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The waves raise us up,

The waves drag us down,
And we founder.


Our lives are enclosed
By a narrow circle.
And many generations
Succeed one another
In the endless chain
Of being.

  

—GOETHE


1. A LETTER

IN THE year 1878, Paul Effinger, a young man of seventeen, wrote a letter:


My dear parents,

Your letter from the 25th of this month was duly received, and I hasten to answer it.

We are also feeling the effects of the great economic upturn sweeping the country. I’m working in an iron foundry now, and, believe me, it’s hard work. We start at five in the morning and finish at six in the evening—eleven hours of work. Often we don’t finish until seven. It’s dreadful for the workers. Their homes are so far away that going back would leave them only five hours to rest. Instead, they make up beds in the foundry and sleep there, men and women together, in the most unspeakable disarray. A worker’s lot is only slightly better than a beggar’s here. I have been considering these matters at length. I spend my evenings trying to further my knowledge of engineering. Twice a week, I attend lectures on trade and commerce. I’m also brushing up on my French.

Now to convey the news, which, my dear parents, I believe you will find most heartening. My esteemed chief asked me to lunch this Sunday. He had invited all the apprentices who had completed their training. It was lovely. There was wine, and I was seated next to the mistress of the house, which seemed almost too great an honor. There is a daughter, though she seems to take little interest in young men, and conversed only with a lieutenant. Here, lieutenants are worshipped almost like gods. Herr Rawerk sends you his greetings, by the way.

It might interest you to learn that the Kaiser and Bismarck passed through our town on the occasion of the imperial maneuver. Herr Rawerk, along with the rest of us, wanted to prepare a grand reception for our honored Kaiser and the great Bismarck. But how? Our foreman had a brilliant idea, which we enthusiastically carried out. As the imperial train passed by, a large contingent of workers stood on the brick columns of the factory walls, each holding a handful of coals or briquettes, and assumed statuesque, almost painterly poses. The scene was strikingly original and, I believe, characteristic of the industrial spirit of the Rhineland. Kaiser Wilhelm acknowledged us several times from the train.

As you can see, I find myself at the heart of the bustling world. However, on Sunday, I took the steamboat down the Rhine to Saint Goar. It was very crowded and people were in high spirits. Lest you worry that I have become unduly frivolous, I can assure you it was my first journey down the Rhine in three years, and I am setting aside every penny of my salary.

Farewell, do give my love to all my siblings, and please accept the warmest wishes from your devoted son,

Paul



The young man, a slight, unremarkable person with light-brown hair, took up the box of blotting sand and, with quick, practiced gestures, set his letter to dry. Then, in the ornate script of a salesman, he wrote “The Hon. Herr Mathias Effinger, Watchmaker, Kragsheim,” found a stamp, and brought his letter to the post.


2. KRAGSHEIM

KRAGSHEIM was composed of three distinct realms. At the foot of the hill was the old city: houses nestled closely together; quiet southern streets; blooming lindens, lilacs, and laburnums; narrow alleys; half-timbered houses with lanterns. Here were the shops and the market, with an arcade to shelter from the rain and the heat of the sun. Here were the craftsmen: the blacksmith at the gates, the cobbler and tailor in their workshops, and here was Mathias Effinger, the watchmaker. The buildings had old names: Blue Key, Golden Crown, White Lilac. Over them rose the spires of Saint Jacob’s, a sign of protection, warning, and eternity for the small cluster of gabled houses. The church was white inside. The city was Protestant. It had proudly defended the freedom of Christianity against the Catholic League and had provided quarters for Gustavus Adolphus. At the start of the Thirty Years’ War, the city boasted thirty thousand inhabitants. When it ended, three thousand crept unkempt, starved, and petrified from their homes, while pigs ran through the streets.

In the year 1878, the old city walls still kept their guilds and citizens in strict order.

Beyond the gate, decorated with volutes and orbs, began the second realm. One left behind the sixteenth century and entered the eighteenth, exchanging the alderman for the paid official, the Landsknecht for the officer. A grand avenue lined with chestnut trees and flanked by simple white houses culminated in a large sun-beaten square before a vast palace. Princesses had once been received here; from here, the lord of the manor had set out on hunts, accompanied by lady friends in a carriage drawn by eight horses, with pages on the footboard, and footmen wearing their hair in white queues, in light-blue silk jackets and knee-length pink vests, perched on horses. The prince’s subjects bowed and scraped, tolerated tributes and billeting, and admired the splendor of the palace, which had never been fully paid off. The Napoleonic Wars had expunged the craftsmen’s bills. Now, the palace park, fountains, open air theater, artificial ruins, and fan-shaped teahouse, red with light-blue trim, stood open to visitors. In the palace lived the prince. He had taken simple rooms for himself, yet on those notable occasions when the Kaiser made his journey from Berlin, the crystal chandeliers would blaze with the fire of hundreds of candles in the hall of mirrors, the porcelain room, and the blue and yellow studies, casting their glow upon the fairy-tale splendor of a lost world of amaranth-red damask and faded silver frames and plaster that surged on the ceiling like sea foam.

Beyond this began the third realm. There were rivers, meadows, country roads and villages, mountains, and forests fragrant with the scent of trickling streams. From the mountains, one could look down upon the red-roofed town behind the rococo gate. The wheat stalks grew tall in the fertile southern German soil. By the little bridge stood Saint Christopher; by the undulating field was Christ on a cross. In the next village, the bells tolled Ave Maria. In the next village, the old faith, Catholicism, had endured.

The Hussars trotted through the gate with the volutes and orbs. They wore white ribbons in their blue overcoats and sported little flags on their lances. The people rushed to their windows. Behind them followed the post chaise, its postilion playing, “Oh, must I, must I, leave my village dear.” The postman, wearing a yellow rococo dress coat, rang the bell of the Eye of God, a house with three stories at the front, crowned with a half-timbered gable. The top story opened onto a lawn and an orchard; below was the watch workshop.

A bright peal from the doorbell rang through the house. Effinger removed his magnifying glass from his eye. He wore a black velvet cap embroidered with red thread and had light-brown mutton chops, like Wilhelm the First and Kaiser Franz Joseph of Austria, who were his contemporaries.

“Good day,” said the postman. “Lots of mail for you, Herr Effinger!”

“All love letters, I’m sure.”

“Oh, I’ll believe it.”

“What do I owe you?”

“Nothing.”

“You let us off easy.”

“But not everyone. Good day.”

“Good day.”

He settled himself down to read. A confirmation had come in from Effinger Bros., the banking firm of his brothers in Mannheim, concerning two hundred guilders in savings that Effinger had sent them: “We inform you that we have credited your account with the sum of two hundred guilders.”

There was a letter from the palace, asking him to come and look at the clocks. The rooster who announced the hours from the watchtower had fallen silent.

The room ticked in a great cacophony, like a regiment of woodpeckers. Clocks lined the walls and the floor: white porcelain clocks with inset faces, elegantly decorated with gold and flowers, the Cologne Cathedral rendered in alabaster beneath a glass dome, a Parisian clock with a golden-bronze shepherdess who chimed the hour with her staff, a vast array of pocket watches, sturdy ones for the farmers and slim ones for court cavaliers, officers, and government officials, and delicate ladies’ watches dangling from chains.

It was eight o’clock in the morning. The clocks chimed brightly, interspersed with the deep, muffled bell of the clock tower. The clocks never chimed in unison. It simply wasn’t possible.

Effinger listened for a moment, then opened the next envelope. It contained an advertisement from a clock wholesaler: “In view of the current popularity of interiors in the old German style, we are pleased to introduce pendulum clocks modeled after houses from the German Renaissance. These clocks can be hung next to any piece of furniture in a modern interior with an authentically old German aesthetic.” Annoyed by the offer, Effinger growled, “A pretty swindle, that.” He took his personal correspondence and went through the spacious white hall, which harbored an enormous brown wardrobe, into the living room on the first floor, where Frau Effinger sat in the nook of the oriel window, mixing a yeasted dough.

“A letter from Paul.”

Minna Effinger, a large, bony woman, wiped her hands on her apron and read the letter.

“Well, what do you think?”

Mathias’s only reply was, “And here’s a letter from Heidelberg.”

“Must be from Amalie.”


My dears,

I must apologize for coming straight to the point. Helene, I believe, is now old enough to marry, and considering your many children, I’m sure you’re eager to see her well settled. I have a splendid match to suggest. The young man, Julius Mainzer, is twenty-seven years old, in perfect health, and from a good family. He runs a store in Neckargründen and he’s a hardworking salesman. He would require a dowry of several thousand marks. I have told him that Helene is a sound girl, a hard worker, and a good housewife. He’s quite eager, provided they take a liking to each other—after all, that’s important. I suggest that you come for a visit next Saturday. It’s only a stone’s throw away for him. If you find him suitable, we can arrange a house stay for Helene soon.



“What do you think?” asked Frau Effinger. “I’d have liked to keep the girl at home a bit longer. One can never know. . .”

“Wedded soon is a boon,” said Effinger. “We’ll go down to the Neckar this Saturday.”

“May God bless us,” said Frau Effinger.

“Amen,” said Effinger. He closed the door behind him, went downstairs, wedged the magnifying glass into his eye and continued to study the cogs. As soon as the door had shut, Frau Effinger knew that, in half a year’s time, Helene would be standing behind the shop counter in Neckargründen. Her father did not approve of women in higher education.

“Tradesmen’s children should stick to their trade,” he was fond of saying.

Benno, their eldest, was in England, working in a knitwear factory in Manchester. Karl was an apprentice at a bank in Berlin. Paul was in the Rhineland. Willy was learning the watchmaker’s trade from his father. Four hardworking sons. She wiped away her tears. Helene would marry and leave for Neckargründen. Only little Bertha would be left. Frau Effinger sat in the oriel and beat the yeast dough, her keychain jingling now and then.


3. LONDON

PAUL EFFINGER was standing on London Bridge next to his brother Benno. It was 1883.

“I’m convinced that one day, Germany will rival England in exports and prosperity,” he said. “If only I had more capital!”

Benno was dressed like an Englishman in a broad-cut suit of coarse tweed. He now went by “Ben” and spoke with a slight English accent. The transformation had been swift.

“Come on,” he said, “tear yourself away from the merchant navy. We’re going to lunch. I’ll tell you once again: Stay in London! England is England! Germany is far too confining. England is the wide world. Here you can do well for yourself.”

“Easy for you to say,” Paul retorted. “After all, we always called you ‘Herr Lord.’ ”

Ben laughed. “And you always said: ‘I want a smokestack.’ ”

“Did I really?”

The brothers ate their pasties and helped themselves to tangy sauces.

“What do you think?” asked Ben.

“To me, England will always be a foreign country.”

Benno looked up, uncomprehending. “Do you think so?”

Paul said, “I’m convinced the future belongs to gas engines, but one would need a small fortune to venture into such uncharted territory. I’ll begin with screws.”

“How much have you got?”

“Five thousand marks.”

“Five thousand pounds should be more than enough. Can you operate at such low cost?”

“What’s that—five thousand pounds? Where did you get that from? No, I mean marks, not pounds.”

“That’s nothing.”

“It’s quite a lot given my salary of a hundred and twenty shillings. Perhaps Effinger Bros. in Mannheim can help me.”

“With a loan, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Fat chance,” Ben laughed.

“You’re right, I’m sure. Why should they give me a loan?”

“What about America?” said Benno.

“Only frauds and swindlers go to America. I don’t need to disappear.”

“America,” said Benno, “is the land of boundless opportunity, not just a scoundrel’s paradise. I simply want to convince you to remain in the wider world. What ties you to Germany?”

“I don’t understand. Germany is our home.”

Benno leaned back and said bitterly, “A country where merchants are despised as profiteers, suitable only for paying taxes, and where the lowliest lieutenant feels he can spit on the most distinguished professor, not to mention those of us in commerce or industry! Here, you can be free.” He made a grand gesture with his right arm.

“You sound as though you were proclaiming habeas corpus,” Paul smiled.

“Don’t be so flippant,” said Ben. “This country is too large for small-mindedness. I don’t understand why you want to go back to Germany.”

“I don’t want to lose my roots and become a foreigner. First, I’ll return to Kragsheim, and then we shall see.”

“Kragsheim!” Ben said drily. “You certainly have odd ideas. There’s the prince at the top, then nothing at all, then come the district president and the first lieutenant and the lieutenant, and then the world ends. Only when there’s nothing left come the misera plebs, the shop owners and craftsmen. You want German Romanticism, lilacs and half-timbered houses and strolls outside the city gates, and yet you want gas engines too. If I didn’t know how bright you were, I’d say your head was in the clouds; but you’ve always been a dreamer, and that will always get in your way.”

“If mankind hadn’t dreamed of seven-league boots, we wouldn’t have locomotives today. And anyway, what does this have to do with my reluctance to leave Germany? Who would choose to emigrate willingly? Don’t take it the wrong way, Benno—you have great ambitions, and you may think that England will provide a smoother path for your plans, but it’s not the normal way of things.”

“So you hold it against me?”

“Yes.”

“You think I’m making it easy for myself?”

“Yes, you’re running away from our home, from our parents, from us. You’re in danger of becoming what Bismarck called Ludwig Bamberger in the Reichstag, a sujet mixte.”1

“I want to shed the cocoon of Kragsheim. I’m not sentimental. England is so large and powerful that it needs to oppress no one. One can make a life in Paris or London, but not in Germany or, God forbid, Prussia! But each man must choose his own path.”

“We come from humble stock,” said Paul. “One shouldn’t strive to advance above one’s station.”

Benno mocked him: “Dwell in the land and ye shall be fed!”

Paul said nothing, and poked at his pasty.

“But I’m fond of the watch shop,” said Benno, “especially when the whole house begins to chime. And when it smells of baked goods, like now.”

“Remember how we used to play cops and robbers in the summer? And the wild strawberries, blueberries, and blackberries?”

“Of course I do,” said Benno, and called for the waiter.

•
They were standing across from the Bank of England. They stood at the center of the world. Here was the Bank of England, with its white Grecian pillars. It was a temple. The goddess residing within this dark cella was the global standard of value: here were stores of gold, stores of British pounds. Whatever might happen in the world, the pound would remain as steadfast as this temple in London, as unshakable as the Bank of England itself. Two young men from the south of Germany were gripped by the vastness of the wide world. Goods came and went, prices rose and fell. All growth, all work on earth was transformed into goods valued by the pound. Then they, the merchants, moved them across the world on ships, trains, and trucks piled high; stockpiled them in warehouses in Hamburg, Antwerp, Nizhny Novgorod, Rotterdam, Marseille, and London; distributed them to tiny stores in farming towns across the United States, small shops in smoke-filled Lancashire, small shops in Colmar, Vilna, and Sens.

Men in top hats emerged from the Bank of England. Ben felt as though he was looking into the future.

Paul said, “Men of the world.”

Ben mused, “We could join their ranks.”

“And be subject to ridicule,” said Paul.

“You need to leave the watch shop behind,” Ben snapped.

“Why? It’s important to remember where you come from.”

“I’m going to stop by the club. Let me know when you’re leaving.”

Ben went away, tall and dignified, every inch the young Englishman in coarse tweed with many fobs dangling from his watch chain.

Back at his boardinghouse, Paul wrote down his expenses, pored over the railway timetable, and packed his things. He came across an old notebook. Its first pages held a sketch of the oldest inn in Germany, the Giant in Kragsheim, and a long list of numbers. These were the numbers of the locomotives that traveled through Kragsheim. And he wondered whether he would ever again be as happy as when he was a small boy, his stomach pressed to the ground, watching the express trains from the forest and writing down the numbers of the locomotives.


4. AN ATTEMPT IN KRAGSHEIM

IT WAS Friday afternoon. Paul was sitting with his mother in the nook of the oriel. She wore a wide blue apron with a bib and two straps buttoned at the back, and was beating her yeast dough.

“Benno’s doing very well,” said Paul.

“Is he staying?”

“He’s staying.”

“He’s making his way. You’re too modest, Paul.”

The bell at the door pealed brightly.

“That must be Willy,” said his mother.

Willy came sauntering in.

“Hello there! Oh, it’s our little Englishman! What’s new with the pound? Have you brought me back a sackful?”

“Oh, Willy, how you talk.”

“Business is booming,” said Willy, and pulled out a cigarette. “Mother, may I have a cup of coffee?”

“Yes, and there’s fresh cake.”

“I’m sure you think we country bumpkins can’t manage anything out here in the sticks. But I’ll show you what we’re capable of. Here, what d’you think this is?”

“A suitcase.”

“But what a suitcase! Have a look.” And he opened up the suitcase, in which watches were laid out on red velvet, just like on a shop table. “Well? What do you say to that? My own invention!”

“It’s marvelous!” said Paul.

“I’ve been selling three times as much since I got the sample case. It’s merely a matter of making an entrance, laying out the wares, and asking, ‘May I interest you in a watch?’ ”

“Singing the praises of your suitcase again?” said old Effinger. “I don’t want to hear any more about it.”

Then came a full-bellied pot of hot coffee and a plate of small cakes generously dusted with vanilla sugar.

Old Effinger said, “Cake at this hour, on a weekday—what’s this newfangled business?”

“But we have guests.”

“Willy, I don’t like that suitcase one bit. People used to look at what was inside, and now, all that matters is dressing up the outside.”

“It’s the way of the times,” said Paul. “We must follow it!”

“I’m too old for that. People know what’s in my watches; I don’t need red velvet to sell them. But if people do start buying watches from any Tom, Dick, or Harry, there’s no stopping the swindlers.”

“Now, now, Father,” said Willy.

“Factory goods, I expect.”

The mother passed around the cakes.

“You won’t find their like at any bakery.”

•
On Saturday morning, Paul went around and made his calls. His cousins asked him how he was doing.

“Could be better,” he said, partly because he didn’t want to stir up any jealousy, and partly because he believed it. He had come from London; they were in Kragsheim. “You’re not missing out on the wide world,” he said. They felt reassured. They sat around a round table, the women in heavy black satin gowns. Before each of them stood a glass of sweet wine.

Lunch was served at twelve. A white cloth covered the loaf of bread.

“Enjoy your meal,” old Effinger announced, washed his hands using the brass pitcher, dried them on the embroidered towel that hung on the wall, removed the cloth from the bread, and recited the blessing.

“Amen,” they said.

It was an abundant meal of beef and vegetables. The father nudged Paul.

“You’ve not touched that bit of meat.”

“But I just ate it.”

“No, that one there!”

His jokes ran thus. “It’s best to end your meal when it tastes best,” he would say.

The maid cleared the table. To finish, there were doughnuts, fatty and baked in plenty of schmalz. When all the food had been eaten, old Effinger readjusted his little cap and led the grace after meals.

“Amen,” they said.

•
It was Monday. Willy left to sell watches. He would return only on Friday evening.

Paul went into town. He stopped by the shop owned by Weckerle, his former schoolmate, and rang the bell.

“Hello, Franz.”

“Oh, hello, Paul! How are you? Nice of you to stop by. You’ve been traveling far and wide, so I hear.”

“Oh, not at all. And yourself?”

“Here as always, with the shop.”

“How’s business?”

“Not good, these days. It seems everyone’s leaving Kragsheim.”

“It might be time to introduce some industry here.”

“That’s what the mayor says too. But the prince won’t have it. The factories could only be built next to the palace, and the prince is against it.”

“I see. And business is bad all around?—By the way, have you gotten married?”

“No, but I’m engaged to Lise Schnack.”

“The court baker’s daughter?”

“Yes, the baker’s daughter.”

“Well, congratulations, she’s a very pretty girl.”

“Yes, very pretty.”

And then the conversation was over. A woman came in, asking for some cloth.

“I’d best be going,” said Paul.

“It’s been a pleasure,” said Franz, and shook his hand.

Paul went into the forest. It was early afternoon now and very hot. The moss had dried up. Little frogs hopped about everywhere while the crickets chirped quietly. Paul spread out a handkerchief and sat down on a tree stump. Below him lay the town, gabled red roofs with many chimneys, the white, square palace, the park behind it, and the sunbaked square in front, bare of trees.

Paul longed to remain in Kragsheim, and, just like his father, enjoy his Schoppen of wine2 in this simple, carefree world. He loved the countryside, the oaks, and the fields, almost with the sentimental love of a city child. Of all the rococo palaces he knew, he felt that Kragsheim’s boasted the most beautiful porcelain, the most beautiful fountains, and the most beautiful Gothic ruin in its park. He envied Franz in his fabric shop. This was the life he wanted too: pious, devout, simple.

With a heavy sigh, he picked up the book he had brought, and immersed himself in The Great Stock Market and Founding-Era Swindle in Berlin and Germany, a book whose every page stirred his anger.3 However, he felt that one should familiarize oneself with the opinions of one’s opponents.

It began to grow cool, and he went home.

Bertha was overseeing the delivery of wood. They still used large round baskets to haul the wood up from the street to the attic beneath the gable. The door chimed. His mother looked down and called: “What do you want?”

“Hello,” said Paul, “I’ll be off again shortly.”

He changed his collar, went to the town hall, and was announced to the mayor.

The mayor, who was a large, portly man with a belly and a long gray beard, received him. Stroking his beard, he said, “Ah, it’s Herr Effinger! Returned home, have you?”

“I’d like to stay here, in fact.”

“Well, now! And what will you do, if I may ask?”

“I’d like to set up a factory for screws, sir. Well, perhaps a factory is saying too much—it might be more of a workshop. I came to inquire about the availability of land, property, and the tax situation.”

“I’m afraid I must disappoint you, Herr Effinger. We’re interested in industry, of course; we’re modern, after all, and want to keep up with progress, but a matter of that sort must be considered very carefully. You’re quite right that everyone is leaving, and not just for lack of work. The move to large cities is a great danger for our people. The flight from the country! The lust for distraction and pride. Yes, sir!”

“Certainly, sir, but there’s only one solution to that: We must bring industry into the small towns and forge a connection between farming and industry.”

“Of course, but we must meticulously assess the tax benefits and the employment it could bring to our youth, in short, the advantages and disadvantages. It would likely mean expanding the school, and possibly the hospital . . .”

“But the town is underpopulated,” said Paul. “Count Wittrich’s old palace, which is enormous, is for sale for just three thousand marks. You couldn’t build it again at ten times the cost.”

“Of course not. But there will be associated costs, you see. Setting up a factory on the Rödern meadows would require building a street. The town’s finances are already tight. And His Majesty is set against it. His Majesty only spends half the year in Nice, after all, and resides here in the summer, and our merchants, as your father knows well, depend on the court’s patronage. Factories in the Rödern meadows might attract undesirable elements, even anarchists, and the westerly winds will blow smoke over to the palace . . .”

“Thank you, sir. I would have liked to settle down here.”

“Where will you go instead?”

“To Berlin!”

“Ah well, everyone leaves us for the Prussians, it seems. No one’s keen on staying.”

Paul wanted to respond. But he simply said, “Thank you, sir.”

“Goodbye!” said the mayor. “Give my regards to your father.”

Paul went down the shallow, broad stairs, and stopped by the ornate wrought-iron rose trellis.

Mother and Bertha were sitting on the lawn, mending laundry. The lilac blooms had faded. The air smelled of hay. The Main flowed beneath them.

They had a large basket before them, and the mother said, “These towels are wearing thin. We should get rid of them.” But she didn’t do it. Instead, she continued to mend one towel after the other, using the same darning needle she had brought with her on her wedding day thirty years ago. Bertha cut small squares out of one towel, pinned them to the others, and carefully sewed them in.

“Have you heard? Therese’s gotten engaged to the judge’s son. Always was a bit of a flirt, wasn’t she? Girls like her always get their way,” said the mother, and glanced bitterly at Bertha.

“She’s always been forward with men,” said Bertha, continuing to cut squares out of cloth. She thought, Therese always gets all dressed up. Only lower-class girls do that. The mother was just as severe; the idea of dressing up for one’s husband, even removing an apron for his arrival, seemed deeply improper to her. Bertha couldn’t help but feel ashamed when she dressed nicely.

“Therese has a silk dress that rustles when she walks down the street,” she said to the mother.

“Is that so?”

“Indeed.” She continued to sew in the squares.

“Dreadful! Well, what else can you expect when a girl loses her mother? I’m sure her mother is turning in her grave. She was such a modest woman.”

“But now she has the judge’s son,” said Bertha.

Slowly, it grew dark and cool. Paul sat at the old writing desk, writing letters. The mother lit a petroleum lamp and set the table.

“Helene doesn’t have an easy time of it,” she said. “Three little ones already, and another on the way. Julius works very hard, but I don’t think they manage to put anything aside. And we hear so little from Ben. His letters already have mistakes in them, as if he were forgetting his German. One of his letters mentioned a Miss Mary. Who’s that? Do you know her people?”

“No, but the family is very well respected and wealthy, I hear. They invited me to play croquet with them one Sunday, but I didn’t go.”

“Why not?” asked his mother.

“What good would I have been? They all play croquet so well, and there I’d be, just another young man to make up the numbers. Besides, who am I? A boy from the country, a lowly clerk.”

“But Benno goes there often?”

“Well, yes, but that’s Benno.”

“A golden nail may fall off the golden cart,” said the mother. “Karl is more worldly than you. He feels quite at home in Berlin.”

The maid came in. She wore wooden clogs, short skirts, and a large blue apron. “Beer money, madam.”

Frau Effinger delved into her skirt pocket and pulled out some pennies.

“For the young man as well?”

“How much?”

“A quarter.”

“A half and a quarter pint. I’ll need a bit more.”

Frau Effinger delved again into her skirt pocket and pulled out more pennies, which everyone still referred to as “Hellers.”

“Remember the French prisoner of war we had here in 1870–71?” asked the mother.

“Of course, I always took him out for rides in the carriage.”

“Yes—remember, his parents came and visited him. And now they’ve written, asking Father to send them a small pocket watch. A flat gold watch, with a large monogram.”

•
The sun set over the Rhine.

Effinger closed up his shop and said his evening prayers. Thus the day unfolded, from morning prayers to evening prayers. He washed his hands using the brass pitcher, dried them on the embroidered towel, lifted the cloth from the bread, and recited the blessing. “Amen,” they said.

The maid brought in the beer in open glasses. She came in without knocking, said, “To your health,” and vanished. Bertha followed behind her; she brought in a large roast beef with lots of gravy, potato dumplings, and a bowl of green salad.

“I let Hinterederer win at the Black Sheep today,” said Effinger, “and he hasn’t said a word about his watch since. Just goes to show.”

“What was wrong with it?”

“Didn’t like it anymore.—Schöppenbeck told me you went to see the mayor today. Seems I need to get my news from others.”

“Oh, there’s nothing to tell. I thought I might be able to settle down here.”

“Why?” asked the father.

“Well, I was thinking that, here, I know everyone.”

“You’d be better off in a big city. You won’t make anything of yourself at home.”

“I’ve decided to leave for Berlin next week.”

“So soon?” said the mother.

“He’s quite right,” said the father. “We’ve had our time together, we know we’re all in good health. What’s the point of staying on? He needs to get on and make something of himself.”

“But all the way up there!” said the mother, as if Berlin were in Siberia. “Have you got everything you need? Don’t you need more shirts?”

“No, I’ve brought back more than enough from London!”

“Oh, London,” said the mother, in awe.

Every evening, Effinger went to a different inn—the Glass Heaven, the Black Sheep, the Golden Wheel, the Giant, or the Silver Mule—for his Schoppen of wine, a game of tarock, and a Virginia cigar. This was the custom for all the men in Kragsheim; the women remained at home. On Sundays, everyone went on outings to the palace gardens, where they drank coffee in the white pillared hall. Some families greeted each other, while others kept to themselves.

When Bertha had cleared the table, the mother looked after her. “It’s hard to find a husband for a girl of her kind when we only have twenty thousand guilders for a dowry.”

Then she took up her cash book and wrote, “Beer, twelve pfennigs; two pounds beef, one hundred pfennigs.”

Turning to Paul, who was sitting with her and reading a book, she said, “Did you know beef is fifty pfennigs a pound now? Last summer—I suppose one shouldn’t wish for it again, even though we did benefit from it—it was only thirty-eight pfennigs, because the farmers had to slaughter their livestock since it was so hot.”

She continued to write: “White cloth for mending, fourteen pfennigs.”

Later, she cleaned up the shop with Bertha.


5. JOURNEY TO BERLIN

PAUL TRAVELED to Berlin. It took twenty hours. He left with a heavy heart. Things weren’t the same as ten years ago. Yes, he thought, 1872—those were the days. The economy was booming. Wages were high, salaries were high, profits were high. One could make a fortune overnight and become a rich man.

Opposite him sat a well-dressed man with a light-brown beard. “See that?” he said. “Even the lime works have shut down.”

“Times are hard,” said Paul.

“Nothing like ten years ago,” said the man with the beard.

“Boom times,” said Paul, and nodded his head.

“Exactly. Wages were high, salaries were high, profits were high. Now it’s a race to the bottom. They’re devouring each other alive. People thought the boom would last forever and expanded their factories at enormous cost, but it’s all over since the Vienna crash.4 No one can turn a profit with these prices. Wages have hit rock bottom. But factories shouldn’t come to a standstill. It’s better to operate at a loss than burn through your starting capital. Mark my words, young man, I say this to everyone in the younger generation: Saving will become an important habit again. Saving must become important again.”

“Yes,” said Paul. “The Germans have grown so extravagant. When I think back to the offices in London! The Brits are conservative, and know that one can do business just as well from a wooden chair. But in Germany, everything is cushioned.”

“How refreshing to hear such views!” said the older man. “Sometimes I despair of the younger generation. The so-called modern entrepreneurial spirit is to blame. All we wanted, as the old guard of Berlin machine manufacturers, was to build decent machines and take proper care of our clients. We didn’t think about profit. Now, entrepreneurs talk about ‘making returns.’ ”

“How’s that?” said Paul.

“We never dwelt on the numbers. We simply built our machines and delivered them and took pride in our service to society. And now I hear that in America they no longer work on commission, but sell steam engines from price lists, as if a steam engine were an ell of cotton, when in fact every steam engine is a particular, unique creation, the pride of its firm.”

“Why?” asked Paul.

The older man leaned back. And he asks me why?

“Why? Because each steam engine is a particular creation. Tell me, are you an engineer?”

“No,” said Paul.

“That’s just as well. The latest thing is that engineers think that they can substitute theory for practice. But practice is everything! You need experience in a workshop. All theory is gray, but the golden tree of life springs ever green. You see, we old machine manufacturers are both craftsmen and scientists, but not businessmen. I suppose you want to become an entrepreneur?”

“I’m in sales,” said Paul.

“I assumed as much when I saw how surprised you were to hear that we never bother with the numbers.”

“And how do you determine the price of your machines?”

“Well, we have a rough idea, and we always make a tidy profit. What do you want to start with, young man?”

“Screws, though the current economic downturn is very disheartening. There’s overproduction everywhere.”

“And you want to work with machines? As a salesman?”

“Yes. At mass scale. I saw a screw-cutting machine in London that can produce three thousand screws per hour. I wish I could import it!”

“What curious notions you have, young man! What on earth will you do with all those screws? What exactly will you assemble with them? Far better to stick to a simple lathe and manual labor. It’s cheaper than using those expensive machines. Why use expensive machines when they can’t compete with cheap labor?”

“Do you think so?” said Paul. He had planned to mass-produce accurate screws; perhaps he was mistaken after all.

“Shall we have lunch in Gera? They’re switching engines there. I wish I owned the restaurant in the station; it’s a gold mine. By the way, the name’s Schlemmer. Schlemmer, from Berlin.”

“Effinger.”

“Effinger?” said Schlemmer. “From the bank in Mannheim?”

“Relations,” said Paul.

They disembarked in Gera. Schlemmer ordered roast goose.

“A good roast goose is God’s great gift—that’s a saying in Berlin, you know. We have goose with cucumber salad and wheat beer with a shot of syrup, and on Sundays, we go out to Treptow. Berlin is big, Berlin is beautiful. I’m the owner of C. L. Schlemmer, machine factory. Happy to help in word and deed. It isn’t easy to get started. It takes a lot to survive the growing pains! Come visit me sometime and take a look at my factory.”

Paul looked out. At first, the countryside didn’t seem particularly different from that of Kragsheim. But after Jena, it dwindled to emptiness. Then came uninhabited land, sand, more sand, a sprinkling of grass, pine trees. More sand, more pines, tall trunks topped with sparse branches.

“This may sound silly,” said Paul, “but is there really a big city out there?”

“Yes,” Schlemmer roared with laughter. “Prussian Berlin—you’ll be amazed by the city. Wide streets and tall buildings—splendid stuff—theater and cabarets, and nightlife for a young man like yourself. Splendid, I tell you.”

“Is that so?” said Paul.

Here, too, the wheat grew, but how sparse and pitiful it looked, with large gaps between the green stalks! In the south, life always teemed with activity. Maypoles were put up. There was the parish fair, or Corpus Christi, or perhaps a cattle market. Flags were hoisted, and townsfolk paraded through the streets with banners. There was movement, life. The evening bells rang out over the lush fields, and the world sank into silence.

Paul gazed at the landscape, and his heavy heart grew even heavier. He remembered the dream from his last night in London: he was entering Kragsheim along the broad avenue that led to the palace, which was lined with chestnut trees in bloom, in a carriage drawn by two majestic horses with lush manes and silver collars nodding their heads. He decided then and there that he would work in this flat land and retire as soon and as early as possible, so he could drink his Schoppen at the Glass Heaven in Kragsheim.


6. ARRIVAL

ALL OF a sudden, the city began. Gray on gray. Rear buildings, cramped courtyards. Lots of train tracks. Paul looked out the window and saw Karl standing in the station hall. Karl looked dashing with his thick blond mustache; his kind eyes were framed by a pair of pince-nez with thick black rims and a broad black ribbon around his neck. His black coat was high-necked, in the fashion of the day; he wore a wide tie with a large gold horseshoe pin, pale-gray trousers, and a carnation in his buttonhole. Karl looked like an unsophisticated dandy. Ben is elegant, thought Paul. Ben is aware of the world and its ways, but Karl is still a child.

Paul had a full brown beard, and his hair fell in soft waves over his forehead. He was a small, shabbily dressed man, with a crooked tie and an old-fashioned collar. Onlookers might have assumed an elegant gentleman was collecting his employee.

“Oh, there you are! Hello, Paul.”

Paul put down his suitcase next to him. They shook hands.

“I’ve found a room for you,” said Karl eagerly.

“That’s kind of you. How much does it cost?”

“Forty marks a month, coffee included.”

“Is everything this pricey here?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

“Well, I’ll try to find something cheaper soon, since I don’t have a job like you, and I have to save every penny to make my start.”

“Mother wrote and said you wanted to start a business. Why’s that, anyway?”

“Are you satisfied with your position at Zink & Brettschneider?”

“I’m very proud to be part of such a respectable firm. Just imagine, they pay everything in cash.”

“Is that unusual around here?”

“Lots of firms delay payment now, what with the depression.”

“Very unsound.”

“Don’t you want a porter?”

“No thanks, I’d rather carry my things myself.”

“Hand over your ticket, we’ll take a carriage,” said Karl.

“Must we take a carriage? Can’t we take the horsecar?”

“No,” said Karl. “That won’t do.”

They journeyed westward through the city. Paul had come from London. He had seen large omnibuses, many hackneys that were steered from behind. To him, Berlin seemed almost deserted; only a few hackneys, two-horse carriages with coachmen and footmen, small doctors’ carriages, and trucks passed by. But as they ventured farther down Friedrichstrasse, Paul thought, Ah, the city begins here. The pale-gray two-story buildings were being torn down. Beside them, scaffolding after scaffolding climbed skyward.

“These will all be businesses,” said Karl.

One stood there already: It had four tall stories, four gables, a corner tower, and various Renaissance motifs, like those of an old town hall. These were the headquarters of a pencil manufacturer. The name-plate was done in black glass and gold lettering. Shop windows stretched from floor to ceiling. Next door, construction was underway on a life insurance building topped with a three-meter-tall winged Victory.

One of the smaller houses had lost its roof and was already half-demolished; one could still see the moldings, delicate rococo garlands. The masons stood on the ladder—God, what men!—suspended between heaven and earth, working furiously to level the structure. One could glimpse a room with elegant white wallpaper patterned with green ivy. The mason’s hammer struck, sending clouds of dust into the air.

“What a shame,” said Paul.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s a shame about the house.”

“You can’t be serious! Just look at these splendid new Renaissance buildings, they’re a testament to progress and abundance, and reveal a real understanding of art. Berlin is becoming a true metropolis. And here we are on the famous Unter den Linden,” said Karl. “So you want to start your own business? In what branch?”

“Screws,” Paul sighed, “and, later, I was thinking of machines, perhaps gas engines.”

“Gas engines?” said Karl. “That would make me nervous.”

“I need to wait and see,” said Paul. “Being an employee does give you a quieter life.”

“So why do you want to start your own business?”

“As an employee, you always live with uncertainty. You could lose your job overnight.”

“Well, our chief accountant celebrated his fiftieth anniversary at our firm yesterday. But our firm is something special. It’s a true honor to be addressed by Herr Zink, and you can’t imagine the Christmas bonuses—they’re enormous!”

“I’m glad your bosses are decent, but you never know what may happen in a business that isn’t your own. You’re not intimately involved.”

“How can you say that?” cried Karl, offended. “Zink & Brettschneider . . .”

They fell silent.

“Over there is Wilhelmstrasse, where the chancellor’s palace and the foreign ministry are. That’s where the people’s fate is decided. Driver, stop for a moment.”

They sat still, overcome by a feeling of awe. This was the residence of Bismarck, the great chancellor.

The cabbie turned around. “The members of parliament’re having their beer evening tonight. They’re all there, have a look—there’s wee Windhorst from the Center Party, and those’re the conservatives—that’s Kleist-Retzow, I ferry him around all day when he’s in town—and there’s Eugen Richter. And that there’s Herr von Vollmar, a gentleman from the south. You’d think he’d have fifty mares in his stables and a driver with a cockade. Doesn’t, though. Social Democrat. Yessir. He’s for the working people. And if you gentlemen are out-of-towners, here’s the Brandenburg Gate, where the troops marched in, in 1870–71, with the chariot on top. They put it up wrong. Looks nice with all the horses, though. And over there’s the Redern Palace.”

“A lovely palace,” said Paul.

Drumbeats resounded. Through the gate came a court carriage, the personal guard wearing a white plume, both he and the driver in black and silver. Then came the old Kaiser in general’s uniform.

“Hip! Hip! Hoorah! Hoorah!”

“His Majesty’s returned from Babelsberg. Something’s afoot,” said the cabbie.

“Never mind.” Karl waved his hand.

“I would have liked to know what he meant,” said Paul.

“Probably to do with the Bulgarian conflict.”

“Well, we have Bismarck.”

“Yes, our Bismarck.”

Just beyond the Brandenburg Gate began the sandy terrain of the Mark Brandenburg. They halted.

A guard came along, swinging a bell. A train followed behind him. Karl apologized for Berlin: “This will soon be a thing of the past. The city council knows it has duties to the imperial capital. These outdated customs don’t suit our time.”

“Oh, it doesn’t bother me. But I feel as though the city has no character. The lindens are nice enough. But everything else is such a mess. And what else is even left to see?”

“I took a room for you in the west. The west is up-and-coming, you know.”

The cabbie stopped with a jolt. The carriages all stood still. And now Paul saw horses approaching, large, broad-chested brown horses; first two, then a row of four, five rows in total: eighteen horses. Drivers in blue shirts walked beside them, whips poised. And then it appeared: a freight carriage with wheels groaning as they turned, and upon it she stood, varnished green with shining brass and copper, glistening and resplendent, the great Babel, Lilith, creator and destroyer in one—the steam engine, the locomotive. Two railway officials and a guard followed behind.

Paul stood up. A new Germany greeted him. Berlin was not the Brandenburg Gate, not the Lindens—Berlin was eighteen horses towing a steam engine to the train. No poets had yet arisen to sing the song of this new era, but Paul could feel it: “All across Europe, from west to east, the steam engine clatters and rattles its song!”5 It was not the houses that defined the city but the goods that moved between them. There were carriages loaded with towers of boxes stamped “New York,” and carriages loaded with enormous parcels stamped “London.” Paul saw handcarts with new sewing machines and handcarts with window frames and handcarts with prams and women carrying large black bundles. He didn’t know that this was Berlin’s garment industry: women who brought clothes to the contractors. But he realized that this was Berlin. It would provide work for him, too: opportunities, machines, coal, steam, and engines.

“Here we are,” said Karl. “Let me pay for the cab.”

“What’s this nonsense?” said Paul.

“No, I insist,” said Karl.

“And the suitcase?” asked Paul and looked at the cabbie.

“Can’t leave the ’orse alone.”

“You’ll get a tip,” Karl said grandly.

Karl paid the cabbie, who stood in the room in his white top hat, blue cabman’s collar, and red vest with silver buttons. “Settle in well, now,” he said.

Paul didn’t unpack. Tomorrow, he would go out and find a cheaper room at once, since he planned to stay in Berlin for a while. He picked up his writing case, on which his sister had embroidered a large monogram, and wrote to his parents: “Berlin is undeniably ugly, not a city one will visit for pleasure anytime soon. But it is well equipped for industrial endeavors, and, unlike Kragsheim, presents no impediments to progress.”


7. A LETTER OF RECOMMENDATION

PAUL LEFT the house early to collect a letter from the Effinger Bank in Mannheim at the post office.

His request for a loan had been turned down. As he related the news over lunch at a restaurant, Karl was indignant. “Unbelievable.”

Paul said, “Maybe we would do the same if we were older. After all, we haven’t yet proven ourselves.”

“But we’re their cousins.”

“You know them; they consider family just as risky as strangers. I’ll give them exact details, describe the market, and outline the rest of my capital . . .”

The second rejection followed swiftly: “We see no potential for profit in screws. Effinger Bros. is not an industrial bank, and besides, Berlin is rife with fraud, what with all the new ventures . . . We’ve been through enough with the Vienna crash. Only reliable clients are permitted to have overdrawn accounts. Respectfully yours . . .”

“How dare they!” said Karl. Paul swallowed his anger and felt humiliated.

He leafed through directories and familiarized himself with every sector of industry requiring screws. His father had offered him five thousand marks, and then came his own savings, which were another five thousand.

“I’d need another ten thousand to get started.”

He wrote to Ben.

Ben replied immediately:


My dear Paul,

I received your 1st letter of the 24th inst. Would like to take the opportunity to inform you of my latest news. I’ve become engaged to a girl from a distinguished family. My bride-to-be is exceptionally beautiful, and, God willing, I expect to embark upon a happy life.

I will use the dowry to set up a factory in London for tools manufactured according to the latest standards. The conditions in London are extremely favorable. There seems to be little concern about the establishment of new factories and police regulations are virtually nonexistent, as far as I can tell. Although there are no formal protections for workers, they don’t seem to feel that they are worse off than in Germany. Here’s the proof: We have no socialist movement. It seems to me as though a kind of socialism has been introduced with regard to indolence. The gentlemen—the workers, after all, are also gentlemen—work just as much, as long, and as quickly as they see fit. Moreover, they all have their own little houses, which has eradicated the moral degeneration caused by the tenements. Personally, I much prefer a lazy worker with no revolutionary leanings to an industrious one who considers me his adversary. Freedom here is a curious thing; the populace erupts in cheers at the sight of the queen, yet Parliament refuses to grant dowries for her children.

Regarding your loan, I am prepared to give you a letter of recommendation for the banking firm of Oppner & Goldschmidt, addressed to Emmanuel Oppner himself. He’s an old revolutionary who fought in the Palatinate and fled to Paris, where he promptly hung up his revolutionary hat, disillusioned, I think, by the ineffective scheming of the emigrants. There, he joined the firm of Leroyfils. In 1886, he returned to Germany as an enthusiastic—somewhat too enthusiastic, in my opinion—German nationalist, and was consulted by Bismarck during the introduction of the gold standard. In Berlin, he married into the Goldschmidt family and joined the old firm at once.

Goldschmidt and Oppner have remained Jewish. Goldschmidt is even quite observant. He’s married to a woman from Petersburg and is known for his philanthropy. He founded a homeless shelter, and it’s said that no one knocks on his door in vain. His brother is a well-known law professor. They are therefore a highly educated and highly respectable family. A banking connection with their firm would be immensely beneficial for you. Your idea of striking out without sufficient capital seems to me somewhat peculiar.

But before you make any definite decisions, I would like to revisit our last conversation in London and ask you again whether you might not prefer to carry out your plans here instead. I know you consider me a traitor to all ideals, to the throne, the fatherland, and all that is sacred, but I would like to draw your attention to a small pamphlet. It is called The Golden Internationale and is the nastiest pamphlet against the Jews you could imagine, and, what’s more, it was written by a high-ranking judge! Such a thing would be inconceivable here! These sentiments partially stem from the German disdain for merchants and the money they earn. The merchant is considered scarcely more than a swindler, and if he is a Jew, then he is nothing but a swindler. There is no respect for the integrity and honor of commerce, only for military might. In addition, in most countries, one cannot build a career on humanist ideals, but antisemitism can easily propel a man into the position of court chaplain or politician, or even into the Reichstag. It’s the easiest way to the top. Look at Stöcker. I submit this for your consideration. Great personages with pure motives are increasingly rare among the German people. Think it over once more.

Farewell for now. Warm greetings from your loving brother,

Ben




8. A VISIT TO THE BANK

LUDWIG Goldschmidt, a small, plump man in a long overcoat with a round black beard, said to his brother-in-law, Emmanuel Oppner: “I’m off to the board meeting for the poor relief fund. Eugenie and I have decided to establish a nursing home for the elderly and frail. Brinner has already shown me a very suitable plot of land. Soloveitchik & Co. has paid out fifteen percent in dividends. The profit potential of Russian industry is simply remarkable, and it practically runs itself; my brother-in-law is in Paris again.”

“Speaking of Brinner, he’s trying to sell me Mayer’s house,” said Emmanuel Oppner.

“A sad story! Did anything else come in the afternoon post?”

“Shares in Effinger Bros. from Mannheim for two hundred thousand. They sent the announcement on a scrap of paper and without postage, of course, that’s on us. They haven’t abandoned the old tradition.”

“A solid firm,” said Goldschmidt.

“And speaking of solid, we received an announcement from a new bank, I must show you their letterhead. Have you ever seen a letterhead like this?”

“Well,” said Goldschmidt, “they’re from Vienna! What do you expect; they’re Viennese charlatans. Everyone in Vienna is a megalomaniac. I far prefer our frugal Effingers who refuse to pay for postage.”

Hartert, the apprentice, brought in a brass lamp.

“Run along and fetch Stöpel.” Stöpel was the cabbie who drove Ludwig Goldschmidt around day in, day out. When Goldschmidt was asked why he didn’t own a horse and carriage, he would reply, “Why should I? I have Stöpel.”

“Adieu,” said Ludwig. “Please give my love to everyone.”

“Likewise,” said Oppner.

There was a knock. A card was brought in which read “Paul Effinger. Kragsheim,” with “Kragsheim” crossed out. Beside the card lay a letter.

“Please, take a seat,” said Oppner, and motioned to the other side of his desk, where the green shade of the kerosene lamp cast a comfortable glow. Resting his hands on the desk, he rocked backward in his chair. “So, you want to start your own business and found a factory. Why?”

Paul was caught off guard. “Excuse me, Herr Oppner, I’m not sure how to answer this question.”

“That’s what your brother Ben wrote to me. Your brother is an ambitious young man, agreeable, worldly, with distinct objectives. If he has any imagination—which is unlikely—he will have his eye on a house in Mayfair and a seat in Parliament. But you—judging by your suit and card, you don’t strike me as ambitious. So why do you want to start a factory?”

“I don’t quite understand your question, Herr Oppner. Surely a young man should aspire to something. I don’t intend to spend my life working for others.”

“I understand, but I once worked out whether manufacturing was profitable, you see. It isn’t. Ninety percent of all manufacturers burn through their funds. In the long term, more is lost than gained
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