”


For weeks I returned to that conversation and eventually followed Mike’s advice. I dug out the diaries from my desk drawer. Although I still had doubts about releasing Api’s story to public scrutiny, I thought that after all he might approve. He treasured these diaries and often mentioned that he hoped they would be read. He was thinking of us and talking to us, but he also was aware of them as historical documents, and they were carefully crafted. In times of particular danger, he made certain that the diaries were in safe hands, once with the minister of his church that lay in rubble, another time with the head nurse at the North Sanatorium where he worked. Therefore, I told myself, I had some reason to hope that this story, written with love, complied with my grandfather’s wishes.
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A CLASH OF MEMORIES


Once determined to go forward, I began to read about the Nazi period. I acquired books on the fall of Berlin, on German guilt, and memoirs of that time by children and grandchildren. I was drawn in particular to studies that combined individual stories with social and historical analyses, like those by major historians Ian Kershaw, Antony Beevor, and Richard Evans. Gradually I built a whole new library next to my books on drama and literary theory. And it seemed to me as if many books were urging me on with my project. Writer after writer insisted on the importance of personal stories for a fuller historical picture. There is even a special designation, Alltagsgeschichte, history of everyday life, which Kershaw termed “a most fruitful approach.” Journalist and German exile Sebastian Haffner justified his own autobiographical account by saying, “Decisions that influence the course of history arise out of the individual experiences of thousands or millions of individuals.” Therefore, he believed that “by retelling my private, unimportant story I am adding an important, unrecognized facet to contemporary German and European history—more significant and more important for the future than if I were to disclose who set fire to the Reichstag.”


David Stafford’s book about Berlin in 1945 added further arguments. “Behind and amid all great events lie individuals, their experiences, and their actions, and it is only through understanding these that we can fully grasp the larger picture.” Api’s diaries could furnish another facet in this larger picture.


Until the twenty-first century, not many stories of the war from a German perspective have been published. As A. C. Grayling noted in 2006, “The guilt felt about the Holocaust by most individual Germans of the immediate postwar generation . . . for long made it impossible for them to see the catastrophe they experienced in 1945 as anything other than deserved punishment.” The passage of time, however, has changed attitudes. “The descendants of the bombed have begun to raise their voices and ask questions about the experience of their parents and grandparents.” Mark M. Anderson emphasized that such personal accounts are necessary because what we learn “is the importance of individual historical experience that resists the either/or of victimhood.”


So now I am one of these voices. I began to think about Api in a way I had not done before, not as my grandfather who was always there to help and support me but as a vulnerable and fearful man who had come close to total collapse and also as a member of the Nazi Party. I realized that we never talked about politics, a subject that did not seem to interest him, although it had dominated his life almost from his birth in 1888. Despite all that had happened, Api, I began to see, was a loyal German of a generation who would not have shared or understood the shame of being German that Thomas Mann attributes to Emperor Otto III. Yet the Nazis derided and destroyed everything Api treasured about his country. He wrote that when he saw the reality of Hitler’s intentions, he criticized the regime to colleagues and patients, even when it was dangerous for him to so. In the diaries, he referred to Hitler and his group only as criminals and executioners.


But he did not leave the Party. It would have taken extraordinary courage and not only self-sacrifice but also the sacrifice of his family to get out and risk falling into the hands of the Gestapo, the German secret police. Certainly, he paid dearly. He lost his only son and his son-in-law, my father; bombs destroyed his apartment and practice; and his family was forced to flee their home. He himself survived only barely, in cellars and attics, and he still tried to help others. He was, after all, a doctor. Yet he was also a Nazi.


In May and June 1945, when denunciations of former Nazis ran wild among the German population, Api often thought about this. “Now, if such members, who were such only because they could not get out, and who more or less condemned and rejected everything in the government and spoke against it more openly than many others, if now all those should be looked upon as liable to punishment, then one is on exactly the same path of irresponsible injustice and brutality as are held against the Nazis.” He seemed to be thinking about himself, and I wondered why he used this displacement on an imagined other group. At other moments, however, he did talk directly about himself when he voiced his regret: “Oh, if only we could have done something on our part against the crimes and mistakes of the government which we recognized years ago!” He felt “well-knowing but impotent.”


I realized that if I were to make sense of Api’s life and his experiences in 1945, I needed to find out more about him. Only by putting the six terrifying months of the diary into the context of an entire life could I hope to piece together a clearer picture and perhaps answer some of the questions that kept me awake at night.


Serendipitously, just around that time, my stepfather brought me a wooden box that had been in my mother’s possession. When I undid the lock, I found a yellowing stack of documents, letters, and photographs. Many of the letters were in Api’s handwriting and covered a period from the 1920s to 1945. Several were written at the same time as the diary. Desperate to contact us, Api kept giving letters addressed to us to anyone who was leaving Berlin. None of the earlier letters made it through, but some of the later ones did. At the bottom of the box, I uncovered several passports and military records, including Api’s Wehrpass, which documented his military positions and stations in both World Wars. I was particularly touched by a note Api had written me for my third birthday, on October 17, 1945, in which he told me, “Be proud and strong, devout, and good to all men.”


The sepia-colored pictures I found in the box allowed me glimpses into my grandparents’ life. I saw snapshots of family picnics and parties. They seemed larger, more flamboyant versions of what I remembered of my life with my grandparents in the early 1950s. I noticed several photographs of the family with a group of friends that must have been taken on New Year’s Eve, for everyone was in costume, holding up champagne flutes and laughing into the camera.


When I was with my grandparents, we enjoyed quieter celebrations among just the three of us. But we still dressed up, and Nyussi helped me put together my costumes. At midnight on New Year’s Eve, Api lit the candles on the Christmas tree, and I stood beside their warm glow and recited the poem he had written for that year. They all dealt with love, peace, and faith and expressed profound gratitude for what we had. In one picture, I am dressed up as a gypsy girl with a shiny red turban on my head. I am holding Theodor, the teddy bear a British airman brought me from London in 1946.


Picnics were another of Api’s favorite leisure-time activities. As I studied the pictures of the 1920s and ’30s, my mind drifted to similar scenes in the heath landscape of northern Germany. The old pictures invariably featured not only the family but whatever new Buick Api had bought. It was the chief luxury of his life. The first one, in 1926, was a boxy car with wooden spokes and a wide, curving running board. In the 1950s, our pictures showed the much more modest Grey Donkey, a secondhand Opel Olympia. Yet Api delighted in this car. It was a sign that, in his sixties, he had once more managed to climb out of poverty. It also meant no more visiting his patients on a bike.


Continuing to read about the Nazi era, I came back again and again to the question of why Api had joined the Nazi Party. I knew that he cherished stability and order, which Hitler promised, and speculated that Hitler’s religious bearing at the time may have been attractive to Api, a strong Lutheran. In his early public appearances, Hitler liked to pose as a conservative and religious man who was committed to reviving the Prussian values Api held dear. Richard J. Evans says that Protestants provided “the broadest and deepest reservoir of support for the Nazi Party in all social groups.” In many ways, Api fit the profile of people who joined the Party at that early stage. Like he was, they tended to be older, conservative, Protestant, and veterans of World War I.


Many troubling questions remained, however—questions not only about Api’s guilt but also about myself and my telling his story. How could I measure Api’s personal suffering in view of the suffering of millions of innocent victims of that regime? For whatever he had to go through cannot compare to the agonies of Holocaust victims. And how could I even begin to discuss these questions separate from my love for my grandfather and the picture of him I had cherished all my life? I felt doubly disqualified to take this on, at once too close to Api and too removed from any similar terror. Finally, did the question of German guilt also involve me, since my family may well have benefited from Api’s Nazi membership? Would I have acted differently in Api’s situation? Was I responsible after all for “making soap out of my aunt,” as that young man in New York suggested many years ago?


This led me to questions about collective guilt and political responsibility that are important today as well. We all act politically, even by doing nothing. As Martin Luther King wrote on April 16, 1963, in his Letter from Birmingham Jail, “We will have to repent in this generation not merely for the vitriolic words and actions of the bad people, but for the appalling silence of the good people.”


When I found Api’s diaries, I thought I could simply tell his story, and I was glad to rescue them from their sixty-year hiding place. At the same time, I thought that this memoir would allow me to examine my own past, now that I was at a period in my life where I was ready to look back. But I had barely begun this process of memory when a larger issue interfered with that intention. Api was a Nazi, and now I was forced to deal with a guilt I had not confronted throughout my life. I cannot resolve this clash of memories, but I also can’t hide from it any longer. What I can do is raise questions and break the silence.


At the end of his history of slaves in his family, Edward Ball concludes, “We’re not responsible for what our ancestors did or did not do, but we’re accountable for it.” By learning more about that time and my grandfather’s life, and by raising questions, perhaps I can arrive at some degree of accountability.




[image: Image]


On picnic with first Buick, 1926
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GROWING UP PRUSSIAN


Shortly before committing suicide in 1941, the writer Stefan Zweig said about his and Api’s generation in his autobiography, The World of Yesterday, that “each one of us has been churned up in his innermost being by the almost uninterrupted volcanic eruptions of our European world.” To place Api’s actions in a broader context, I have to try to understand how these eruptions affected him throughout his life. Throughout this journey, I have realized that the tremors Zweig mentions still reverberate with me in the third generation.


Api was born in the pivotal year 1888, when Emperor Wilhelm I died and, after the three-month reign of Friedrich III, his son Wilhelm II ascended the throne. The death of Wilhelm I signified the end of the old Prussian era. He had thought of himself more as king of Prussia than as emperor of Germany. Known as the “soldiers’ king,” he was the embodiment of Prussian values of military discipline, obedience, and thrift. He regarded rubber tires on his carriages as an unnecessary luxury and refused to have hot-water baths installed in his palace. Wilhelm II, by contrast, saw himself as the leader of a new and powerful German empire. He was a flamboyant, autocratic ruler. Despite his withered left arm, he loved public appearances. Historian Christopher Clark refers to him as the first “media monarch.” The emperor’s absolutist and vainglorious attitude about Germany’s supremacy, coupled with his reactionary ideology, did much to precipitate his country’s involvement in World War I, which in turn paved the way for Hitler and World War II.


However, in Marienwerder, where Api was born on January 22, 1888, the spirit of the old soldiers’ king still prevailed. The West Prussian town was situated on the Liwa River, 250 miles northeast of Berlin and 50 miles south of Danzig/Gdansk. The Weichsel/Vistula River runs just two miles east of town. In 1888, Marienwerder had about eight thousand inhabitants.


Marienwerder has a war-torn history, divided between Eastern and Western influences. It was founded in 1233 by the Teutonic Knights, a German Roman Catholic military order that engaged in crusades under the direction of the pope. Their very appearance was meant to terrify the native Prussians as they swooped down on horseback, dressed in white cloaks that dramatically displayed a large black cross and a black eagle with red claws and beak. The knights, however, found their match in the Prussians, who for centuries had repelled any intruders. Chronicles say that they “roasted captured brethren alive in their armor like chestnuts.” The knights retaliated by giving the Prussians the option of baptism or death. In the long run, that method prevailed. The knights established a sovereign monastic state from which they colonized the area.


The Teutonic Knights’ reign lasted less than two hundred years. In 1410, a Polish-Lithuanian army defeated them in the Battle of Tannenberg, and Marienwerder became a Polish fiefdom. (By an accident of history, the first action Api saw in World War I was another Battle of Tannenberg where Hindenburg defeated the Russians.) During the Reformation, Marienwerder turned Lutheran, and, starting in 1523, Lutheran bishops administered it. In 1618, the Hohenzollerns inherited Marienwerder as part of the Duchy of Prussia, and it became the administrative center of the new district of West Prussia.


In the early nineteenth century, the population of Marienwerder was largely Polish. But this majority was steadily reduced by a policy of enforced Germanization. In 1871, when Bismarck forged the German Empire out of its many separate states, duchies, and kingdoms, Marienwerder became part of the empire, and the Kulturkampf, the cultural battle that Bismarck initiated, was directed against the remaining Polish Catholic population. By the time Api was born, Marienwerder was more than 80 percent German and Lutheran. Today, Marienwerder, now Kwidzyn, belongs to Poland once again.


Api is descended from a line of artisans and small-business owners that I traced back to the sixteenth century. The Freses originally came from Korbach in Westphalia. In my mother’s box, I found a 1910 postcard of Korbach’s tree-lined, triangular marketplace surrounded by half-timbered two-story houses. In the bottom-right-hand corner, I discovered the name Carl Frese affixed above the front door of a store. Grocer Carl probably was a relative, but by 1910 Api’s family had long left. Like many people in the mid–nineteenth century, Api’s grandfather Ferdinand Hermann Frese, a teacher, emigrated to the rapidly developing east and settled in Marienwerder. All I have is some dates. Ferdinand was born in Korbach on April 4, 1823, and died in Marienwerder on May 2, 1909.


Api’s father, Max Frese, likewise became a teacher and stayed in Marienwerder. By then the family had become thoroughly Prussianized. The only picture I found of Max shows him in 1927, two years before his death, sitting in the sun by the wall of a house. He is wearing a three-piece suit and the stiff choke collar called the Vatermörder, the father slayer. His hair is cropped well above the ears, but the very top is longer and parted in the middle, and he has a short beard. He sits a little hunched, with his legs crossed at the ankles and his hands folded in his lap. He does not look at the camera but seems to be staring straight ahead. I can recognize Api’s features in the shape of his head, but not in his dejected posture and expression.


Max was a staunch royalist and conservative. Although himself not a military man, he taught at the royal noncommissioned officers’ school in his hometown and believed in the military ethos of discipline and obedience to authority. The army was Prussia’s foremost institution, its values deeply ingrained in everyday life. Military parades and regimental music formed an important part of the town’s activities. Whether for the dedication of a monument to the 1871 victory over the French or the emperor’s birthday on January 27, soldiers marched through Marienwerder resplendent in their Prussian blue uniforms. The men were made taller by their shiny pointed pickle helmets, which bore the gilded Prussian eagle on top. Swords and bayonets flashed in the sun, and the population cheered, waving the black, white, and red imperial flags. As the comte de Mirabeau (an eighteenth-century statesman) put it so wittily, “Prussia isn’t a country that has an army; it’s an army that has a country.”


Max Frese married a young woman from the neighboring town of Garnsee. Emma Riegamer’s father owned a hotel, the Black Eagle, on the market square there. Api was their first child, followed by his brother, Werner, and his sister, Lisbeth. My mother kept Api’s birth certificate in her box of memorabilia, showing that the midwife Karoline Toepfer delivered him. Api may have been his mother’s favorite. He certainly was strongly attached to her and remained a devoted son all his life. In 1929, after Ohchen, as everyone called her, was widowed and had moved to Berlin, she became a constant presence in family outings. I have pictures of her sitting up, straight and unsmiling, at outdoor cafés or on picnics in the Grunewald. Her white hair is combed back into a bun, and she almost always wears a jabot, a little cascade of ruffles down the front of her blouse. Nyussi told me that Api never could do enough for his mother, who was quite spoiled and demanding. She thought nothing of calling them at night to say that she had a taste for champagne. Without hesitation, Api rushed over a bottle to her.


Api’s family embraced the Prussian work ethic. Their motto was “Erst kommt die Arbeit, dann das Vergnügen”—that is, work before play. Max Frese, son of a teacher and a teacher himself, believed in education as the main asset he could hand down to his children. Although his salary was not large, he made sure that all three children attended the local gymnasium, the highest level of secondary school, where they were taught Greek, Latin, and French, as well as mathematics, science, ancient history, and the German classics.


Religion was the other cornerstone of the Frese family. Max instilled in his children a commitment to translate the teachings of the Bible into their every thought and action. They were encouraged to be modest, self-disciplined, and tolerant and to check their hearts carefully for any slips away from these virtues. The family attended Lutheran services every Sunday in the large redbrick cathedral, where Api’s attention was invariably drawn to three ancient stone memorials to the Grand Masters of the Teutonic Order.


Api absorbed all this, the discipline and devotion, the belief in education and hard work, as well as the pietistic Lutheran tendency toward introspection. They became his guiding principles, to which he stuck throughout his life, refusing to adapt to the free-spirited, pleasure-oriented ethos of Berlin in the “gay ’20s.” As Zweig observes, “What a man has drawn into his blood from the air of the time cannot be expelled.”
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SEVEN KILOMETERS OF DOCUMENTS


Until Mike and I visited the Humboldt University archives in 2007, this was the limit of what I knew of Api’s early life. But Frau Ilona Kalb, the archivist with whom I had corresponded before our departure for Germany, assured me that she could provide additional information. There were, after all, she said, “seven kilometers of documents stored here,” and she would search for Api’s employment record at the Charité Hospital, his applications, and his study at Friedrich Wilhelm University.


As soon as we reached Berlin, I called the helpful archivist. Frau Kalb told me that she had found several volumes documenting my grandfather’s life, and that we could come right over to inspect them. We took the S-Bahn, the city rail, from the busy Friedrichstrasse station to go north to the university archives. As we mounted the broad stone staircase to the station, I thought of Api’s shock when he saw two officers executed there by SS at the end of April 1945, just days before the end of the war. Their corpses were left as a “deterrent” to others who might not want to fight anymore. Now the rebuilt station was crowded with commuters and stalls heaped with fruit and flowers. We bought some shiny, tart Balaton cherries from Hungary for our journey.


When we got off the S-Bahn at Eichborndamm in the far north of Berlin, I was full of anticipation. We found the archives near the station, in a converted Nazi munitions factory whose low buildings stretched for blocks along the avenue. On the outside, the old red brick was left as it had been, but inside all was light, modern, and functional. Its high walls had been subdivided to create ample space for the seven kilometers of documents. We were directed to the reading room, whose large, southwest-facing windows let in the June sun. It was furnished with rows of modern desks in light-colored wood. As soon as we were settled near a window, Frau Kalb brought us three bulky volumes that gave off little puffs of dust as she deposited them in front of us.


Putting the materials in chronological order, I saw from one of his applications that Api had started at the gymnasium in 1896, at age nine. He must have been a diligent student, for he graduated in March 1906, released from the dreaded oral examinations of the baccalaureate. Api wanted to become a doctor, but his family did not have the funds to send him to university, so he applied to Kaiser Wilhelm Academy for military doctors in Berlin. If accepted, he would be guaranteed a first-rate education, although for every semester of study he had to commit himself to one year of military service. Api must have thought that what amounted to ten years of service was well worth the opportunity to attend this premier institution that was linked to the university and the famous Charité Hospital. In 1906, the year Api applied, fewer than 40 students were chosen from among 150 applicants from all over the country.


While waiting to hear, he volunteered with the 4th Queen Augusta Guards Grenadier Regiment, stationed in Berlin Tempelhof. Ostensibly, these were specially chosen soldiers whose job it was to serve as bodyguards for the emperor, but mostly they showed off their fancy regalia in parades and on festive occasions.


The archives revealed mainly facts and dates. But Api’s acceptance was no doubt overwhelming, and I can picture that, at eighteen and from the provinces, he felt at once excited and forlorn. When he enrolled, the academy was still housed at Friedrichstrasse 140, near the large station that had been built in the 1880s for the rapidly growing city. Friedrichstrasse also was Berlin’s red-light district. Garishly lit nightclubs and bars attracted customers of all sorts. Prostitutes and street vendors wandered among the throng of visitors, amid laughter and shouting everywhere. In contrast with the vivid nightlife, by day the street looked bleak and tawdry.


In 1910, the new academy, located a few blocks north at Invalidenstrasse 48–49, was completed. It was an imposing, turreted neobaroque structure of red brick and beige stucco topped by a steep, red-tiled mansard roof. At its center was a park. Above the main entrance, in large gold letters, shone the inscription SCIENTIAE, HUMANITATI, PATRIAE: To Science, Humanity, Fatherland. The academy is one of the very few buildings in Berlin Mitte that survived the war with little damage. It now houses the Federal Ministry of Commerce and Industry.




[image: Image]


Gabrielle on top of Reichstag, former Emperor Wilhelm Academy in background





Api never talked to me about his time at the academy, but I found a book that described its curriculum and atmosphere at the time he was there. Students took courses not only in science and medicine, but also in philosophy and art. They had to complete one semester of riding and fencing lessons and do weapons training in a Berlin regiment. Their education ended with a course on medical ethics. The academy emphasized what Api had already learned at home: duty, discipline, obedience, and hard work. But it also aimed to create a spirit of comradeship among its students. There was a “Kasino” where students could party and relax, no professors allowed. The book has a picture of Dr. Kern, the director during Api’s stay. In fact, he reminded me of Api, a tall and thin man with a mustache who looked at once stern and appealing. He had the military bearing of a Prussian officer, and the Iron Cross was affixed prominently to the choke collar of his uniform, but he also exuded warmth of character. Dr. Kern’s educational vision, the book said, was to foster men “of thorough knowledge, a chivalrous cast of mind, and an honest character.” I imagine that Api liked and respected him.


The practical training was done at the Charité Hospital. The Charité was founded in 1710 as a pest house for plague victims but changed to a hospice for the poor, as well as an academy for military doctors, when Berlin was spared an outbreak of the plague. In the eighteenth century, three large wings were added so that patients had plenty of fresh air and “the bad fumes would be blown away.” Rooms faced a long, arcaded balcony where patients could recuperate out of doors.


Perhaps, I thought, this is where Api learned the healing power of fresh air. I smiled at the memories of Api walking with me in the rain. “Notice how fresh the air smells,” he would say. “We may not get many hot and sunny days here in the north, but this is beautiful, too, and the fresh air will do us good.” His lesson stayed with me. I love to be outside in any weather and have a fondness for moist and foggy days.


The afternoon sun streaming in the window brought me back to my research. By the time Api attended the Charité, it had become the medical school of Berlin’s Friedrich Wilhelm University, today renamed Humboldt University, and had achieved an international reputation. Although Api was no doubt overawed by working in this illustrious place, the architecture happily reminded him of home. The Charité was built of red brick, and each building featured the step gable front he knew from Marienwerder. It was a larger version of his gymnasium and the academy where his father taught.


Like most of his fellow students, Api joined a fraternity. I know that the academy gave students a choice of three Corps, but all my efforts failed to identify the one to which he belonged. All I have is his Commersbuch, the songbook students used. It was one of the few possessions he kept throughout the war and that I also cherished when I lived with him. The book features a mix of folk songs, patriotic songs, and fraternity songs, like, “Oh Old Fraternity Glory.” Whether they were in beer halls or on hikes, fraternity brothers sang together from their Commersbuch. Often the book is decorated with the colors of the fraternity. But here again I was unlucky, for Api’s book had no such inscription that could tell me his Corps.


There were, and still are, two groups of fraternities in Germany, the Burschenschaften and the Corps. Both developed out of the Freikorps, the freelance soldiers who fought against Napoleon. The Corps tended to be more elitist and more conservative—the emperor himself was a member of one. Corps required more fencing bouts than Burschenschaften, although Api did not have a Schmiss, the gash on his face that was regarded as a sign of distinction. I am sure, however, that he believed in the ideals of his Corps. As soon as he was settled after World War II, he joined a club of alte Herren, old gentlemen, who had been fraternity members.


Fraternity life was much like military life. It had strict rules about everything from greeting a fellow member to defending one’s honor. There were uniforms for special occasions and a billed cap with the fraternity colors on the band for everyday use. Belonging to a fraternity was a status symbol, and members regarded themselves as the ideal of German manhood. They made sure to educate new recruits—foxes, as they are called—in fortitude, self-control, and patriotic idealism. Although it involved much drinking, singing, and partying, the fraternity saw itself as a school to build character.


I imagine that above all, Api valued the comradeship of the Corps. He often talked to me about the beauty of friendship, and Schiller’s “Die Bürgschaft,” an ode to friendship, was one of his favorite poems. I will never forget the time when we listened together to a reading of it on the radio. I must have been ten years old. The poem is set in ancient Greece, where Damon is condemned to death for trying to assassinate Dionysius, the tyrant of Syracuse. His best friend willingly stands in for Damon, who has promised to relieve his friend, but all kinds of terrible obstacles loom in the way of Damon’s return. Finally, people tell him to turn back. It is too late to save his friend; now, he can save only his own life. Damon ignores the advice. If he cannot save his friend, at least he will die with him. He arrives just as his friend, who never doubted Damon, is being strung up, and the two embrace in tears. The tyrant is so moved that he lets both of them go, asking only to be a third in their union.


During the reading, Api stood a little behind me, with his arm on my shoulder, and I remember how embarrassed I was when, toward the end, I noticed a single tear of his fall on the polished dark wood of the radio and glisten there for the rest of the recital.


In 1911, Api joined the regiment Freiherr Hiller von Gaertringen of the 4th Posen Regiment Nr. 59 to fulfill his military service requirement. It was stationed in Deutsch Eylau, an ancient town picturesquely situated on a peninsula of Lake Geserich. But I am sure the main attraction was that it was only thirty-one miles from his hometown. On May 27, 1913, Api passed his state medical examinations and was qualified as physician. He moved to the Deutsch Eylau garrison for his ten years of service. He was twenty-five years old.





6


THE SHOT HEARD AROUND THE WORLD


No archives were necessary to tell me that on June 28, 1914, the shot heard around the world blew up Api’s quiet existence. Every newspaper carried the screaming headline “Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria and His Wife Murdered by a Serb in Sarajevo.” I suspect that Api, whose patriotism could only have been strengthened by his recent military education, was caught up in the euphoria that swept across Europe that summer. Even nonmilitary recluses, like the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein and the poet Rainer Maria Rilke, joined in the celebration. Looking back a few months later, Sigmund Freud wrote, “We saw war as an opportunity for demonstrating the progress of mankind in communal feeling . . . a chivalrous crusade.”
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