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Introduction

Germany in a nutshell

Carl Weirich stared at the crematorium ovens. Six gaping holes framed by iron and brick. Their heavy doors stood open, revealing cavities filled with lumpy piles of ash. Something white protruded from the dark mess. Fingers perhaps, or ribs. Carl was nearly sixty years old and had never seen anything so horrifying in his life. He was surrounded by friends and neighbours, but there was no comfort in that. Everyone in the room was alone with their thoughts.

Someone coughed. A couple of women sobbed quietly. They looked incongruous in their brightly coloured spring dresses, shaky hands pressing handkerchiefs to their faces against the stench of death and misery. Some of the men and women kept their eyes fixed on the American soldier. Standing in between the two rows of ovens, he explained in a firm voice that they had been used to burn the bodies of tens of thousands of human beings and that there were more death mills like this one all over Europe. As he spoke, he looked at the ashen faces of the townspeople in front of him to ensure everyone was listening. For years, he said, ordinary Germans like them had lived under the thick black plumes of Nazi crematoria. Each and every one of them had been a bystander to mass murder.

Carl felt sick and lightheaded. He hadn’t eaten anything since the morning, when he and more than 1,000 fellow German civilians had been forced to undertake a two-hour march to come to this place. It was 16 April 1945. Four days earlier, US Army units had occupied the town of Weimar in central Germany, where Carl lived. Eight kilometres north-west, they had made a terrible discovery. Amid the beech forests of the Ettersberg hill lay Buchenwald concentration camp. What the Americans had found there was so horrific that they feared people would find it hard to believe. They decided that, on behalf of German civilians everywhere, Weimarers were to be confronted with the horrors that had unfolded in their midst.

Carl Weirich was among the throngs that set off from Weimar train station at 10 o’clock in the morning. A bookbinder by trade, he ran a stationery shop in the heart of the old town. He had been too old to be drafted to fight for Nazi Germany on the front lines, but he was fit enough to undertake the hike up the steep banks. He had done it many times. The Ettersberg hill was a popular destination for Weimarers seeking relaxation. In the summer months, its forests offered shady walks and splendid views over the town. In the winter, it was excellent for sledging and skiing.

It felt odd walking the familiar paths out of Weimar and up the hill, surrounded by many friends and neighbours. Even Acting Mayor Erich Kloss was there. It was an unseasonably warm and sunny day. Many Weimarers seemed almost glad to get out of the rubble of their bomb-ravaged town for a while. People talked among themselves as the long column made its way up the Ettersberg. Kloss noted that ‘because the sun was shining, the whole thing felt like a spring day out … women and girls engaged in lively chatter, curious and expectant, among the men, too, there were no glum faces’.1

That changed when the Weimarers walked through the gates of Buchenwald. The sheer moral depravity of what had taken place here hit them with blunt force. There was evidence of torture. Prisoners explained the ways in which they had been tormented by their captors. Carl and the others saw the gallows where prisoners had been executed, a wooden block over which they had been bent to be flogged, a long pole around which their arms had been bent backwards until joints dislocated and tendons tore.

They saw corpses piled up on carts, their gaunt faces evidence of the suffering endured in the last moments of life. The stench of bodies decomposing in the spring sun was so strong that some of the women fainted. Teenager Edelgard Schlegelmilch hesitated when she was told to step over a corpse. She just couldn’t bear it any longer. She froze and shut her eyes. An American soldier ordered her to open them. After all, that’s what they had been brought here to do: open their eyes to Nazi crimes. Edelgard did as she was told, walking through the dystopian scenes as if in a trance. ‘This can’t be true,’ she thought. ‘You must be dreaming.’2

The nightmare wasn’t over yet. The Weimarers were shown evidence of medical experimentation on the prisoners, and the overcrowded barracks. Inmates presented festering wounds and injuries. Many were so thin that they looked like living skeletons. Mass graves had been dug up, revealing countless bodies that had been carelessly discarded. Perhaps most incredible of all was a table displaying samples of human skin that had been collected by the former camp commandant and his wife. There were shrunken heads and a lampshade made from human skin. Weimarers insisted again and again that they hadn’t known, that they had no idea such things had taken place, let alone a mere walk away from the beds in which they slept.

The US Army filmed the townspeople the day they were confronted with Buchenwald. The resulting documentary, called Death Mills or Die Todesmühlen, put the blame for Nazi atrocities squarely on the shoulders of ordinary Germans like Carl. ‘These Germans, the ones who said they didn’t know, were responsible too,’ the narration insists. ‘They had put themselves gladly into the hands of criminals and lunatics. They tell you now they meant no evil, that they knew nothing of what was going on or could do nothing even if they knew … Today, these Germans who cheered the destruction of humanity in their own land, who cheered the attack on helpless neighbours, who cheered the enslavement of Europe, plead for your sympathy.’3

To Carl, visiting Buchenwald felt like ‘running the gauntlet’. He wrote that ‘it took strong nerves to see the terrible things in the crematorium and also in the barracks, where a number of sick prisoners still lived’. He may not have admitted this to the Americans, but he confided in his diary that what he witnessed up on the Ettersberg had been ‘atrocious crimes committed by us’. His heart had filled with disgust and shame about ‘our German downfall’.4 There was no getting away from it. Not far from his home, tens of thousands of people had been murdered by a regime cheered on by millions of Germans. Carl had been no exception.

Like many Germans of his generation, Carl did not spend much time pondering his own responsibility for what had happened. He focused his mind on the immediate threats to himself and his family, on grief, trauma, hunger and destruction. It would fall to later generations to draw conclusions from one of the darkest chapters in human history and to decide what to learn from it.

The question of how and why a nation that prided itself on its culture and civility enabled the catastrophe of Nazism haunts us to this day because we fear a repeat. It is no mere historical question. ‘It happened, therefore it can happen again,’ warned Holocaust survivor Primo Levi. Despite the many pages written on the rise and rule of the Third Reich, the matter is worth re-examining at the granular level. How did Germany, within a few years, turn from one of the most liberal democracies in the world to a genocidal dictatorship? What choices did individual Germans make that enabled this? A crucial piece of this twentieth-century puzzle is the town of Weimar.

Weimar lies in the heart of Germany. On a map of the country, it sits slightly off-centre, about halfway between Hamburg and Munich. It is a quaint town, conscious of history and tradition, both of which it has in abundance. Its cobbled streets are home to timber-framed houses, elegant villas, churches, palaces and deep green treetops. Situated in the valley of the River Ilm, its leafy parks are so expansive that one nineteenth-century writer joked that ‘Weimar is really a park that has a town.’5 Weimar has attracted many famous residents. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, widely regarded as Germany’s national poet, lived and worked here with his friend and fellow writer Friedrich Schiller. Johann Sebastian Bach resided in Weimar for years, as did fellow composer Franz Liszt and the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. Weimar’s place in German cultural history far exceeds its physical size.

‘Weimar is Germany in a nutshell,’ the former German President Roman Herzog once said, ‘a town in which not only culture and thought were at home but also philistinism and barbarism.’6 Weimar has long been Germany’s beacon of culture, but for a time it was also its heart of darkness. It represents all the country gained, lost, suffered and inflicted. At no time was this more true than during the tumultuous period between the two world wars, from 1919 to 1939.

The town that had once been home to some of Europe’s greatest minds seemed the ideal place for Germany to reinvent itself after the horror and humiliation of the First World War. It was here that, in 1919, a new constitution inaugurated a new Germany, eventually stamping the town’s name on to the country’s first attempt at a fully fledged democracy: the Weimar Republic. Few people outside of Germany could point to the town of Weimar on a map. Yet its name conjures powerful notions of noble experiments and fallen ideals.

Over the course of the next twenty years, Weimar also captured the imagination of those who sought to destroy democracy. It was precisely the town’s allure as the locus of German culture and tradition that caused Adolf Hitler to visit over forty times and that led the Nazi Party to choose it as the place to regroup after its early defeats. The first formal Nazi Party rally was held in Weimar in 1926, before they were staged in Nuremberg. Weimar was where the Hitler Youth received its name and where central Nazi rituals like the Hitler salute were first presented to the public. The state of Thuringia, of which Weimar was the capital, lifted sanctions on Hitler and the Nazi Party earlier than other German states after his botched coup attempt in Munich in 1923. Weimar became a safe haven for the movement, a testing ground for Nazi ideas. Early support for Nazism also meant that many of Hitler’s most trusted lieutenants came from Weimar, men such as Hitler Youth leader Baldur von Schirach and Hitler’s private secretary Martin Bormann. It is not without bitter irony that Hitler was also one of the first to coin the term ‘Weimar Republic’. Officially, the state was still called the German Reich. But in 1929, the future dictator and other enemies of the fragile democracy used its tenth anniversary to deride it as a supposedly un-German system, using the term ‘Weimar Republic’ in a derogatory fashion shortly before its demise.

Between 1919 and 1939, the people of Weimar were carried away by the historical tides that engulfed their country. Many of its residents contributed to the storms of the interwar era. Weimar became the birthplace of the influential Bauhaus school of art and design, but also the place from which it was evicted as conservative reaction against its experimental art grew. The National Theatre in the town thrived in the tension between traditionalism and avant-garde culture that marked the period. Its new, liberal-minded director Ernst Hardt wanted it to become a standard-bearer for both traditional and modern drama, and the town itself to become a beacon of a new German culture.

In the early 1920s, creative minds were drawn to Weimar, which was rapidly becoming a focal point for the existential crisis that gripped Germany after the Great War. When Walter Gropius agreed to settle in Weimar and build up the Bauhaus, the town had managed to attract one of the most influential names in architecture. Many other illustrious figures followed, among them the Russian painter Wassily Kandinsky and Swiss-born artist Paul Klee, who lectured at Gropius’s school. By 1924, nationalist pressure on the town’s liberals had intensified to levels that many found unbearable. Theatre director Hardt buckled under biting personal attacks on him and resigned. Increasingly, nationalists and Nazis began to use the theatre for their conventions.

As a place of German culture, Weimar was visibly Nazified once fascism took hold. Hitler’s favourite hotel, the Elephant in the town centre, was demolished and rebuilt to his specifications, including a private apartment for his exclusive use. While more such projects were planned, Weimar was the only regional capital in Nazi Germany that received a ‘Gau Forum’, a local Nazi Party complex, complete with marching square, ‘People’s Hall’ and administrative buildings for organizations like the Gestapo, the feared secret police. For this, the street layout was remodelled, which continues to shape the townscape to this day.

Most Weimarers turned a blind eye to the establishment of the infamous Buchenwald concentration camp on their doorstep and would continue to do so even as tens of thousands of prisoners arrived at their railway station. Set up in 1937, it would become the largest such camp in the German Reich, incarcerating nearly 280,000 people in total on the main site and its sub-camps. It was located very close to Ettersburg Castle, where Goethe, Schiller and other figures of the German literary canon once talked and wrote. Its proximity to the idealized heart of German culture was such that even pro-Nazi organizations found it uncomfortable. Weimar’s chapter of the National Socialist Culture Community, keen to put distance between the barbarism that was to take place there and the country’s literary heroes, impressed on the planning committee that under no circumstances was the place to be named after the famous hill, or the castle or anything else associated with the ‘classic era’ of the town. The neutral name ‘Buchenwald’ (‘Beech Forest’) was chosen, allowing Weimarers to disavow any connection to the monstrous crimes that took place there. In the first year alone, forty-eight people died at Buchenwald. By April 1945, when it was liberated, the death toll reached 56,000.

The connection between Buchenwald and Weimar cannot be severed. It was at the town’s train station where the prisoners first arrived. It was in the town crematorium where the bodies of those who died there between 1937 and 1940 were brought to be burned and buried before the camp built its own crematorium. Weimar’s citizens shared facilities such as the camp’s zoo, which was set up for the entertainment of SS personnel. The inscription on the camp gate, which read ‘Jedem das Seine’ (‘To Each His Own’), was designed by former Bauhaus student Franz Ehrlich, who had been arrested by the Nazis in 1935 and became one of Buchenwald’s first prisoners in September 1937. He used a Bauhaus typeface for the inscription. The concentration camp Weimar was so keen to disassociate itself from was now branded with a product of the culture that the town had first fostered, then expelled.

Many Weimar residents not only looked the other way but actively promoted Hitler’s ideology. Nazi election results in Weimar were higher than the German average. It was the seat of the first state government to appoint a Nazi minister, in 1930, three years before Hitler became Chancellor of Germany. Yet the town also continued to be home to the Cranach Press publishing house, run by the liberal Anglo-German diplomat and writer Harry Graf Kessler, who promoted the League of Nations. In its juxtaposition of the heights of modernity with the abyss of Nazism, Weimar was interwar Germany in a nutshell.

Many of those whose formative years were spent in Weimar in the 1920s made remarkably contrasting choices in the 1930s. Take the eighteen-year-old Marlene Dietrich, who was sent to Weimar to learn from the best musicians and artists of the day. Or Walter Gropius, the founder of the Bauhaus school. Neither found life in Nazi Germany bearable. Both chose to live in the US rather than remain in a country run by Hitler. Dietrich renounced her German citizenship in 1939 and became an American. Other inhabitants of Weimar made different choices that linked them intricately to the nation’s fate. Emmy Sonnemann worked as an actress at the German National Theatre in Weimar from 1922. Ten years later, her life would change forever. One day in 1932, she happened to be sitting in the Kaiser Café when an important-looking man in uniform stepped in. It was Hermann Göring. The two became a couple and married in 1935. Hitler was their best man.

Weimar, the town that was meant to give its name to Germany’s democratic renewal, became synonymous with the catastrophic failure of this political experiment, and this is reflected in the contrasting lives of its residents. What roles did they play in this process? Were the American occupiers right to suggest that they ‘were responsible too’, because ‘they had put themselves gladly into the hands of criminals and lunatics’? No one is entirely free to act outside of the circumstances in which they find themselves. But this doesn’t mean people don’t have agency. Interwar Germany has long fascinated scholars and the public because it embodies the tension between the individual and the collective, between inevitability and responsibility.

To many Germans, it seemed their lives permanently teetered on the edge of catastrophe after the First World War. They felt trapped by forces greater than any one individual and would later tell the world and themselves that there was nothing they could have done to prevent their nation’s fall. Others were wracked by what-if questions concerning personal tragedies. Could they have saved a loved one, their families or themselves from misery, grief or annihilation? The way we tell and teach the story of interwar Germany today suggests not only that they could but that they should have acted differently, that there was a way of pulling history back from the brink. It’s a moment in time we return to for lessons because the stakes could hardly have been higher. The fate of democracy, of Germany, of tens of millions of ordinary lives and of Europe itself hung in the balance.

This book tells the stories of Weimar’s people – the illustrious and the ordinary – to examine the impact and often also the futility of personal decisions made in the face of seismic historic forces. At the centre of the story is Carl Weirich, a middle-class shop owner who came to Weimar in 1914 with great hopes for the future, only to find that two world wars and a multitude of crises would hit his business and his family. The bookbinder was fascinated by paper, ink, typewriters and the written word. He kept a meticulous diary, which details his life story. I have cross-checked events and people referenced in it for historical accuracy and have found his records to be correct wherever specifics are mentioned. Carl’s writing is often surprisingly frank, giving a unique and granular insight into his life between the wars. His and all other direct speech quoted in this book stems from historical records.

Weimar’s women were also caught up in events and tried to shape their own destiny within the means available to them. There was Rosa Schmidt, a Jewish hotelier who operated the Hotel Hohenzollern right by the train station. She was married to Arthur Schmidt, who came from an old Weimar family and fought in the First World War. The couple struggled to keep their business afloat during the challenging post-war years and hyperinflation. Their Hotel Hohenzollern is where Hitler stayed during his early Weimar visits.

At the other end of town, Elisabeth Förster-Nietzsche ran an archive that contained the literary remains of her late brother Friedrich Nietzsche. After the famous philosopher suffered a mental breakdown, his sister became his carer and the self-appointed steward of his legacy. Permanently cash-strapped, she and the Nietzsche Archive relied on funding from generous donors and the various governments of the interwar era. While not impressed by Hitler to start with, Elisabeth soon embraced Nazism, and Nazism embraced Nietzsche. Despite her politics, Elisabeth’s oldest friend remained the liberal Harry Graf Kessler. The pair wrote frequent, lively letters to one another in which they often referenced personal conversations that took place during Harry’s visits to Elisabeth’s villa in Weimar. Together with Harry’s detailed diary entries, they form a rich pool of historical sources.

A few Weimarers actively resisted Nazism. One of them was Kurt Nehrling, a young social democrat who returned from his brief war service with a debilitating case of tuberculosis. Neither this nor personal blows of fate deterred him from fighting for his convictions. This put both himself and his family in grave danger, though his actions were never enough to harm the Nazis in their course. Kurt’s life story is reconstructed through letters, official documents and descriptions from his friends and comrades.

These and many other Weimarers form the human tableau of this book. Though they represent different age groups, genders, social classes and responses to the tumultuous era they lived through, they should not be seen as types. Each individual was a real human being with their own complex circumstances, motives and room to manoeuvre. While their stories combine into what many may regard as a cautionary tale, it is difficult and often unhelpful to judge people’s behaviour from our vantage point a century later. I have kept my commentary and analysis as a historian to a minimum, allowing you, the reader, to observe events, decisions and developments as they unfolded.

If we are to avoid the mistakes made by people in the past, the first step is to understand why they were made. Democracy and civilization are maintained or destroyed by the choices we make as individuals and as societies. No amount of history, tradition and culture is sufficient to safeguard against the takeover of a ruthless totalitarian ideology. There is no better case study of this than Weimar between the wars.




Prelude: War

Blood and thunder

Carl Weirich stepped out of the sunshine and into the little shop in the middle of Weimar. The air inside smelled of books and leather. Cramped shelves and glass cabinets displayed pens, postcards, typewriters and ink pots. Notebooks, rulers, pencils and paintbrushes waited for children to pick up supplies for the next school year. Carl’s heart filled with a mixture of awe and anxiety. This was it, his new life in Weimar.

It was 28 April 1914 and Carl had travelled the 75 kilometres from his home town of Eisenach by train in the morning. He had arrived at Weimar’s elegant train station and walked down Sophienstraße, the long, broad avenue that led down to the old town. He tried to take it all in: the hotels that surrounded the large square in front of the station, the Grand Ducal Museum that came up after a short walk, the viaduct and park in front of it. The main road was shared by horse-drawn carriages, the odd car and a one-cart tram taking visitors and Weimarers back and forth between the town centre and the train station. It all seemed wonderful. Weimar. This famous town in the heart of Germany had once been home to many of the country’s greatest poets, thinkers, musicians and philosophers. It would soon be Carl’s home.

Excited at the prospect, he passed the post office, crossed Karlsplatz underneath its large trees and turned left into Geleitstraße. The sound of water tinkled in the air as he walked the cobbled street past a fountain and the Hotel Chemnitius. When he reached Number 10, he stopped and looked up. The sign above the large window read ‘Richard Straubel’. This well-established stationery shop was up for lease. It was Carl’s chance to grow roots and build something for himself. His life and profession revolved around books, writing and printing. What better place for new beginnings than Weimar?

[image: A tram goes past the façade of Weimar’s Karlsplatz. People walk down the tree-lined footpath close to the building.]
1. Weimar’s Karlsplatz in 1907.

Carl felt it was about time he settled. He had taken more time than most to learn a trade, travel and see the world. He was now twenty-eight years old, a slender man with bright blond hair, a pointy nose and a friendly, open face. The youngest of five siblings, he was the only one in his immediate family still living this kind of life. Born in 1885 to the bookbinder Andreas Weirich, who ran a successful stationery business in Eisenach, he grew up in the shadow of the famous Wartburg Castle, where Martin Luther had translated the New Testament of the Bible into German and unleashed a religious revolution that would change the world. Eisenach attracted a steady and lucrative stream of tourism from all over Europe. The Weirichs ran a thriving shop that offered both bookbinding services and Wartburg souvenirs. Financially comfortable, if not outright wealthy, Carl had an idyllic childhood, hiking in the mountains and singing folk songs with his family. In their Protestant household the ‘iron strictness’ of his father was offset by his mother’s kindness.1 Both his parents worked hard in the shop so that, one day, they would be able to help all their children make the best of their own lives. And now it was Carl’s turn.

He was offered a chance to start his own business when the ageing stationery shop owner Richard Straubel decided it was time to retire after running his business in the heart of Weimar’s old town for twenty-eight years. It was ideally placed next to the Hotel Chemnitius and not far from many restaurants and tourist attractions, able to supply locals with school equipment, paper and bookbinding services while visitors bought postcards and souvenirs. It would change hands for 1,000 marks in rent and 11,500 marks to purchase the stock wholesale, a sum of which Carl’s parents would pay 7,000 now and 4,500 with interest in 1917. His brother Arno, a master bookbinder and twelve years his senior to the day (they were both born on 9 November), accompanied Carl to take stock and reassure. Both men loved what they saw. The matter was settled. Carl would move to Weimar. ‘And so my path was well paved through parental love and support,’ he reflected in his diary.2

Carl’s parents also bought a spartan set of furniture for their son. On 1 May, he moved into the small room above the shop until he got married and started his own family. An iron spiral staircase led up to Carl’s simple abode, which contained little more than a bed, a table and a chair. He ate his lunches at Frau Gerlach’s butcher shop next door and was grateful when Frau Straubel, the wife of the previous owner, made him a cup of tea from time to time. The elderly Straubels continued to live in the building, which was enormously helpful for Carl, who didn’t have any contacts in Weimar. Frau Straubel regularly popped into the shop, appearing side by side with the young man to ease the transition for regular customers with a cheerful ‘May I introduce our successor Weirich to you?’3 But Frau Straubel made it clear that her services were time-limited, urging Carl to get married so that someone else might make tea for him and help in the shop. She soon guessed that he didn’t need to be told twice. On the day he moved in, eight ‘fiery red roses’ arrived at Geleitstraße 10 in celebration of the new job and the new life in Weimar.4 They were from Carl’s girlfriend Friedel.

Rosa Schmidt screamed and writhed as the pangs of labour gripped her again and again. She was fighting a lonely battle to give birth to her third child in Alexandria, Egypt. She was thirty-one years old and thousands of kilometres away from home. Her family hailed from Żółkiew, now Zhovkva in western Ukraine. The medieval town had been a Polish settlement but was in the Austro-Hungarian Empire when Rosa was born there in 1882. Headed by her mother Sarah Grill-Freimann, the family lived alongside Jews, Ukrainians, Armenians and Poles.

All that lay in the past. Rosa Grill-Freimann was now Rosa Schmidt, a petite woman with wavy hair and warm, brown eyes. Her new name had opened a new chapter in her life. Together with her husband Arthur, who was three years older, she had settled in Alexandria in British-controlled Egypt. There the newly-weds began running a busy hotel together. Arthur, a slim, elegant man whose sharp-featured face was framed by a side parting and a neatly trimmed goatee beard, worked as head waiter. Rosa helped out where she was needed while raising their first two children, nine-year-old Alexandra and seven-year-old Arthur.

The pair had first met years earlier on a cruise liner where Arthur had worked as a steward and chef and Rosa as a childminder. Travelling the seas together, they fell in love and soon got married. Their work and love for adventure had brought them together even though they had very different backgrounds. Rosa came from one of the Jewish families that constituted half of Żółkiew’s population. Arthur was born into a Protestant household in Weimar. His father Hermann Schmidt had been a brush-maker but his son did not follow in his footsteps. Something drew the young man out of his sleepy home town. Working on a cruise ship would allow him to see the world despite his modest upbringing. Like her future husband, Rosa also wanted to travel and work and signed up to look after the children of wealthy passengers on the same vessel. The adventurous spirit that brought the couple together would shape their lives. As Herr and Frau Schmidt, they settled in Alexandria, founded a family and built a life for themselves thousands of kilometres away from their home towns.

As much as he loved his wife, Arthur wasn’t there to support Rosa while she was giving birth to their third child. He was 3,000 kilometres away in Weimar, visiting family. He had taken Alexandra and Arthur with him while their heavily pregnant mother had stayed behind to look after the business and also because a long journey over land and sea would have been perilous in her state. Rosa managed. On 28 January 1914, she gave birth to a healthy boy who would be christened Ernst. She couldn’t wait to introduce the baby to his father and siblings, who were due to return in a few months. She had no idea that history would soon scupper these plans and change her life forever.
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2. Arthur Schmidt in Alexandria, 1908.
As Carl Weirich moved to Weimar in the spring of 1914, Johannes Wagner, called Hanns, was leaving. The teenager left his home town and rented a small room in the university city of Jena, a few kilometres to the south-east of Weimar. There, he wanted to learn the art of book printing. A blond, bright-eyed seventeen-year-old, Hanns came from a family of book printers. His grandfather Robert had founded the ‘Printing House R. Wagner’ in Weimar in 1879, and upon his death in 1893 had passed it on to his son Alfred. Hanns was born four years later, and, being Alfred’s only son, he knew he would one day take over the business.

Growing up surrounded by books and seeing them made, he fell in love with reading from an early age – so much so that his parents tried to rein him in. He was particularly beguiled by the German thinker Arthur Schopenhauer, whose philosophy has always attracted those in search of meaning and purpose. The boy read by candlelight until the small hours of the morning. His attic room in the impressive four-storey building his father had built at Rollplatz 7 became a much-cherished sanctuary.

Hanns also loved animals and nature. He kept an aquarium with salamanders, water snails and frogs. One day, when he introduced a small turtle to this microcosm, he learned a hard life lesson. Hanns was doing his homework when he heard a terrible noise of anguish. He realized it came from the aquarium and rushed over to find the head and arms of a frog dangling out of the turtle’s mouth. It had already swallowed one of the creature’s legs and a bit of its rump. The frog squealed pitifully and seemed to look accusingly at Hanns through eyes shining with mortal pain. The boy didn’t know what to do. Stunned, he watched the poor creature slowly being devoured alive. ‘It was gruesome,’ he later remembered, ‘and for the first time I gained a lasting impression of the cruelty of nature.’5

On 1 August 1914, Germany and Russia sent each other declarations of war, setting in motion a chain of events that would leave no life in Europe untouched. Nine million people would die in military combat during the First World War, which raged through Europe from August 1914 to November 1918. Two million Germans would be among the dead.

Throughout August 1914, Weimar experienced the same electric mix of jubilation and fear as the rest of the country. It was a strange transformation. A place that took pride in its civility and high culture suddenly became a garrison town. Its professional soldiers, part of the 5th Thuringian Infantry Regiment No. 94, found out that their country was at war while engaged in a regular exercise at Ohrdruf in central Thuringia. When the men had set off from their local train stations on 28 July, there had already been unease. A local reporter noted: ‘Now, in this fateful hour, the sight of departing military trains impresses the observer in a particular manner.’ Some of the soldiers even wondered whether they would ever see their home town again. ‘Well, surely it won’t be as bad as that,’ the journalist commented.6

Upon the outbreak of war, the men were immediately recalled. They returned to their barracks, nicknamed the ‘Weimar Acropolis’ as the imposing building towered high above the town centre on a hill to the east. In addition to the regular troops, many volunteers, reservists and militia forces of the so-called Landwehr flooded into town. Their frenetic energy was infectious and shook sleepy Weimar into a hub of activity.

Within days, things escalated. On 3 August, Germany and France declared war on one another. The next day Germany invaded neutral Belgium, causing Britain to declare war on Germany. Both excitement and alarm spread like wildfire. Local farmers worried what would become of the harvest should they be drafted. Panic buying ensued. The Weimar branch of the Social Democratic Party (SPD) warned that ‘Our German fatherland stands on the brink of an abyss … our fatherland will be exposed to a national catastrophe of a scale the world has never seen.’7

Foreigners were regarded with wild-eyed suspicion. No exceptions were made for Weimar’s celebrity residents like Henry van de Velde. The much-venerated Belgian designer and architect had become one of the most prominent figures of the Jugendstil movement, Germany’s answer to Art Nouveau. Now he was placed under police surveillance. Actual criminals convicted of petty crimes such as theft or fraud received an amnesty from Wilhelm Ernst, Grand Duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach, so that they could be drafted for military service.

All the political parties represented in the Reichstag, the German parliament, agreed to support the war effort wholly, and their local chapters followed suit. The Weimar SPD cancelled a ‘Down with the War!’ event, scheduled for 3 August.8 The few dissenting voices were either silenced or silenced themselves in the name of national unity.

On 7 August, the Weimar infantry battalion was deemed ready for departure to Belgium. At noon, the men gathered for a celebratory goodbye in the courtyard of the Schloss, Weimar’s palace and the ancestral residence of the Grand Dukes of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach. The mood was sombre as the soldiers stood in formation, listening to a service delivered by the court cleric Karl Trainer, who declared that Germany’s enemies had ‘pressed the sword into our hands’.9 The next day, Regiment 94 left Thuringia for St Vith, a picturesque town by the Belgian border. The trains were decorated with flowers and crowds gathered at the station to see them off with cheers and good wishes. The Jenaer Volksblatt reported that ‘The brave defenders of the fatherland, who now pass through the Weimar-Gera station in long trains, display not only a confident battle optimism but also a refreshing sense of humour.’10 Someone had painted an image of Deutscher Michel, a well-known personification of Germany, on the side of the locomotive. Wearing his customary nightcap, Michel leaned back in his chair, smoking a pipe. His right foot casually rested on a ‘bunch of Russians and Frenchmen who bent pitifully under the weight’.11 But the left-leaning Weimarische Volkszeitung detected an undercurrent of unease. Once one of the trains was out of sight, it claimed, the station quietened and ‘the seriousness of the hour became a certainty’.12

Grand Duke Wilhelm Ernst was desperate to be seen to do his part. He pleaded with the High Command and even with the Kaiser himself to allow him to command troops, but in vain. He simply didn’t have enough experience. He accompanied his men to the Western Front without really knowing what exactly he would do there. When he eventually received the Iron Cross, first class, he confided in a letter to his wife Feodora that he thought ‘for us, who have after all done nothing, it is too much’.13 Wilhelm Ernst was doomed to look on as his Weimarers shed blood.

In August 1914, life changed drastically for all Weimarers, from the grand ducal court to ordinary families. Arthur Schmidt, who had intended to return to Rosa in Alexandria to reunite his young family, now found that he couldn’t do so. Britain was establishing a naval blockade to restrict the supply of goods to Germany. From the autumn the North Sea, Germany’s only sea access to the oceans, became a war zone. The resulting lack of food would claim the lives of over half a million German civilians through the next four years. In August 1914, it also meant Rosa Schmidt was stuck in Alexandria with her baby son Ernst. Her two older children would soon have to face life in Weimar without both their parents. Arthur volunteered to fight and was sent to the Western Front. Rosa was determined to find a way through to her children, even if it meant embarking on a dangerous journey with her seven-month-old baby.

Hanns Wagner was also convinced that he should help defend his country. The book-printing apprenticeship in Jena would have to wait. His parents disagreed. They were not happy to see their only son interrupt his education. At seventeen, he was not yet legally of age but his parents couldn’t stop him attending an evening course for treating illness and war injuries in Jena, and so that’s what he did while continuing to implore his parents to sign the permission slip. It didn’t take long before they relented. On 26 August, Hanns began his military training in Oberweimar, just south-east of his home town. ‘Exhausting and stupid’, as that seemed at times, he resolved to get through it to defend Germany.14

No amount of practice could have prepared Hanns for the savagery of mechanized warfare. In October, just a few weeks after completing his basic training, the teenager was cowering in a half-finished trench somewhere between Ypres and Menin in Belgium. Around him fountains of mud erupted. Shells tore through the air, exploding with ear-splitting noise upon impact – each barrage louder than the previous one. Hanns knew that the deadly wall of fire behind him was encroaching on his pathetic shelter. British artillery got closer and closer to its target. But what to do? Ahead of him enemy soldiers sat in their trenches, their rifles trained on the German lines. Anyone who dared crawl out from the chest-high mud wall that blocked the line of fire risked getting shot. Trapped, nobody moved as the relentless bombardment crept towards them. Hanns was certain the next barrage would hit the trench. He wanted to live. So he threw his bag over his shoulder, grabbed his rifle and climbed over the top.

Ignoring the deafening chaos around him, he concentrated on moving forward. After a few hundred metres, he finally found shelter. The bloated body of a horse lay still in the otherwise featureless landscape, and Hanns crawled as close as he could to the carcass. He waited. Hours passed. When dusk settled over the inferno of war, the bombardment subsided, and Hanns finally dared to move. Under the shelter of darkness, he crept back to his unit. Where the trench had been just a few hours earlier, he now found only broken earth. He was reluctant to use his torch, for fear of making himself a target, but he couldn’t help it. He had to know. In the brief flashes of light he glimpsed scenes of sheer horror. Severed limbs. Shreds of human flesh. The lifeless, pale faces of boys who had, just a few months earlier, been his school friends in Weimar.

Bookbinder Carl Weirich felt no urge at all to become a soldier. He was busy building a life for himself and he wouldn’t let war get in the way. While Hanns Wagner was losing friends and his youthful naivety in the bloody trenches of the Western Front, Carl also began a new chapter of his life. At 3 p.m. on 21 October 1914, he married his long-term girlfriend Friedel in her home town of Oranienburg, just north of Berlin. It was a bittersweet experience for him. His father Andreas had been gravely ill when he met Friedel for the first time in the summer and approved of the match. He had died shortly after and ‘didn’t live to receive the news that Germany was at war’, Carl noted in his diary.15 In tribute to the stern but supportive father, the couple had chosen his parents’ wedding day, 21 October, to get married.

The party in Oranienburg was a welcome distraction from war for the many guests in attendance. It was hard to get away from it. While Carl had run his new stationery business in Weimar successfully enough to meet the monthly credit repayments, the military conflict had found its way into the shop. Decorative boxes in which letters from the front lines could be collected by anxious relatives were selling well, as were postcards of the victorious military leaders who had made advances on the Eastern Front. But in Oranienburg all that was forgotten for a few precious hours. The wedding party went on until midnight.

In Belgium, Hanns Wagner couldn’t find a single living soul as he searched what was left of the trench he had fled a few hours earlier. His entire company seemed to have been wiped out and there was no point in lingering among their lifeless bodies. So he wandered around until he found a nearby group of infantry soldiers.

He joined them just as they attempted to make their way through a forest under constant fire from British troops. Hanns fired blindly into the distance. Shot after shot until his rifle was glowing hot. Suddenly he broke down in pain. He had been hit in the foot, but in the chaos of battle nobody noticed. It seemed to take a long time before he was finally found by medics in the evening and carried on a stretcher along a dark road. Every time the group came under fire, the medics set down the stretcher and sought shelter while Hanns lay on the road, immobile and helpless, hearing bullets hiss back and forth above his head.

Eventually, they reached a field hospital where Hanns was patched up by a medic working by candlelight. The boy sank into feverish dreams that brought some relief from pain and fear. Soon after, he was transported by train to a makeshift military hospital near Düsseldorf where Hanns was treated by an ear, nose and throat specialist with no experience or interest in treating open wounds. The doctor never bothered changing his bandages and the gaping hole in his foot soon began to fester. Resting the wounded limb on a stool next to the bed so the pus that oozed out from the bandages could drop on to the floor, he was driven to near insanity by the clockwork regularity of the sound. Soon, the indifferent doctor asked him to decide whether he wanted his leg amputated above or below the knee. Hanns spent night after night listening to the drip-drip-drip of his wound, considering these terrible options. He still hadn’t come to terms with spending the rest of his life with just one leg, when a senior physician came to inspect the hospital. Hanns told him about his woes and the doctor took a look at the festering hole in the teenager’s foot. There was no need to amputate, he decided, and ordered that the bandages be changed and the wound cleaned regularly, staff shortages or not. Hanns’s foot soon began to heal, causing his physician to sneer: ‘If you carry on making such progress and the war lasts a bit longer, you might yet be able to die a hero’s death for your Grand Duke after all.’16

Carl and Friedel Weirich knew little of the tragedy unfolding on the front lines. They had their own concerns in Weimar. On 29 November, they enjoyed their first evening at the Court Theatre together. They watched the French opera Mignon. Based on Goethe’s novel Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, it tells the story of a young man on a journey to educate himself and find a meaningful life. Carl found it ‘wonderfully staged’ and was relieved to see that his ‘darling wife’ loved the songs.17 It was a welcome respite for both of them. Friedel was extremely unhappy in Weimar and permanently homesick. Her husband, though working hard to keep the shop afloat, tried and failed to cheer her up. On occasion it worked, like when he bought her a cake for her twenty-fourth birthday on 13 November, and her mother had visited from Oranienburg. Then, he wrote in his diary, ‘the streams of Friedel’s tears stopped flowing and we showed her dear mother jubilantly how much we loved each other’.18 They also went hiking in the surrounding mountains, spending what Carl fondly described as ‘the happiest moments of our life together’. But Friedel’s mind was never at ease. Sobbing bitterly, she would speak of her beloved Oranienburg. She missed her parents and her siblings. Carl felt this was unfair. He too had left his home town to build a new life in Weimar, and he was trying hard to make it work. So why couldn’t she? ‘You’re a man,’ Friedel cried, ‘you don’t know what longing is.’19

Weimar’s children also saw their lives upended. Jutta Hecker, a ten-year-old girl with wavy, blonde hair and large round eyes, listened intently as a letter was read out to her class in December 1914. It was from Dr Glaser, her affable headteacher at the Sophienstift school for girls. At forty-two, he had been a dynamic school leader. Now he was gone. He had been called up for military service immediately when war broke out, and the pupils had packed parcels with warm clothing and small Christmas presents for him and the other soldiers. Dr Glaser’s long letter was full of praise and gratitude. He wouldn’t live to see the end of the terrible war that had engulfed him and his town. He would die on 14 November 1917.

The war cut short what would have been a sheltered childhood for Jutta in a middle-class household. The youngest of three, she was doted upon by her good-natured mother Lili and her loving father Max, who had worked at the Goethe and Schiller Archive since 1900. Max Hecker found a willing disciple in his youngest child. The girl was fascinated when he recited poetry or told her about Weimar’s famous writers of years gone by. Jutta remembered later that she realized then ‘that there was a realm made of rhyme and rhythm, which stands above daily life’.20

Max and Lili were both from Cologne and had no social network in Weimar. They decided they might as well move to the outskirts of town where the rent would be cheaper and they were closer to the countryside. They lived in one of twelve houses on the Lindenberg, a hill to the east of the town centre. Max now had a short commute to the archive on foot, walking past the Altenburg house where the famous Hungarian composer Franz Liszt once lived. Jutta had to walk half an hour down the steep street to the Sophienstift school for girls, which had been founded in 1854 by the Grand Duchess Sophie of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach for the ‘Daughters of the Upper Classes’. Her daily walk to school with friends led her past some of Weimar’s most famous sights: the Ilm Park, the Schloss, the library and the old town. Jutta was no stranger to uniforms, as many officers lived on the Lindenberg, and she was friends with their sons and daughters.

When war broke out, Jutta’s life changed immediately. The officers left for battle, cheered on by their fellow Weimarers. By Christmas the first of her Lindenberg neighbours was dead, leaving a son and a daughter behind. At school, life also changed. Male teachers were drafted, foreign teachers sacked. Jutta’s French teacher, fifty-three-year-old Mathilde Borst, had to leave because she was from Strasbourg, which was then part of Germany but continued to be a hotbed of separatists who wanted it to become French again. Annie Royston, a Cambridge graduate who had taught English at Jutta’s school for twenty-four years, was also dismissed.21 Pupils were frequently set homework in lieu of lessons that had to be cancelled.

After school, Jutta and the other children visited wounded soldiers at Weimar’s military hospital, performing plays or songs for them. They collected scrap metal and other materials that could be repurposed or sold to raise funds for the increasing number of invalids returning from the front lines. They organized donations of books and clothes for soldiers and of money for their widows and orphans. Horses needed hay and farms help with the harvest. By Christmas 1914, it was abundantly clear to everyone in Weimar that there was no end in sight. There would be more hardship, more sacrifice, more death.

As his wound still hadn’t closed and Hanns Wagner was in no fit shape to return to the front, he was allowed to come home for Christmas on a four-week leave. That was great news in principle, but what would his parents think? He was reduced to ‘skin and bones, a skeleton limping along on crutches’.22 His uniform, while cleaned and brushed, was tattered. But he was looking forward to returning to his childhood home at Rollplatz 7 for a while. His parents gave him a warm welcome and bought a large shoe made of felt for their son so he could get his bandaged foot into it, which he still had to have cleaned at Weimar’s military hospital every three days. He hobbled around the cobbled streets in good cheer, and was pleased to bump into Margarete Deinhardt, a girl his age with whom he had chatted through the last dance of the ball in his final school year. That all seemed a lifetime ago. Margarete was now a volunteer at the military hospital, where she saw first hand what the fighting did to the young men in her home town. The pair no longer indulged in inconsequential small talk. When they met for coffee at the busy Café Grenzdörffer, there was only one topic: the war.

The Wagners, on the other hand, were optimistic. The war was surely as good as won, they told their wounded son. It was a surprise it hadn’t already ended before Christmas. There was really no point for Hanns to go back. Why didn’t he resume his apprenticeship? And anyway, there was no glory in soldiering. Hanns wasn’t even a glamorous officer but a mere infantry soldier. His parents were ashamed at the state of his uniform and made him limp over to the tailor to have a new one made. In the end, Hanns was almost glad to go back to the front. He had changed and there was now a gulf between son and parents that was hard to bear. He wouldn’t return to Weimar for Christmas again until the war was over.

In their increasing desperation to win the war, the German authorities were drawing on all available human resources whether they volunteered their services or not. On 1 May 1915, a group of new recruits was being inspected. It was an unseasonably summery day and the men had been ordered up to the Webicht area, a forest as popular with hikers and dog walkers as it was with landscape painters and blue-blooded hunting parties. In 1911, the Weimar Association for Air Traffic, a hobby club for flying enthusiasts, established a small airfield there, called Weimar-Lindenberg, or more informally Ninety Acres. It was there that Carl Weirich was now running around with his fellow would-be soldiers.

Carl was feeling hot and nauseous. The bookbinder wasn’t cut out for military life. He had hated every minute of it since he had been recruited to the Landsturm unit on 21 February 1915. For one thing, his shop depended on him. Friedel was trying to step in but she had no experience in bookbinding or dealing with customers. So Carl’s mother had to come from Eisenach to help out with the household, while Frau Straubel, the elderly wife of the previous owner, kindly agreed to help and train Friedel. But it wasn’t easy. Friedel had developed a permanent cough that often left her wheezing and feeling dizzy. She was also pregnant.

Apart from the strain it put on everyone, soldiering just wasn’t for Carl. Grown men were ‘trained like schoolboys’, he grumbled, ‘perhaps 10 years earlier this may have been fun for me’.23 The inspection at Ninety Acres certainly turned out to be no fun at all. Panting, Carl ran around in full kit, the blazing sun beating down on his head. The heavy rucksack, nicknamed ‘monkey’ by the men because of its outer fur lining, clung to his sweat-soaked back. He could barely hold up his rifle when the world around him swam out of view and he collapsed right in front of a senior officer. Semi-conscious, Carl was dragged into the mercifully shady Webicht forest to cool down. It was clear that he was useless as a soldier. He was released from military duty, for now.

Rosa Schmidt had known that it wouldn’t be easy to journey across the Mediterranean Sea and then hundreds of kilometres across a war-torn continent with her infant son Ernst. Leaving her home and work in Alexandria behind, she had battled her way through Italy and Switzerland, finally making it to the German border in Gottmadingen on 5 October 1915. As the official stamped her passport, allowing mother and child to cross into Arthur’s home country, she knew it would be a matter of days until she was finally reunited with her two eldest children. It would take longer still for her husband to finally meet their youngest boy. Arthur was fighting amid the deadly stalemate on the Western Front and there was no telling when or if he would return to Weimar.
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3. Rosa Schmidt and her baby son Ernst in 1915. The photographs were riveted to the official document that allowed them to sail out of Egypt in wartime.
The 21st of October 1915 marked Carl and Friedel Weirich’s first wedding anniversary. It should have been a happy occasion. Their daughter Wilfriede was born on 27 August, and many family members had come all throughout September to meet the baby. Carl had used the opportunity to go on a long-distance autumn hike, all the way from Weimar to Eisenach, and felt revived by it. On 26 September, the family had celebrated Wilfriede’s christening at the church of St Peter and Paul in Weimar, commonly known as Herderkirche.

The fleeting moments of joy didn’t last. On their wedding anniversary, Friedel collapsed in a coughing fit, bringing up vast amounts of blood. A doctor was rushed in and diagnosed severe bleeding from the lungs. Friedel would need a lot of care and bed rest. Carl couldn’t look after his desperately sick wife, his newborn daughter and his shop all alone. He needed help. Friedel’s mother came from Oranienburg the next day. She and the Weimar doctor Herr Mannes nursed Friedel through three weeks of high fever and coughing fits. When she had stabilized, her mother travelled back to Oranienburg and took little Wilfriede with her. Friedel was in no state to look after her tiny daughter. Christmas 1915 was lonely and miserable for the Weirichs. Carl put the tree next to Friedel’s bed and the two prayed for a better 1916.

The year of 1916 brought more pain to many Weimarers. As his customers bought postcards to send to their sons, husbands, brothers and fathers in the trenches, Carl Weirich was fighting to keep the business afloat. Much to his relief, his mother arrived from Eisenach on 29 May. She had agreed to stay with her youngest son at Geleitstraße 10 because he was hopelessly overworked. Carl was still working hard to make enough money to settle the repayments of the loan for his stock every month. Friedel had recovered somewhat since receiving an injection against her illness and was able to get out of bed again. But her doctor still judged it best that she recover fully in a specialized lung sanatorium in Römhild in southern Thuringia. Such facilities had been popular in Germany since the second half of the nineteenth century to deal with the huge number of people suffering from tuberculosis. The disease, also known as the white death or consumption, usually affects the lungs of its victims, causing them to cough up mucus and blood. Gradually, the condition gets worse with fever, weakness, weight loss and eventually death. Urbanization and rapid population growth in Europe in the 1800s had made the disease an epidemic. It is estimated that a quarter of all deaths at the time were caused by it.

Friedel departed for Römhild, leaving her husband trying to run his shop amid an ever-worsening supply situation in which bartering and being in the right place at the right time were vital. Carl’s mother not only proved incredibly helpful with these practicalities but also joined him on his long hikes that always had a soothing effect on him. Together they met friends and family, visited Friedel and made the best of a difficult time. When Friedel returned from the clinic in the summer of 1916, she was ‘fit as a fiddle’, her husband rejoiced, and ‘a new delirium of love and happiness ensued’.24

On the Western Front, happiness had become a rare commodity. The men were growing increasingly cynical, trapped between the futility and barbarity of their endeavour to break through enemy lines. Weimar soldiers tried to find ways of coping mentally and physically with the incomprehensible scale of bloodshed. Many tried to use the precious moments of calm to think of home. On 30 June 1916, the thunder of artillery fire rumbled across the Somme valley in the distance as a young soldier from Weimar stepped out into the summer air. There had been heavy rain for days, soaking the surrounding fields and waterlogging the trenches in which his comrades were holding out while British shells continued to pound their defensive positions. But now the clouds had finally cleared and made way for a spectacular sunset. As the wide French skies turned a hazy golden colour, soon to give way to a moonless night, the soldier sat down and began to write a letter.

It was Ludwig Sckell’s twenty-sixth birthday, and he longed to be with his family. Germany had been at war for nearly two years and it had torn the Sckells apart. Ludwig had lost his youngest brother August in 1914. His wife Gertrud, his newborn son Otto Max, his parents Maria and Otto and his younger siblings Paul and Charlotte were at home in Weimar, 700 kilometres away. Ludwig had no idea when or if he would see them again. Having finished his shooting practice for the day, he wrote to his parents and siblings. But even as he thought of home and family, there was no escaping the situation. Ludwig could hear the ferocious roar of industrialized warfare boom across the fields. In an effort to end the deadly stalemate, British and French forces had been planning to break through by sheer force in the region of the River Somme, not far from where Ludwig was about to put pen to paper. Their preparatory barrage had dropped 1.5 million shells over the last week.

‘The food here is great,’ wrote Ludwig, ‘even better than in W[eimar]. Several times a week, we get butter, cheese, jam etc., good lunches, every day a third of a loaf of bread, plenty – so there are no shortages here.’25 This was more than a bit of trivia to distract from the bloodletting of the battles raging in the distance. Ludwig was better fed than his family in Weimar. The British naval blockade was in full force, preventing Germany from importing food.

At home in Weimar, ration cards were given out for essentials like flour, barley, potatoes and skimmed milk.26 A few months into the war, the Jenaer Volksblatt had already warned of bread and potato shortages: ‘Potatoes at the price of 5 or 6 marks27 for 50kg are becoming a luxury item for poorer parts of the population who can’t afford them. What now?’28 Ludwig wrote his birthday letter ‘in the hope that all of you loved ones at home are in good health’.29

If his life on the Western Front was comparatively comfortable, it was because it was atypical. The Sckells had been court gardeners in Weimar for generations, and as chief gardener Ludwig’s father Otto was responsible for all the green spaces owned and maintained by the Duchy of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach. In 1914, Ludwig had been appointed as chief gardener at Dornburg Castle, the summer residence of the Grand Duke high above the banks of the River Saale. When his superiors at the Western Front realized who he was, Ludwig had been relieved of regular duty and tasked with cultivating several gardens behind the front lines. This had suited him down to the ground. ‘There is much to do,’ he wrote excitedly, ‘planting vegetables, even though it [is] very late for that already, picking strawberries, weeding, maintaining paths, transforming wasteland into a good, usable state etc. etc.’30

Ludwig’s comrades found it difficult to be as enthusiastic about his cushy posting while they risked life and limb in the muddy trenches at Verdun and the Somme. ‘Now, there are many people who begrudge one such a task,’ the letter complained, ‘but at the end of the day this doesn’t matter. – Maybe father could send me some seeds as there is very little in terms of flowers and generally nothing or little of this type of thing here; we mostly grow vegetables. – M[aybe] some things that can be sown here and now, and if there are perennial species, which will bloom next year. Maybe I could do with some grass seeds too, but I’ll have to discuss that with the sergeant first.’31

A few hours after Ludwig had put his pen down and folded up pieces of paper that spoke of grass seeds and perennial flowers, whistles rang out across Allied lines a few dozen kilometres north-east of him. At 7.30 a.m. on 1 July 1916, they broke the silence of a serene French summer morning, shrieking the signal for eleven British and five French divisions to climb out of their trenches and attack the German positions along the Somme valley. The Battle of the Somme had begun. It would last 140 days and involve over 3 million men, of whom a million would be killed or wounded, making it one of the bloodiest battles in human history.

As the summer of 1916 turned into early autumn and there was no end in sight to the carnage on the Western Front, Hanns Wagner was concerned that an army physician would soon deem him ‘k.v.’ – kriegsfähig or ‘fighting fit’. The wound in his foot had healed enough for him to be judged garnisondienstfähig, capable of doing garrison duties, and he had been posted to Strasbourg. But on marches and drills, his war wound had repeatedly caused him grief. At one point, bone splinters had come loose and bored themselves through his tissue, causing infection. Professor Ledderhose, a well-known surgeon, had operated on the foot. When Hanns had woken up, the bearded physician had dangled his patient’s amputated middle toe in front of him. He’d had to remove it to get to the splintered bone and joked, ‘Now you can attach it to your watch chain.’32

Injured enough not to be sent to the front lines but not so much as not to be useful for the war he was still sure Germany would win, Hanns stayed in his reserve unit in Strasbourg. His time was filled with guard duties, drills and playing the piano for his comrades. After a year, he took part in officer training. As a freshly minted Unteroffizier, his task was now training new recruits in drill. He would always think of Strasbourg as the ‘beautiful city’.33 But the spectre of the Western Front loomed large. Hanns had to take the new arrivals for training near the front lines so they had time to get used to the deafening noise and the soul-hardening sight of utter devastation. He took the young men to a battle-ravaged and deserted village not far from Verdun where he continued their training to a soundtrack of explosions and the bone-shaking boom of what he suspected was Germany’s Big Bertha in action, one of the largest artillery weapons ever used in combat. The fear was ever present that one day he himself might be sent into the arms of the ‘bloodsucking vampire of Verdun who drinks relentlessly and in large gulps’, as he put it.34 Almost everyone from his unit was called up to the ‘cursed Western Front’ eventually.35 But when Romania entered the war on the side of the Allied powers on 27 August 1916, Hanns managed to be sent there instead. With a group of new recruits – all middle-aged married tradesmen, Hanns noticed – he headed east.

In early 1917, Weimar’s new train station was inaugurated even though the neoclassical building that was to be its crowning glory was as yet unfinished. Works had begun in 1914 but stopped in 1916. Finished or not, the train line was needed to transport further men and goods to the front lines. Max
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