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Tearing the Silence







The Holocaust was unspeakable, and the silence—eventually—spoke much louder than the words would have —Katharina in her interview



Introduction



Johanna sat across from me—serious, pale, articulate—as she spoke of seeing her first Holocaust documentary at the British consulate in Berlin when she was in her early teens. “That shook me profoundly, but what shook me even more profoundly was going home in that state of shock and wanting to talk.” Her parents responded only with denial “We didn.’t know. … We suffered so much during the war. … It was so awful for us… .”


Johanna looked at me. “We didn’t know,” she repeated softly. And then she said those same words again, asking them this time. “We didn’t know?” Her voice had risen, revealing her doubts, her rage. She told me how her parents’ denial had alienated her from them, and how seeing this film had brought her to the realization, “If this can be done by human beings, it can be done by me. What drove me and is still driving me is, What can you do so this will never happen again?”


By constantly scrutinizing herself, Johanna struggled for decades to understand the human impulses that led to the Holocaust. She did not try to distance herself from her birth country or to compartmentalize that this could only have happened in Germany. It was rather that she seemed to understand the Holocaust instinctively on a personal and political level. “This kind of evil or negativity is really something I have to see as part of human beings, which means part of myself … that’s the hardest work, the hardest aspect. But ultimately that is what needs to be done—what Germans particularly need to do—to look at ourselves and say: So what in me supports this? What attitudes in me am just down that line? And that’s of course painful. I’m working in education partly because I’m still trying to make people conscious of what can happen. My emphasis has shifted—from trying to shake people up towards … finding my own shadow, if you want so, and making my peace with that.”


From the beginning I was struck by Johanna’s courage, although she described herself several times as fearful or timid. When we’d first scheduled our meeting, she’d asked if she could bring her husband along because she was afraid of driving in an unfamiliar area, but when I’d said a third person would only distract us, she’d agreed to come alone.


As Johanna probed into herself, I told her, “You have more courage than most people I know.”


We have continued our dialogue beyond her interview.


Fifteen years ago I would have avoided listening to Johanna.


Fifteen years ago I walked into a mail room at the University of New Hampshire, and when I overheard two of my colleagues talk about a Holocaust documentary, I backed away, unable to speak—not because I didn’t think about the Holocaust, but because I thought of it so often, and because it was too terrible to talk about. I was still within the silence, though I wouldn’t have defined it that way because I didn’t understand the tenacity of that silence until I began to come out of it, until I could look at it from the outside—much in the way an immigrant looks at her country of origin. Years later, after I began to write about Germany, an American friend admitted, “I always wanted to ask you about being German, but it seemed tactless,”


When you leave your country of origin, you eventually have to look at it much closer.


Born in 1946, I grew up surrounded by evidence of war— bombed-out buildings, fatherless children, men who had legs or arms missing—yet when I tried to ask questions, my parents and teachers only gave me reluctant and evasive answers about the war. Never about the Holocaust, “We suffered, too,” they would say. It is an incomplete lens, but it was held up to many of our generation as the only lens to see through. If our parents had spoken to us about their responsibility for their actions or lack of action during the war, if they had grieved for the Jews and Gypsies and homosexuals and political prisoners who were murdered, and if then, in addition to all this, they had told us, “We suffered, too,” their victimhood would have become part of the total lens.


Taken by itself, it is flawed. Incomplete. A lie.


What they tried to create for their children was eine heile Welt—an intact world. What was their motivation? Guilt? Denial? Justification? The desire to protect the next generation? Perhaps all of these. But their silence added to the horrors of the Holocaust.


In January 1995, fifty years after the liberation of Auschwitz, Elie Wiesel returned to the camp he survived. “God of forgiveness,” he prayed as he headed the official U.S. delegation, “do not forgive those murderers of Jewish children.…” His prayer moved me profoundly because it challenged forgiveness in a way that was sane and realistic. Of course forgiveness is healing when it is appropriate, but only too often forgiveness is trivialized, misused. It becomes a greeting card slogan, a cliché where everyone has to forgive before moving on. And there are certain abominations that must not be forgiven. Like the Holocaust. What we must do is try to understand how it began, why it happened, and mourn every single person who was murdered. We must never let it lapse where memory doesn’t reach it anymore.


A major catalyst for Tearing the Silence my questioning of the silence I recalled from my childhood. While exploring that silence in my novel Stones from the River, I wondered if it really had been such a total silence or if, perhaps, I was the one who had forgotten. Had there been a teacher or some other adult who’d spoken to me about the Holocaust? I didn’t recall any.


I decided to find out what it was like for others of my generation. There is a great body of significant personal histories connected to the Second World War—books about Holocaust survivors, Jewish immigrants, children of Holocaust victims, Germans who committed war crimes—but the personal histories of Germans who were born during or after the war and left their country of origin to settle in America have remained largely unexplored. And yet those voices belong there, along with the others, to contribute to a more complete picture of a time period we are still struggling to understand.


I began my search by contacting friends and colleagues, asking them if they knew people who were born in Germany between 1939 and 1949 and lived in America now. It didn’t matter to me if they held American or German citizenship. After I published author’s queries in several magazines, newspapers, and in newsletters of German clubs, I heard from more people than I could possibly interview. A query in the Los Angeles Times alone brought over fifty responses. Quite a few who contacted me were familiar with my books, while others did not know anything about me or my work. To each I sent a description of my project, and I began to receive letters that began like this: “A friend of a friend sent me a fax of your letter. I grew up in Germany after the war… .”


I phoned Karl, a minister, when he wrote me a letter after reading my work, and I met Katharina, a psychologist, while I was on a book tour, and she came up to me after my reading at her local bookstore. Both had grown up in postwar Germany and were enthusiastic about participating in my project. Karl subsequently introduced me to Eva, who also agreed to an interview.


Eventually, I heard from over two hundred individuals— three-quarters of them women—but since I wanted gender balance in my book, I interviewed nearly as many men as women. Most of the men had arrived here with their families when they were very young; two of them had been raised in German orphanages and adopted by Americans. But the women had immigrated at various ages, some as children or single adults, quite a few by marrying Americans, which explains their greater numbers.


Initially, I spoke with many of these German-born Americans on the phone to explore the possibility of a taped, in-depth interview. While I based my choice on my goal to include a wide range of life stories, attitudes, backgrounds, professions, and geography, the decision to proceed was of course not always mine because a few people I would have liked to schedule chose not to participate for privacy reasons.


In 1994 and 1995, I traveled to different parts of the United States, expecting to interview at least four individuals for each piece I would finally include in Tearing the Silence, but as they talked to me in such depth, I discovered there was a story in every one of them. As a result, I stopped the process much sooner than I had expected. Altogether, I conducted twenty-three interviews, twelve of them face-to-face, eleven by phone. Of these eleven, I met one personally prior to taping and three at a later time. Each interview was usually between three and five hours on tape, resulting in 65 to 125 pages of transcript. I included two-thirds of these interviews in my final manuscript.


My first few meetings were with individuals who shared with me the collective shame at coming from a country that had murdered millions, and they, too, had come to realize how essential it was to tear through that silence. Those voices were significant, but I knew that in order to have a realistic balance in Tearing the Silence, I also had to talk to individuals who felt justified in hating or distrusting people they considered different from themselves, and I wanted to uncover that prejudice—fed by ignorance and fear like all prejudice—without giving racists a platform for their views.


But I had no idea how excruciating it would be to listen when I flew south to meet Kurt in a Chinese restaurant after he got off from work. He told me about his years as a car salesman, how he hated “waiting on what we call dots. Indians from India. The dot on their forehead. Hate them for two reasons: they smell bad, and they do the same thing the Orientals do. Never offer you a fair profit.” By the time Kurt went on to complain about Jewish customers, I felt physically ill. Long ago I made myself the promise to speak out against any kind of prejudice, even if it created a more uncomfortable situation for myself and others. But where do we draw the line? When do we say “This is not all right?” I find that the more I write about Germany, the sooner I draw that line. I’ve argued with a cabdriver on the way to the airport, with a colleague who prided himself on his repertoire of ethnic jokes, with students who made homophobic slurs.


But with Kurt I did not speak out.


Instead, I encouraged him to tell me exactly what he meant. I felt implicated by my silence, and yet I knew already how powerful and disturbing his words would be on the page. To confront Kurt with how I felt about his prejudice would have stopped him—not from his way of being in the world, but from revealing himself. Still, my silence remained a conflict for me even after friends assured me I was merely delaying my answer.


When Kurt talked about parallels between American gun control and the way Hitler disarmed “the citizenry prior to taking control of the country,” I decided to include his misconception because it defined him and also exposed how standard prejudices of the American radical right have influenced him. In fact, Hitler inherited gun control laws from the Weimar Republic, and the only gun control law that originated under his rule was a law prohibiting Jews from owning guns, even with a permit, in 1938. Whenever factual inaccuracies revealed someone’s character, I kept them in because as a writer I’m fascinated by the concept of the unreliable narrator, by the human tendency to frame the past in a way that is not historically accurate but enables us to think about it in a certain way.


I believe that as soon as we commit something to memory, it becomes distorted, and what we recall then as truth is influenced by our emotions and thoughts at the moment we retrieve that memory. In these interviews the accuracy of memory is even more debatable because many details were passed on by our parents’ generation—censored and sanitized to exonerate country and family—leaving quite a few of these German-born Americans with the conviction of their parents and themselves as victims.


Jews, of course, remember the Holocaust very differently.


“A gun can’t kill anybody,” Kurt informed me. “I can put a loaded gun on this table, and if neither one of us picks it up, it will never hurt anybody. … It needs a person. It needs a human being. It needs our temper, our repressed desire to kill.” He picked up his fork, held it upright in his fist, and braced his elbow on the table between us as he studied me. “I can kill you with a fork, break this glass.” I felt far, far away from home, as indeed I was. Outside, it was dark, and the restaurant was nearly empty. Yet, beyond Kurt’s bigotry and that raised fork in his hand, I saw the boy in the German orphanage, adopted and sent back, adopted again and sent back, several times, only to end up with an American father who “used to back me into a corner and punch me in the stomach. That was his discipline: one real healthy shot to the stomach, so hard that I couldn’t breathe. Any time my parents were really mad at me, they’d say, ‘You could still be in an orphanage in Germany.’”


In each story I searched for just that complexity, the flip side of what initially was most apparent. With Kurt it was his beginning in the orphanage, with Anneliese her experience of physical and emotional abandonment, with Johanna her attachment to a cult which, ultimately, made her understand what she had despised in her parents—the yearning for one leader. With Karl, who had served in the Peace Corps, that flip side was his attitude toward his mother and stepmother when he referred to them as “young chicks during the war” and told me that each got “herself pregnant.” As I edited his transcript, I found myself hesitating: these comments didn’t fit the compassionate man who’d let me witness his tears and pain about the Holocaust. “I’ve been to Dachau twice. I’ve been to Buchenwald. I’ve been to Auschwitz. And I’ve been to There-sienstadt. How could. this happen?... I’m a German. How can this be? I’ve been mistaken for a Jew. How can this be? I’ve got Jewish relatives. … How can these things happen?” And yet, to cut those remarks would mean showing Karl as less complex than he is.


I approached these interviews as a novelist—not a historian—searching for the connecting themes within each story, and then lifting these themes to the surface by selecting significant material, much in the way I write a story or novel. A huge difference, though, is that the words are entirely those of the women and men who told me about their lives with such amazing openness. Another writer might have focused on different themes and story lines. I was not after statistics; I was not out to prove something or to conclude: this is what it’s like for all German-born Americans; and it was not my intent to cover every possible type or trait. I was interested in examining each individual life as deeply as I could and then to uncover the story within. The more specific these stories were, the more universal they became, suggesting to me that other German-born Americans—beyond this group of interviewees—must have had similar experiences.


“Tell me about your life,” I would begin, asking them to think about the significant experiences that had shaped them, about turning points. And then I listened very closely and took notes, identifying recurring themes as well as issues I wanted to explore further. Although the interviews were in English because I wanted the pattern and the vocabulary of each voice, we’d sometimes start out in German before the tape was running or lapse into German for brief moments. It became one more connection between us.


While some were insightful and reflective, others came up with disturbing and offensive material. I was not an impartial listener: I was angered, moved, drawn in, shocked; I identified, recoiled, grieved, laughed, cried, learned. The tape recorder created an odd intimacy as many revealed things about themselves that they hadn’t told anyone before. Some disclosed more than they realized. Others cried as they met with memories they’d forgotten or discovered connections in their actions they hadn’t recognized before. They gave voice to experiences that I, too, recalled, like being taught as a child that there was just one way of doing things right.


The threads of their stories emerged immediately with some, gradually with others, as they talked about their children and about being children themselves, about dreams of the night and the kinds of dreams that we all have about our lives, about what it means to them to live with the knowledge of the Holocaust. As they told me about their parents and grandparents, I got a better sense of that generation. Nothing was off-limits: they spoke of anger and love, death and work, friendship and prejudice, tolerance and homosexuality, sex and religion, loyalty and German reunification.


Some would have preferred not to talk about the war or postwar years at all and only did so when I probed. “Can we stay with that for a while?” I would ask. “What was that like? What did that feel like?” Sometimes I would reassure them about their reactions: “It’s okay to feel that anger.” “There’s nothing wrong with crying,” For the most part my questions developed from what they told me. I frequently interrupted or returned to crucial moments in their lives, asking them if they remembered specific details, going with them through the emotions it took to evoke those memories.


Sometimes I would circle back several times, as with Anneliese, a legal secretary, who mentioned only briefly that her father had been in the SS. At first she seemed uncomfortable talking about him at all, but after I came back to him several times and finally asked how she felt about him now, as a grown woman, she thought for a moment and then admitted with startling frankness: “Probably, deep down I’m proud. Not because I know what the Nazis and the SS did. I’m not proud of anything like that. The pride comes from the fact that he was an officer. He had to be an officer to be in the SS. … They were the elite, weren’t they?” I felt repelled, saddened. And yet—as with every single one of them—I also came to a deeper understanding of her motivations and her complexity.


I had a number of questions that I’ve struggled with as a German-born American, and I asked everyone only those questions that had not already surfaced in their interviews: “When did you find out about the Holocaust? Did your family speak about it? Your community? Did you dare to ask questions as a child? As an adult? How afraid were you of the answers? Did you find out more when you came to America? How do you live with the knowledge of the Holocaust? How has that silence affected your life? How does it affect your life now? Do you encounter prejudice against Germans in America? Do you have any prejudices against others? Why did you leave Germany? Do you feel connected to America? How do you regard your German background now? Do you think there is a collective burden of shame? Is that different for those of us who were born after the war? What can we, as German-born Americans, do now?”


Although our individual experiences are different, we have several things in common. We were raised by the generation that lived the war, fought the war, killed, fled. And we left our country of origin to come to America. Some of us chose to emigrate as adults; for those who were children, it was a decision made by their families. Our German heritage does not define us entirely—it rather is a significant thread that weaves itself throughout our lives. I am a writer, a woman, a lover, a swimmer, a parent, a German-born American, a member of a women’s group. Being a writer is a stronger presence in my life than my German heritage. Losing my mother as a thirteen-year-old has left deeper scars than coming from Germany. Yet, nothing else has ever caused me to feel this deep and abiding shame that I share with many others who were raised in postwar Germany. All this defines me. Confines me at times. Strengthens me at times.


And it is similar for those I interviewed. Not everything in their lives has to do with being German—it has to do with being human. Although their German heritage continues to have profound impact, there are also many other aspects that have shaped them. That’s why their life as Germans in America is not my only focus. I’ve chosen to show more than that, going back to their years in Germany to understand their development prior to migration.


Why did they open up to me to such a degree? I believe it was at least in part because I shared their cultural background. Several saw me as a witness and said talking to me gave them a way to examine their lives. For some it was freeing to know that I would change names and certain identifiable details to disguise their identities. Anneliese explained her openness this way: “Because you’re interested in hearing this. … Actually, nobody ever pays any attention to me.” Kurt startled me with his hope that I’d be “a long-lost sister. … That would be a miracle, wouldn’t it?” Perhaps he needed to imagine a personal connection in order to tell me his story, and yet he simply shrugged when I pointed out that we were born just two months apart in 1946.


Some were initially concerned about jumping back and forth in time as they told me about their lives, and I assured them I would work on the sequence during the editing process. For example, Kurt briefly mentioned his traumatic years in the orphanage several times, and I brought the strongest of those details together in one long passage and then opened his story with that passage, because knowing what formed Kurt contributes to an understanding of the destructive choices he made later on.


They knew that not every story would become part of the book, but that I would evaluate the recurring themes from all of them in my conclusion. After each interview I asked: “Are there questions you wish I had asked? Questions you dreaded?” Frequently, after I turned off the microphone, they began to talk again. With Heinrich, who described himself as not very talkative, I switched the microphone back on at least half a dozen times, and his transcript turned out to be one of the longest. After I listened to Marika’s life story, both of us were reluctant to stop talking, and we decided to eat dinner together so that we could continue.


I told them the interviews might evoke further memories and encouraged them to write to me if they wanted to add anything. Some I contacted with follow-up questions. A few times I was concerned how their openness would affect them afterwards, particularly Joachim, a gay ex-Jesuit who lives a solitary, closeted life and hasn’t been in a relationship in seventeen years. Our phone interview took us further than a face-to-face conversation could have, because it protected his privacy even more, “You’re away in Washington over there,” he said. “I’ve probably told you more over the phone than I’ve ever told anybody about my personal life.” I was moved by Joachim’s dignity, his honesty, but while I had the story of his life to work with, he was left with having revealed so much of himself to someone who then disappeared from his life. I wondered if he could go back to that personal silence in his life. Would he want to? He’d never been in therapy and had no one close enough to him to even discuss the impact of the interview. To make sure he was all right, I called him a few weeks later. Soon after, Joachim sent me a letter, telling me he was proud to have “participated in the interview process with you. The ‘revelations’ to you have helped me to put a lot of things into a different perspective. Whatever happens with the material I willingly gave you, I feel I am a better person for having talked to you.”


Each transcript went through over a hundred hours of editing. I preserved the spontaneity and uniqueness of each voice in a first-person narrative, careful not to cut any material that would have changed the meaning and intent. While using only each individual’s words, I made grammatical corrections and minor clarifications, such as substituting “my father” for “he.” I composed some life stories in chronological order; in others I moved back and forth between present and past. My focus in editing down a wealth of information was to understand the character and story of each individual in all its complexity—positive and negative aspects—and I selected and arranged the words to illuminate what I saw. And that’s where my presence exists in each piece—in the background.


Since I wanted to guide each voice into the world and let it stand on its own, I chose not to intrude with analysis. I decided against any grouping to make distinctions, because that would have labeled people, made them the other, confined them to something less complex than who they are. In determining the sequence of the voices, I juxtaposed them to create tension between them.


While writing my introduction and conclusion, I often felt conflicted in determining the level of my critical involvement. I did not want to judge, did not want to slam down, and yet I had strong reactions that I wanted to lift out. I finally resolved to deal with this by placing my own life story at the beginning because it establishes the direction from where the listening and the questions are coming. Since my essay evolved and changed over a span of several years, it naturally differs in form and introspection from interviews that were held over a span of hours. It provides a window through which to see these life stories, re-creating the journey I took while interviewing, and letting my readers develop their own insights before I offer mine in the conclusion.





Part One



Ursula: Tearing the Silence







Ursula


Born: 1946
Age at time of immigration: 18



Tearing the Silence



September 1984: My son Eric is fourteen when I move with my children across the country to the state of Washington. He brings a new friend home with him from school, who asks me about being German. “Does that mean you are a Nazi?”


I can’t breathe.


As a young woman, I tried to shed my German heritage, to make myself nationless. I wished I’d come from another country, another culture. There were times when I would have given a lot not to be blond and blue-eyed, not to fit that German stereotype. I wanted black, curly hair, wanted my accent to disappear so that people would not ask immediately, “Where are you from?”


April 1984: I’m driving in my car with a lover, who notices a Velcro holder for my cigarette case on the inside lid of the glove compartment “How efficient,” he says. I want to spill coffee on my sweater, create a mess in my car—anything not to be called efficient. To me efficiency means the German efficiency, the concentration-camp efficiency. That terrible saying—about German trains always being on time.


I was born in a small river town a year after the war ended. When I immigrated to America, I was eighteen and thought I could reject my country of origin. My father’s alcoholism had spiraled in the five years since my mother’s early death, and I would have gone just about anywhere—“even to Siberia,” I remember saying—to get away. Moving to another continent fed my belief that I could start a new life. America seemed perfect for that—a wonderfully classless society without prejudice. After growing up within the rigid German class system and the strong distinction between adults and children—“Grown-ups are always right”—I loved the informality of my adopted country.


Slowly, I realized that barriers between classes and ethnic groups existed after all, though they were more subtle.


I found that Americans my age knew much more about the war years than I. Gradually, I learned more about the Holocaust: I listened; I read; I ran from what I found out; I hid in the familiar silence for years, surfaced again and again, feeling increasingly distant from Germany until I could no longer run from it and had to know as much as I could find out, until it burst through in my writing.


1988: When I talk with my children about the silence of the postwar years, Eric reminds me that I told him about the Holocaust when he was seven. He tells me about the impact it had on him, how important it was for him to learn from me about the war before he found out in school.


1950: The lens through which I am allowed to see as a child is narrow. I live within a family, a church, a school, a country that preaches obedience. My questions—even at age four—are met with reminders that it is a sin to doubt.


I wander into a room where my parents and their friends are talking about some trains. They sound upset. When they see me, they stop. I ask about those trains. No one answers.


I don’t want to go beneath that silence again.


Writing has often been my way of understanding, of revealing things to myself that I didn’t know before. In the late eighties, when I worked on my novel Floating in My Mother’s Palm, I wanted to capture the significant truths in the lives of individual characters. Unlike my two earlier books, which were set in America, this new book was set in Germany. When my editor kept focusing on the impact of the postwar years, I protested that I wasn’t a political writer, that I wasn’t intending to write about the war.


“But it’s evident throughout the novel,” she said.


It wasn’t until Floating in My Mother’s Palm was published that I fully recognized what had emerged along with the stories of the characters—a larger political truth about the profound and eerie silence that existed when I was growing up. And the presence of the war was there throughout the novel, though it was set in the fifties.


As I went deeper into my research and writing, I realized that for many Germans of my generation this silence was normal—and normal is a terrible word under the circumstances—yet, we grew up with that silence. We didn’t know the right questions to ask, and whenever we felt the pressure of undefined questions rising within us, we also felt the danger of asking. Questions about the war were far more taboo than questions about sex.


Those of us brave enough to ask about the war were told not to dwell on the past but to focus on the good things in our lives.


• • •


September 1995: I’m giving a reading in Connecticut. After I autograph books, a woman stays behind. She tells me she’s Jewish, the wife of a rabbi, and that she was born the same year I was born. In her family, too, there was a great silence regarding the Holocaust, and she wonders if she has protected her seven-year-old son too much with that silence.


As we talk, her son comes up to us and asks me for an autograph. I pick up my pen, and he tells me to write my name on his forearm.


I hesitate. “We have to make sure that’s all right with your mother.”


She smiles. Nods.


But as I move my pen toward her son’s forearm, I see hundreds of arms, children’s arms tattooed with numbers. I go hot, then cold, start to shiver. “I can’t.” My eyes race past the boy to his mother, whose face reflects the same panic I feel, and in that instant we’re both rendered inert by the sum of our inherited histories.


Her son waits. His forearm lies on the table in front of me, and all I want is to protect him. “You know what?” I say. “I do much better with autographs on paper. Let’s find some, okay?”


His mother quickly gets us some blank paper, and I write my name for him. Then I ask, “Will you give me your autograph, too?”


He looks pleased and carefully prints his name for me.


“How about a hug to go with the autograph?” I ask, and I close my eyes as we embrace. When I open them, I see his father watching us from across the room, solemn, silent.


“But what happened during the war?” I remember asking my parents and teachers, and they’d tell me: “We were hungry. We were cold. We were afraid of the bombs… .” They always had coats ready to throw over their nightclothes and suitcases packed with their most important belongings and papers. When the sirens sounded—often several times a day and during the night—they were prepared to grab their coats and suitcases. Mothers would snatch small children from their beds and run into their cellars. Usually, the bombings didn’t last very long, but sometimes they were in the cellar for long hours with their deadly fears while mothers tried to calm their screaming children; while people cried, prayed, complained.


December 1960: We do know that Adolf Hitler was evil. In Catholic boarding school we speculate that Hitler is still alive, hiding in some cloister, dressed as a nun. What could be a better disguise? We scan the nuns’ faces.


Behind these cloister walls, our teenage passions are channeled into religious ecstasy until most of us fantasize about becoming nuns. Brides of Christ. We sigh with chaste lust as we witness yet another young, white-gowned postulant drift down the aisle toward her eternal union with the eternal bridegroom. What could be more fulfilling than this? We, too, want to become brides of Christ. We know what is expected of us—chastity, obedience, and poverty—and we spend many hours in earnest discussions. Two of these vows, I figure, will be easy—chastity and poverty. At fourteen I haven’t been in love yet, and I’ve never been poor.


But obedience, I’m certain, will be almost impossible for me.


Nights, after the nuns turn out the lights, I read with a flashlight under my blanket: Wolfgang Borchert and Karl May; Franz Kafka and tales of saints; Edgar Wallace mysteries and Goethe; Dostoyevsky and the catechism; Heinrich Böll and Anne Frank.


Earlier that same year, a few months before I had watched my mother die from complications after surgery, she had become upset with me when she found me reading a book my Catholic youth group leader had given me, Das Tagebuch der Anne Frank. When I wanted to know why my mother didn’t want me to read it, she said: “Because Anne always talks back to her mother.” At age thirteen I believed my mother’s reason because obedience was important to her, especially a child’s unquestioning obedience to her parents, and Anne Frank was definitely talking back to her mother—not only in words, but also in the thoughts she confided to her diary. Obviously, my mother had read the book. What I wouldn’t understand until much later was that her discomfort went far deeper because Anne’s talking back to her mo trier was symooiic ot ner talking back to authority, to society, and because by writing her diary Anne Frank had broken the silence.


Three decades after my mother’s death, when I stood inside the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam, I thought of my mother’s reaction again and wished—as I had many times before—that I’d probed her answer that long-ago day.


A few years ago my godmother, Tante Käte, gave me a letter my mother sent to her. Its ink has faded. It was written in 1944 during the bombings of the Rhineland—two years before my mother would give birth to me, sixteen years before she would die.


My mother is worried about the low-flying bombers, but mostly about my grandmother, who has become so nervous and frail that she might not outlast the war. For two days and two nights they have been hiding in a bomb shelter. “Wir sind alle halbverrückt— We are all half crazy. … Mutter ist diese Woche auf dem Weg zum Bunker so fürchterlich hingefallen—This week Mother fell terribly on the way to the shelter. … Bei dem Angriff auf Neuss sind hier Sechsundachtzig Bomben gefallen—During the attack on Neuss, eighty-six bombs fell here. Was soll nun werden?—What is going to happen? Ich glaube wir gehem hier alle drauf—I believe we’re all going to die here… .”


My mother is afraid for my father, who is a soldier, and she wishes she could talk with him about everything. “Als Frau steht man diesem allen doch so hilflos gegenüber—As a woman one is helpless in the face of all this. … An frühere Zeiten darf man gamicht mehr denken—One cannot let oneself think of earlier times… .”


Spring 1990: I meet an exchange student from Germany—half my age—at a reading in Moses Lake, Washington. We discover quickly that we grew up with the same shame of being German, with the same uneasiness at any display of nationalism. “Even as schoolchildren we could never be proud of our nationality,’ she says, and I know exactly what she means.


After talking with her, I’m finally able to identify why I’m so uncomfortable around uniforms. It troubles me that I find it difficult to see beyond a military uniform. Until now I have considered myself free of prejudice. But uniforms make me uneasy—even school marching bands. To me, love for your country and identification with your country feels suspect. Although I know that nationalism does not have to mushroom into what happened in Germany, I feel the potential of danger when the American national anthem is played and people rise with their hands above their hearts. I flinch when I see the unquestioning pride that many American children take in their country.


February 1995: I visit the University of Washington to hold a seminar on memory and history. When asked if I was politically active during the Vietnam years, I reply no, that I even used to be married to a man who’d fought in Vietnam and was rather conservative, that it was not an issue between us in the early years when we raised our children, but became one later when I grew more politically aware.


A woman asks if my children feel as encumbered by Germany’s history as I do.


“How can they?” I reply. “I’m the child of a soldier. They’re not.”


There is silence in the room.


Finally, a man asks, “Isn’t your sons’ father a soldier?”


I cover my face for a moment. When I drop my hands, I say, “I didn’t realize till now that to me soldier means German soldier.”


The German exchange professor next to me admits she hadn’t even noticed my slipup because for her, too, soldier of course means German soldier.


Some immigrants keep seeing their world through the lens of their birth country. I yanked out that lens when I came to America, wanting a life that was new and clear and separate. But now I’ve picked up that old lens once more, and I’m trying to find out what it means to be linked to two cultures. I waited many years—too many years, perhaps—to write about Germany, but once I began, my writing took on an extra layer, a deeper way of seeing.


In the early years after arriving in America, I wasn’t interested in meeting Germans. Americans would assume that I’d want to be introduced to others who’d come from Germany, but I’d usually make excuses and avoid them. Now I seek them out in order to understand. I also speak more German than I did in the first two decades of living here.


Whenever I meet Europeans of my parents’ generation, I turn into the well-behaved girl of my childhood. It surprises me, amuses me how my manners skip across decades of independence to the child-politeness that was drilled into me. After all these years in America, where I’ve valued the relaxed boundaries between the ages, I’m still not immune to that old formality.


1969: Some of the Germans I’ve come across here—like the bank teller in Connecticut whose name, too, is Ursula—still talk about the “old country” as though they lived there. They order their shoes or coats or chocolate from Germany because they believe the quality is much better than here in America. They save their money to return “home” every summer. Such a different sense of belonging … “Don’t you miss home?” they ask me. They don’t like it when I shake my head.


I don’t feel German.


Didn’t feel German when I lived in Germany.


I don’t feel American either.


But every year at Christmas I become German. I make Sauerbraten and Kartoffelklösse, Rotkohl and Apfelmus. I serve Lebkuchen and Stollen. I set up the manger with the little plaster Jesus and the plaster sheep and the plaster Virgin, and we listen to old records with Weihnachislieder—Christmas carols—sung by a choir of boys who by now must be quite middle-aged.


My childhood memories of Christmas Eve are flawless, splendid. Whatever conflicts and disappointments there were—my father drunk, my mother rigid with embarrassment and silent anger—have fallen away over the decades to leave me with memories of the perfect Christmas. And it’s that idealized Christmas I tried to re-create for my children when they were growing up. What they liked best about their German Christmas was that they could open their presents the night before their friends received theirs.


Prior to Christmas, I’d scout out the most beautifully decorated tree in some yard half an hour or so away, and Christmas Eve we would trudge through snow or slush to come upon that tree, lit. … My children were not very enthusiastic about the Christmas walk because it meant a delay in getting their presents, but for me it was a journey back into those childhood years when we and several other families spent three weeks every December in the Black Forest. Christmas Eve we were bundled up and pulled by our parents on sleds through the cold, clear night. As we followed a path into the dense forest, some of the adults carried lanterns, and we all sang Christmas carols. Suddenly, amidst giant pines, we’d discover a small spruce, its snow-covered branches ablaze with red candles. Each year it felt magical to find a tree alive with lights in the middle of the dark forest, and though we got older and too heavy to be pulled on sleds, we never lost that deep sense of wonder.


In my first apartment in New Jersey, I clipped candleholders to the branches of my Christmas tree and lit dozens of the thin wax candles I’d found in a German deli on Eighty-sixth Street in New York. But I no longer light real candles on my Christmas tree. It makes Americans too uneasy. They accuse me of creating a firetrap and lecture me on wooden houses in America versus stone houses in Germany.


September 1985: One of my friends, who grew up in America with German parents, tells me her family used to speak German until she started school in 1943 and her teacher called her a Nazi. After that her family spoke only English at home.


What I brought with me from Germany was a strong distaste for politics. A distrust of politics that made me shun political involvement until I was in my early forties. From time to time, I would remind myself that I should know more about what was going on in the world, that I should get involved. Uncomfortable with my lack of political knowledge, I would read newspapers, listen to the news. But after a while I’d grow disillusioned. It would become a duty. And I’d stop. Until the next time.


In 1993, I would learn from a German-American friend, the historian Rod Stackelberg, that many Germans of my generation shared this distrust of politics because it was passed on to them by their parents and grandparents, “who don’t trust their political instinct. What’s right and what’s wrong. They’ve lost their political compass and are afraid to choose because their culture took what turned out to be a destructive course.”


April 1989; The Aryan Nations compound near Hayden Lake in northern Idaho is less than forty miles from where we live in Washington. There have been increased incidents of racial violence in the region. Alarmed that the neo-Nazis are planning a parade, I’ve thought of joining a human rights demonstration in Hayden Lake to counteract the Aryan Nations’ gathering. But along with others, I’m concerned that any kind of public attention will only validate the neo-Nazis. Already, the local media has given them an enormous amount of coverage.


The morning of the demonstration I’m on my way to a meditation group, but halfway there I stop at a public phone and call my partner, Gordon. “I have to go to Hayden Lake,” I tell him. “That’s how the people must have lost their power in Germany—by staying out of politics, by staying silent. It didn’t start with the Holocaust there—it ended with the Holocaust. It started with people not objecting when a neighbor was harassed, when a neighbor was beaten, when a neighbor was taken away.”


“I’ll come with you,” Gordon says, and together we drive to Hayden Lake, where the human rights demonstration is already in progress. Nearly a thousand people are there. At first I feel awkward—I’ve never been in a march and I don’t know the songs—but deep in my gut I understand how essential it is for every one of us to be part of this, to pitch our voices, our beliefs, against those of the Aryan Nations.


May 1965: My first job in America. I work with a Jewish man, Sy Hecht. When he asks me if I feel guilty about what happened in Germany during the war, I feel stunned. Accused. Defensive. I answer him—and I cringe at that young and blind answer now—that I was not alive during that time. That I have different values. That I detest everything the Nazis did, everything they stood for. I ask him how I could possibly feel guilty. I even remind him—and once again I’m mortified by my response—that, theoretically, he could have made more of a difference than I because he was alive during the war years. I tell him I didn’t have anything to do with what happened in Germany. Yet beneath my words—though I don’t want to feel it—is a deep and unsettling disquiet that I cannot name for myself.


Nearly two decades later, German Chancellor Helmut Kohl, confronted with the same question in Israel, will seek refuge in “die Gnade der späten Geburt”—“the grace of late birth” suggesting that the question of guilt was not all that relevant to Germans who were not of age during the war and therefore not involved.


If I could talk to Sy Hecht today, I would begin with an apology for my ignorant and offensive words. I would tell him it has taken me many years to be able to write and speak about Germany because I feel encumbered by its terrible heritage, I would tell Sy Hecht what I’ve struggled against and come to accept over the years—that I grew up in a country that murdered millions of children, women, and men, and that I cannot sever myself from that country, though I have certainly tried to do that.


And that’s where the conflict lies for me: since I cannot separate from Germany, I have to understand it, have to come to terms with it, though—many times—I still wish I’d been born in another country. I would tell Sy Hecht that we must never forget what happened in Germany—not because I believe that this will stop history from repeating itself, but to remain aware that whenever history does repeat itself, it rises up in a different form, and that it then becomes the responsibility of every individual in the rest of the world to stop the conscious genocide.


• • •


June 1991: I have been invited to speak at the Writers’ Symposium in Sitka, Alaska, on personal vision and the responsible voice. The focus is on the writer’s connection to the community. My voice shakes as—for the first time in public—I talk about my connection to Germany, which has influenced how I perceive community and, quite often, resist community. Ever since I received the invitation to Sitka eight months earlier, thoughts and feelings have been churning, forcing me to find words for them. They are not something I’ve talked about, except with a few close friends. It’s as if I’ve carried on that tradition of silence, that habit of silence that I’ve raged against.


But now, in Sitka, I’m no longer silent. I tell my listeners that I keep redefining the boundaries in my struggle between preserving my personal vision as a writer and being part of a community. A lot of that depends on how much we identify with our community of origin. I envy the Chickasaw writer Linda Hogan and the Inupiaq educator James Nageak who are on the panel with me, who both come from cultures they regard with admiration and loyalty, whose personal visions reflect those of their communities.
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