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For my mother, with so much love

This book is dedicated to all those whose lives are affected by discrimination, oppression or war





The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun






Author’s Note

There have been many times in the course of writing this book when I have felt as if a rip tide has sucked me out of my depth into an ocean of infinite darkness. Navigating the unfathomable horrors and sensibilities of this most heinous of episodes in history, I have focused on the aspects that intimately touched my family in the sincere hope of finding a way to comprehend this epoch and to contribute something of worth to the huge efforts made by others before me.

Although there are things in my experience of the world that I find regrettable, looking back over the totality of my life, I have few regrets. On the contrary, I feel deep gratitude for the challenges and broader perspectives my dual heritage has afforded me. And a strange sense of triumph for having stayed true to my soul through the noisy battles. I am thankful to have been granted such valuable opportunities for growth and transformation. For the rich odyssey I had to undertake to dive down through the layers of my humanness to reach my genes. For the amazing people and beautiful places I have encountered along the way. And for the new lightness and freedom I now feel.

No, I love my life, even though at times it nearly killed me.
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Prologue


To be ignorant of what occurred before you were born is to remain always a child. For what is the worth of human life unless it is woven into the life of our ancestors by the records of history?

Marcus Tullius Cicero, Orator ad M. Brutum



1 February 1945

IN THE SMALL GERMAN town of Jüterbog, a mother shakes awake her ten-year-old daughter. It’s 4 a.m. The little girl, barely conscious, is told to get dressed quickly. They must leave now. She may choose one doll to bring with her. She hesitates. Should she take her old, love-worn doll or the new one her father sent from Italy? In a snap decision she will come to regret, she grabs the new doll before being bundled into the car with her eight-year-old sister and driven north to Berlin. Large parts of the city are already smouldering.

It is still dark when they reach the railway station. The mother looks round, scanning the bustling mass of coated strangers for one particular person: a man carrying a rucksack with six pockets. He will escort her children to the safety of their relatives in the north.

The younger child is hungry and complains that her shoes hurt. The woman is looking for somewhere to buy bread when she sees the man. He urges them towards the platform. The mother, clutching a small suitcase in one hand and her younger daughter’s hand in the other, tells the elder girl to hold on tight to the hem of her coat, so that she doesn’t get lost. As the trio inches forward amid the jostling crowd scrambling to board the train out of the city, the child hangs for dear life on to this extension of her mother.

2 May 1945

In the guesthouse of the sleepy Italian hamlet of La Stanga, on the edge of the Dolomites, a fifty-two-year-old Wehrmacht general stares into the embers of last night’s fire and drags tobacco smoke into his lungs. He holds it there longer than usual before throwing his cigarette butt into the ashes and stepping out into the cool May morning. Straightening his belted overcoat, he pulls down the peak of his officer’s hat to cast his eyes in shadow. Hitler has been dead for three days and representatives of the German command in Italy have signed an unconditional surrender. Today, at 2 p.m., it will come into effect. His war is finally over, but he knows that he and his men will not be going home.

First he will negotiate the handover of arms, horses and soldiers with the American infantry located a little to the west. He will ask that his men – some eight divisions and 30,000 troops – are allowed to keep their rifles to defend themselves against the Italian bandits still firing in the mountains. And then he will organize transport, petrol and rations.

The mountain air feels fresh but it will be much warmer further south. His latest billet has been comfortable but, as prisoners of war, he and his troops will be housed outside regardless of the heat. Placing one leather-booted foot in front of the other, just as he has done for thousands of miles across Russia, he walks towards his new commanders.

3 August 1987

Outside Long Bay Gaol in Sydney, Australia, a twenty-two-year-old woman bangs on the heavy door. She is carrying a portfolio containing photographs of murals, and the black fabric sticks to the bare skin of her arm. A small shutter flicks open and an eye quickly looks her up and down before blinking closed again. The door opens, just enough to allow her small frame to slip through. Inside, a guard escorts her across the cobbled courtyard and through a series of locked gates. It is then that she can smell them, the men: old socks, rancid stubble, stifled testosterone. As the guard leads the way into another courtyard, overlooked by more barred windows, she begins to relax. Four prisoners stand in front of a huge blank wall, squinting in the harsh sunlight. Any rising trepidation is quashed by a far greater sense of relief; the relief of kicking off uncomfortable walking boots at the end of a long trek.

For years she has been searching for a solution to her inexplicable sense of her own badness. ‘This is it!’ the cells of her body seem to sing in unison. ‘This is it!’

Less than a minute after ‘Little Boy’ was released above Hiroshima, the world’s first atomic bomb detonated. ‘My God, what have we done?’ one of the co-pilots of the plane that dropped it scribbled into his logbook as a lethal cloud instantly annihilated 80,000 Japanese people. Three days later, ‘Fat Man’ made its deadly descent on to Nagasaki to deal a final blow to the enemy. Within five weeks, the Second World War was officially over.

Except it wasn’t.

Like the atomic fallout, the war persisted, invisibly poisoning bodies and minds for generations. Like all armed conflicts, it left trauma in its wake. But in this, the deadliest war in history, civilian casualties far outweighed those of the military, and it was non-combatants who experienced the unequalled levels of destruction and depravity: men, women and children, many of whom, along with front-line veterans, found it impossible to speak about the horrors they had endured.

As the chaos of battle subsided, survivors accustomed to the threat of imminent death brushed themselves down and attempted to build a new normality from the ruined homes and flattened cities. In the Allied countries across Europe, the sting of personal loss and devastation was partially anaesthetized by the jubilation of victory. People found meaning in the sacrifices made by family and friends, and governments started the process of etching their narrative into the history books. It would be one of triumph over unprecedented evil, evoking national pride as the antidote to hardship. It would be a vindication of the tactical decisions that had left hundreds of thousands of civilians dead. It had all been worth it.

There was no such balm for the losses of the German people, just deeper shades of hatred as the world discovered the monstrous truth of Hitler’s vision. Soldiers were rounded into barbed-wire encampments; Nazis, stripped of their telltale uniforms, blended into the moving mass of exhausted humanity fleeing westwards; civilians scavenged the wreckage of their cities for food and debris to burn to keep themselves warm. With the death of their Führer, the Nazi ideology and its promise of a thousand-year kingdom collapsed. Now the occupying enemy was throwing accusations of complicity rather than grenades. A fog of defiant silence descended over communities and families. With few on the victorious side interested in the suffering of their enemy, German men, women and children learned to wrap their experiences into bundles, seal them tightly and hide them away.

Years later, children and grandchildren would find those bundles buried in the backs of family closets and begin to unpack them.

This is the story of three generations of one family, knotted together and woven into an episode of history that continues to appal and fascinate. The ten-year-old German girl fleeing the Soviet troops was my mother, Jutta. The German general was my grandfather, Karl. And I was the young woman who finally felt at home in a prison.

I never met my grandfather.

A week after I took my first breath, he took his last. But I always felt we connected during those few days when our lives overlapped. As he departed the world and I entered it, our paths crossed. And, like a relay racer passing on a baton, he handed me something. It would take me more than four decades to discover what. And that, just as we might inherit physical or character traits, we can inherit the unresolved emotions, traumas or crimes of our forebears, too; that these do not simply disappear, but may remain festering among our roots ready to erupt into our present, seeking resolution.

My story is one of many emerging from the long shadows cast by violent conflict that wasn’t personally experienced but none the less retains the power to shape a life.

In Germany, as the grandchildren of the war generation reached their forties around the turn of the new millennium, the full impact of their ancestors’ guilty or traumatized silence began to surface. It was at this age that, I, too, a woman born and brought up in England, turned to my German origins to uncover the source of similar inexplicable feelings and symptoms that had plagued me since my teens.

My quest to understand these feelings took me into the dark terrain of Germany’s Second World War. It led me into society’s barred and locked institutions of crime and punishment and to the art and cultures of national remembrance. It also immersed me in the emotion that lurks in some of the most avoided or forgotten corners of the human psyche and experience: shame.

I found my way into history and into my mother’s and grandfather’s experiences, all of which had long been housed in straightforward black-and-white narratives of good and bad, perpetrator and victim, winner and loser, but which inevitably became more complex, challenging and nuanced the more I explored them. I learned that, to varying degrees, we all carry unprocessed traumas and wrongdoing from the past – whether familial, societal or historical. They sit in our unconscious, these untold stories, wanting to be heard and resolved.

In recent years, psychologists, geneticists and neurobiologists have begun to uncover mechanisms for the potential transmission of such apparently metaphysical baggage from one generation to another and to explore how it may contribute to contemporary epidemics of addiction, depression, ill health and division. Can inherited guilt or trauma trigger the rage of unacknowledged suffering that flares up on our streets in protests or conflicts? Do they perpetuate the systemic injustices born of slavery and colonialism? Do they shape attitudes and policies towards everything from the environment to wealth distribution to education? Perhaps, is the answer from all academic corners.

And then the burning question. Can we as individuals untangle ourselves from a past that binds us to the suffering and deeds of our predecessors? In My Grandfather’s Shadow is the story of a woman who was determined to try.
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A Perfect Childhood


Every war is a war against children.

Eglantyne Jebb, founder of Save the Children
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Jutta von Graffen, my mother, 1936.
I NEVER DETECTED ANY DISTRESS in my mother when she told us stories about her childhood. She’d share them intermittently, punctuating our sunlit days with faded images from an altogether unfamiliar world. Time would stand still as she talked, and I’d follow each word, creating vivid pictures in my mind, feeling my way deeper into this other time and place. Sometimes I’d look at her, trying to shrink her back into that little blonde girl. Or I’d slip into her stories, lining up the vignettes of her early life on the empty shelves of my memory, like souvenirs from a far-off land.

I remember standing by the back door to our house and hearing her describe being shot at from a plane.

‘I saw the whites of the pilot’s eyes,’ she said, widening her own for effect, yet offering no sense of the fear she must once have felt. ‘He flew over me, very low, as I was walking to school on my own. Then he aimed at me. And I had to jump into a ditch.’

I gasped, thinking of my own journey to school, always in a car, dropped off and picked up safely at the gate.

‘But luckily he missed,’ she concluded coolly, ‘and hit my aunt’s greenhouse instead.’

On another occasion she remembered the night-time bombings and how she and her siblings would watch the dark sky light up with the green and red flares of the target indicators – the ‘Christmas trees’, they called them. She often talked about food, too: the single weekly boiled egg shared by the family and the broad beans, grown huge but powdery, so that there were more to go round. She loved to recall the time she came home from school starving – just like we always seemed to do – and found a meatball in the larder. She knew it was naughty to help herself, but she couldn’t resist the temptation. To her horror, as she bit into it, her mouth closed on a writhing mass of maggots.

Back then, her stories were simply that – stories; adventures like those in the books we read. It was only decades later, when the tragedy and trauma began to feel real, that I was struck by the lack of emotion my mother showed while telling them. There was no sense of self-pity or anguish as she described going with my grandmother to the local railway station to give water and coffee to wounded and dying soldiers returning from the Eastern Front. Even the moans of the men were recounted with strange detachment. I imagined her as little eight-year-old Jutta, stepping from row to row, bending over bandaged, bloodied bodies, holding a cup to their lips. When I asked her about it, she would shrug and say, ‘That’s just how it was back then.’

Her most dramatic story was the sudden departure from the family home in Jüterbog, just south of Berlin. We didn’t know the context, just that when she was ten years old, she and her younger sister Dorothee, our Tante Dörli, were woken at four in the morning by their mother to be sent by train to their grandparents’ farm, Wildenhorst, in Schleswig-Holstein in the north of Germany. The Russians were advancing rapidly from the east and everybody was trying to flee. Her mother and older sister, our Tante Marlen, followed a month or two later, abandoning their home and all they owned. Her fifteen-year-old brother, Adolf, had to stay behind to fight the Allies somewhere near Berlin.

In Schleswig-Holstein, life resumed a semblance of normality for the female members of the family. A tutor was hired, but fired soon afterwards for inappropriate behaviour. In a display of uncharacteristic and bold defiance, the usually shy eleven-year-old Jutta climbed on to the window ledge and threatened to jump if he laid a finger on her. She then attended a private school in Preetz, a five-mile walk away – the same route on which she was shot at from that plane – until a year later, when she moved with her mother and sisters to Grödersby, a house on an inlet of the Baltic that had been in the family for 300 years. This house, like my great-grandparents’, had been requisitioned to accommodate those displaced from their homes by the war and was full of refugees. But the family was allotted three rooms and a veranda. Most importantly, the girls were able to go to the local school.

In the years after the war, life revolved around survival: foraging for herbs and firewood and trying to keep the family fed. The winters were particularly bitter but, with a roof over their heads, they were among the luckiest ones. My mother finished her schooling and, chasing her dream of travelling the world as a glamorous Pan Am air stewardess, moved to Hamburg to study languages, eventually becoming fluent in five. She did not in the end join Pan Am, but set off on her own to live and work in Spain. A heady life of sun, sea and romance in Barcelona was curtailed by the offer of a job at the headquarters of the brand-new North Atlantic Treaty Organization – NATO – in the Château de Fontainebleau near Paris. By her mid-twenties, she was occupying one of the most prestigious secretarial positions in one of the hot spots of postwar Europe.

It was here, in a multicultural social whirl, that my parents met in 1961. Jutta had blossomed into a beautiful, gregarious, elegant, young woman, confident in her role as personal assistant to General Hans Speidel, the commander-in-chief of the Allied NATO ground forces. She was at ease with her responsibilities in this international society and pursued by many hopeful admirers. One of them was Jonathan, a dashing British naval officer recently returned from service on Prince Philip’s world tour aboard HMS Britannia, who had a broad smile and a dark blue Jaguar. He was a little cocky but kind, and soon won my mother over with his sense of humour, fun and his impeccable manners.

My parents married in 1962 in a small church in north Germany near the family home. It was only later in my life that their marriage struck me as unusual. In the 1960s, a second series of Auschwitz trials was once again placing Germany’s recent past in the spotlight as more details emerged of atrocities on a monumental scale. Europe had been sliced into East and West territories of opposing ideologies by an ‘Iron Curtain’ and irreconcilable tensions between the wartime Allies were escalating. Meanwhile, my parents were falling in love, inadvertently building bridges across the divides.

For their own parents, the marriage was initially challenging. Here was the daughter of a former Wehrmacht general and prisoner of war, whose wife had been forced to flee the Allied bombings and advancing Soviet troops, being joined in matrimony to the son of a former naval officer turned organic farmer, who had fought the Germans in both world wars, and an aristocrat whose only brother, and heir to the family title, had been killed by Rommel’s troops in North Africa. And yet they all put their personal feelings aside and embraced the union, overcoming language barriers with wild, gesticulating hand movements that sent crystal glasses flying off the dining table during their first meeting. My grandmothers would go on to develop a genuine friendship and fondness for each other that continued until their deaths, both at the age of ninety-six.
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My parents at their wedding in Germany, 1962.
After my parents’ honeymoon in Sicily, my father received an appointment to command the minesweeper HMS Puncheston in south-east Asia. My mother, soon pregnant with my older sister, Caroline, gave up her secretarial role at NATO and the newlyweds relocated to Singapore. Here they were part of a huge community of expats and, with the luxury of domestic help to look after the children, my parents enjoyed an active social life. Many of the young couples became lifelong friends and settled with their families in the same area of southern England when their husbands finished serving at sea.

I was born in Kent two years later, a fat-faced baby with red cheeks, and my brother, Christopher, arrived two and half years after that. Our first years were nomadic, spent between a flat in London and with various relatives across England, Germany and Canada while my father served on ships on the other side of the world. In 1969, on his return to shore, we set up home in a small village in Hampshire.

The first ten years of my life were idyllic. My lasting memories are of seemingly endless summers passed clambering in the shady branches of the old yew tree in our garden or collecting shards of untypically flowery ‘Roman’ pottery buried among its roots; of practising handstands on the lawn and picking beans and lettuces from the neat rows of my father’s vegetable patch.

With my mother at the helm, occasions were marked by a unique blend of traditional English and German customs. Birthdays were memorable not just for cake and games of Pass the Parcel, but for the crowns of seasonal flowers arranged around the celebrant’s breakfast plate. Christmas, often spent with relatives in Germany, began in Hampshire with Advent. Each Sunday, lights were extinguished and candles lit, transforming the living room into a heavenly gallery of hand-painted wooden angels from my mother’s childhood collection. We feasted by the fire on Stollen, Lebkuchen and Spekulatius cinnamon biscuits sent to us from Germany in brown packages.

Easter was usually celebrated at my English grandparents’ farm, surrounded by lambs, cows and daffodils. My grandfather, a tall, white-haired gentleman with huge hands, had a garden shed that smelled of freshly cut grass and a wooden box filled with pink and white sugared almonds. Gran, considerably smaller, pottered around in tweed skirts with a handkerchief tucked into her waistband. We’d feed the chickens and walk through fields of sheep with her two spaniels, laughing and bleating at the gambolling lambs.

At the age of eleven, during the long hot summer of 1976, and to my great excitement, I was taken out of school early to spend six weeks on my own with my other grandmother in Hamburg in order to improve my German. She lived in a high-ceilinged, one-bedroom flat on the first floor of a three-storey house in a leafy suburb. It was painted charcoal grey and had balconies overlooking a quiet cobbled street at the front and an exotic garden filled with birdsong at the back.

There was a rhythmic routine to her day. Mummygroß (the correct word for grandma would be Großmami, but my sister mixed up her English and German words when she was tiny and the pet name stuck) woke early and, sitting at a beautifully laid breakfast table bedecked with a white cloth, drank several cups of strong black coffee and read the newspaper. While I was there, I joined her for bread rolls sprinkled with black poppy seeds, fresh from the bakery. In the mornings, we shopped for strawberries and white asparagus at the market under the railway bridge, and in the afternoons we walked beside the Alster, a tributary of the River Elbe, admiring the affluent white houses and sprinkled lawns that lined the residential streets.

I was fascinated by the incongruous, blackened spire that rose above the rooftops of the city centre in stark contrast to the modern cleanliness of the buildings below.

‘That’s the St Nicolai Church,’ Mummygroß told me. ‘It was badly bombed in the war.’

Then she gently turned my attention elsewhere.

I could talk to Mummygroß about anything – except the war. Whenever I asked about it, she would subtly change the subject, tucking my question into the folds of her starched linen napkin and placing it, neatly rolled in its silver ring, in a drawer. Her past was shielded by a veil of silence. It wasn’t aggressively out of bounds, nor did it seep conspicuously into her present. It just existed behind the books that lined the pristine white shelves in her living room; under the foot pedal of her electric sewing machine; in the fridge where sugared raspberries would appear overnight.

I recall a family road trip through Germany the following year when the past broke momentarily into our present. Between sightseeing and visiting relatives, we stopped in a huge forest where a bare strip of land, flanked by a barbed-wire fence, stretched as far as we could see in both directions, punctuated only by watchtowers occupied by East German guards with guns. My grandmother and mother got out of the car and stood in a sad silence. Christopher and I – bored and unaware of the significance of our location – started mucking around, daring each other to jump in and out of no-man’s-land, taunting the guards to notice us while giggling at our remarkable bravery. Then one of them raised his gun towards us, and both adults, snapping out of their sorrowful reverie, scolded us for our stupidity.

It was Mummygroß who introduced us to German culture. She recited poems by Rilke and Goethe and took us to theatre productions and art exhibitions, activities she had enjoyed in Berlin with her husband before the war. She had moved to Hamburg after she was widowed and the family farm was sold in order to re-embrace the city life she had loved.

Very occasionally, my mother would give us glimpses of her late father. He had been a phenomenal athlete, winning numerous prizes – high jump, long jump, swimming, tennis, horse-riding, diving – and had nearly qualified for the 1936 Berlin Olympic Games. He was a quality craftsman, too. It was he who had carved and painted the old wooden pictures of Hansel and Gretel and other fairytale characters that now hung on the walls of our bedrooms. He had an enviable talent for finding four-leafed clovers and had done a handstand on his sixtieth birthday. I knew that he had fought in the war and had spent much of the last twenty years of his life a ‘broken man’, growing tomatoes and sitting in his chair overlooking the garden smoking seventy cigarettes a day, lighting one from the stub of the last.

For me, my grandfather existed only as the face of a man in uniform in a framed black-and-white photograph that stood on my mother’s writing desk. It never struck me as strange that a German soldier presided over my mother’s typewriter, envelopes and stamps. Until the evening of one of my parents’ many dinner parties. My siblings and I were dressed in our best clothes, standing excitedly in the hallway, jumping at each strike of the brass knocker. It was Christopher’s job to open the front door, I would take the guests’ coats and Caroline would hand them a glass of sparkling wine. It was a well-oiled drill. But on this particular evening a woman followed me into my mother’s study, where we were storing the coats. When she saw my grandfather, her face paled.
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My mother’s writing desk with her photo of my grandfather, taken in 1942.
‘A bit tactless of Jutta to have a Nazi sitting on her writing desk!’ she muttered to her husband before stretching a smile across her face and joining the other guests.

I knew the Nazis as the baddies in The Sound of Music, but I also knew from my parents that not all Germans were Nazis. And that my grandfather wasn’t one. He was just a German soldier. But thereafter I began to notice the slightly panicked glances exchanged between certain people when they discovered our family’s dual nationality.

For many children growing up in England in the sixties and seventies, it seemed that the Second World War felt an age away. But around families that included former enemies, the rumblings of conflict could still be heard. They were often subtle, communicated in discreet elbow digs or resentments that leached out of the older generation. But they were definitely there, small incidents that sowed little question-marks in my mind.

My mother, who spoke English beautifully and with almost no accent, told me how a man with whom she had been in conversation at a social event had simply turned on his heel and walked off when she’d mentioned that she was German. On another occasion, after she returned home upset, my father quietly explained how someone had announced that ‘the only good German is a dead German’. A boy in my brother’s class taunted him by jeering ‘Your mother is Mrs Hitler.’ The grandmother of one of my friends refused to sit at their lunch table with me because of my nationality. And, when my mother set up a language school during the spring and summer holidays, attracting scores of young German students, employing countless locals as hosts and providing us children with full-time holiday jobs teaching English and co-ordinating leisure activities, it was the ‘bloody Germans’ that the village shop assistant complained about, regardless of the roaring trade in crisps and chocolate bars they brought her in the breaks between classes.

All of this concerned me. But one moment in particular crystallized in my mind as the first time I felt the chill of shame associated with my identity. The first time I felt different, excluded, othered.

I must have been ten or eleven. I had contracted impetigo and my mother had covered the affected red parts with pink, chalky calamine lotion – round the base of my nostrils, my top lip and chin – until my face resembled a badly decorated cupcake. I looked ridiculous. I was relieved when nobody commented on these unsightly blotches as I congregated with my friends outside the village shop. I almost convinced myself they hadn’t noticed. But then someone made me laugh and the pink crust above my lip split. One of the older boys, spotting the red blood oozing through it, pointed at me: ‘Oh look,’ he exclaimed. ‘She’s bleeding!’ And, with a loud guffaw, he added: ‘Bloody Kraut!’

The others turned and laughed, and I did, too, dabbing at my mouth with the back of my hand, trying to stem the rising sense of mortification. I didn’t fully understand the insult: I had only ever heard ‘Kraut’ used to describe a kind of pickled cabbage. But I knew that it had something to do with my heritage.

A quiet confusion began to take root. In my first year at boarding school – a perk paid for largely by the Navy but one that was anathema to my mother, who couldn’t understand why parents should send away their children at such a young age – I was seen as bright, hard-working, popular and ‘trendy’. By the second, however, my school reports painted me as aggressive, argumentative and failing to achieve my academic potential. I rejected the unfair advantage and privilege that were used by the school like sticks to beat an undeserved sense of superiority into us. I conspicuously flouted rules and vociferously challenged the teacher’s demands for respect and obedience. And I arrogantly dismissed most subjects as irrelevant to any life beyond school. It was as if a stranger had broken into my childhood idyll and was wreaking havoc there. It began to dog me, instilling in me an encroaching sense of not belonging: not to my beloved family, not to the ethos of the school, not to the people around me, not even to myself. It was around this time that I had the nightmare for the first time, a dream that would recur again and again over the next three decades. It was always the same.

The sun is shining. I am part of a team of schoolgirls playing lacrosse when an energetic pass sends the ball soaring over our heads into the strictly out-of-bounds rhododendron woods. I run headlong into the bushes with several other girls to retrieve the ball, using my stick to thrash a path through the leaves. I am drawn deeper and deeper into the gloomy undergrowth. A distant voice calls, ‘Found it!’ and I try to retrace my steps, but I can’t find my way. I can see the bright green grass, bathed in sunlight, through a web of branches and stems; I can hear the chatter and laughter of my classmates. But I can’t reach them. Suddenly, I stumble into a pit with steep banks, full of decomposing autumn leaves. Every time I attempt to scramble up the sides, a fox appears and forces me to the bottom again. I try for years and years to outwit the fox, but I never succeed. And nobody ever notices I am missing.

During my teenage years, I grew more and more aware of the anti-German sentiment around me and how it pushed me out on to the margins. Not so much from the school history lessons that seemed to reduce Hitler and the Second World War to a series of military bombardments won by the British, which paled in impact as we dodged books intermittently hurled across the classroom by our ill-tempered history teacher, who had no tolerance of inattentiveness. The antipathy stemmed more from the steady stream of war films on television and at the cinema. And then, in 1975, came the Fawlty Towers episode ‘The Germans’ that made it permissible, perhaps unintentionally, to relentlessly mock the Germans in the guise of quoting Basil’s famous line ‘Don’t mention the war’.

Germans were ridiculed for being disciplined, punctual, formal, stiff and so overly law-abiding that they would wait unnecessarily at the red lights of pedestrian crossings. They were characterized as lacking any sense of humour and wholly unable to indulge in small talk to the point of rudeness or conceit. And, of course, they all loved beer and sausages. It appeared that efficiency, precision and order – qualities my mother both possessed and strove for – had been turned into negative stereotypes. The jokes saddened me as I thought of my mother and her family and their infinite kindness. But simultaneously I longed not to be part of this seemingly unacceptable group.

The jocular mood sobered in 1979, when the American miniseries Holocaust landed in European living rooms. Starring a young Meryl Streep, it graphically depicted the fate of a fictitious German Jewish doctor and his family living in Berlin. As renewed shockwaves rippled around the globe, leaving a sense of inexcusable horror in their wake, it became normal for my classmates to fervently and loudly declare that they loathed the Germans. German schoolchildren spending their holidays at my mother’s language school quietly asked her if their host families would now hate them. Defending Germans, as I had always done, by firmly declaring that not all of them were Nazis, became impossible.

I, too, felt disgust. But despising the Germans wasn’t as straightforward for me. It required me to hate part of my family.

And a part of myself.
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A Kind of Knowing


Later … I kept feeling as if someone else were walking beside me, or as if something had brushed against me.

W. G. Sebald, Austerlitz



AS A CHILD, I FELT my mother as an extension of myself. A separation, even for a night, would trigger intense homesickness that could only be remedied by returning to the dry land she represented. For her it was the same. We were intricately bound by invisible threads.

For all of us, she was a devoted and engaged parent who imbued her children with a love of British culture, gardens, music and beauty. She was good-hearted and thoughtful and deeply interested in people. She was daring, too, a fast driver with a disregard for authority that amused us and made our friends think her cool.

But, as teenagers, it was through the lens of my mother’s high standards that we children began to see ourselves. There was a hidden template that outlined the right way to be: strong, successful and compliant. It offered little room for mistakes and ample scope to disappoint. Her own father had, we knew, been a stern disciplinarian, but her strictness seemed fuelled by a need for control. In spite of her own noncompliance with conventions, she desperately wanted us not only to adhere to the norms of the society in which our family was embedded, but to embrace them.

When we began to shed the family swaddling to take our first steps in the world as individual characters, we first had to negotiate a series of portcullises, each of which provoked a battle. There was an unhealthy power to our mother’s opinions. A concerned glance from her to our father could spark doubts that gnawed at any conviction like woodworm at the leg of a chair. At first, the skirmishes revolved around minor things – mild disapproval of silly behaviour, our choice of clothing or our school grades – but gradually they progressed to more complex issues.

I had always been slim as a child and the first signs of pubescent puppy fat went unnoticed, by me, at least. But the German side of the family, while excellent cooks, were deeply critical of weight gain. Caroline and I came to dread the quick visual assessment in the school car park when our mother collected us for a long-awaited weekend at home. A congratulatory ‘You’ve lost weight’ would send a wave of joy coursing through us, while a rhetorical, accusatory ‘Have you put on weight?’ would crumple our self-esteem. Driven by our mother’s fattist gaze, we became obsessed with diets, seesawing between feeling starved and stuffed, guilt-ridden for succumbing to such a base need as appetite or triumphant for rising above it.

Growing up with dual nationality was inevitably going to present us with some conflicting cultural messages. My mother advocated the benefits of the straight line: setting a goal and going for it like an arrow to a target. This involved speaking the truth in an uncluttered way, which made it impossible for her not to tell you if your bum did indeed ‘look big in this’. My father, on the other hand, was the archetype of British diplomacy. He taught us the benefits of the circle, of tiptoeing round and round an uncomfortable issue before eventually getting to the point – or not, as the case would often be – of saying, yes when you meant no, or vice versa.

Trips to restaurants would frequently see us sliding down our chairs in embarrassment as my mother answered a waiter’s mandatory ‘Was everything all right?’ with her fatal combination of high standards and honesty. My father, meanwhile, would smile apologetically and say yes, thank you, even if his coffee had been tea and the fish pie still frozen. For us children, it was a matter of learning how to navigate different situations and choose the most appropriate response.

I never doubted that my mother loved us, but as a family we had to tread warily around a part of herself that threatened to unravel her. We all colluded in protecting this inner vulnerability. Around the dinner table, if I tried to take issue with her, the eyes of my siblings warned me to shut up. We must not upset Mummy. She could be forceful one moment, and the next she would melt into defenceless tears. My sister and brother developed coping strategies. Caroline clashed with my mother and would then defiantly go her own way. She was born with a thicker skin and a tougher constitution. Christopher would appear to be listening to her but his ears would be firmly closed. He would diplomatically agree and then withdraw. I, on the other hand, feeling constantly silenced, absorbed the tension until I was full, at which point it either exploded in a pointless confrontation or sunk me into depression.

Occasionally, I’d catch glimpses of a listlessness in my mother. At other times, she seemed discontent and lost. She had a beautiful home, a large circle of friends and was running a thriving language school she had built from scratch. But something was missing. Incessant activity served as a distraction from an emptiness she could neither articulate nor fill. Achievement was evidence of self-worth. Moments of relaxation were viewed as laziness and the sweet sense of a job done well was quickly replaced by another job. It was a cycle. And we were all caught up in it.

I couldn’t work it out. Was she, like any other proud parent, keen for her children to reach the top positions in class for their own sakes, or did she need to bask in the glow of our academic attainment to make up for a lack of her own? With her promising early career brought to a premature end, did she feel straitjacketed in the traditional roles of wife and mother in a quintessentially English village, with muddy dogs and sticky children in tow, in spite of her flourishing business? And behind her reluctance to let us grow up, might there have been a secret longing for the freedom and opportunities she had been denied as a child? Or was she just afraid she would be left alone?

Her French and Italian friends – with their adorable accents and national idiosyncrasies – were considered charming. But there wasn’t the same tolerance of exoticism in a German woman. Like many who have felt the chill of public loathing and rejection, she needed to hold tightly to the norms of acceptable English behaviour, becoming more English than the English.

As a teenager, I would stare at the large black-and-white portrait of my mother, in a red leather frame, that stood on one of my bedroom shelves. The photograph had been taken on her engagement. She must have been twenty-six or twenty-seven. She looked so beautiful, so happy, so carefree. So different from the woman I knew.

[image: ]
My mother on her engagement to my father, 1961.
I longed to see more of her younger self, of the free-spirited, multicultural woman breaking with convention and trailblazing independence for subsequent generations. I felt strangely protective of that person. But when I encouraged my mother to reconnect to this version of herself, to pursue her former dreams of travelling and leave us to look after ourselves, we just argued, which left us both feeling wretched.

Caught in a tension of deeply loving my mother but feeling oppressed and debilitated by her anxious conformity and criticism, I tried in vain to please her. I wanted to break free but a sense of responsibility for her emotional pain, whatever it was, led me to either suppress my will or fight hard against hers.

Guilt – or was it shame? – slipped into my soul discreetly. Its presence was initially little more than an occasional flicker, a brief tonal dimming of the colourful world around me. But it would soon become master of my internal world, switching off the lights for increasing periods of time and leaving me fumbling in the dark. I felt guilty that I had so many advantages over others. Guilty about rejecting the well-meant opportunities my parents and comfortable upbringing created for me. And guilty about the distance that was growing between me and my mother.

Guilt, it transpires, is one of a number of potential byproducts of trauma. I couldn’t link my guilt to any trauma of my own, but it was none the less there, driving my actions, forming, or possibly deforming, my emerging character.

The word ‘trauma’ comes from the Greek traumatikos, meaning ‘wound’, which originally referred to external violence that inflicted injury. It’s still used in this way in medicine and surgery. But today it also describes any event or ongoing situation that triggers significant levels of fear, confusion, loss of control, pain, humiliation and/or helplessness. Something that is so overwhelming you don’t know how to deal with it. Causes can range from divorce, violent crime or bereavement to natural disasters, rape and war. It is not, however, the event or the level of threat that define the extent of the traumatic impact but the subjective response of the individual. Not so much what happens to you as what happens inside you as a consequence.

Since the early 1990s, brain-imaging tools have been able to show what occurs in the brains of traumatized people. They reveal how certain key brain circuits become limited by trauma, resulting in a fundamental reorganization of the way the person thinks – not just how they think, but their very capacity to think. The prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for a wide variety of functions – including complex thinking, emotion- and stress-regulation, decision-making and appropriate behaviour – can become dysfunctional. The process of memory creation in the hippocampus can be compromised by flashbacks. The event doesn’t recede, but still resides in the present, ready to intrude at any time. The amygdala, which activates the fight-flight-freeze response to danger, now reacts to memories and thoughts as if they are situations occurring currently, leaving the traumatized individual with a continuing sense of imminent threat. The hypothalamus becomes overactive, creating imbalances in hormone levels and increasing stress and anxiety.

In my forties, while researching trauma, I recognized that, unlike those of her siblings, my mother’s memories of the past weren’t linear. They were more dreamlike: islands of disjointed incidents, emotionally muffled by a blanket that left no sharp edges, no strong colours, no real shape. I wondered how the war might have affected her.

Could it be that my mother, a sensitive child, was impacted more than her siblings by the dramatic backdrop to their childhood? Or did she experience something that the others hadn’t? Of all her stories, it was the one about her flight from the family home that left the deepest impression on me. I would revisit it from many angles, slipping myself into the shoes of my mother at ten years old, feeling each moment.

I imagined the Russian troops approaching from the south-east. They are in Cottbus, only 100 kilometres, some 60 miles, from Jüterbog. Heralding their inevitable arrival are such terrifying stories of indiscriminate rape and brutality that my grandmother decides it is time to send her two youngest daughters to her parents.

Jutta has to leave her beloved canary, Hansi, with her best friend and neighbour. She will later wonder at her mother’s decision to allow her to take a doll rather than giving her silver, or some other useful object with trading value, to carry. That she has chosen the ugly new doll recently sent by her father rather than her favourite older one seems to be what bothers her most of all. At Berlin station, in the midst of the burning city, the two girls are ushered through the heaving crowds, too small to see where they are going. Dorothee will clearly remember them being lifted up and pushed through the window of the train. They don’t know when, or even if, they will see their mother again.

Decades later, while going through cupboards with my mother and sorting clothes to take to a charity shop, I asked her, out of curiosity: ‘What has been the most terrifying moment of your life?’

Without hesitation she named this experience and expanded on the story, as though it was still dancing in the front of her mind. At the station, my grandmother – who was holding Dorothee’s hand and carrying their bags – told my mother to hang on to one of the small lead weights in the hem of her coat, sewn in to help the coat sit properly. My mother gripped the button-like object and shuffled through the throng behind her in the direction of the train. Then the button slipped from her little fingers.

Her voice wobbled.

The contact with her mother was severed and she was cast into the current of a human sea; a drowning child. In that moment, she felt terrifyingly alone, possibly lost for ever.

As if in a trance, she put down the dresses she was folding and went out of the room and downstairs. I followed, in awe of the tininess of that moment and its huge implications. Rummaging at the back of a panelled cupboard, she produced a small hardback book. Its pages were ochre with age. On the cover was a hand-painted green woodpecker perching on a wild pink rose and the word ‘Tagebuch’, written in black letters.

My mother handed me the diary without so much as glancing inside. I opened it and instantly recognized her handwriting in the neat, girlish script. The first entry was from 1945, when she was nearly eleven – the same age at which I had started keeping my diary. I stared at her, rendered speechless by both the sudden appearance of this unexpected treasure and her apparent total absence of nostalgia. What was that? Was it simply a lack of interest? Or had she become detached from her eleven-year-old self?

The first pages were recollections of events from the year before: a trip into the Harz mountains, gathering cherries and strawberries and visiting relatives; the death of her much-loved grandfather, how his coffin had been placed on a cart and how the twenty-five Russian prisoners of war working his land had lined up and saluted him; the presents her father sent from Italy for the Christmas of 1944, when he was refused leave. And then the day her world changed: 1 February 1945.

[image: ]
My mother’s diary, 1945.

As the Russians were getting closer and closer … Mami thought it would be better that we should head for Wildenhorst after all. Suddenly everything happened really fast. Mami quickly went into town because we still didn’t have a travel permit. On the grounds of being ‘sick children’ we then got the permits and at 4 a.m. the following morning, we drove out of Jüterbog. It was really hard for us, Dorothee and me, as we would never see Jüterbog and our lovely home and our toys and all the other beautiful things again … Dorothee couldn’t walk in her shoes so she waited on the platform with Alexa [their maid] and the luggage while Mami and I went to the office of Herr Kroebel – that was the man we were meant to travel with. Unfortunately, he had already left for the station. His secretary said he was wearing a rucksack with six pockets … Mami asked a station guard if he would call out for him. The man said no and turned to a man with a rucksack and asked if he was Herr Kroebel. He said ‘yes’ and that’s how we found him! Then at 7 a.m. we got on to the train, as it was high time. We said goodbye to Mami but couldn’t get to a window to wave any more because the train was overfull.



There was no mention of the hem weight. Nor of the terror of separation from her mother that she could now recall with such ease.

One of the primary impacts of trauma is speechlessness: an inability to give voice to what you have experienced. This is caused by the left-hand side of the brain – the linguistic, sequential and analytical side – being deactivated during a traumatic event, which is why people may become mute, scream, whimper, hurl obscenities or howl in fear. This inability to articulate can continue indefinitely.

Because the traumatic situation is often one in which the individual has had no choice or agency, the sense of self can become impaired. A loss of ability to be autonomous can make it hard for the person to make decisions or take charge of their life, so they seek the approval of others. The fight-flight-freeze response, once a healthy reaction to threat, may keep the body in a state of ongoing alertness or cause it to shut down, preventing relaxation and connection with emotions and sensations. Angry outbursts, loss of control, trust issues and low self-esteem may develop, leaving sufferers feeling vulnerable and doubtful of gut feelings. A fear of relationships and intimacy may then force them to withdraw into unhappy isolation.

I could recognize some of these symptoms of trauma in my mother. Low self-esteem and a lack of self-confidence lay behind some of her behaviour. A reluctance to stop and to relax. And there were occasions when she sought approval. Yet at other times, her directness and spirited rejection of officialdom took assertiveness to astonishing and amusing levels, and she taught us all how to stand up to authority and perceived injustice by imagining the person in the position of power without their clothes on. Her approach was also highly effective. The time I was expelled from boarding school was a case in point.

My deteriorating attitudes and behaviour had become unacceptable to the new headmistress, a feminist academic powerhouse. After an incident involving a pair of forbidden court shoes and a defiant bout of swearing at a teacher, she phoned while I was home for the weekend and informed my parents that I was not to return. My mother, who couldn’t reconcile this troublesome school version of me with the daughter she knew, responded with an unequivocal ‘That’s ridiculous!’ and declared that she would bring me back to school a week later without further discussion. She was as good as her word.

Even she, however, couldn’t save me from subsequent expulsion from sixth-form college. I had opted to leave boarding school to do my A-Levels but, although the college was refreshingly liberal, my frequent truancy and blatant disinterest in my chosen subjects left my long-suffering tutors with no alternative. I was expelled and banned from setting foot on the premises except to sit my exams. I didn’t care. By this time, I had discovered that only art, with its mad sanity, made any sense to me. Whenever I stepped into the paint-splattered studio, with its rickety easels and smell of oils, all self-doubt vanished. There, thoughts were encouraged to roam, horizons were expanded and feelings found shape in line and colour. The art teachers saw something in me that nobody else had noticed and, motivated by their inspiration and support, I worked boldly and large and discovered my strength.

Beyond the art room, however, I felt like an outsider. Misunderstood and critical of the values around me, I was increasingly drawn to the rebels and cultural anti-heroes who fell foul of the law. A darkness descended as the happy little girl of my childhood disappeared and, at sixteen, in the solitude of my bedroom at home, I plunged into my first full-blown depression.

The world dulled to tones of grey as my feelings numbed. Nothing had meaning or worth. I had a strong sense of the person I could be, but something was in my way, holding me back, pulling me down. I could feel part of myself solidifying into an impenetrable block that repelled the amorous advances of the boys around me and the concern of those I loved. Behind that stony façade, I was struggling.

It was much more than hormones or teenage angst. Unbeknownst to me, I was showing symptoms typical of trauma but, with no obvious cause, I did what many teenagers do. I blamed my mother.
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A Heart Behind Bars


If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up the men to gather wood, don’t divide the work and give orders. Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea.

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Citadelle



I EMERGED FROM SIXTH-FORM COLLEGE in 1982 with a handful of unimpressive grades and an unhelpful attitude to virtually everything. What I did have was a longing to explore the world and I was ready to embark on the next chapter of my life.

Art was the obvious subject to pursue and my parents, recognizing that it was where both my passion and my talent lay, agreed to fund a three-month history of art course in Florence. Along with two friends, I stayed at a rambling old villa weighed down by heavy furniture and huge embroidered lampshades. We wandered the streets, intoxicated by the candlelit churches and late-summer bustle of colourful markets and piazzas. I lapped up cappuccini and haloed Madonnas with equal gusto, but I was also drawn to the darkly exotic, olive-skinned young people in the Piazza della Signoria. They were – for the most part – drug addicts but, with their long, curly hair, silver jewellery and low-slung black jeans, they encapsulated the spirit of rebellious bohemianism that so beguiled me. And their lives, free of convention, embodied the kind of thrill I had found riding on the back of a fast motorbike in a miniskirt. When it came to danger, I was up for it.

So when one of them invited me for a coffee two weeks after my arrival, I agreed without hesitation. His name was Ivano. He was a student, apparently. We chatted over an excessively sweet – and, as it turned out, spiked – espresso, and then he escorted me to my class where, over the course of two hours, I became vaguely aware of my head nodding uncontrollably and my handwriting disintegrating into a diagonal scrawl.

The teacher asked if I was tired.

I said I was fine.

Ivano was waiting for me when I re-emerged. And that’s all I remember.

My friends say that I appeared six hours later, propped up against the gate of our villa by a drunk stranger who’d found me in a bad way at the bottom of the road. I didn’t seem to be injured, but my purse had been emptied of money. They undressed me and put me to bed as I rambled on about the amazing time I’d had.

I slept for twelve hours, waking to a haze of amnesia that was gradually punctuated by a series of flashbacks: a street corner littered with used syringes; Ivano holding a knife to my throat, assuring me that he’d do this to anybody who tried to hurt me; my mind working but my body failing; my T-shirt being lifted; sitting among a large circle of people around a fire; stumbling, falling, pushing off a man who was drunk. And then nothing.

To this day, I watch this sequence of images like a movie, detached from the lead role. I never felt traumatized, only intrigued, a little excited, even, by my initiation into the underworld. This would, however, become the traumatic event on to which I, and others, would try to hang my worsening symptoms. But they always slipped off. Because, while the drama of being drugged and robbed and sexually assaulted provided reasons enough for my problems, deep down, I knew they had started long before.

At the end of my course, I returned from Italy with my head full of impressions of the frescoes that adorned the walls of basilicas, monasteries and monks’ cells. I arranged an apprenticeship in colour-mixing and in the fashionable paint effects of the eighties, and then, with premature confidence, set up on my own in London, practising mural painting and ragging, dragging and stippling my way through clients’ houses with varying degrees of success. To top up my income, I organized my first solo exhibition of photographs, framing them myself in evening classes and hand-delivering invitations to galleries and journalists on my moped. I wanted to earn enough money to buy a round-the-world airline ticket and travel the globe.

Rejecting my mother’s vision for her daughters – a sensible job with a vibrant social life, puffed up like a meringue in silk taffeta dresses, charming husband in tow – I thought that travelling to far-off continents would offer escape, not only from the outer constraints of parents, class, nationality and gender
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