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Introduction

BY HERBERT A. ARNOLD

This is a quite unusual memoir in several respects, yet it is a memoir all the same. Ever since St. Augustine’s Confessions, the genre has been defined as an ex post facto ordering of selective parts of a person’s past, to explain how he or she became who they are at the moment of retrospective. Achievements of adulthood tend to dominate, while childhood and youth are often underreported. Not here. Fest insists in his subtitle and in his book on describing in considerable detail his early years, between his birth in 1926 and the early postwar years; he leaves out altogether the adult achievements for which he is actually known, and ends with a brief postscript about his reaction to the unification of Germany in 1989–90.

Moreover, instead of focusing on his own life, he chooses to devote an extraordinary amount of attention to his father, of whom he presents an astonishing portrait. The other emphasis is on the times as experienced by an intelligent but naive youngster and his education, both formal and informal. And they are unusual times, indeed. Born into the Weimar Republic and its social and political turmoil, Fest has just begun school when the Nazis come to power in 1933. They and his family’s firm and costly refusal to cooperate with the new regime will shape the narrative until near the end of the war, when young Joachim is drafted, survives the battle at Remagen, and is captured by American troops. He returns to Berlin, the city with which he identifies most strongly, and begins his work as a journalist and, eventually, historian of recent German history.

What makes this book so remarkable, however, and may well explain its extraordinary success in Germany, where it became a best seller with staying power, are the portraits of his family, of fellow Germans, and of the times. A major part of that success lies in the complexity, the contradictions, and the conflicts endured by the characters in this memoir. No simple black-and-white picture, good and evil, right and wrong conflicts—although they are there, of course—but the conflicted and sometimes self-contradictory nature of the protagonists makes for compelling reading. Here are real and not always likable people trying to live a life guided by principles which are in direct and consciously maintained conflict with the prevailing political and social environment. And here is the record of their battles, their survival, and the cost of refusing to collaborate with a state and a regime they recognized as evil earlier than most.

Focusing on the father, as the author does, demonstrates these contradictions most tellingly—and is a clever narrative stroke by the author, who clearly knows about his own internal contradictions, which he only touches upon on occasion. Johannes Fest is a bundle of just such contradictions. An upright conservative Catholic head of a primary school in predominantly Protestant Prussia, he is active in the Zentrum, the political arm of Catholicism in the Weimar Republic. He is also an active member of the Reichsbanner, a conservative paramilitary organization set up to combat the corresponding groupings of both Communists and Nazis, with whom they engage in bloody street fights.

Such associations normally clearly identify a right-wing conservative, middle-class radical, tailor-made for a career in the NSDAP, the National Socialist Workers Party, and the new order. Instead, and quite startlingly, he is a staunch supporter of Weimar democracy and intrepid opponent of the Nazis. He continues in this opposition, much to the consternation of his wife and to the detriment of the family, even after it costs him his job and social position and after the authorities try to tempt him to reverse his stance. Indeed, he revels in his outsider status, as does his son. That is the reason for the title, supposedly based on the Gospel of Matthew, and for the motto of the family: Us against the world. Again a contradiction, since this echoes Viel Feind, viel Ehr (Many enemies equals great honor), a popular saying of German right-wing conservatives and militarists. Yet here it means the inner emigration of the family unit, the mutual support, and the rejection of the dominant spirit of the times.

The father’s life also demonstrates how ineffective even the most determined opponents of Nazism were in practice—and how conflicted. Every time Hitler achieved one of his early coups—the annexation of Austria, the defeat of France—Johannes Fest was torn. He had wanted the union with Austria for the Weimar Republic—but not for Hitler and not as annexation; he reveled in the defeat of France as a justified revenge for her intransigence and spitefulness toward Weimar—but not as a victory for Hitler.

The German patriot and the antifascist were in constant conflict with each other, a situation that would become even more serious as the war progressed and the first inklings of the Holocaust became evident. Here Fest—both the father and the son—depart most clearly from many other Germans who have argued ignorance after the war. The Fests insist that information was available, even if not easily corroborated, and that the nature of the regime and its deeds were clearly visible to all who wanted to see. They would therefore also not accept what they saw as the paroxysms of guilt after the war—and thus, once again, found themselves at odds with their society and their countrymen. It is this outsider status Fest sees as the distinctive characteristic of his family, a tradition honed under Nazism but proudly maintained throughout: they are mavericks, outsiders, not unlike the characters of Thomas Mann’s narratives, which Joachim admires and his father condemns because of Mann’s earlier “nonpolitical views.”

There is another major influence on Joachim Fest’s youth: the introduction to German and European culture, especially its music and literature, which are made available by both his home and his schools, but even more so by friends and mentors, who provide him with an academy of learning and questioning outside the confines of formal education. Whether it is an aunt who takes him to his first opera, a neighboring clergyman who loves Beethoven’s Fidelio at least as much as disputing theological conundrums, or his older brother Wolfgang, who always seems a step ahead in his reading—young Joachim is a sponge and a classic example of the German Bildungsbürger, the broadly educated bourgeois who has gone to a Gymnasium.1 They constitute a quite unselfconscious elite with an ethos derived from German idealist philosophy and popularized by the great German writers and thinkers of the past century and a half. This ethos is also shared by most of the Fests’ many Jewish friends who populate this memoir. For many of them it became lethal because it kept them from leaving Germany in time to escape the Holocaust. Many of them argued that “their” Germany could never succumb to the rule of something as crude as Nazism and ignored the warnings of their friends like the Fests.

Few of them are still alive, therefore, during the postwar years, when Joachim makes his career in radio and television journalism and as a historian of the Third Reich. That adult portion of the author’s life is totally missing, but it must be taken into account when one assesses the success of this memoir in Germany, because it is this public Joachim Fest—the conservative critic of the predominant cultural left in the Federal Republic of Germany—whose origins are here revealed. After two years as a prisoner of war and privileged by the known antifascist past of his family, he—as he recounts in these pages—more or less accidentally wound up researching and making public the Nazi past through his early work at Radio im Amerikanischen Sektor (RIAS, Radio in the American Sector of Berlin). His dream had been to become a Privatgelehrter (an independent scholar), working on obscure aspects of the Italian Renaissance, preferably supported by a beautiful and rich wife, while residing in some palazzo. Instead he was asked to work up portraits of some of the Nazi bigwigs for a radio series as a part of the American effort in reeducating the Germans after the war. These radio portraits led to books on Hitler, Albert Speer, the German resistance, and the end of Hitler, among others.

After rising through the ranks in radio and on German television to become editor in chief of Norddeutscher Rundfunk (NDR), the North German Broadcasting Network, Fest became responsible for the major political magazine Panorama, from which he resigned for political reasons. He then proceeded to write and publish his biography of Hitler (1973), the first by a German author, and aided Albert Speer, Hitler’s protégé and armaments minister, in the publishing of his autobiography, before being invited to become coeditor of Germany’s most prominent conservative newspaper, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), whose cultural section he edited from 1973 through 1993. From that public platform he participated in the so-called Historikerstreit, a dispute initially among German historians about the nature of the Holocaust. At stake was the claim of the singularity or uniqueness of the Holocaust when compared to other mass atrocities of modern times, such as the Khmer Rouge’s mass killings in Cambodia. The predominant view of the mainly left-leaning German historians, most of whom were social history adherents, was challenged by Ernst Nolte, Fest, and others. Jürgen Habermas, Eberhard Jäckel, and many others responded and a lengthy battle ensued, in which many non-German historians became embroiled as well, because of the historical and moral sensitivity of the issues involved. The current memoir allows the reader to see where Fest’s skeptical and pessimistic challenge comes from: a dim view of human nature in general, pride in being an outsider to prevailing majority opinion, and a skeptical rejection of historical generalizations—all of which permeate the pages of his memoir. These are lessons, he insists, instilled by his father, the Nazis, the war, and postwar experiences upon which he has based his Lebensregeln (principles for life), as he likes to call them.

This memoir is unusual not just by focusing more on the father than the author, by leaving out major parts of the story, and by emphasizing contradictions rather than linear narrative. It also takes certain liberties with the conventions commonly observed. It is customary to report only what is verifiable while indicating what is conjecture, since few memoirists, if any, can recall exact words or too much vivid detail. But Fest has decided to include direct speech, especially of family members, aided—he says—by notes taken in the past and consulted for this purpose. He thus imparts a distinctly fictional, highly literary tone to his narrative, which renders it both lively and rather unreliable. But he delights in language, especially the patois of Berlin which he likes to reproduce in the puns and cheap wordplays popular among schoolboys—all by way of creating an atmosphere which, however fictional, is very convincing and familiar to anyone who lived in Germany through those years. The reader must decide how much of this comes across in translation, which is not just one of language but also of cultural ambience. One example may suffice: he talks of cigarettes as the most valuable “currency” after the war—immediately recognizable to contemporaries—because the official currency was worthless and so was the “official” economy. Everything was available only through a universal black market with direct exchange of goods or services. His descriptions of the general blackout on the German side of Lake Constance contrasting with the blazing lights of neutral Switzerland on the other not only refer to the obvious realities of the air war but are also intended to contrast the darkness holding Germany in thrall as opposed to the bright lights of freedom outside. Echoes of famous and well-known sayings and precepts abound in the German text, ranging from allusions to Ranke’s admonition to the historian to show things as they had actually occurred to Goethe’s dictum that man (in the abstract) ought be noble, helpful, and good. In short, there is a quite self-conscious attempt at a literary shaping of the personal and historical subject matter, which is as much a part of who Fest is, given his education and background, as it is a recognition by a skeptical, practicing historian that there are distinct limits to the objectivity of the writer and the accessibility of all historical subject matter.

Amazingly, Fest manages to present himself—a wisecracking youngster who likes to have the last word—and his family, from choleric father to long-suffering mother, in vivid detail, embedding all of them in their frailty and humanity in terrible times, trying to keep their values and principles intact, even if it meant becoming and remaining isolated, outsiders, mavericks.


All footnotes throughout this work are by Herbert Arnold, unless indicated otherwise.

1 A Gymnasium in Germany is a secondary school that prepares students for university or graduate studies; its final exams, the Abitur (a secondary-school certificate), are a prerequisite for admission at all German universities.




Preface

One usually begins to write memoirs when one realizes that the greater part of one’s life has been lived, and what one intended to do has been achieved more or less well. Instinctively, one looks back at the ground covered: one is startled at how much has sunk into obscurity or has disappeared into the past as dead time. One would like to capture what is more important or save it for memory, even as it is fading into oblivion.

At the same time one comes face-to-face with the effort required in calling up the past. What was it my father said when my mother reproached him for his pessimistic moods, when she tried to coax him into a degree of flexibility toward those in power? What was the name of the German teacher at Leibniz Gymnasium, who, in front of my classmates, regretted that I was leaving his class? What were the remarks Dr. Meyer made as he accompanied me to the door on my last visit—were they somber or merely ironically resigned? Experiences, words, names: all lost or in the process of disappearing. Only some faces remain, to which, if one kept poking around long enough, a remark, an image, or a situation could be linked. Other information was provided by family tradition. But quite often the thread was simply broken. That also had something to do with the fact that when my family was expelled from our home in Karlshorst all keepsakes, notes, and letters were lost. Likewise the family photos. The pictures in this book were mostly given back to us after the war by friends who had asked for them at some point and were able to save their possessions through the upheavals of the times.

I would have been unable to record my earliest memories if in the early 1950s I had not had a radio commission to write an account of recent German history. Wherever possible I supplemented the published historical studies—which at that time were far from abundant—with conversations with older contemporaries like Johann Baptist Gradl, Heinrich Krone, and Ernst Niekisch.1 Most frequently, however, and also at greatest length, I consulted my father, who, as a politically committed citizen, had experienced the struggles and suffering of the time as more than a mere observer. Naturally, these conversations soon extended to more personal matters and drew attention to the family’s troubles, which I had lived through but hardly noticed.

On the whole I noted down my father’s observations only as headings. That caused me some difficulties when I came to write this book, because if I could not reconstruct the context of a remark it inevitably remained sketchy and often had to be left out. Some of his opinions did not stand up in the face of the knowledge I had meanwhile acquired. In the initial draft, however, I reproduced rather than corrected them, because they seemed important as the opinions of someone present at the time; in part they reflect not today’s historical view, but the perceptions, worries, and disappointed hopes of someone who lived through those times.

To make the book more readable I have also taken the liberty of reproducing some of my notes as direct speech. A historian could not possibly proceed in such a way, but it may be permitted the memoirist. Wherever possible these dialogues maintain the tone as well as the content of what was said. When individual remarks are placed in quotation marks they faithfully reproduce a comment, as far as memory allows.

Like all biographical notes, my observations make no claim to be indisputably valid. What I write about the friends of my parents, about teachers and superiors, remains my view alone. I present Hans Hausdorf and Father Wittenbrink, the Ganses, Kiefers, Donners, and others only as I remember them. That may not be accurate or even fair in every respect. Nevertheless, I was not prompted by any prejudice.

In several historical accounts I have dealt more analytically with the years covered in the following pages.2 For that reason in the present book I could largely dispense with abstract reflections. They are left to the reader. At any rate I have not written a history of the Hitler years, but only how they were reflected in a family setting. That means actual living experiences, sometimes even the merely casual and occasionally the anecdotal, will predominate here, as they do in real life. When, as a teenager in the early 1940s, I described the grimaces of a friend of my parents who had a nervous disorder, my father admonished me, “Don’t look too closely!” I responded that I neither could nor would close my eyes. Thanks to the generally nurturing environment in which I grew up that has never been difficult for me, nor was it used against me. It was actually a necessary prerequisite for writing this book. The temptation was much greater either to repress the grimaces of my youthful years or, even worse, to view them through a glorifying lens.

In writing this book I have accumulated many debts of gratitude. Here I would like to mention only Frau Ursel Hanschmann, Irmgard Sandmayr, my friend Christian Herrendoerfer, and my fellow prisoners of war Wolfgang Münkel and Klaus Jürgen Meise. The latter successfully escaped from the POW camp some time before my failed attempt. I owe particular thanks to my editor Barbara Hoffmeister for her numerous important comments. Finally, the many friends of my youth who helped me with the order of events, dates, and names should be acknowledged.

Joachim Fest
Kronberg, May 2006


1 J. B. Gradl (1904–88) and H. Krone (1895–1989) were both prominent members of the conservative, Catholic Zentrum party during the Weimar Republic and became founding members of the conservative Christian Democratic Union party in the Bonn republic. E. Niekisch (1889–1967) was an antifascist National Bolshevik imprisoned by the Nazis; he later taught in the German Democratic Republic. A tellingly odd collection of witnesses.

2 Fest is referring to the books which established him as one of Germany’s foremost experts on the Nazi period. These books range from The Face of the Third Reich (1970) and Hitler (1974) to Plotting Hitler’s Death (1996), Speer: The Final Verdict (2002), and Inside Hitler’s Bunker (2005), to name some of the titles available in English translations.
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ONE
•

How Everything Came Together

The task I have set myself is called recollection. The majority of the occurrences and experiences of my life have—as with everyone—faded from memory, because memory is ceaselessly engaged in casting out one thing and putting something else in its place or superimposing new insights. The process is unending. If I look back over the whole time, a flood of pictures presses forward, jumbled up and random. Whenever something happened, no idea was associated with it, and only years later was I able to discover the hidden watermark in the documents of life and perhaps interpret it.

But even then images intervene, especially when it comes to the early years: the house with the wild undergrowth at the sides (later, to our sorrow, removed thanks to our parents’ sense of orderliness); catching crayfish in the River Havel; our much-loved nursemaid Franziska, who one day had to return to her home in the Lausitz; the trucks which raced down the streets with a bright flag, packed with bawling men in uniform; the excursions to Sanssouci or Lake Gransee, where our father told us a story about a Prussian queen, until we began to get bored with it. All unforgotten. And once we children had reached the age of ten, we were taken one Sunday in summer—when the band was playing and the aristocrats’ two-wheeled carriages were standing in front of the emperor’s pavilion—to the racetrack. Like the district of Karlshorst in Berlin, it had been developed by my grandfather on the out-of-the-way Treskow Estate, and had later gained the reputation of being the largest steeplechase course in the country. As if it were yesterday I see the parade of huge horses with the little jockeys in their colorful clothes, and the solemnly pacing gentlemen in their mouse-gray morning coats with bow ties at their throats and bulging starched fronts. The women, on the other hand, mostly stuck together and watched one another in the shadow of hats as big as wheels in the hope that some rival could be discovered and dismissed with a crushing remark.

It was a strange, genteel world that had brought my grandfather to Karlshorst. He had been born into the respected Aachen drapers’ family of Straeter, whose branches were spread across the Lower Rhineland and which was so wealthy it could afford every two years to hire a train for a pilgrimage to Rome, where its members were received by the pope in a private audience. Circumstances had brought him into contact with the high nobility; in his twenties he was already travel marshal of the Duke of Sagan, and a little later he went to Donaueschingen as inspector of Prince Fürstenberg’s estates. His early years were largely spent at aristocratic residences in France, and at Château Valençay (once the property of Prince Talleyrand) he had got to know my grandmother, who came from a Donaueschingen family and was a lady-in-waiting to the Fürstenbergs. It was a great love that like Philemon and Baucis’s, lasted until old age, when the Second World War smashed everything.1 For a long time French was mostly spoken in the family and the cooking—onion soup, duck pâté, and crème caramel—was also French. Most of the classics of the neighboring country were in my grandfather’s library in awe-inspiring, leather-bound editions. I sometimes heard him declaiming Racine as he walked up and down in front of his desk, but his favorite authors were Balzac and Flaubert.

My grandfather had arrived in Berlin in 1890, at the time of a sensational murder case. The Heinzes, a married couple, had killed a night watchman. The Heinze case, which my grandfather and many others often compared to the murders of Jack the Ripper, had the side effect of drawing attention to the housing conditions of the poor. As a result two—and later three—groups of wealthy families joined together to establish philanthropic societies to build housing estates. The largest of these projects was initiated by the judge Dr. Otto Hentig, with Prince Karl Egon zu Fürstenberg in charge. Also involved were the Treskows, who had resided in nearby Friedrichsfelde (outside Berlin) since 1816, as well as August von Dönhoff, the Lehndorffs, and other respected families. The well-known architect Oscar Gregorovius also played a part, as did, somewhat later, the more famous Peter Behrens.

My grandfather had never accepted the Heinzes’ excuse that the misery of the slums or the horrors of backyard housing in Wedding had driven them to it. So he tried to find out everything he could about Gotthilf Heinze, whom he often called “Gotthilf the Slasher.” He even carried out detective work to discover masterminds, secret societies, and above all the depraved, red-haired beauty, who was mentioned in some sources, albeit dubious ones: the “angel of the gutter,” as he once described her to me, years later. It was never clear to me, as a boy, whether she had been a prostitute victim or an accomplice of the murderer. My grandfather believed she was an accomplice, and growled, “Typical! He involves his wife in the murder. His lover stays in the background and is there for pleasure.”

In May 1895 the district administrator signed the permit to build on the 150-acre Karlshorst Estate and immediately a kind of competition got under way for the best plots of land. The philanthropic society of Prince zu Fürstenberg proved more than a match for its competitors and appointed my twenty-seven-year-old grandfather as manager. His task, working with Oscar Gregorovius and the local authorities, was to establish a suburb on the land acquired, to lay down the street plan, to parcel up the plots, and to sell them at reasonable prices. At each stage of expansion a new quarter was added: there were streets named after the nobility, those with Rhineland names, the legend quarter, the Wagner quarter, and so on, step by step.

My grandfather mastered his task with great skill, but soon recognized that beyond the comfortable living quarters which still dominated Karlshorst when I was growing up, the place needed certain centers of attraction. So a hospital and a Protestant and a Catholic church were added, and a little park with a small lake that was laid out on previously marshy terrain soon began attracting strollers from a wide area. With prudent planning, the Treskow racecourse was expanded into a center of social life. In later years—in fact, just after my grandfather’s time—a military school also came to Karlshorst. In the end the “little place of troubles,” as he liked to call it, or the “barren sandy heath,” as it was once described in an official document, which on his arrival had consisted of eight houses or rather farms with fewer than a hundred residents, had more than thirty thousand inhabitants.

In the years when I was consciously aware of him, my grandfather was a withdrawn, imperious, austere man, who, during crowded family gatherings, could silence a room with a single dry remark. On the street he was usually to be seen wearing a frock coat and a bowler and carrying a stick. Even then he had an old-fashioned aura, which he played up to with stubborn determination. Unlike my three younger siblings, who kept out of his way as much as possible, my elder brother Wolfgang and I enjoyed talking to him, no matter how monosyllabic he often was, because he was an attentive listener, who always knew how to ask questions that led somewhere. One of my sisters later complained that his face was all-too-glum and “the corners of his mouth always drooped so dreadfully.” But even his silences, so Wolfgang and I found, carried weight. His handkerchief was always sprinkled with a couple of drops of eau de cologne. Passersby greeted him respectfully and doffed their hats with a low gesture that reached almost to the knee and often made us laugh. Older people still remembered that Karlshorst was, in part, his creation.

The woman at his side, my grandmother, was graceful and devoted, and was able to talk to each of her grandchildren in a different way, appropriate to their age. Her life had not always been easy and although the many troubles had left their mark on her face, she displayed no sign of unhappiness; instead, she was cheerful and practical. She was happy when she could make herself useful—that feeling made up for all the burdens, I often heard her say. They had five daughters and—to their everlasting sorrow—no son. Two of the daughters had entered a religious order: one worked on a mission station in Africa; the other (given the beautiful name of Sister Alcantara) was assigned by her superiors to a convent in Merano. She was tall and bore herself with the poise of an abbess but seemed oddly fragile. She had what she called “chest trouble” and contracted in the “chilly convent vaults,” as my mother sometimes complained, a lung infection, from which she died before she was even thirty.

In 1917, during the First World War, the youngest daughter fell ill with diphtheria at the age of fourteen, resulting in complete physical paralysis. My grandparents spent a fortune on distinguished medical specialists and even consulted quacks without ever gaining any relief for her. All day long my aunt Agnes lay on the chaise longue in the dining room and, as she could not move her head, every time someone entered she looked sideways at the door with wide-open eyes, in which there was a reflection of the futile effort of life. In the evening my grandfather had to carry her into her bedroom, casting aside, as I once observed, the pride of an elderly gentleman. If one alluded to her suffering, she would merely respond: “Please! I can manage!”

Dorothea, whom we called Aunt Dolly, was the elegant daughter. She was slim and striking in appearance and, like my mother, had been educated at a boarding school for young ladies in Silesia. Her wardrobe revealed a fondness for bold patterns, which sailed close to the limits of good taste. She usually turned up wearing the very latest hat, a fox fur over her shoulders, its silvered claws glinting in the sun, and discreet gold jewelry around her neck. She was well-spoken and frequently admonished us for talking in a Berlin accent. My father thought that she had acquired an affinity for the big wide world at boarding school in the small town of Liebenthal, whereas my mother left there with poetry and good sense.
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Emma Straeter, Joachim Fest’s grandmother, during her years at Valençay

Indeed, my mother, whose name was Elisabeth, but who was called Tetta by the family, was considered the strict one of the sisters. In contrast to her manner, however, which was self-confident and not without a touch of pride, she had a charming side and an attractive warmth in company. The complexity of her character was also evident in her liking for “gentle music,” to which her poetic tastes corresponded. She liked Eichendorff and Mörike, above all, but also Heinrich Heine, except that when she recited his poems she would leave out the last two lines.2 “He doesn’t stand by his feelings,” she would say. “He’s ashamed of them. When you are older and have the aptitude”—she said, turning to my brother and me—“you must write new endings to Heine’s poems. Then I will at last be able to love him completely.”

There was something to my father’s otherwise quite unfair judgment on Dolly. She wanted to make an entrance. The moment her noisy children were out of the house, my mother sat down at the piano and improvised a little before playing her favorite pieces: Beethoven’s “Für Elise,” some Mozart variation or other, and many Czerny études. Finally, she would sing in a pleasant voice a few songs by Schubert and Schumann, and best of all some pieces by Carl Loewe, such as the one about “Herr Heinrich am Vogelherd” (Sir Heinrich at the fowling floor) or “Die Uhr” (The clock). “Why do you do that?” asked Aunt Dolly, puzzled. “Who benefits from it? Why don’t you organize house concerts with guests?” But Tetta, my mother, would not be won over to anything like that.

Thanks to some family connections, my mother had been invited to balls at the Imperial Stables on a number of occasions and, even at an advanced age, she would talk enthusiastically about the cavaliers in tails and colored sashes who had paid court to her. She also talked of chests covered with military decorations and how a young man might let a monocle drop, significantly and revealingly, from the eye at a coarse joke or in feigned surprise. And then there were the lieutenants, who (as she said, losing herself in her memories) “were indeed dashing—I know how much foolish pink from a girl’s face you can still see in that remark.” She no longer remembered whether the attendants who stood around attentively everywhere, intercepting searching looks, wore escarpins with buckles. “But the servants had a matchless way of looking expressionless when one of the cavaliers helped me out of my coat. Beautiful, brilliant, and superficial, like some baroque music,” she said—then, in her turn, without expression, “but gone, gone!” Yet she didn’t mourn those days; because who would mourn a fairy tale once it was over?

For Aunt Dolly, on the other hand, who so relished talk of “higher things,” which she loved for their inimitability, theater and especially music only became significant and affecting in a social context. She came to life in the hum of the gradually filling stalls or to the sound of the instruments tuning up, but she also enjoyed strolling in the lobbies and probably above all seeing the soigné gentlemen who, with a slight inclination, threw her reserved or occasionally brazen glances. She sometimes mentioned these to the accompaniment of girlish giggles, although she was by then almost thirty. It was then that I began to suspect that between men and women there were mysterious understandings that one would have to find out about later.

Everyone wondered why Aunt Dolly, who was everywhere courted by a certain type of experienced gentleman—the kind who (as my mother liked to say) had “unfortunately been around a bit”—never found a husband. Only much later was the answer discovered: she had for years been enslaved to a great love, which had robbed her of all sense: a married naval officer from Kiel. Around him she constructed an endless theater of dissemblance. Only my parents knew something of it, and after dropping a few hints they made us promise never to breathe a word. Once, when Aunt Dolly took me to the Gloria Palast at Karlshorst Station, where we saw a romantic film with a tragic ending, she began sniffling surreptitiously into her handkerchief, and then wept quietly to herself through the whole screening, sighing ever more deeply. At the exit, with a strained smile on her still-tearful face, she asked me to leave her alone and find my way home without her.

A couple of days later she turned up at Hentigstrasse at an unusual time and chatted away awkwardly. On my arrival she pulled me into the drawing room and apologized for her “faux pas.” When I said there was nothing to apologize for, she retorted that at her age, too, one had to maintain one’s composure and, even more important, have manners. “My weeping was discourteous.”

Proud Aunt Dolly! I thought. To me, a fourteen-year-old, her every word seemed to betray how much she envied my mother. At the end of 1919 my mother had joined the Bleichröder banking house as an assistant and was going to the city center every day. There she got to know people, gained experience, and even climbed a rung up the career ladder. Aunt Dolly, on the other hand, had set limits to her ambitions early on and become a librarian because she had succumbed to the courtship of that damned naval officer, whose future she hoped to share. Tetta, by contrast, was not at all histrionic; reserved by nature, she did not need to make a splash emotionally or socially. She was not a diva, I once heard her say to one of my father’s friends, who had reproached her for not showing her feelings sufficiently, and, for a while, the remark became a favorite saying in the family: “Mama isn’t a diva!” Less than two years after starting at the bank she had got to know my father and (as she liked to say) “taken a girlish fancy to him,” then “fallen a little in love with him,” subsequently “really fallen in love with him,” and married him soon after. All “quite unsurprising,” all quite “normal,” Aunt Dolly would sometimes say, and perhaps even a little boring, but promising so much more happiness than her own life.

On my father’s side the family circumstances were considerably more remote and complex. As far back as the facts can be traced (that is, to the seventeenth century) his ancestors came from the small market town of Liebenau (Lubrza in Polish) in the Neumark of the province of Brandenburg. The parish registers, begun again in 1654 after the devastation of the Thirty Years’ War, first mention their names in the 1670s. Most of them had made a living as craftsmen or tradespeople, and in one branch of the family also as brewery owners. Over the generations many of them had held office as “able councillors,” churchwardens, or “village mayors.” The first names common in the family also point to higher pretensions. In each generation there was a Rosina; many of the female ancestors were called Cäcilia or Justina; and my grandfather bore the first names (Latinized in the Baroque style) Robertus Tiburtius. He was an exuberant man full of the joys of life, who, it was once said, “set every dance floor in a state of excitement.” Newly married and driven by the ambition (typical of the time) to settle new land, he had moved to the province of Posen, today called Poznan, and acquired a large farm there. Less than a year after his arrival, although only in his mid-twenties, he had become mayor and was respected by both Germans and Poles. His wife, however, did not get along with Polish conditions, and so, in 1895, the family, by now with seven children in tow, moved back to Liebenau. There my grandfather bought a flour mill close to the village.

He died in the early 1930s, before we got to know him well at all, and so any memories of him remain a tangled mixture of what one was told and what one remembers. Whenever we caught sight of him, he was walking like a shadow through the rooms, leaning silently and ghostlike on his walking stick, commenting in passing on our squabbling with a “Well, well!” He could only be induced to speak at length if my father asked him to recite word for word one of the tales collected by the Brothers Grimm, which he had learned as a child, or, on Sunday evening, to say the lesson from the morning Mass. Then he briefly shut his eyes before beginning: “And Jesus, when he came out, saw many people, and was moved with compassion toward them …” When we arrived in Liebenau for the funeral he was laid out in the yard of his house, a very old, unfamiliar, and seemingly fragile man, who in death had shriveled up.

The coffin had been opened again for the last blessing, and in a final dutiful gesture my grandmother, bent low and leaning on a stick, busied herself with some overhanging corners and ends of cloth. Of the dead man—who sank, his mouth slightly open, between the lace-trimmed shrouds—we children saw only the upper bony section of the face. After the solemn throat-clearing of those present, which always precedes such rituals, the priest spoke the funeral prayers and sprinkled the mourners with holy water, while disinterested farmers’ lads closed the coffin and carried it through the yard gate and out into the road to the waiting horse-drawn carriage. Almost fifty years later my younger brother Winfried remembered that it was not so much his quietly weeping grandmother or the psalm-singing relatives gathered in a semicircle around the coffin and the mountains of flowers that captured his attention but a fly which rushed back and forth over the waxen face of the dead man and several times disappeared into the dark cavity of the mouth. For me, too, the sight was something I never forgot.

My grandfather had been a down-to-earth man, tested by life. He was much respected (as I was later told) by his peers, and at council meetings the final word was often expected and indeed came from him. My father loved to tell a story from his youth that illustrated my grandfather’s no-nonsense sense of reality. Five or six of what would in the end be eleven children had been sitting around the kitchen table with my grandfather, when one of the brothers asked what each of them would do if a huge sum of money were to fall into their laps, whether through God, the power of the angels, or by chance. “The jackpot!” he exclaimed. “It’s being given to us! It’ll be raining money! Remember my words!” Right away, twelve-year-old Franz revealed to the speechless company what he would do with the money. He would go into town and in Kurt Linke’s inn, surrounded by beautiful women, order the best wines and liqueurs; the elder brother August confessed he would buy the most expensive dress for merry Maria Zietsch from the next village, and then hopefully dare speak to her for the first time; Cäcilie thought she would buy a dressmaker’s shop with modern machines and employ at least five seamstresses. And so on, one after the other, until the slight Roni, who always looked a little starved, spoke up. “And I,” he explained, swallowing frequently, “will buy myself Schlackwurst sausages with all the money—seventy or even a hundred—for as long as the money lasts. All day long, for a month—no, for a whole year—I will stuff myself with Schlackwurst. One after the other.”

That was like a watchword. Everyone jumped up and agreed enthusiastically: Schlackwurst—yes! That’s great! Schlaraffenland3 forever! they yelled. Until my grandfather, who had said nothing throughout, went over to the tiled stove, took his stick, which was hanging from the side, and silenced the hubbub with a mighty blow on the table. Taking no notice of the daughters present, he shouted at the boisterous gang: “You damned rascals must eat bread with your sausage! You don’t eat sausage without bread!”

My father drew the meaning of this story from his own experience. One could have dreams, build castles in the air—it was all allowed! But one had to keep one’s feet on the ground! As a gifted schoolboy of fifteen he had wanted to study “something to do with religion or mathematics.” After that he had for a long time been uncertain as to whether he should follow his love of nature and become a fisherman or a forester. When, finally, at his father’s urging, he decided on the profession of teacher, the somewhat older son of our neighbor said it was a real shame that a lad with his practical talents should choose a typical “idler’s job.” Because of his ability my father was exempted from the first two classes when he started secondary school and later, on taking his school-leaving certificate, from the oral examinations. After several teaching posts he suffered a moderately serious wound at the beginning of the First World War, in France, returned to teaching, and immediately found himself back in Berlin. Politically committed from an early age, by 1919 he had established several local branches of the Catholic Zentrum party in southern districts of the capital and had occupied leading positions in the party, as he did later in the Reichsbanner, the paramilitary organization composed of members of the Zentrum party, the Social Democratic Party, and the trade unions set up to defend the Weimar Republic.4

He was a tall man with strong features; the “telegenic face” (as Wolfgang and I called it) which he displays in most pictures reveals only sternness and determination, without giving any clue to the cheerful character and even happiness that comes when a person is in harmony with himself. One of his friends once said that my father was a rare combination of energy, self-confidence, and mirth. His sharp wit could even turn into high spirits. Friends of my own youth whom I asked for the impression they had of him when they looked back, often said that as children there was hardly another adult whom they so enjoyed being with, because he was able to tell such crazy stories and sing such silly songs. Almost all spoke in these or similar terms of his ability to entertain and his enjoyment of practical jokes. Admittedly, he sometimes suffered from a short temper; that may have been because his good humor did not come from an inner balance alone, but also had something to do with the certainty of being able to deal with all the trials of fate.

It should also be said that my father did not have the least touch of social snobbery and could chat as easily to the girl behind the counter at the baker’s as discuss serious affairs of state with a senior civil servant. He was as relaxed with a university teacher as with the children at our birthdays. He enjoyed singing and he had countless songs in his head from “Prinz Eugen” to the forgotten “Ich hab mich ergeben …” (I have devoted myself …), which survives only as a melody in Brahms’s Academic Festival Overture. To end a round of songs he liked to perform boulevard or music-hall chansons, which, as I remember, sometimes included the unforgettable assertion that “my parrot don’t eat hard-boiled eggs” or posed the question “What, for heaven’s sake, was Mayer doing in the Himalayas?” or, then again, praised a girlfriend called Titaisin, whose lover boldly claimed (for the sake of the rhyme if nothing else) that in his cake of life she was nothing less than the raisin. He liked to laugh and could entertain a company at table all evening with witty anecdotes or—if it was required—more down-to-earth ones.

His origin, life, and strong convictions conferred on my father four qualities, none of which seemed to go with the others and each of which developed an impatience with the other three. He was a republican, a Prussian, a Catholic, and a Bildungsbürger. In his case, however, all contradictions were held together by strength of personality and each one of these strands contributed to his intransigence in the face of the Nazi regime. The inadequacies of the foundation of the Weimar Republic were perfectly clear to him, but he remained a committed republican. The problems of the moment must never place the principle in doubt, we heard him say repeatedly; and each one of us, his children, was a witness later on to his outrage when, after the end of the Hitler dictatorship, it was often argued that in 1932–33 there had been a choice only between the Nazi Party and the Communists, and that in Hitler people had chosen the lesser of two evils. Would it not have been more intelligent and, above all, more responsible to choose the republic, he objected, whether in the shape of the Social Democrats, the Zentrum, or the Liberals? In reality, all those who said later that there had been no alternative to Hitler had at the time lacked judgment and loyalty to the state, to say nothing of determination. My father had always been a militant republican; he wanted to resist the storm troopers of the Nazi SA (Brownshirts) not only with words, but with his fists. Consequently, following the election gains of the Nazi Party on September 14, 1930, he discussed with his friend Hubertus zu Löwenstein5 the formation of a republican youth movement, which led shortly afterward to the establishment of the Vortrupp Schwarz-Rot-Gold.6

At the same time he was a dyed-in-the-wool Prussian, even if he didn’t make an issue of it. The numerous “Old Prussians” who were to be found, in the old provinces of the Prussian crown at least, were overwhelmingly royalist and did not approve of the republic. “But I’m no unthinking Prussian,” my father mocked, “and not sentimental enough to mourn the ‘fugitive’ Wilhelm the Second.” His idea of what was Prussian, he said occasionally, was fairly out of step with the times. In addition to the familiar catalogue of duties, it included the voluntary self-limitation of demands, the avoidance of self-pity, and the ability to cope with life with a “pinch” of irony. “Just don’t forget irony!” he frequently admonished us. “It’s the entry ticket to humanity. Outwardly one displays a seriousness the situation demands, but inwardly one snaps one’s fingers at the frustrations.”

Certainly, he was critical enough to realize that Prussia and its much-praised ethos stood for nothing but itself—that it had no idea to give the world. Often he amused himself at the various efforts to lend Prussia a “soul” or even a “mission.” As civilizing powers he accepted only ancient Greece and Rome. What had Spain, England, or France given the world, he once asked at table, apart from the swagger stick, five o’clock tea, Inca gold, and a few fine phrases? Ultimately, each of these world powers had been about exploitation with a little added humane decoration. He preferred the unadorned will to survive, which embodies Prussia’s idea of state. Like all the others, it had robbed, but at least it had not lied about it afterward. “A curtsey for Prussia,” he concluded on occasion and with a smile; on the whole, Prussia didn’t cut such a bad figure in the world.

Years later, when I asked him once again about his taste for irony, he responded that irony made almost everything in life more bearable, including the basically “chilly state air” of Prussia. A scene (unforgotten by us children) occurred on the annual trip to our relatives in the Neumark. As the train passed a small village almost swallowed up by the horizon, my father called us to the compartment window. “What you see over there,” he observed, “is the silhouette of Kunersdorf, where Frederick the Great suffered the most terrible defeat of the whole Seven Years’ War.7 The Prussians,” he continued, “among whom in this respect I do not count myself, always maintain that after every Kunersdorf there follows a Leuthen with triumph, fanfares, and the chorus ‘Now Thank We All Our God!’ That sounds elevating and fills the unthinking Prussian heart with pride. Unfortunately,” added my father after a well-considered pause, “this fine story isn’t true. Because the Battle of Leuthen took place in 1757, while Frederick did not meet with the defeat of Kunersdorf (whose disastrous consequences were only avoided by a change of rulers in Russia) until two years later. But,” he concluded, “there has to be a little bit of cheating, if the Prussians are going to add another miracle of the House of Brandenburg to the first.”

If Prussia and republicanism were not easily reconciled, then the contradiction was further sharpened by my father’s strict Catholicism. He was a pious man, who accounted to the “Lord God” (as he usually put it in this context) for each of his private or political decisions. Not least because of his numerous offices, he maintained close relations with the senior diocesan figures and frequently met the papal nuncio Cardinal Pacelli.8 He gave credit to Heinrich Brüning, the Zentrum party chancellor from 1930 to 1932, for pursuing, in principle and politically, the reconciliation of Prussianism and Catholicism; if he had succeeded, my father said, in retrospect, much would have turned out differently.9 He was a friend of Bernhard Lichtenberg, the dean of St. Hedwig’s Cathedral in Berlin.10 In earlier years the latter had lived in Karlshorst as a curate; in 1941 he was sentenced for protesting against Nazi euthanasia and for publicly praying for the Jews, and he died in 1943 while being transported to Dachau concentration camp, in circumstances that remain unclear. My father lost his usual calm when advocating Catholic interests; at times it even seemed as if he had been gripped by the siege mentality of diaspora Catholicism. Although he tolerated almost all human weaknesses, tellingly, he never got over the disgraceful part which the leading figures of his party—Franz von Papen and Prelate Ludwig Kaas—allowed themselves to be talked into playing, out of ambition and opportunism, during the course of the Nazi seizure of power.11

And finally, he was an avowed Bildungsbürger; the pages that follow will provide some evidence of that.12 While at that time the term was not as discredited as it is now, it already suggested old-fashioned values. After the Nazi years the educated middle classes (Bildungsbürgertum) were seen as one of the principal social forces responsible for the rise of Hitler; when one looks more closely, however, this accusation merely reflects the resentment of spoiled children intent on being morally superior to their parents, and on defaming all Bildung (humanist education) as pointless effort. Social science has, meanwhile, discovered that fewer than 1 percent of the population could be said to have belonged to the Bildungsbürgertum. Yet in the last halfway-free elections of March 5, 1933, Hitler’s party received the votes of well over 40 percent of the electorate.

My father loved books. His pride was the chronological Goethe edition from the Propyläen publishing house, which he had bought with his first salary earnings, as well as a smaller edition of ten or twelve volumes with commentaries. Next to them in the bookcases, which covered three walls of his far from spacious study, stood works from Lessing to Heine, Shakespeare, of course, and much else up to Fontane, whom he admired.13 “He’s one of the family,” he liked to say, when conversation turned to Fontane, and, pointing to the easy chair on the balcony, he would add, “He has a seat there every now and then.” In the scholarly section there were two or three shelves of theological literature. My father was interested in arguments about the proof of God’s existence and the stimulus Luther had given to the development of the German language; in the next bookcase was Prussian history, especially the period of the reformers during and after the Napoleonic Wars, also works on the Christian image of man and the spread of the faith to the remotest regions of the earth.

The bookshelves stretching up to the ceiling clearly reflected my father’s interests. Only above the desk was there a gap, in which—next to some family photographs and the silhouette of Goethe raising his finger in front of the young Fritz von Stein—hung an engraving after Raphael’s School of Athens, with Pythagoras and Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, one pointing at heaven, the other at earth, as our father (to our amusement) explained to almost every visitor, and at the right-hand edge of the picture Raphael had portrayed himself, as was repeated to us at least as regularly. Standing in front of the portrait of the Catholic scholar and reformer Görres on the opposite wall (above which there was a bronze bust of Dante on a pedestal), my father was in the habit of assuring listeners that all of his life he had wanted to be like Görres: rebellious in his early years, moving things forward in the middle of life, and from the age of forty preserving what was good.14 But the times have to lend a hand. In his they too often got in the way.

My father often talked about the period after the First World War, in which he had been wounded early on and spent time in hospital. He had no problem adjusting to circumstances then. He had been full of hope and, in his view, despite the painful defeat, there had been a strong attachment to the republic. He attributed this to three main causes, which, with the laconic brevity characteristic of his new hometown, Berlin, he summed up as: the war was over, the kaiser was gone, and the nonsense of the soldiers’ councils was at an end. Furthermore, a constitution had been debated and all of this combined had produced a widespread sense of a new beginning, which took hold of and united the middle classes and the workers.

“But even before the constitution was adopted, the heavens darkened,” he said. The first blow came with the Versailles peace treaty, but it was not its draconian exactions that weighed most heavily. It was the “humiliations” imposed on the German delegation that produced greater outrage, from the servants’ entrance by which its members had to enter the building in which the negotiations were held to the wounded men with serious facial injuries, who, in an act of calculated offense, were posted at the entrance to the conference room. These and similar theatrical flourishes, he said, were intended to legitimate Article 231 of the Versailles Treaty, which was formulated with the “unpleasant arrogance of the poor winner”: the assertion that Germany bore sole responsibility for the war. In truth, the victorious powers only proved thereby that “they didn’t measure up to their victory.” It was soon being said that the republic had returned from Versailles “wearing a fool’s cap,” and the phrase was repeated with contempt and bitterness.

My father talked a great deal about these setbacks. The weaknesses already became evident, he said, in summer 1919. Furthermore, the republic had not been inaugurated with any great act of foundation that stayed in the memory, but instead (as a growing number soon thought) with a shameful defeat which was the result of treachery. Many allowed themselves to be persuaded all too readily that they were the good-natured victims of deceit and vindictiveness. In the early days of the new state, my father related, as he was going to the local branches night after night, he had repeatedly pointed out in countering the agitation of the right that the emergent republic had been dealt two stabs in the back: first by the “Hindenburg swindle”15 and second by the victorious powers, France in particular, for whom he made no allowances. As a result Hitler was allowed to present himself as the advocate of so-called German honor.

“There was one other great moment,” he continued, when talk came around to the subject. That had been when the Kapp Putsch was launched in March 1920, and the young republic had even been granted a victory.16 The coup d’état of the old “mustaches” had been thwarted not only by the workers’ general strike but also by the more or less united resistance of the broad majority. There the republic had its long-awaited founding act after all, as my father had declared repeatedly in his speeches, and the listeners had sometimes even risen to their feet and applauded. But the republic had not known what to do with this gift. Nevertheless, he and his friends had celebrated the victory in the assembly rooms and larger pubs of Neukölln, Kreuzberg, and Charlottenburg. At last, so they had all believed, their cause was safe. The republic appeared to have stood the test.

It was around then that he thought for the first time—after a life which had for so long been filled with meetings and endless evening appointments—that he could devote himself to his private advancement. At the end of 1921 he moved from the lower-class district of Neukölln to Karlshorst and bought an apartment house in Hentigstrasse, in which, already with an eye to a future family, he occupied a whole floor. At that time he felt he had made a success of the first part of his life. Professionally as well as politically everyone predicted a promising future for him. In addition, he had made the acquaintance of an attractive, well-brought-up young woman from a comfortable background and for the first time thought of marriage.

He approached everything with great seriousness. After he had satisfied himself about this young woman, her family, and its circumstances, he began one day to acquire, without the least stammer, a fluency in French conversation and for a while preferred popular literature in that language with extended passages of dialogue. In this way, my father later jokingly maintained, he had prepared himself for the traditional suspicions of future parents-in-law. Because it did not seem impossible to him that the strict Straeters might embarrass him by suddenly, as if unintentionally, switching to French and only after talking for some time apologize for the small discourtesy. He had not wanted to expose himself to that, he added with a laugh.

And, laughing, he also said that until that point his education had been all too greatly focused on the weighty themes; he therefore began to drape “garlands” on the “grand scaffolding,” as he called it, adding the handsome accessories which, even if only socially, were part of an education. Then he made the rounds of all the specialist shops in order to achieve sureness of taste, because he came from the country and (as one said in the
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