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‘[Marton] has recruited a formidable cast of talking heads … and obtained a remarkable degree of access to the chancellor’s inner circle … Merkel emerges as a sympathetic and down-to earth figure … She also comes across as winningly independent-minded … Marton is also good value on Merkel’s mind games with Vladimir Putin and her relationships with three US presidents’

The Times

‘One of the best and most readable text books we have about this “indispensable European” … a fascinating portrait of a powerful woman’

Literary Review

‘Shows Merkel to have been deeply influential in most of the international debates in the past two decades, much more so than many of the louder men that shared the platform’

Sunday Independent

‘A masterpiece of discernment and insight’

New York Times

‘This is the best English-language biography of her rise from a tough and traditional family, through her career as a physical chemist in communist East Germany, to her current renown’

Foreign Affairs

‘Fascinating. For anyone who thinks they know a lot about Angela Merkel; for anyone who knows nothing about Angela Merkel – pick up this book and do not put it down until the very last page’

New York Journal of Books

‘Impressively researched … with deftly drawn depictions of Ms. Merkel’s early years, personality and daily working life, depictions made all the more interesting by how little most of the public knows about what makes Ms. Merkel tick’

Wall Street Journal

‘A riveting story, adroitly told, full of engrossing anecdotes and rich details’

Los Angeles Review of Books

‘With her signature superpowers of rigorous research and unparalleled empathy, Marton brings us deep into the private sphere of Angela Merkel. At a time when Merkel stands among the world's most critical defenders of democracy, Marton traces her life to reveal how she has come to embody the principles both the writer and her subject live by’

Eliza Griswold, author of Amity and Prosperity, winner of the 2019 Pulitzer Prize in General Non-Fiction

‘A compelling and memorable portrait of a steadfast and fascinating leader for the forces of democracy in an age in which so much of what the West has taken for granted in recent decades is under assault. Angela Merkel’s life is a testament to the power of commitment, diligence, and the possibilities of politics. The Chancellor tells that story with insight and grace’

Jon Meacham, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of His Truth Is Marching On

‘Kati Marton has done it again. In vivid, compelling prose, she gives us a deeply insightful look at one of the world's most private women, illuminating her motives and her mind. We need many more Angela Merkels in the world; aspiring leaders should start with this book’

Anne-Marie Slaughter, CEO, New America

‘To understand how we can protect democracy in an era of populist and authoritarian upheaval, we need to understand Angela Merkel. Kati Marton has produced an intimate, insightful portrait of an extraordinarily private leader, who, in her quiet and determined way, made Germany the economic and moral leader of Europe. Marton’s own background of crossing from East to West helps her pierce the elusiveness of this remarkable woman’

Walter Isaacson, New York Times bestselling author of The Code Breaker

‘Kati Marton’s cogent and penetrating portrait of Angela Merkel will change our understanding of the most powerful woman in the world. With a rare grasp of the subtleties of global politics, Marton unwraps the enigma of Merkel, explaining how an unassuming science PhD from East Germany emerged to save the Western Alliance. It’s a thrilling tale, skillfully told, and a reminder of the role of fate and timing in leadership’

Jonathan Alter, New York Times bestselling author of His Very Best

‘The Chancellor reads like a mystery. Definitive and brilliantly written, I discovered again in reading it how astonishing Merkel’s life and career have been – and how eventful the period’

Volker Schlöndorff, Oscar-winning director of The Tin Drum

‘Kati Marton has come closer than anyone to unlocking the mystery of Angela Merkel, the most important politician of the twenty-first century’

George Packer, National Book Award-winning author of Last Best Hope


For my daughter,
Elizabeth Jennings,
and for Ilona Fitzpatrick Jennings,
and the next generation
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Prologue

THE PASTOR’S DAUGHTER

She arrives quietly. No wailing sirens, flashing lights, or phalanx of aides announces Angela Merkel’s entrance into the plain brick chapel in Potsdam, just outside Berlin. Her slightly hunched walk is purposeful. iPhone cameras light up as she passes pews, and she—this woman who hates cameras pointed at her—smiles indulgently. These are her people. Though the church is near the capital, this is a different tribe from Berlin’s sophisticates with whom Merkel spends the majority of her working days. Her father had been pastor in a similarly plain parish church, and on this damp fall evening, the simple house of worship provides temporary refuge from the turbulence of her fourth and final term. Stolen days in her home province of Brandenburg—with rambles in the nearby woods—are becoming increasingly rare. She is too busy saving the world.

Tonight, as Merkel arrives at the Oberlinkirche, surrounded by people who could pass for family, the sixty-three-year-old chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany briefly allows herself to drop her guard. She wears her uniform: jewel-colored jacket (dark green tonight) and black pants. Black flats planted firmly, Merkel settles into a straight-backed armchair in front of the altar, her fingertips touching lightly—a prayerful gesture now so familiar to Germans that there is an emoji for it. “Every morning of my childhood, the church bells tolled, as they did again at six in the evening. I miss that,” she tells her hushed audience, which appreciates this rare personal glimpse of their supremely private leader. For just a moment, the chancellor’s smile—not a politician’s facsimile—erases the deep grooves carved into her features. In recent years, the world of Germany’s first woman chancellor has been roiled by social and political unrest. Battered by the rising tide of worldwide populism, Merkel is vilified by right-wing extremists, now present in the German parliament (Bundestag) for the first time since World War II. The shock of an American populist in the White House heaping praise on Vladimir Putin, Merkel’s nemesis in Moscow, is still fresh.

“On the first day of school,” Merkel continues, offering a window into the complexity of growing up a pastor’s child in atheist East Germany, “students were required to stand up and state their parents’ profession.” She recalled classmates advising her, “Just say ‘driver,’ ” driver being a more proletarian-friendly profession than pastor—and, in German, the two words sound nearly identical.

“Pastor,” she answered the teacher.

Merkel does not need to explain to this audience how dangerous candor could be in East Germany. Even children had to attempt to pass unnoticed by the all-seeing state. The Stasi’s penetration of society was deeper and wider than that of its predecessor, the Gestapo. The Ministry for State Security had 173,000 employees, including informants, compared with 7,000 in the Third Reich. There was one informer for every 63 people. “Of course, this childhood shaped my life,” she says, perhaps inadvertently providing the key to who she is, how she has maintained power for an astonishing decade and a half, and why she remains a figure of mystery even in her own country and certainly to the world.

Drawing the conversation back to the present, Pastor Matthias Fichtmuller asks if the chancellor reads the books that are written about her. “Yes, but I don’t recognize myself in them!” The parish joins her laughter. “I have made very sure that there are boundaries, so certain areas of my life are not open to the public,” she says. Anything beyond her official role, Merkel has made plain, is none of the world’s business. Such secrecy is now an article of faith within the chancellor’s entourage. There have been no leaks, no tell-all memoirs written by even former staff or confidants during Merkel’s sixteen years as chancellor. Her exceptionally loyal aides are fiercely protective of the woman whom most of them have served for a decade and a half. “You guys still all here?” US president Barack Obama marvelled, seeing Merkel’s team during a 2016 trip to Berlin, virtually unchanged since he took office in 2008.

After several decades, Germans are not tired of her image, her voice, her looming persona—because Merkel does not loom. Despite knowing little about their chancellor’s private life, other than that she comes across as leading a life not so different from their own, Germans thrice reelected her, each time by a comfortable margin. Once in a great while, they might see her dressed up for the Wagner Festival in Bayreuth, Germany, but they are equally likely to see her doing her own grocery shopping. She imbibed the lesson of predecessors such as Helmut Kohl—who paraded his wife and offspring as the perfect German family, until his wife died by suicide and his sons grew estranged—or the Cold War hero Willy Brandt, who was later revealed to be a depressive sex addict.

At times, Merkel’s insistence on privacy verges on paranoia. She keeps no journal, does not use email, and texts only briefly and when necessary. An associate’s revelation of a seemingly trivial detail of her private life can terminate the relationship. One political ally was never allowed back into Merkel’s confidence after releasing a four-word email that read: “Thanks for the suggestion, AM.”

In their attempts to pierce the enigma that is Angela Merkel, observers are sometimes reduced to absurd strategies. Take, for example, this analysis from Die Zeit, a respected German weekly: “While Merkel is standing talking in the ZDF [German state television] with a few others, she is turning the upper button of her jacket with her hand. Not back and forth, but in a circle, in a steady rhythm. When the chancellor is under a lot of pressure, she fiddles with her thumbnail using her index finger. Circles, on the other hand, mean silent concentration.” During press conferences in foreign capitals, “the degree of her impatience with her host is evident from the frequency with which she glances at his stack of papers.”

Some visual clues seem better grounded: her cocked head and wide-eyed look of disbelief when, during her first encounter with President Donald Trump, he commented, “We have something in common, Angela. We were both wiretapped [by Obama]”; her epic eye-rolls when asked at a press conference if she “trusted” the flamboyant Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi, or the same while Russia’s Vladimir Putin mansplained to her; or her eyes, soft with emotion, even shedding a tear or two, as she said good-bye to President Obama in 2016.

However useful for her own political longevity, the extraordinary self-discipline that leads journalists to read into her every eye-roll and nervous tic is also something of a shame, because to understand the present era, we need to understand Angela Merkel. At a moment of global political and social rupture, no leader on the world stage has protected the post–World War II liberal democratic order as fiercely she did, confronting aggressive authoritarians from Putin to Trump. She transformed Germany into the leader of Europe—not just an economic leader but a moral one too—and into an immigrant nation by accepting one million Middle Eastern refugees.

How was this triple outsider—an East German, a scientist, and a woman of that rare European country to never have a queen—able to achieve all this? How did a politician with rhetoric as plain as her appearance gain such power and longevity in this digital age, with our ever-shrinking attention span? Intelligence and hard work are part of the explanation, of course. In a country where grandparents still recall torchlight parades and crowds that roared a demagogue’s name in unison, Merkel’s bland speaking style has also often been an advantage. When the head of the World Trade Organization, Pascal Lamy, once pleaded with Merkel for “a bit more poetry” in her speeches, Merkel shot back, “I’m not a poet.” Her calm, analytical approach, developed during her years studying physics, allowed her to take a remarkably long-term view of governing. “I think things through starting at the end—from the desired outcome, and work backward. . . . What matters is what will be achieved in two years, not what we read in the papers tomorrow,” she has said. Nor did she engage in the politics of insinuation or character assassination—or taken the bait of those who do. “She just doesn’t play their games. She knows good and well when Putin or Trump are lying to her,” former German president Joachim Gauck observed. Mostly she ignored their fabrications and pressed on with her own agenda.

To achieve what Angela Merkel achieved, and for as long as she was at the pinnacle of power, she had to be both fierce and determined—without those qualities being apparent.

On many sensitive issues, Merkel succeeded by working sideways, indirectly and without calling attention to herself. The fact that she was a divorced Protestant from the East living with her male lover when she rose to lead the center-right, Christian, culturally conservative, and mostly male Christian Democratic Union (CDU) of Germany is testament to her skill at keeping the spotlight off her persona. With a very light touch, she transformed Germany into a far more liberal society. After appointing Guido Westerwelle, the country’s first openly gay foreign minister in 2009, she publicly praised his husband and their love story—yet without explicitly declaring her support for marriage equality. When Germany did vote on marriage equality eight years later, Merkel advised her conservative party to vote its conscience rather than toe the party line against marriage equality. Thus, without speeches or policy statements from the chancellor, marriage equality became the law of the land.

She used the same subtle tactics to expand opportunities for women. When the head of the far-right Alternative for Germany Party, acronymed AfD, observed the women assembled around Merkel and growled, “Are there no men left in the CDU Party?” the chancellor’s close advisor Eva Christiansen whispered to her boss, “We’ve won!” Merkel merely smiled her enigmatic smile. She has repeatedly demonstrated how much a leader can get done quietly, without boasting of her achievements.

Part of her political genius comes in recognizing good ideas wherever they originate. “She’s fulfilled her rival parties’ programs on energy, on child care, on marriage equality and women’s rights,” said Michael Naumann, the former Social Democratic Party (SPD) culture minister. This also serves as a clever way of neutralizing potential opponents. “Angela is very skilled at appropriating any issue as soon as it gains traction,” said Gauck, a still-handsome octogenarian who bears an uncanny resemblance to the late American actor James Garner. “That’s why rival political parties are scared of entering into a governing coalition with her.” Nor did fear of her appropriations prevent Merkel from forming coalitions with rival parties necessary to keep the CDU in power for sixteen years—though at times, as we shall see, it made the process painstaking.

Another key to her political longevity is Merkel’s insatiable curiosity. In her sixties, she still thrives on the new and the interesting. People, facts, history, problems to solve, disputes to untangle all still excite her. But apart from a love of challenge, what drives Angela Merkel? “Macht, macht, macht” (“power, power, power”), her mentor, Helmut Kohl, said once. Merkel learned by observing powerful men, and Kohl, Germany’s chancellor from 1990 to 1998, is one of many male politicians who paid with their political lives for underestimating the woman he once called his Mädchen (girl). With very few women role models—the eighteenth-century Russian empress Catherine the Great and the French chemist Marie Curie among them—and no network to support her, Merkel had to invent herself as a politician. “Asserting authority is something you must learn as a woman. Without power, you cannot achieve much,” Merkel has said. But the power she’s cultivated is a very specific type.

Hubris, Merkel’s behavior suggests, is a male weakness. A woman in power has more urgent business to attend to than her ego. Sometimes, however, Merkel’s muting her ego caused her to miss opportunities to connect with people on a more personal level. In 2009, with the Polish prime minister Donald Tusk by her side, the chancellor addressed a large group in Hamburg; not once did Merkel mention that she was born in the city or that her grandfather had been born in Poland. Most politicians would have seized such an opportunity to relate to their audience. In her final years in office, this instinct of hers to depersonalize her leadership was challenged by the rise of charismatic leaders worldwide.

It is not that Angela Merkel lacks a robust ego. If she did, she would not have pursued a career in politics. When asked once who her role model in life was, Merkel answered, “Myself, as often as possible.” She has redefined how a woman in power looks, sounds, and acts. And yet the enigma of Angela Merkel only deepens upon closer examination. She has been the most powerful woman on the world stage—yet she hesitates to call herself a feminist. A supremely successful politician, she prefers the company of musicians, singers, actors, and writers. In an age of garrulous strongmen, she is quiet.

She is not exactly who we think she is. In reality, Angela Merkel is far from the straitlaced, earnest image she often projects to the world. As a youth trapped behind the Iron Curtain, she said that her dream was “to see the Rocky Mountains and drive around in a car, listening to Bruce Springsteen.” “She’s funny as hell,” adds Philip Murphy, former US ambassador to Germany and the current governor of New Jersey. Despite decades on the world stage, Merkel has not lost her talent to be normal. As fellow East German David Gill, Germany’s consul general to New York, explains, “If you started your life where she did, behind the wall—which we thought was permanent—you never get over that. Others may forget where she came from, but Angela Merkel does not.”

During her entire adult life, Merkel has been sustained by her near-photographic memory, her trained scientific ability to break down problems to their component parts, and her ravenous appetite for work. Add to these qualities the fact that she does not require much sleep (five hours tops) and an iron constitution. Late in learning to walk, Merkel was prone to falls and breaks during childhood. Yet in her sixties, through sheer willpower, she can still hike for six hours at a time. From these strengths—some natural, some nurtured—flows an unshakable confidence that often unnerves her fellow heads of state and fueled her astonishing longevity as chancellor.

Following her conversation with the pastor, Angela Merkel circulates through the small chapel, chatting easily with guests and waitstaff. Some of the servers, who are also members of this church community, have Down syndrome and other disabilities. Having grown up in the company of the disabled, who formed a vital part of her father’s parish, the chancellor seems completely at ease, cheerfully sampling canapés they have prepared.

The key to Merkel’s achievements and, indeed, to who she is, lies in those beginnings. To survive the East German police state unbroken, as Angela Merkel did, is an accomplishment in itself and offers the key to her personal and political resilience. That half of her life produced the opposite of an idealist. Merkel does not believe that the arc of history bends toward justice. Instead, she is an action-driven optimist with a sharp awareness of human frailty. During her final years as chancellor, she made repeated references to civilizations that disappear because they fail to safeguard their freedom and security. She referred to the fall of the Incan Empire in one speech and more recently invoked the Peace of Augsburg of 1555, a tranquil interlude during Europe’s bloody religious wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. After this period of peace, a new generation without memories of the misery of war plunged back into ruinous conflict, resulting in the deaths of a third of Germany’s population.

More than seventy-five years have passed since the end of World War II, but a question haunts Germany to this day: Can a country that produced Auschwitz and engineered the most ruthlessly efficient, systematic genocide in history ever be “normal”? Angela Merkel would likely answer in the affirmative—but with qualifications. Yes, but only if Germany continues to shoulder its responsibility as the perpetrator of one of history’s darkest chapters. Under her leadership, she has been determined to ensure it has. As a pastor’s daughter, she believes in the quiet and persistent work of everyday salvation.

This account—a human rather than a political portrait—sets out to answer how this pastor’s daughter, this outsider, became the most powerful woman in the world. In writing this book, I have drawn on candid and often searching interviews Angela Merkel gave from 1990, when the thirty-five-year-old physicist first entered politics, until her 2005 election as Germany’s first woman chancellor. I’ve complemented these interviews—many never before published in English—with scores of personal conversations with her mentors, friends, and colleagues, which provide the flesh and blood of this narrative. Several people in her inner circle were willing to speak with me, circumventing the chancellor’s extraordinary need for control, provided that their names were not cited directly. My own encounters with Angela Merkel, dating from 2001, though not formal interviews, have also enhanced my familiarity and understanding of the chancellor.

Having spent my own childhood in Hungary, an Eastern bloc satellite much like Merkel’s native East Germany, my upbringing helped me understand her, especially her supreme public reticence, born of a childhood and youth spent in a police state. Only when the entire false edifice of the Soviet Empire crumbled did Merkel embark on her life as a politician. When the chance to serve and to do good, as her Lutheran faith prescribed, presented itself, she seized it. As we shall see, however, her motives in doing so were as complex as the woman herself. She sought and has lived the intellectually challenging and adventuresome life she missed living behind the wall for thirty-five years.

Back in the chapel, Pastor Fichtmuller leans toward the chancellor. “Does it annoy you to still be referred to as the pastor’s daughter? At your age?” he asks.

The world’s most powerful woman answers without hesitation: “Not at all. That is who I am.”


THE CHANCELLOR

[image: image]

Angela Merkel’s father, Pastor Horst Kasner—shown here in the woods near Templin, where the future chancellor was raised—moved his family from West to East Germany shortly after the birth of his daughter, in answer to the Lutheran Church’s call to preach in the atheist Communist state. Known as a hard man who was overly accommodating to the regime, from him Angela learned logical rigor.

Marcus C. Hurek/Picture Alliance/dpa
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AGAINST THE TIDE

Nothing in life is to be feared. It is only to be understood.”

—Marie Curie (1867–1934)

Pastor Horst Kasner missed the birth of his firstborn child. On that day, July 17, 1954, he was driving a van filled with his family’s furniture to a remote hamlet in East Germany, where he would begin life as the small town’s new minister.

“Only Communists or idiots go east voluntarily,” the West German movers told Kasner. Well over six feet tall, the sharp-featured twenty-eight-year-old was one of the few to answer Hamburg bishop Hans-Otto Wölber’s call to service in the underserved Soviet zone. “I would have travelled anywhere to preach the word of our Lord,” Kasner would later say. He and his wife, Herlind, a twenty-six-year-old English teacher, had married only the year before. Horst had warned the fine-boned, blue-eyed, Danzig-born Herlind Jentzch that his duty to the church would always come first. He kept his word.

Kasner, born Kazmierczak, to a Polish father, but raised in Berlin, was seven years old when Adolf Hitler came to power in 1933. A member of the Nazi Party’s Hitler Youth organization while in high school and recruited into the Nazi armed forces, or Wehrmacht, at age eighteen, he is said to have been captured a year later by the Allies—though the particulars of that chapter of his life are unavailable to researchers, if they exist at all after so many decades. Following his release, Horst studied theology at the prestigious Heidelberg University and then in Hamburg. And that is the sum total of what is in the public record regarding the background of Angela Merkel’s father.

Fortunately, personal interviews tell us more. To this austere, demanding man of God, Angela would never be as important as his faith or his flock. Though she accepted this fact, his oldest daughter was understandably left longing for a more present, more approving father. Kasner was never quite satisfied with his brilliant child—certainly he never explicitly expressed his approval—yet Angela never ceased in her attempt to win his full-hearted support. The connection between her never fully realized desire for her father’s approval and her intense drive for achievement is clear. But perhaps none of Horst Kasner’s actions was more influential on Angela’s early development than his decision to leave West Germany’s relative security to face the dangers and volatility of the Soviet-occupied East.

Angela Merkel’s birthplace, the once-bustling port city of Hamburg, was a charred, unrecognizable ruin after British and American bombers flattened it in 1943, killing forty thousand people. The Germans coined a new word, Feuersturm (firestorm), to describe the city’s devastation. Yet by the time of Germany’s surrender on May 8, 1945, thousands of desperate survivors—among them newly freed refugees from concentration camps and those fleeing the Soviet Union’s merciless Red Army—were drawn to what remained of Hamburg, crowding into the shells of buildings and makeshift shelters.

By 1954, the year Angela Dorothea Kasner was born in Barmbek Hospital, determined citizens had cleared the worst of the devastation. Streets were passable again, buildings were reconstructed under scaffolding, and life gradually began to resume its former rhythms. The Allies, who had dispatched the bombs a decade earlier, now sent millions in aid to rebuild. Hamburg was on its way to becoming the Federal Republic of Germany’s center of trade, media, and style, gradually reclaiming the status it had held in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as a free imperial city of the Hanseatic League—a Baltic maritime trade group. Survivors of the Feuersturm again began to envision the possibilities of a decent life. Eager to bury the past under the rubble, crowds packed the dive bars of the St. Pauli’s red-light district, and the city surged with creative energy, including a vibrant concert and theater scene, as well as a lively and irreverent press. Those participating in the revival were as reluctant to recall life during the Third Reich as they were to spare a thought for their once fellow citizens now trapped in the Soviet-occupied East.

For by 1954, it had become clear that the Democratic Republic of Germany was anything but. Founded in 1949, under Soviet military occupation, it was virtually a carbon copy of the other Moscow-run “satellites” (Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Romania, and Albania), with effectively only a single legal political party, the Communist Party, in control of civilian and political life. The year before Angela’s birth, East German workers had erupted in revolt. On June 16, 1953, thousands of construction workers laid down their tools and marched down East Berlin’s main thoroughfare, demanding higher pay, better working conditions, and fair elections. In response, East Germany’s Soviet-controlled government declared martial law, killing several hundred protestors and establishing a brutal pattern to be repeated in Hungary in 1956, in Czechoslovakia in 1968, and in Ukraine in 2014.

The government violence and repression turned a steady migration from East to West Germany into a human flood. That year, seven years before the inner German border wall would finally stop the hemorrhaging, 331,000 East Germans abandoned their homes and livelihoods and headed West.

One German family chose to travel in the opposite direction. Two months after her husband left Hamburg for the East, Herlind Kasner, with daughter Angela in a basket, boarded a train for the three-hour journey to Quitzow, in the province of Brandenburg, to join him. The contrast between the reviving bustle of Hamburg and bare-bones life in this small farming town was sobering, even for the ascetic pastor and his wife. Before long, the young family moved to Templin, a small town some ninety miles east, tucked in a region of pristine lakes and pine forests that resembled the backdrop of a German fairy tale. It was here that Angela Kasner took her first steps.

Angela was once asked what image comes to mind when she hears the word Heimat—an untranslatable German word that suggests not only the notion of home but also the place where you feel that you belong. She responded with a verbal sketch of the area around Templin: “a lake, some forests and cows, a boulder here and there . . . pines, and hay.” There, with very few distractions and the freedom to explore both nature and her own imagination, young Angela Merkel learned to rely on herself. Even today, Merkel maintains that the place where she prefers most to wake up is “at home.” Templin.

The train from Berlin to Templin winds through many of the bloodiest stations of Germany’s last, troubled century, including Oranienburg, site of one of the first Nazi concentration camps; Sachsenhausen, first a Nazi, then a Soviet concentration camp; and Seelow, where Hitler’s and Russian leader Joseph Stalin’s troops savaged each other until the bitter end of the war. The Cyrillic road signs that still point the way toward Templin are an undeniable reminder of the Soviet army’s occupation. The local soil is still poisoned from weapons testing that was carried out at the nearby former Russian military base. During Angela’s childhood, this surreal calm was shattered several times a day by low-flying Soviet aircraft.

Pulling into Templin, a visitor finds a picturesque town of cobblestone streets and redbrick buildings. This is where Merkel grew up, went to school, and first married—and it remained her mother’s hometown until her death in 2019. When asked about her family’s move in later years, Herlind would explain: “We came as Christians helping other Christians. Some go to Africa. So why could we not go to the other part of our country?” The comparison between East Germany and Africa is revealing, suggesting just how alien the Communist East seemed to those from the West. Herlind paid a high price for their move East: for being a “bourgeois” pastor’s wife, she was barred from teaching. Yet Angela has no recollection of her mother ever lamenting their family’s move to the Soviet-occupied zone. Horst and Herlind Kasner instilled the values of sacrifice and self-discipline in their daughter from the beginning.

When the Kasner family first arrived at Waldhof—“forest court” in English—an isolated compound of approximately thirty buildings belonging to the Lutheran Church—they were too poor even to afford a stroller for infant Angela. A converted crate served as the future chancellor’s crib. “My father had to milk goats, and my mother learned from an old woman how to make nettle soup,” Merkel would recall. Her first memory is of running away from horses galloping through their yard. In those years, “My parents shared a small motorcycle for transport,” she remembered. Later, when Horst Kasner had become an established, state-approved pastor—when it became clear, that is, that he did not challenge the legitimacy of the Communist state—the family was granted two private cars, a rare privilege in a Soviet satellite.* Many of his fellow churchmen held that he was much too accommodating to a malignant regime. Despite the privileges accorded to Kasner as a result of his prominence in the church, his status, as well as his family’s, was precarious. The country of Martin Luther was, according to a 1994 official report, de-Christianized under Communist Party rule. Learning to maneuver in such murky waters, however, provided the future chancellor useful lessons in political dexterity.

Part of the Waldhof complex consisted of one of East Germany’s most significant seminaries, where Kasner trained clerics. Life there was plain: no frills, no luxuries. Then and now, the parish included a shelter for several hundred children and adults with physical and developmental disabilities, who were taught simple trades. A vital part of the church community, their presence—even at Kasner family celebrations—always seemed normal to Angela.

Surviving neighbors recall Horst Kasner as an intimidating and controversial figure, known well beyond the immediate area. “He was a hard man, who did not strike you as a church man,” recalled Angela’s childhood friend Ulrich Schöneich, a tall, burly, still-youthful man who was once Templin’s mayor. Pastor Kasner may not have been a gentle man of the cloth, but from him Angela learned logical rigor and clarity of argument.

Kasner maintained a demanding regime for Angela. “Everything had to be in perfect order,” she explained in an interview early in her political career. Growing up, she had a difficult time understanding her father’s priorities: “My father was good at approaching people and getting them to talk. What really made me angry as a child was his way of showing so much understanding for everybody else. But if we children did something wrong, his reaction was completely different.” Particularly painful to Merkel was the realization that her beloved father appeared to use work as a reason to stay away from his family duties. “The worst was when he said he would be right back, but then it took hours for him to return,” she recalled. Some days she would wait for him in the street outside their home for “a very long time.”

Fortunately, there were other adults in Merkel’s young life who had time, patience, and the warmth that her chilly father and busy mother often did not provide. “I remember a gardener, a sturdy, older man, who instilled basic trust and great calm in me,” Angela recalled much later.

“I learned all kinds of things from him about practical life. I learned how to identify flowers, or when the cyclamen are in season. From him I learned how to talk to the mentally disabled. With him the atmosphere was warm and trusting, and he allowed me to eat carrots fresh from the ground. This man awakened a connection to the earth and to nature for me. . . . Today I recognize how important time is; more important than possessions.”

In this unspoiled setting of woods and lakes, Merkel grew to draw comfort from the silence of the countryside. Later, one of her closest aides in the chancellery would refer to Merkel’s rambles in these same woods as her “private think tank.” One of her oldest friends attributes what he calls the “mellow Merkel” to those early days spent far from the stress and clamor of urban life. She still enjoys the quiet, admitting: “All the talking; that is a problem for me sometimes. . . . It is important for me not to have to say anything and still be together with someone.” Angela Merkel’s comfort with silence would prove helpful in her future as politician and negotiator—when she would deploy it to unsettle adversaries.

The serene years of Angela Kasner’s early childhood ended abruptly on the morning of August 13, 1961. Two days earlier, her father had sensed that something was amiss. As the family drove home from vacation in Bavaria, the pastor noticed large rolls of barbed wire stacked in a pine forest along the highway as their car crossed from West Germany into East Germany. How odd, Kasner remarked to his wife. Two days later, the Kasners were en route to church when the radio announced the news. Those rolls of barbed wire had been used to cut East Germany off from West Germany—and from the rest of Europe. Thereafter, East Germany would become a prison state. Kasner’s sacrifice for his God and his church suddenly took on another dimension.

“I was seven when I [first] saw my parents completely helpless. They had no idea what to do or say. My mother cried all day,” Merkel recalled. “I wanted to help them, to cheer them up, but it was not possible.” Herlind was realizing she might never be able to visit her family in Hamburg again. At least her husband’s family lived in East Berlin. The Hamburg family was cut off from the Kasners by Europe’s strictest border controls, which henceforth amputated West Germany from the East.

Erecting the roughly seventy-mile Berlin Wall (or the Antifascist Protection Rampart, as it was called officially) and the inner German border wall along the boundary between the two countries was an act of desperation to salvage Communist East Germany. With an open border, up to two thousand East Germans had been leaving for the West each day. Now a concrete barrier four feet wide and thirteen and a half feet tall was topped by barbed wire, while on the ground, land mines, dogs, and guards with automatic weapons made the border between East and West Berlin Europe’s deadliest strip of land. Floodlights after sunset discouraged all but the most determined from flight. Later, Merkel would call the country of her youth a Lager, a word used generally to describe concentration camps.

Within the sanctuary of the Waldhof, however, life for young Angela did not change materially. She had her parents and her younger siblings, Marcus (born in 1957) and Irene (born 1964). And Angela had access to her parents’ wide-ranging collection of books they had brought with them from Hamburg; in a closed-off country, these became the child’s means of escape. Even before adolescence, she had a voracious interest in discovering new worlds contained in books. During the long, dark nights in the spartan Waldhof, Angela devoured the Russian classics, beginning her lifelong affection for Russian culture and language. “Russian is a beautiful language, full of emotion, a bit like music, but also a bit melancholy,” she observed. She would never confuse Russia’s soulful writers and poets—or the Russian people—with their Soviet leaders.

Although Herlind was barred from formal teaching, she taught her daughter serviceable English, which later helped Angela on the global stage. But the Kasners did not have many English books in the house. In East Germany, reading material that was not on the approved Marxist-Leninist list was controlled as carefully as weapons.* The only English-language publication available to young Angela was the official British Communist Party organ, The Morning Star, which she would grab on trips to Berlin.

In the stillness of the parish house as she read biographies of great European statesmen and scholars, Angela found her role model: Marie Curie, the first woman to win not just one but two Nobel Prizes. There were a number of reasons for the physicist’s appeal. She was born in Poland, as was one of Merkel’s grandfathers. “While she was alive, Poland was divided and occupied by Russia. We also had our experience with Russian occupation,” Merkel noted in an early interview. But what most impressed the girl were the circumstances that led to Curie’s discovering the element radium:

“She made this discovery because she was convinced that she had a good idea. . . . If you believe in an idea—even if you are alone—if you pursue this idea, and suffer through the highs and lows, you will ultimately reach your goal, if the idea was right.”

Avid for escape and seeking a role model, Angela was fired by Curie’s tenacity and eventual triumph, particularly in a field rife with gender discrimination. “Nothing in life is to be feared, it is only to be understood,” Curie had written, a sentiment which deeply impressed the young Angela.

If Curie’s life in science offered inspiration, so too did the Bible, which was also Angela’s constant childhood companion. Thanks to her father’s Sunday sermons in Templin’s redbrick St. George’s Chapel, the young girl became as familiar with figures from the Old and New Testaments as other children were with characters from Grimm’s Fairy Tales. Merkel’s father encouraged rigorous, critical thinking—even, to an extent he may not have intended, on the subject of God. In an early interview, Angela expressed a rather unorthodox perspective on the afterlife and salvation, saying, “I believe that this world is limited and final, but there is something beyond it, which makes the world endurable. You might call it god or something else . . . but I find it comforting that there is such a thing as the church. The fact that we are allowed to sin and be forgiven is some relief for me. Otherwise you would go crazy.” In the Bible, she found bottomless riches that would become a lifelong source of strength for her.*

Merkel’s faith is essential to who she is and all she has accomplished. It is very different from her father’s more doctrinaire Christianity. “I treat faith cautiously,” she noted. “For me, religion belongs in the private sphere. It allows me to be forgiving of myself and of others and prevents me from drowning in my responsibilities. If I were an atheist, it would be more difficult to carry such a heavy burden. . . .

“The most difficult thing, and the most important is . . . love. If you read the Bible, the book of John, it doesn’t refer to [love as] sentimental words but rather to actual deeds. This love is unconditional and fearless. It is serving,” she explained during a Protestant Church convention in 1995, in her most explicit statement of the worldview that would guide her personal and political lives. Deeds carry more weight than words, and demonstrating one’s love is less about achieving a particular goal than about doggedly and steadfastly making the attempt. This was Angela Merkel’s credo.

Ten years later, in another speech at a Protestant Church convention, regarding her faith, Merkel cited self-knowledge and self-confidence as vital for both giving and receiving love, insisting, “You are only able to love in the first place if you love yourself, if you believe in yourself, if you know yourself. Only then can you approach the other. . . . Love can only come if you are clear about who you are.” This self-awareness would also lead to the acknowledgment that “I am part of history; I am allowed to and will make mistakes.” Such self-acceptance explains a great deal about her composure even under tremendous stress.

In many ways, Merkel’s faith was grounded in her exposure to the community of disabled people she lived with at Waldhof. In the same 2005 address, Merkel quoted the Bible passage Malachi 2.17, saying, “Malachi sees the violence in society against the weak, those who are at the margin of society, the hired workers, the widows and the orphans treated unjustly. Malachi says that this is unacceptable; it goes against God’s commandments. . . . The weakest in society must not be wronged. We must focus our attention on them.” A decade later, she would put those words into practice as she allowed one million of those “at the margins of society”—refugees fleeing their homelands in the violent Middle East—to enter Germany. Those familiar with her private faith were not altogether surprised.

To achieve her goal of service, Merkel recognized early that she would need power, which she never saw as a dirty word. As she explained it: “Power per se is nothing bad. It is necessary. Power is ‘to make’—to do something. If I want to do something, I need the right tools; that is, the support of a group. . . . The opposite of power is powerless. What’s the use of a good idea if I can’t execute it?” To hear a politician, man or woman, express such an explicit perspective on power—and her need for it—is, to say the least, unusual.

She began to exercise her own power early. Childhood friend Ulrich Schöneich described Angela as “a leader, from the beginning. If there was something that needed to be organized, she took care of it.” Dispatching her own schoolwork with speed, “I helped others with theirs,” she said later. And she took comfort in being prepared. “I started thinking about what gifts to buy two months in advance of Christmas. Structuring my life and avoiding chaos was very important to me.”

Even in her youth, she displayed an innate caution and need for control. There are few better illustrations of this than the story her friends tell of Angela on the diving board. With her third-grade teacher coaxing her amid her classmates’ jeers and laughter, the nine-year-old climbed the twelve long steps up a ten-foot diving board—and then froze. The water seemed a very long way down. Yet she did not retreat; instead, for forty-five minutes, she paced back and forth on the board, as if calculating cost and benefit. Finally, just as the class bell rang, Angela dove in.

Accommodation—how far to go along with a malignant system for survival—was a question Angela could not escape in East Germany. No country outside the Soviet Union had more Russian troops than East Germany: an estimated 380,000 soldiers and 180,000 civilians occupied the country until 1991. Over time, those Russian occupiers with whom she had chatted on Templin’s streets, as well as their German collaborators, became a source of mounting frustration and even rage. When Merkel got home from school each day, she said later, “I had to talk about it to my mother, to get it out of my system first.” More than the wall, Angela increasingly encountered invisible boundaries. “You were never allowed to really challenge yourself, to see how far you could go,” she recalled. Your background—bourgeois or proletarian—played the largest role in your future prospects.* Despite mounting frustration, however, she made a bargain with herself: “I told myself, if I can’t bear to live here anymore, I will not have my life ruined. If I can’t bear it anymore, I will go to the West, somehow.”*

Standing out was dangerous, so she learned not to call attention to herself. In group photographs from this period, Angela, with pin-straight bangs in a shapeless sweater, smiles from the back row. But she was the first in her school to wear that sartorial symbol of the decadent West: blue jeans, received as contraband from her Hamburg relatives. Merkel soon learned, however, that even a pair of pants could get you in trouble. Her school principal occasionally sent children home for wearing them, telling students, “Choose clothes suitable for the workers’ and peasants’ state.”

It was not Angela Kasner’s appearance, however, that people remarked upon; it was her intelligence. “I got to know her when she was a skinny twelve-year-old,” remembered Erika Benn, Merkel’s one-time Russian teacher. “Today we would call her ‘highly gifted.’ She was highly motivated, never made mistakes in Russian grammar, and got the top score in the regional Language Olympics, then went on to win the national contest.” Benn, a former Communist Party member, said the only problem she had with her star pupil was that Merkel had no stage presence. “She never smiled! She never tried to win you over with charm. ‘Eye contact!’ I would hiss at her when she looked down at her shoes.”

For winning the Russian Language Olympics, the fifteen-year-old was rewarded with her first trip to a foreign country—to Moscow. Merkel’s most vivid memory of the trip is buying her first Western record, although she is no longer certain whether the LP in question was by the Beatles or the Rolling Stones. (Of the Soviet satellites, East Germany was the strictest and most tightly controlled against “imperialist”—Western—cultural and political influences.)

For a clergyman’s child to be admitted to an academic secondary school instead of a technical school was highly unusual. And although Merkel was a straight-A student, she was rarely praised or rewarded by her teachers. In fact, her Russian instructor was reprimanded for Angela’s prize-winning performances: “At one of the Communist Party assemblies at the school,” Benn recalled, “a party official sneered, ‘It’s not all that tough to get results from the children of the bourgeoisie! We need to promote the children of the workers and the peasants!” Angela’s offense was always her so-called bourgeois father, who, while far from being a dissident, was nevertheless a Lutheran minister in the atheist state, and thus suspect. “I always had to be better than the others in class,” Merkel recalled.

However brilliant, Angela still longed for her peers’ company and approval, so she joined the Young Pioneers, a sort of pre–Communist Party preparatory organization. By her own admission, Merkel’s motivation for signing up was “seventy percent opportunism.” She wanted a social life; she wanted to belong. Thus, Angela learned to navigate between worlds: singing Lutheran hymns in church, and miming Vladimir Lenin’s praises in school. “There were people whom I sometimes even envied for simply being able to believe. Not asking, not doubting, simply playing by the rules,” she admitted.

Even as she mastered Marxist-Leninist theory, with its sunny prediction of the inevitable triumph of the proletariat, Merkel secretly followed politics in the forbidden half of Germany. “I sneaked into the girls’ toilet in 1969 with my transistor radio and listened to the debates prior to the election of the West German president,” she recalled. “I was moved by how exciting three rounds of voting could be!” Thanks to her father, that same year, Angela acquired a rare copy of the dissident Soviet nuclear physicist Andrei Sakharov’s essay attacking Moscow’s dangerous and costly arms race. When Merkel was caught with such forbidden reading, Pastor Kasner was promptly summoned for questioning by the Stasi. He refused to disclose his source, but the episode reminded him that even pastors “friendly” to the state were not immune from the apparatus of terror.

Ulrich Schöneich and others considered Angela’s father, whom many referred to as Rote Kasner—Red Kasner—much too accommodating to the regime. Even as he preached the Gospel, the pastor did not push back vigorously against state incursions and regulations of the church. “There was a time when people like Angela’s father thought Communists and Christians had an identical goal,” Lothar de Maizière, an active member of the East German Lutheran church, told me. “They all believed in the benevolent human being.” And so they tried to find common ground. “We don’t want to be a church against socialism. We don’t want to be a church for socialism. We want to be Christians within this system and coexist peacefully with the state,” explained de Maizière, “This formula was invented by Angela Merkel’s father.”

Decades after the fall of the wall, there are those whose memories of Pastor Kasner remain fresh and bitter. Reiner Epplemann is one such clergyman. As an outspoken, dissident pastor in 1980s East Germany, Epplemann was the target of three failed Stasi assassination attempts. He met Pastor Kasner at the Templin seminary when he was just completing his theological studies. “I was shocked by Kasner’s attitude,” he recalled in Berlin during our long interview in the fall of 2017. Horst was supposed to guide new pastors through the final steps of their theological training, but, according to Epplemann, he seemed convinced that this socialist Germany was “free of exploitation” and was truly better than the capitalist Germany. “He made this clear time and again to us pastors. He was arrogant and critical of the Protestant Church even though it was doing all it could under severe pressure.” Kasner also told Epplemann that he thought there might not be pastors in East Germany much longer.

“You have to imagine,” Epplemann said, “fifteen young people sitting in this pastoral college, waiting to be released to their first parish somewhere in the East. All of a sudden, Kasner tells us, ‘You are not going to be pastors in a parish, because the number of pastors in the East will continue to shrink. The church won’t be able to afford you any longer. You will need “normal” nine-to-five jobs from Monday to Friday and take care of your church Saturday and Sunday.’ You can imagine how demoralized we were.” Kasner’s blending of political and religious ideology rubbed Epplemann the wrong way—and his behavior sometimes seemed hypocritical: “I thought the way he connected faith and politics was terrible. And the way he did not want to see how much Protestant parents and children were suffering in East Germany. . . . He refused to acknowledge that they were punished because they were Christians! Kasner believed all of us, even Christian pastors, were supposed to become ‘developed socialists.’ ”

When Kasner was forced to accommodate and even promote the Stasi state’s plan to abolish pastors, one wonders whether he regretted his decision to move to the East. Regardless, Angela’s father clung to the hope that some version of his socialist ideal would survive—even as evidence to the contrary continued piling up.

Merkel never publicly criticized her father’s politics. “My father tried to shape a church that met the needs of the people in the East,” she said, likening his beliefs to those of liberation theologians in Latin America. Her public loyalty did not mean Angela agreed with him in private, however. She remembered one early argument “about how much property you should communize, while still making sure there is enough individual responsibility left.” Years later, the pastor would say that his daughter was lost to him early on, commenting somewhat bitterly, “She always does what she wants.”

The year 1968 dealt another harsh blow to Kasner’s idealized version of socialism—something that made a deep impression on the fourteen-year-old Angela. It was the year of the Prague Spring, a period of political liberalization and mass protest in the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic. Freedoms granted included loosening restrictions on the media, speech, and travel from January until August 1968. “I remember well the spirit of optimism and a fresh start,” she reflected years later.

“We were on vacation in the Pec Mountains in Czechoslovakia. Everybody was excited. Then my parents went to Prague for two days to see what was happening in Wenceslas Square,” site of the antigovernment protests. “They came back in the highest spirits, hopeful that things within the socialist camp would change and crack open after all . . . and that what was happening in Czechoslovakia might happen in East Germany too. I recall being skeptical as to whether socialism itself could be reformed.”

By August 21, Merkel had returned from her vacation in the Czech mountains and was visiting her grandmother in East Berlin. “I can still see myself standing in the kitchen on that morning when it was announced on the radio: Russian troops have marched into Prague.” Five hundred thousand soldiers from the fellow Socialist Republics—Poland, Bulgaria, Hungary, and, most painfully for young Angela, East Germany—poured across the Czech border and crushed Prague’s Spring. “That was a sharp blow. I was ashamed, and I was very sad,” Merkel recalled. When Russian tanks crushed Ukraine’s reform movement in 2014, Merkel reacted faster and more forcefully than her fellow heads of state, the brutality undoubtedly triggering the memory of standing in her grandmother’s kitchen during that long-ago summer of 1968, listening to the news from Prague.

The Soviet crushing of Czechoslovakia’s liberal experiment of “Socialism with a Human Face,” as the Prague Spring was dubbed by its leaders, notably Alexander Dubcek, who headed the Communist Party’s Central Committee, made it harder for Pastor Kasner to delude himself about the East German regime’s true nature. Yet Kasner never quite gave up on his dream of a “humane” socialism and never fully reconciled himself to capitalism. Long after German unification—when his daughter was already a rising star in that capitalist state—he bemoaned, “All that counts [for capitalists], is money; for the producers to make profits, and the consumers to buy, and to buy more than they need. The market economy is being beaten into us and is not supposed to be questioned. Everything is being turned into a ‘market,’ even nature itself.”

Having finished her senior year at her Templin Gymnasium—the equivalent of a preparatory high school in the United States—with top honors in mathematics, physics, and Russian, Angela was very nearly prohibited from graduating. Holding her back was nothing more than a youthful prank. Required to profess her love of Marxism-Leninism by staging a skit about its world triumph, Merkel and a few classmates decided to show solidarity not only with the Communist Vietcong (then America’s enemy in Southeast Asia, and thus deemed a good choice) but also with the people of Mozambique, who were waging war against their Portuguese colonizers. This latter affiliation was more problematic, given that the struggle there was not strictly pro-Soviet. Worst of all, Merkel’s group concluded its act by singing a rousing chorus of “The Internationale,” the official anthem of the Communist movement, in English, the “language of the imperialists.” For these transgressions, the Communist Party planned to withhold the diploma of one of the Gymnasium’s—indeed, the whole region’s—brightest graduates, who had already been accepted to the acclaimed Leipzig University (renamed Karl Marx University in 1953).

In despair at the consequences of his daughter’s rare act of rebellion, Merkel’s father contacted his bishop, who urged the state to be lenient toward the promising student and her classmates. Kasner’s daughter was spared but learned another lesson about the brutality of a state that was willing to cut short a potentially bright future for nothing more than a mild act of mischief.



*Growing up in Hungary, my sister and I attended Catholic mass every Sunday in our neighborhood church, but the nun who came to our home to instruct us in catechism was not allowed to wear her habit. It was definitely not a plus to be an active Christian in that era. It marked you as bourgeois, a crime that was among the reasons my journalist parents were arrested in early 1955 and charged falsely as American spies. 

*Crossing from West to East Berlin as a news correspondent in the late 1970s, I recall being asked by the border security guards, “Any contraband, weapons, or newspapers?”

*In her early days as politician, Merkel sometimes allowed biblical language to slip into her speech. On January 17, 2001, for example, she urged then foreign
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