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Preface





WHEN WE CAME TO THIS GREAT COUNTRY IN 1951, MY FATHER, GERD, was already a mature man and an accomplished naturalist. Much of his life had passed. But that past was ever-present. Papa and our mother, Hildegarde (Mamusha, as we called her), talked often about their lives in Poland and Germany in the years leading up to and during the Second World War. They had many stories to tell.


During our first winter in Maine, there was no television, no radio, no electricity. To save on kerosene, we would blow out our lamp early on most nights. After it was dark, my sister Marianne and I would snuggle together in bed, warmed by a couple of bricks heated on the kitchen stove and placed under the covers at our feet, as Papa told us stories. We were old enough to have vivid memories of our very recent fairy-tale existence in a northern German forest, where our family had been refugees, but we were also young enough to be excited by the prospect of new beginnings in the land of hummingbirds, rattlesnakes, Indians, and skyscrapers.


Still, we were rapt as Papa talked about the Old World; about Poland, where we had lived; and of far-off lands in the tropics (the scene of his own youthful adventures) inhabited by entrancing birds and butterflies. My father was a naturalist, and no story was as gripping as that of the Snoring Bird, a species of ground-living jungle rail from Indonesia that had been thought to be extinct. The title of this book is a direct heist from Papa’s Der Vogel Schnarch (The Snoring Bird), published in 1932, in which he recounts his experiences searching the jungle, at the behest of Dr. Leonard Sanford of the American Museum of Natural History in New York, for the Snoring Bird. I am sad to say that Papa’s book has drifted into obscurity; it became unavailable shortly after it was published, and the publishing house (Dieter Reimer, Berlin) cannot issue a reprint, because it no longer exists—the publishing house was presumably bombed into oblivion during the war. But the title is still excellent, and so is his inscription in the copy of this book that he gave to me. Translated into English, it says: “To Bernd Heinrich, ‘zugeeignet’ [adapted] for the memory of the pioneer time of the discovery of the world’s animal variety, and for his father, who took part in it, 24 XII, 1972.” I here take him up on his thought. Papa spent two very strenuous years in his quest for the secretive snoring bird in Celebes (now Sulawesi) while also hunting for his beloved ichneumon wasps—strange and exotic creatures that became something like family icons for us, as they had, in many ways, determined the trajectory of our lives as he pursued them at great cost over several continents.


My Snoring Bird is the story of that path, of our family’s surviving through two world wars, fleeing from Poland and Germany, and eventually coming to America. That I later became a scientist and a writer had something to do with Papa, and our family’s history was influenced not only by the wars, but by the experiences and views of people who passionately desired to understand the workings of nature during a time when biology as a science was undergoing huge transformation.


The events that I describe are real, and I feel compelled to say so up front, because some of what you are about to read may seem like fiction. But this is not a novel. It is an account that is as factually accurate as I could make it. I originally wrote this book for my children, who knew nothing about their grandparents and little about my own personal story. I started writing decades ago, to preserve what I increasingly saw as an interesting tale. Bits and pieces of it have been published in my writings before, but here, I have put the puzzle together and shown the connections that were apparent to me only much later, after I became interested in the past and its amazing and sometimes startling effect on the future. So this book has literally been a work in progress for decades.


Initially I was inspired by the stories I had heard, first from Papa; then from my mother; and also from Papa’s former wife, Anneliese, and her daughter Ursula (Ulla), my half sister. I want to clarify that the quoted exchanges between people in this memoir were not recorded. They are my memory of what was said, though I did often take notes after a conversation, and much of what I heard that was of significance could also be confirmed in our family correspondence. The Heinrichs have always corresponded regularly by means of handwritten letters. Even now, in the age of e-mail, we still do. Fortunately for me, these letters were saved and serve as a rich source of information for this book. I also quote from my father’s unpublished memoir—written while he was in his mid-eighties, shortly before he died—and from the works of my mother, and from family friends. I reviewed thousands of pages of correspondence. Most of this passed between Papa and the late Professor Erwin Stresemann—his lifelong friend and ornithological mentor from the Museum für Naturkunde (nature study) in Berlin. Because Papa and I were apart more than we were together, there was also much correspondence between him and me.


I have tried as best as I could to decipher the script and to translate the German into English. I hope I did justice to my father’s, Stresemann’s, and many others’ words in German. My translations are not entirely literal, but I was true to the facts and intended meanings. Aside from Papa’s Der Vogel Schnarch, I have also drawn from two of my father’s other books, Von den Fronten des Krieges und der Wissenschaft (From the Fronts of War and Science; D. Reimer, Berlin, 1937), and In Burmas Bergwäldern (In Burma’s Mountain Forests; D. Reimer, Berlin, 1940).















part ONE


The Old World

















one


A Visit Home




When you start your journey to Ithaca
then pray that the road is long,
 full of adventure, full of knowledge.
 

Do not fear the Lestrygonians
and the Cyclops and the angry Poseidon.


—“ITHACA,” CONSTANTINE P. CAVAFY








MAMUSHA IS JUST SETTLING DOWN ON HER BED to watch the evening news when I arrive. Two cans of Coors, which she has opened with the point of a pair of scissors, are on the table next to her, along with a box of German chocolates. She used to make her own beer, but now, in her mid-eighties, she likes Coors from a can; and because her gnarled hands are too weak, she cannot pull off the tabs. Duke, the huge shepherd-hound that she rescued from the pound, is at her feet, and a one-legged chicken lies cradled in her lap. She is mildly irritated at me for arriving unannounced (I have a tendency either to just show up or to come an hour later than I’ve promised, which annoys her also), but soon I have placated her and she offers me a beer.


Mamusha is the Polish word for mama or mommy. Mamusha was born and raised in what is now Poland, and despite her willingness to consume Coors, she remains, in her memories and her ways, a product of the Old World. My visits to her are usually spent listening to stories about the past. We are sitting in the low-ceilinged brick room that Papa built decades earlier for the purpose of protecting his precious wasp collections from fire; the rest of the house might be consumed, but his ichneumons would be safe. When we moved to this house near Wilton, Maine, in 1951, it was a simple saltbox-style farmhouse with six rooms. Since Papa’s death, Mamusha has added on haphazardly, so that the house is now a collage of thirteen rooms. The walls are decorated with pictures of flowers that she has purchased, although one wall sports a portrait of George and Laura Bush that she received free in the mail. This small brick room is her main habitation, which she shares with her dog and house chickens. I was met in the entryway by three hens, perched on the dresser. In the living room, one drawer sits partway open to accommodate a setting hen that has made her nest there. “My chickens out-smarted me again,” Mamusha says. “Yesterday I found one upstairs in a corner of the bedroom. I have too many. Next time bring your shotgun and at least help me to get rid of a few roosters. They are all so pretty—brown, black, speckled, some with feathers on their toes, some without. I can’t decide which ones to get rid of.”


Mamusha keeps chickens in her barn and chicken house, but her house chickens are often the ill ones. Once in a while, for some reason, some of the newly hatched chicks have trouble with their legs. They splay out to the side, and the chicks can barely stand, much less walk. Mamusha has discovered that if you cradle the chick in your arms for a week or two, and sleep with it cuddled up next to you in bed, it will eventually improve and become a fully functional house pet. By the warmth of the woodstove, with feed scattered across the floor, the chickens are quite comfortable. This is Mamusha’s twist on the concept of “survival of the fittest.” The most afflicted chickens receive the best care, and with the warm fire nearby they breed year-round, producing more and more afflicted youngsters for Mamusha to look after. Their eggs do have the deepest-yellow yolks, which Mamusha brags about.


 


I WAS SOMEWHAT AGHAST AT THE CHICKEN BUSINESS until my wife, Rachel, pointed out that taking care of animals is good for one’s mental health. OK, at least my mother is not taking anti-depressants or tranquilizers. Mamusha never learned how to drive and so rarely leaves home anyway. And I’m not the one tied down every day to a clucking chicken! All I have to do is periodically bring my gun when I visit.


Papa would never have lived this way. He was a neat freak. He saved every scrap of paper, saved every receipt, kept a ledger book with every single penny accounted for. After his death in 1984 Mamusha claimed for years to be in the process of sorting through his stuff, but I never saw any signs of progress. It was of course none of my business what she saved or disposed of; she has reminded me for decades that, after all, I disagreed with Papa far more than a son should. This was taken in the family to be a sign of my disrespect. I know better than to ask Mamusha for any of Papa’s scraps of paper, or to snoop around the household junk piles.


The barn, where the rest of the chickens live, along with the accumulated artifacts of decades of human activity, used to house pigeons when I was little. It began with a single bird, one that had escaped from Murray Foss. Murray was the son of Dot Foss, who owned Dot’s Place, a filling station and tiny store selling cigarettes and candy at the intersection a mile up the road. Murray ran away to Los Angeles, and before he left, he gathered up each of his beloved racing pigeons and one by one broke their necks. One, however, escaped, and fled to the top of our barn. Mamusha put out some grain and it eventually fed. A while later another pigeon appeared, obviously of the opposite sex, and they began to reproduce like crazy. The grain available for the pigeons also attracted and fed the mice, chipmunks, house sparrows, and rats in the barn, all of which prospered. I remember catching twenty rats in a grain barrel in one night. Next the weasels cashed in, and a pair of goshawks discovered the riches as well. They sat and waited hidden in a nearby tree; and when a pigeon came out of the barn it stood a good chance of becoming food for the hawk’s young, huddling in their nest of sticks high in a pine tree on Picker Hill. Mamusha wanted to shoot the hawk to protect her pigeons, but Papa was adamantly opposed. In a letter to me he had written: “The hawk is ruining the pigeon flock; he takes one every day, but we rarely see him. We have given up. Let him take them all.”


After Mamusha and I had finished our beer, I wandered out to the barn and climbed up the steep stairs to the old hayloft. The hay had long since been removed, but battered remains of my old beehives from at least forty years ago lay strewn about. A porcupine (perhaps the one I had raised as a pet?) had chewed on some of them and on the edge of the steps to the loft. The windowpanes on both ends were broken when we’d arrived here in 1951, and so they remained. I recalled the barn swallows, phoebes, and robins that used to fly in and out of the windows, nesting on the barn beams. There was dust and a thick layer of guano, four decades’ worth, all over the place, as well as some boxes filled with Papa’s things, papers and personal effects. It looked as though chickens had been scratching among the papers, as there were bits of eggshells and some long-rotten eggs in the boxes, some of which had spilled their contents. Here, I could certainly poke around without Mamusha’s recriminations. Peeking out of one box was Papa’s old suit. I can only dimly remember him ever wearing it. Mostly I remember him in white shorts and a faded green baseball cap.


Inside the box I found his old insect traps. I also found several of the rattraps he had carried with us during our flight from the Red Army, the ones he had with him on his expeditions to Celebes (now Sulawesi), Persia (now Iran), Burma (now Myanmar), Borneo, and other exotic places. I had watched him set these traps in the Hahnheide forest in the late 1940s in Germany when I was a young boy. Another box contained copies of reprints of his scientific papers: page after page, now coated in dust and yellowed. These were the culmination of his lifework—the work that had stood at the center of his entire existence—prepared with such painstaking devotion and sacrifice. I felt saddened to see them now discarded and decaying in the barn attic. Probably fewer than a dozen people had ever read any of these papers. Most people have never even heard of ichneumon wasps, and many of those who have would be likely to disparage them as “flies.”


Ichneumons (“ick-new-mons”) are mysterious and exotic wasps that are parasitic connoisseurs. Each specializes in one specific host (or a very few hosts). Ichneumons are delicately sculptured and patterned with almost infinite variety and subtlety. There are tens of thousands of species, and they are difficult to differentiate; males and females within a species often come in different shapes and sizes, dimensions of appendages, and colors (from yellow and brown to brilliant shiny metallic-blue with contrasting black and white patterns). The female possesses an ovipositor that projects out of her rear end. Depending on the species, the ovipositor can be so short as to be barely visible, or as long or longer than the wasp’s body itself. The ovipositor doubles as a stinger, but primarily it is a tool for injecting eggs into the body of her host.


Papa described more than 1,000 new species (many from museum specimens) during his lifetime, and all of us in the family who took up the net have been immortalized with a species of ichneumon wasp bearing our name that we had captured in the field. Papa gave four species the generic name berndi: one that I caught in New Guinea, one in Africa, one from Los Angeles, and another from near our farm in Maine. To my knowledge, nobody else has found or recognized any of these since, but each species is undoubtedly going about its business over large areas of its respective continent. And so it is with many other species still to be discovered all over the planet. By virtue of their diversity and unobtrusive manner, these gorgeous, delicate, wondrous insects remain largely unknown and unseen by humans—except Papa. He saw the world in terms of ichneumon habitats. He could name the hundreds of minute details that distinguish one species from another. He could recall precisely when and where he acquired each of his specimens. He could predict, like no human before or since, the likely places to find an ichneumon.


Truth be told, as a kid I could discern little of interest about ichneumon wasps. Furthermore, I sometimes objected to being dragged along on outings with my father to chop open rotting logs in search of hibernating ichneumons in the winter or straining my eyes in search of ichneumons as they alighted on the foliage in the woods. I would have much preferred to be out tracking a weasel or hunting for grouse or rabbits, activities my father shunned, perhaps because they took up a lot of time and often brought few tangible returns. Worst of all were the summertime outings, when he would take me on a long car ride to some godforsaken swamp where we would be eaten alive by black flies and mosquitoes as we searched for one of his special wasps. They were his passion, not mine. Yet I must admit that when I did catch a “cracker”—one that was needed for his collection and, if found, earned me a tasty treat—I felt a certain sense of accomplishment and exhilaration despite my best efforts to be nonchalant.


After the hunt, we would return home and Papa would retire to his study to mount his specimens. He would painstakingly arrange each of the wings and the dozen-odd appendages (yes, dozen) just so, using tiny pins to hold them in place. He treasured his little beauties; nothing was too good for them. Pinned in neat little rows and labeled in his miniature script, they were placed in glass-covered boxes of a special airtight design that he ordered specially from Germany, and then stored in the fireproof brick room that had cost him his last penny to construct. He had not a single dollar to spare to send any of his five offspring (although I mention only four in this account, since one we never knew) to college, but he had to have that brick room for his wasps. Watching him bent over this arduous and demanding task, I often wondered, Why? What was the point of it all? Why go to so much trouble?


As he worked in the evenings with lamp and microscope, I would sometimes sit across from him, and he would try to get me interested in family history by pulling out photographs and pointing to strange faces. I was polite, but no more. It was his history; I wanted to be accepted into the world of the future. My heroes were the neighboring farm boys who played baseball and ran track, who went fishing in the spring, deer hunting in the fall, coon hunting at night, ice fishing and trapping in winter. Papa, in comparison, was a hopeless bug watcher of whom at times I felt ashamed. He had several war medals in a small case hanging on the wall, and was not above pointing them out to neighbors, along with various animal curiosities from Africa and Mexico. Invariably, he always showed off his bug collections to our visitors, whether they were students, farmers, workers at the local woolen mill, or teachers at the college in nearby Farmington. Some of these people actually behaved as though they were interested. I cringed. Didn’t he understand that they didn’t give a damn for his flies? Yet his flies were the one essential ingredient of our lives that brought us together—to the extent that we were together. I suspect that were it not for my keen eyesight and my acquiescence in helping him with his hunts, I would have had very little contact with Papa. He made no secret of the fact that he hoped I would one day take over his collection, but I had no interest in or intention of fulfilling that hope. As I grew up, I distanced myself from him and from his wasps; I had other things to do. Later I did go on to study biology, though not his sort of biology. I think he was deeply disappointed, and I was too young and immersed in my own life to notice.


Looking at the boxes full of old, unreadable reprints in Mamusha’s hayloft, I now felt a tinge of regret. Poking around, I noticed a book with a green cover. It was water-stained from snow that had come in through the open windows for decades. It was also garnished with gobs of dried bird manure, but underneath in gold lettering I read: “Burmesische Ichneumoninae, Part 1, by Gerd Heinrich, Dryden [referring to our one-room post office next to the town of Wilton], Maine, U.S.A.” A second volume was labeled “Part 2.”


To the undiscerning eye, these two books would have no more meaning than they did to the chickens that had scratched among their pages. Yet I knew what they had meant to Papa. He had been a combatant in the two world wars. He understood all too well the fleeting nature of existence. Somehow, against all odds, he not only had survived, escaped, and started, with nothing, all over again, but had gone on to produce this work that would long outlive him. And here it was, covered in chicken shit, scattered in the dust and unread. I thought, How “immortal” is a lifework if the subject matter is so obscure that hardly a soul takes an interest in it? His passion for these wasps had been the single thread of continuity as everything else—his home, his family, his loves—was heaved around by world events beyond his control. The wasps had been his anchor in the storms of his life. Was this why he so loved the order and control and steady progress that the wasps demanded of him?


 


I REMEMBER MY FATHER MOSTLY AS AN OLD MAN. When we immigrated to the United States in 1951 he was already fifty-five years old. He spent hours hunched over his collections, his eyesight failing. Soon his mental facilities would follow. It was not until I was at least as old as he that I came to appreciate the long journey that had brought him to this place. He had not begun life as a rather eccentric, bitter old man. What I should have seen was the remarkable strength and perseverance and passion that had imbued his life, one of great losses, with adventure and accomplishment.


By the 1980s Papa was still working on his primary manuscript—the one on the Oriental Ichneumoninae. It was the prospect of publishing this manuscript that had induced him to come to America after innumerable and seemingly insurmountable difficulties in Europe—difficulties that continued even here. As macular degeneration took his vision, he was racing against time to complete the manuscript, and other manuscripts, on the African, North American, and Russian ichneumons. Rather than trying to publish the entire survey of Oriental ichneumons, he decided to pull out the new discoveries from Burma and publish those, to rescue at least something. By this time, however, taxonomy had gone out of fashion in America; ecology, physiology, and molecular biology were “in”; and the scholarly presses had lost interest in publishing taxonomic works. Papa finally turned back to Europe, and so the manuscript was published there. A Swedish journal published the first seven installments (in German), and when its editors decided they could do no more, Papa turned to a Polish journal to publish the remaining four parts, for a total of 1,258 pages.


Among the boxes in the hayloft were Papa’s expense ledgers. He had encouraged me to keep similar accounts of my spending, but I could never bring myself to record anything to do with money. I did keep a ledger of sorts, a notebook, but I filled it with records of where and when I found different birds’ nests and what they contained, and the types of bees I found visiting different kinds of flowers. In his latter years, Papa had very little money. Every penny counted. When we came to the United States, Papa had hopes of finding some academic position where he could receive a salary for doing the sort of work he enjoyed most and was most able to do: studying his wasps and collecting specimens for museums. But lacking any certification in the form of an academic degree, he was usually met with skepticism and less than enthusiastic support. He and Mamusha were forced to do menial work in order to make those few pennies he kept such careful records of, before he was being recognized as “a collector” and hiring out to museums and earning most of his money collecting small birds and mammals for their inventories.


Poking around in the barn, I also found some old insect nets and boxes of unused shotgun shells that were left over from the expedition to Africa where I joined Papa and Mamusha for two summers and the intervening year during my undergraduate studies. (I was unsalaried, of course.) There were two sturdy reinforced wooden crates that had been used on the expedition to Tanzania. Papa had them specially constructed for transporting equipment, and they were painted dark green with the words “Yale University,” with Papa’s initials, G. H., written in bold white lettering.


Here lay the artifacts of my family’s history, scattered and decaying. I suddenly felt that I must act and act now to understand that history and to pull it all together for myself and for my children’s sake, before it was lost. Twenty years earlier I had sketchily written about my family’s escape from Poland in In a Patch of Fireweed, but Mamusha, on reading it, accused me of “lies.”


Her verdict intrigued me. “What lies?” I asked.


There was a long silence, then: “It was not you who picked the forsythia flower before going into the bomb shelter—it was Marianne.” It was true that my memory was a bit vague about which of us picked the forsythia branch. I do not remember which of us found it and what we did with it. I do remember taking the flower with us and also writing that I developed an aversion to this plant. And though Mamusha had never planted a sprig of forsythia before, the next spring she had planted a big bush of it next to the house. That seemed like a direct rebuke to me, although she said she just “felt like” planting it. When I now told her that I wanted to write the Heinrich family story, she said flatly, “No, you can’t.”


I was stunned, but not totally surprised. I thought she would be glad to have her son express such interest in the past that she and Papa had always spoken of, and had struggled to engage me in.


“Why not?” I asked, but I had already anticipated the answer.


“Because it would not be the way I want it.” And that’s God’s honest truth. She would not approve me as the author.


“You can tell me what you know and help me make it better,” I persisted, realizing I had simplified, left a lot unsaid, and had relied on hearsay. I added: “Or better yet, write it down and send it to me.” I was hoping she might let me see the guest book that she had taken from our Polish estate, Borowke, when my family fled before the advancing Russian army. The book had served as something of a diary during the three-month exodus.


“If I write it down I might as well write the book myself,” she replied, and added, “I’m so busy, I don’t have time.” If she doesn’t have time now, in her mid-eighties, I wondered, when would she?


“Anyway,” she added, “I don’t like your writing.”


 


BACK IN THE BARN, MY EYE WAS CAUGHT BY A badly stained and tattered blue folder tied shut with a piece of string. On the outside was a label written in Papa’s handwriting. It said “Erinnerungs-Correspondenz [remembrance letters], 1945–1950.” Reverently, I picked up the frayed and weathered packet. Here was communication, direct from him. I opened the folder and the first letter I saw was one I had written to him when I was about seven years old. The letter, in German, was sloppily composed on uneven lines that I had drawn on a piece of blank paper. About half of the words were misspelled. It said: “Dear Papa, will you bring with you the hazel mouse and bring it with you alive and keep it and I also have a bat and it is also alive in a caterpillar cage and I feed it and I have also caught a moorhen for you like the one I caught before it is skinned already and I send greetings Papa and also Mamusha.” I recalled even now catching that gallinule. It had tried to hide under an overhanging bank by a pond. Seeing this letter that I had written to Papa while he and Mamusha were collecting in southern Germany in the Alps—and while his wife Anneliese (whom Mamusha referred to as “the wicked witch”) was left to care for us in a hut in the forest in northern Germany—brought back a flood of memories and gave me an odd feeling. Had Papa somehow intended for me to find these long after his death?

[image: image]

A letter I wrote Papa from the Hahnheide while he was away collecting.

[image: image]

Possibly my first drawing, a stag beetle.


Later, I leafed through the many letters in the folder. Although I had spoken little German for more than half a century, I still knew enough to understand much of what was before me. My parents had conversed mostly in German, except when discussing something they did not want Marianne and me to understand, at which time they would switch to Polish. One letter was from a man named Ernst Schäfer. The name was familiar. I think Papa had spoken to me about him, but I don’t remember why. He was a member not only of the Nazi Party but also of the SS, Hitler’s most notoriously brutal thugs. Why had Papa corresponded with him? There were also handwritten letters from Papa’s good friend and colleague, Erwin Stresemann. Stresemann had been an ornithologist at the Berlin Museum für Naturkunde (nature study) and also a professor at Humboldt University. He had been one of the world’s most influential biologists, and had initiated the modern study of birds. I recognized the letterhead, from the museum, but most of the rest was indecipherable to me, and I was frustrated.

[image: image]

A letter from Erwin Stresemann, addressed to Papa: “Dear Mousecatcher and Ratking.”

[image: image]


Several days later I received a letter from a woman named Eva Ziesche. She lived in Berlin; had recently read my book Ravens in Winter; and, like so many other people, had written to tell me about her own experiences with a pet raven that she had owned. When she mentioned that she worked for the Handschriftenabteilung (handwriting division) of the Prussian State Library, I grew very excited. I had never heard of such a department in a library or anywhere else, but if the ancient handwritten letters I had just obtained were any indication, I could understand why one might be needed. I contacted her immediately and asked if she could help me to decipher a few letters. Her answer came a week or so later:




I have a surprise for you. The library here owns a fairly complete bequest of Erwin Stresemann. There are two thick files of correspondences from Gerd Heinrich to Erwin Stresemann, dated from February 1926 through November 1963! I think that you have the counter letters in your file. I have examined the Stresemann handwriting and I do not think it would be a problem to decipher.




We immediately arranged an exchange of copies. “I am dumb-founded how you, through my raven, have found such a highly interesting correspondence. Simply fabulous!” Eva wrote. Fabulous, and fantastical, I thought.


I copied Stresemann’s letters and sent the originals to be archived in Berlin, where they belonged. Soon, I received a heavy package with some 1,500 photocopied pages of Papa’s letters. This correspondence would provide me with a firsthand account of some of Papa’s experiences and feelings as expressed to his most trusted colleague, friend, and fellow German Luftwaffe officer through World War II. In them I found vivid descriptions of his travels to remote lands, his beloved Borowke estate, and his struggle to remain not only alive but engaged in his studies through two wars and life as a refugee.


The improbability of having this rich source of insight fall into my hands seemed to me an omen that could not be ignored. So many of the stories Papa had told to me about his life had seemed too full of coincidence and strokes of fabulous luck to be believable. Now, my own incredible stroke of luck would permit me to discover the truth about his life. And so I began putting the pieces together.













two
 
Borowke





WHEN PAPA REFERRED TO BOROWKE, THE AGRICULTURAL estate in Poland on which he grew up and spent much of his life, he called it the “home of my soul.” It was, he wrote, “the deeply loved homeland to which I cling with all the tendons of my heart.” He had been driven from Borowke by war, an act he equated with murder. My only childhood memory of Borowke is of the snowy day when we fled from the Russians. I was four years old at the time. But I have heard about life there for as long as I can remember; even as an old man on our farm in Maine, Papa described scenes from his life at Borowke with reverence and nostalgia. From what I have heard from him and others who had visited there, it was as close to utopia as anything this earth had to offer. Everyone who visited there spoke of it as if it were his or her very own Shangri-la.


Some of what I know about Borowke comes from an artistic rendering of a map of the estate belonging to my half sister Ursula, or Ulla. It depicts forests and fields, moors and hills, and is decorated with sketches of foxes and storks. The map also shows the barns and outbuildings, the main house, and the quarters for the many workers who lived on the estate. There are people sprinkled across the landscape in appropriate places—cutting grain in the fields with scythes, raking it into bundles, and loading them onto horse-drawn wagons. Eleven horses in all are pictured.


“Horses,” Ulla said, “were the love of my life. Papa often said that only a moron could be so interested in horses. Since there was no doubt about my inclinations, his conclusion was obvious. A German poet once said, Und Glück dieser Erde, liegt auf den Rücken der Pferde (‘Luck on this earth lies on the backs of horses’). The moments of ultimate happiness that I remember were racing through the open fields on horseback—or trying to outrun a thunderstorm and getting caught in it. I love all animals, but the horse is creation’s pearl.” In one corner of Ulla’s map there is a tiny picture of two people side by side on horseback. “They are Ruth and me,” Ulla told me. Her friend Ruth Michelly (now Gilbert), who had visited her at Borowke, had made the sketch. I begin this story with Borowke itself because Borowke is the source of much that is to follow.


The estate came into our family because my grandmother (we call her Oma) was born female, not male. Her ancestors originally came to Poland from Germany, when, in 1697, August the Strong (he could reputedly bend an iron horseshoe with his hands and was reputed to have sired 365 to 382 children) was made king of Poland. The new king arrived from Saxony with his entourage of functionaries, including a finance minister named von Tepper. The king rewarded von Tepper with the use of a large tract of land, called Trzebon, in northwestern Poland. The land still belonged to the king, but it was administered, with no strings attached, by the family to whom it was given. It was passed down through the generations, but only through male heirs.


One of the von Tepper heirs, lacking a son, adopted a Scottish immigrant named Ferguson, who was then called von Tepper-Ferguson. He himself begot a son, Adolf Trzebon von Tepper-Ferguson. Adolf married a woman named Valeria Schlesinger, who was Jewish, and they had a daughter. This daughter, born April 9, 1868, was Papa’s mother, my Oma, Margarethe von Tepper-Ferguson. Because she could not inherit land, her aristocrat parents purchased Borowke for her, an area of 1,600 morgen (3,360 acres). Margarethe loved Borowke deeply, and although she attended art school in Paris, she returned to Borowke afterward and never left again. In 1889, she married the thirty-year-old Stabartz (military doctor), Hermann Heinrich, my grandfather, Opa.


Opa was a stiff and portly man, and a very successful physician. He had a practice in Berlin and treated patients from all over Europe. His father was a Lutheran pastor, and in addition to Hermann there were four other sons to feed. Hermann’s path to success lay with the military, which financed his medical training. Papa’s second wife, Anneliese, described him in a letter as “an original, and not a very pleasant one. An ‘über’ Prussian with high-standing moralistic views. Because of the generation gap, we found him old fashioned. He was entsetzlich [dreadfully] stubborn and rechthaberich [dogmatic]. May he rest in peace.”


Margarethe and Hermann spent much time together at Borowke, where first a daughter, Charlotte (known to us as Lotte), was born (November 3, 1890); and then my father, Gerd (November 7, 1896). The children had private tutors until about the age of ten, when they were sent to school in Berlin. There Lotte fell in love when she was nineteen years old, with Ernst Redlich, a law student from the Latvian city of Riga. Ernst introduced himself to Margarethe and Hermann and was accepted, and the couple were engaged to be married when Ernst fell ill with typhus. Hermann, knowing typhus to be highly contagious, forbade Lotte to visit her fiancé. Margarethe, however, encouraged Lotte to follow her heart, and she did, visiting Ernst daily in his sickroom. Lotte contracted typhus and died, while Ernst survived. Lotte was buried at Borowke in a grave that her mother decorated with a replica of the statue of Nike of Samothrace, the Winged Victory. When I was young, Papa frequently mentioned this grave statuary to me, and though it seemed irrelevant at the time, it would reemerge in important and unexpected ways when I grew up.


Both parents were overcome with grief, and Hermann was furious at Margarethe for encouraging Lotte to visit her sick fiancé. A rift developed that could never heal, and Margarethe and Hermann separated. Margarethe reverted to her maiden name and lived out her years in a small cottage and art studio at Borowke that stood at the edge of a pond at the end of a row of old chestnut trees. She spent most of her time painting and sometimes did not even come up to the main house for meals, but rather had a maid bring them to her. Hermann spent most of his time at his apartment and office in Berlin.


Life at Borowke continued, even thrived. Each day at dawn, Franka, known as the “dwarf,” came downstairs to start the fires in the big brick stove, decorated with tiles, in the kitchen. Helen, a full-time cook, then made breakfast, while Erna, the chambermaid, set the tables and served the morning meal of bread and butter and sausages. These three each had a room in the main house. They were an extension of the family and of the estate, which assumed responsibility for them. Twelve families of field hands lived in a “village” of six duplex cottages. Each family had some land of their own where they raised their own milking cows, pigs, chickens, and geese, and tended their own gardens. A carpenter and a blacksmith were employed full-time for cash befitting skilled labor. The field hands got only modest pay, but they did not have to worry about house payments, rent, grocery bills, taxes, or medical care. If someone fell sick, “Debu,” as Dr. Debushewitz was called, came from the village. He’d see the patient, play a few games of Ping-Pong, and stay for the next meal. He was paid with a side of ham or a bag of potatoes.


Each day a gong sounded the wake-up call, lunch break, and supper time. Mamusha, who’d spent some years at Borowke, said the routine was “the same and ageless. There was no reason to change it because always the same work had to be done.” The fields produced hay, potatoes, rye, sugar beets, and hemp. There were fifty to sixty cows and 200 sheep, as well as pigs, chickens, and geese. Forty horses were maintained for work; two of Ulla’s beloved Arabian riding horses were also stabled on the estate, as were two carriage horses with a coachman to tend them. All the work was done with horses and hands. Beets and potatoes were planted one by one, and the hay and rye were scythed by hand. The hay was pitched into ricks with a fork and the rye loaded into bundles, and then both were loaded onto carts to be carried to the barn. The rye was threshed using a horse-powered machine. There was no need of petro-chemicals to run machinery, or of pesticide for the fields, since Borowke had practiced careful crop rotation for decades, maybe even centuries. Beets and potatoes were dug up, then loaded into sacks and onto the wagons to be carried home and to market. After the fall harvest, geese, herded by two boys, were let loose in the fields to fatten up on the leftover grain. The geese were later slaughtered, and their down was plucked to be used to make blankets and pillows. Under Anneliese’s direction, the women all worked together to convert the pigs into sausages and hams, using the emptied intestines for casings. All the meat was smoked and stored upstairs in the house.


There were luxuries as well. Ice cream, made using ice taken from the pond in winter and stored under thick layers of insulating sawdust, was a common dessert, even in the summer. Water was brought in from the shallow well using a bucket dangling by a rope from a long pole. The well was centrally located for access to both the house and the barn. From a nearby swamp, where cranes nested each year, peat was dug and dried into briquettes for heating. Meals were offered around a huge round table, which Oma had decorated by painting delicate pink and purple flowers around the perimeter. Mamusha says, “There were always guests. Often they were artists, naturalists, and zoologists from abroad, and there was dancing in the evenings. Neighbors stayed for half the day and others from out of the country came to stay for a week or a month at a time. They had their own rooms and were on their own. They met at meals, coffee, dances, hunts…unlike now, when guests sit in front of you the entire time and must be attended to constantly.” Borowke was tranquil and charming and beautiful. It was a comfortable life. It was the “old” way that had been practiced throughout Europe for centuries, but I knew little of its flavor.


Shortly after I began the process of writing this book, I received a phone call from a woman who identified herself as Christiane Buchinger. She had, while sitting in a dentist’s office in Maryland, read an account in the Smithsonian magazine of my research on ravens. Seeing the name “Heinrich,” she wondered if there was a connection to the Heinrichs her grandmother, Erna Starke, had told her about. “My grandmother had a close friendship with Margarethe von Tepper-Ferguson, who had been married to a Heinrich at Borowke,” Christiane told me, and she gave me a copy of an account of life at Borowke that her grandmother had written. Erna describes in detail the rooms of the house, painted in unusual colors by Margarethe. She describes how there were sheepskins and velvet-upholstered chairs arranged around the crackling, aromatic fireplace where people gathered in the evenings, and how everything in the house was made from the products of the surrounding woods and fields. She described the huge dining room table, the middle part made of raw planed wood, polished occasionally with wax, while the edge was smooth and painted light gray. The border between the wood and the gray edge was painted, by Margarethe, with delicate roses. “These were not sweet little decorations, but in deep almost dark colors, of flowering roses with buds and with leaves. It is difficult to compare with the ordinary what one saw at Borowke.” Nothing is left of that table, but one of the roses survives! Margarethe had given her friend Erna a painting of a rose that matches the description of those on the table. Before Erna died in 1947, she passed this present on to her sister Ingrid, who immigrated to the United States before the war. She came along with her husband and their two daughters, one of whom was Christiane, who inherited the picture and who gave it to me. I have since passed it on to my daughter, Erica Heinrich, now (at least as of the writing of this book) on a fellowship in hematopathology at the Ann Arbor, Michigan, medical center.


Erna recalls Margarethe (who at the time of their acquaintance must have been in her sixties) as




a small courageous woman with a narrow face under dense, curly gray hair. She wore wooden clogs and a wool scarf like all the village women, but never once would she be addressed in the fields as anything other than gnädige Frau [gracious lady]. Always in her hand she held a knotty walking stick, and under the wool scarf hanging down over her hand twinkled a large ring (with a black onyx inset). Her voice was soft and tender, but when she gave an order, one followed it. She left the house early in the morning, to start the daily routine. The first walk was into the ‘park,’ which was something like a cultivated wilderness. The park lost itself into the landscape where the moorland began and there was a chain of wooded hills. The first of the little hills was a cemetery, surrounded by trees. This place was sunny and there was only one grave (Lotte, her daughter’s). That was the destination of her walk.




Erna Starke also mentions Papa in her account; he would have been a young man at the time of their acquaintance:




In his study there were many collections, all very much in order, of insects, butterflies, and birds’ eggs. They were, naturally, blown out. Pauline [the cook then] made scrambled eggs from the innards. And so we had eaten eggs of jay, snipe, and even owls; never mind those of the lapwing, which are famous. Gerd was an ornithologist autodidactically. But soon he got involved with research expeditions. Once he had to go for an American collector to hunt for a primeval forest rail that for a hundred years had been thought extinct. He spent two years in the wilderness of Celebes, but that was much later aft er we were already grown up.


We little kids called him Uncle Gerd. But as we became young girls, who one then called Backfisch [teenage girl], he didn’t want to be called uncle anymore, since he was still a young man. Our sister, Hermen, who was then not yet Backfisch, but already getting witty, said, “he has de-uncled himself.”


Later we came to admire the dancing skill of the de-uncled Gerd. He needed no partner, because the rapid accentuated movements of the Cossack dance are enough in themselves, and fill the whole room. Quickly one aft er another follows the angles of the practiced limbs required of the moving image. This, so I would say today, has a “cubic” quality.


Unforgettable is Gerd’s costume that he oft en wore in the house and which was especially decorative in the dance. It was a white linen shirt, very classy, without tie, naturally, but instead richly decorated with red ornaments. The pants, shorts in the English style, were only unusual in that they were strung together at the side with a red cord. This looked nice with the white linen. Then the boots! They were riding boots of the kind that the Polish cobblers produce, custom-made.


Despite his occasional attacks of exuberance—it also happened, and I have seen it, that Gerd made a handstand on the fully set breakfast table, as the entering guests wished him a good morning—Gerd was not a loud person. To the contrary, he was usually quiet—a son of the forest, a born hunter. Naturally he looked handsome. Very dark hair, very light, intense eyes—the eyes of a sure shot. His hunting passion was applied more and more primarily to insects. “Subtle hunt” as this is called. But he was also at home in the so-called humanities. I recall he once visited us in the city and I was in the dark working on a Latin text that I had to translate. Gerd looked over my shoulder and so fluidly translated ex tempore the whole page that I could hardly keep up in writing it down. So my school assignment was finished quickly. Gerd would one day have become master of Borowke, if not for the horrors of the Second World War and the Hitler time, which had destroyed everything.




My father must have been a very different person back then, at Borowke. It is difficult for me to imagine him doing handstands on the table, or performing a Cossack dance. Neither can I picture Oma skinny-dipping at midnight with the Spanish painter Castelucio (which according to rumor she did), whose paintings of children decorated the walls. But all during Papa’s long life, he felt that his appreciation for the natural world came from his mother, whom he called “a true nature artist.”


As he reached maturity, Papa assumed more and more responsibility for the management of Borowke. He was heir to the estate. Yet he still had time for excursions into the surrounding countryside. He later described to me the beauty of the swamp, which assumed a special significance in my mind, because it was where a pair of cranes nested each spring, and as I’ll explain much later, where Papa hid to escape enemies. He talked of the “masuries”—the open swampy meadows full of buttercups, primulas, and other wild flowers, where birds sang and many varieties of insects swarmed. He went out into the field in style, riding in a carriage, often with a female companion, taking along fresh raspberry ice cream topped off with light cream to drink, homemade bread and butter, salami, and rich cakes for dessert. He, like everyone else around him, was sure that life would go on like this forever.


Yet when Papa was a young man, the system of the landed gentry was already facing transition. At this time, Borowke was in what was then called West Prussia, a province of Germany. (After World War I it was deeded to Poland by the Versailles Treaty; and World War II started when Hitler invaded West Prussia under the guise of reclaiming it for Germany. At the end of the war it reverted back to Poland.) The Bolsheviks viewed this system as a form of exploitation of the lower classes. Their solution was the “collective,” a presumed utopia in which nobody owned anything and everyone worked for a common benefit. But as their massive and tragic experiment showed, the grandest ideals often do not mesh with reality. The European peasants were “freed,” only to become even poorer. Twenty million Russian peasants did not survive, and ultimately, the Soviet Union, where this system was forcibly tried on a large scale, collapsed.


I cannot judge whether the workers at Borowke felt exploited, but from all accounts I have read, they along with everyone else who spent time there felt a strong sense of community and of pride in being able to fulfill all their needs directly from the land. They joined in the working of the estate with enthusiasm, holding spirited scything competitions and celebrating their accomplishments alongside the landowners, even though they did not have potential to become landowners themselves. They held great harvest dances, with the fiddlers playing on the dance floor in the barn loft. I suspect that they, like Papa, exulted in hearing the cranes trumpeting in the swamp, and the larks singing from the sky above scented meadows. As they toiled in the fields to sow the rye, the workers may have taken pleasure in hearing the skylarks singing far overhead. As the Yokut Indian prayer for good fortune says, “My life is tied as one with the great mountains, with the great rocks, with the great trees in one with my body. And my heart.”


We humans have experimented with various social systems; some have endured and others not. I believe, however, that our well-being is tied not so much to the structure of our society and the politics that determine it, as to our ability to maintain contact with nature, to feel that we are part of the natural order and that we are capable of making a living within it.
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Boy Warrior




“Patriotism ruins history.”


—ATTRIBUTED TO JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE (1749–1832)








PAPA WAS BORN IN BERLIN, BUT HE GREW UP AT Borowke, where he led a rather sheltered existence. He entertained himself by wandering about the land and observing the profusion of nature that surrounded him. He made collections of insects, especially the flashy butterflies and beetles. On his birthdays and at Christmas, he wished for (and received from his parents, who bought them for ten to twenty goldmarks each, equivalent to about $150 to $300 today), exotic tropical beetles, particularly the great “antlered” stag beetles and brilliant multicolored cetoniid flower beetles. A Goliath beetle that Papa especially coveted for his collection cost more. Papa had been taking violin lessons and told me that when he was ten years old, he hit on the idea of putting on a concert, with posted notices and paid admission. He didn’t tell me who attended or what he earned, but the notice (which I saw recently) mentions the date (September 30, 1905) and the price of admission (three marks first class, one mark second class, and twenty-five pfennig standing). As far as I know, this was his only musical exposition.


As a boy living in the forest right after the war I also collected beetles; though it was not possible to purchase exotic tropical beetles, I collected the local native ones. I recall especially the great variety of carabid beetles. I have in my possession now a drawing of a stag beetle I made for Papa when I was about seven or eight years old. Like Papa’s tropical beetles, this was a “dream” beetle, because I had never seen one. But I wished for it, possibly after seeing an illustration of it in the book of beetles that Papa had given me as a present.


In his youth, Papa also started an herbarium and collected study cases full of stuffed skins from small birds and mammals. He even collected flies and then tapeworms, which fascinated him because of their complex biology. (His father, Hermann, the doctor, helped him to obtain some rare specimens.) Wondering where all this collecting might lead him, Papa at age fifteen knocked on the door of the curator of insects, Professor Heymons, at the Berlin Museum für Naturkunde. Papa asked Heymons which group of insects was least known, and Heymons suggested the Hymenoptera (bees, wasps, and ants). The ichneumoninae, a group of wasps that were then (and still are) very little known, captivated his interest, and “from that day to this,” Papa wrote in his unpublished memoir, “the ichneumoninae have disciplined my time and energy, excepting the interruptions of wars, a revolution, invasion, expulsion, starvation, and emigration.” I would make one correction to his statement, and that would be to change the word “excepting” to “throughout.” He sold off his entire collection of birds and mice, and his parents purchased for him a collection cabinet with seventy-five drawers (still in use, full of his ichneumons, at the Zoological Museum of the Polish Academy of Sciences in Warsaw). Papa’s first real experience in the “outside” world was when he left Borowke in 1906 to attend the Askanasische Gymnasium (high school) in Berlin. He already possessed talent and expertise in biology, but found that few of his classmates shared this passion. In his memoir Papa wrote that “none of their faces seemed to reveal an eagerness or ambition to learn.” The curriculum did not focus much upon natural history studies; rather, the emphasis was on reading Latin and Greek as well as French, English, Russian, and German literature. The classroom was highly competitive, with seats assigned and numbered according to achievement. As a newcomer, Papa began in the back, at seat eighty-nine. By the end of his second semester, he had advanced to seat three; and by the third semester, he became the class primus (number one).



I suspect that Papa may have felt he was a bit odd among his classmates, with his obsession for pursuing natural history. He may have viewed himself as one-dimensional or overly intellectual. He may have been primus, but in athletics, which mattered at that school, he was ranked last, “the worst gymnast in the class.” He was fat and out of shape, and that had to change. With what he admitted was “true fanaticism,” he worked to become the best gymnast and a star runner as well. Papa later told me that his transformation was one of his accomplishments in which he took the most pride, and that without it, he might well not have survived what came after.


He wrote in his memoir that save for one, none of the professors, scholars, and researchers whom he met at school were role models for his notion of an ideal “man”—at least not the man he wanted to become. He told me about an incident that occurred in high school, which became a defining moment for him. A student had dusted the teacher’s chair with chalk, so that a white rump was revealed when the teacher turned to write on the blackboard. The class roared with laughter. The teacher, finding this less than amusing, demanded that the perpetrator own up. Nobody spoke. The teacher turned to Papa, as primus, and demanded: “Do you know who did it?”


Papa unfortunately did know, so the answer could be none other than: “Yes, I do.”


“Then who was it?”


“The morale of comradeship forbids me to denounce a classmate,” Papa replied. “The culprit should answer for himself.”


The teacher had a different opinion, and Papa was ordered to appear at the principal’s office the following day. Opa, having heard what happened, accompanied his son and defended him. The principal sided with Papa as well. With that incident, the actual perpetrator, Martin Ernst Karl Dammholz, otherwise known as Mek, became Papa’s lifelong friend.


The one teacher who made a moral impact on Papa was Professor Dahms; Papa decribed him as a small hunchback with snow-white hair who, at about eighty years old, could barely see over the desk that he stood behind. When Dahms retired, the gymnasium’s 500 or so students and teachers assembled in the auditorium to hear his farewell address, which closed with these words: “Let me give you today one last piece of advice; it is of minor importance what in your later life you may choose as your profession. Nothing is really bad, if you do it thoroughly and right. What really matters is only that you do everything the very best that you can.”


Papa confessed that the picture of the small old man, the sound of the shaking voice, and the importance of the message remained etched in his memory. He recalled those words often during his subsequently challenging life, beginning in 1914, even before he finished high school.


Papa recalled the events of 1914 in detail. He was riding on the underground train to the Dahlem district of Berlin for hockey practice when he met a teammate called von Wickede, who, while reading a newspaper, looked up at him and said: “War!”


“Why?” asked Papa.


“Because the crown prince Ferdinand of Austria has been murdered.”


Papa did not yet see the connection that von Wickede had astutely made. He left the following day for Borowke, where he spent his time collecting insects and participating in the scything competitions, which were held each year during the rye harvest. In spite of his athletic training, he still found scything day after day from morning to evening to be “the most demanding sport on earth.”


One day later that summer, in August, as he and the field hands were coming in from the fields tired and hungry, they found that a red poster had been nailed to the side of the barn. It informed them that war with Russia had been declared, and that all able-bodied German men were to report for duty immediately.


At the age of seventeen, Papa was not sure whether the term “able-bodied man” applied to him yet, and he remained behind as the others left to report for duty. But the following day it became clear that his childhood had ended. The mailman, who walked the five kilometers from Przepalkowo to Borowke, arrived with a telegram for Papa. An emergency graduation exam would be held for students in his class who intended to enlist. Papa knew that the night train would arrive in Berlin at exactly the time the exam was scheduled to begin. He might just be able to make it. He returned his horses to the barn, changed his clothes, and left for the station.


Papa passed the written part of the exam cum laude and so was allowed to skip the oral part and shorten the exams by one day. This would give him time to visit his father in Berlin and return briefly to Borowke to say good-bye to his mother before enlisting, he hoped, in the cavalry, the uhlans, an elite troop of mounted soldiers wielding long lances and riding like a wall of medieval knights in formation. Duty to country was the unquestioned ideal, and his entire class had volunteered, and with so many men eager to enlist, there was some competition. Fortunately, Hermann, the former military doctor, had a patient who was a high-ranking officer and who helped secure Papa’s acceptance into the select group of sixty men in the Fourth Uhlan regiment in Thorn (Torún in Polish).


The next day, Papa caught a train to Thorn and entered the barracks of the regiment, commencing the life of a soldier. He was issued a horse, a uniform, a czapka (black helmet), a saddle and headgear for his horse, a saddlebag for carrying a day’s fodder, cooking utensils, reserve rations for emergencies, a heavy blanket for the horse, a sword, a long lance, and a carbine with ammunition.


Training started immediately. The recruits, most of whom, like Papa, were from the country and were used to horses, were required to ride bareback down the steeplechase track at a “stretched gallop” and jump over successive obstacles of hedges, ditches, and stone walls. A sergeant, stationed at one of the obstacles, barked out a question to the rider at the moment he was airborne and an answer was expected before he landed. Most of the farm boys passed this test easily, but one, a boy named Bayer, had never before ridden a horse. No special consideration was granted, and he was thrown from his horse and had to be hospitalized. He did not rejoin the regiment until months later, when they were engaged in combat with the Russian infantry on a deserted farm. There, Papa said, “I saw Bayer running across the courtyard toward our trenches and the moment I recognized him, a grenade exploded behind him. Little Bayer was killed on the spot.”


At the start of the war, the German general in charge of defending the eastern border was a man named Max von Prittwitz, called der Dicke (“the fat one”). He faced the Russian army led by General Pavel von Rennenkampf (an ethnic German who had joined the Russian army at age eighteen, later declined to join the Red Army, and was executed by the Bolsheviks). Von Prittwitz was soon overwhelmed and retreated. The German Kaiser, Wilhelm II, immediately got rid of von Prittwitz and replaced him with General Paul von Hindenburg. Hindenburg’s army then forcefully attacked the Russians, fighting courageously because they were convinced they were defending their families, their homes, and their very existence. This was the battle of Tannenberg. It was raging (August 26–30, 1914) when Papa was sent to the front after only brief training.


One day near the end of August, a lieutenant accompanied by two uhlans rode into the Fourth Uhlan training camp seeking replacements because the regiment had suffered heavy losses. Papa wrote: “I gazed with awe at the lance of one of these uhlans, which had been nicked by two bullets.” Sergeant Major Mantheu, “a big man with rosy cheeks, a round belly, and a carefully trimmed mustache,” was then overseeing the recruits’ training. He ordered them all to stand before him in three ranks and declared: “The regiment needs replacements at the front. Six volunteers may go into the field the day after tomorrow. Step up to me if you care.” There was a second or two of silence, then a sudden rush as all took their place in front of the sergeant major. Papa remembers that they all volunteered out of bravery. (Could they also have been afraid of being perceived as chickenhearted?)


“Well, so I must make the choice,” Sergeant Major Mantheu said, and he called out the names: “Udo Roth, Otto Roth, Hans Wiebe, Georg Feld, Szczyglowki, Gerd Heinrich.”


The next day Papa, along with the five other men, rode with ramrod-stiff backs, as befitted soldiers, to the train station. Girls threw flowers and accompanied the heroes-to-be, who boarded the train. The whistle sounded, the big black engine belched smoke, and the train pulled out. Papa remembered the sun shining from a blue sky dotted with sparse white cumulus clouds. He was, as I have said, seventeen.


When the train stopped and Papa and his companions got out, they heard from the east “an uninterrupted, sinister sound, like remote, continuous thunder.” It was the cannons roaring in the ongoing battle of Tannenberg. The men mounted their horses and started riding toward the distant rumbling. They passed town after deserted town
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