Our Secret

The nucleus of the cell derives its name from the Latin nux, meaning nut.
Like the stone in a cherry, it is found(in the center of the cell, and like this
stone, keeps its precious kernel in a shell.

Shei§ across the room from me. I am in a chair facing her.We sit together
in the late darkness of a summer night. As she speaks the space between
us grows larger. She has entered her past. She is speaking of her child-
hood. Her father. The war. Did I know her father fought in the Battle of the
Bulge? What was it for him, this great and terrible battle? She cannot say.
He never spoke of it at home. They knew so little, her mother, her brothers,
herself. Outside, the sea has disappeared. One finds the water now only
by the city lights that cease to shine at its edges. California. She moved
here with her family when her father became the commander of a mili-
tary base. There were nuclear missiles standing just blocks from where
she lived. But her father never spoke about them. Only after many years
away from home did she learn what these weapons were.

The first guided missile is developed in Germany, during World War II. It is
known as the Vergeltungswaffe, or the Vengeance weapon. Later, it will be
called the V-1 rocket.

She is speaking of another lifé, another way of livifig. I give her the name

ira here. She speaks of the time after the war, when the cold war was
just beginning. The way we are talking now, Laura tells me, was not pos-
sible in her family. I nod in recognition. Certain questions were never
answered. She learned what not to ask. She begins to tell me a story. Once
when she was six years old she went out with her father on a long trip. It
was not even a year since the war ended. They were living in Germany.
They drove for miles and miles. Finally they turned into a small road
at the edge of a village and drove through a wide gate in a high wall. The
survivors were all gone. But there were other signs of this event beyond
and yet still within her comprehension. Shoes in great piles. Bones.
“Women's hair, clothes, stains, a terrible odor. She began to cry a child’s
frightened tears and then to scream. She had no words for what she saw.
Her father admonished her to be still. Only years later, and in a classroom,
did she find out the name of this place and what had happened here.

The shell surrounding the nucleus is not hard and rigid; it is a porous mem-
brane. These pores allow only some substances to pass through them, medi-
ating the movement of materials in and out of the nucleus.
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Often I have looked back into my past with a new insight only to find that
some old, hardly recollected feeling fits into a larger pattern of meaning.
Time can be measured in many ways. We see time as moving forward and
hope that by our efforts this motion is toward improvement. When the
atomic bomb exploded, many who survived the blast say time stopped
with the flash of light and was held suspended until the ash began to de-
scend. Now, in my mind, I can feel myself moving backward in time. I am
as if on a train. And the train pushes into history This history seems to
exist somewhere, waiting, a foreign country behind a border and, perhaps,
also inside me. From the windows of my train, I can see what those out-
side do not see. They do not see each other, or the whole landscape through
which the track is laid. This is a straight track, but still there are bends to
fit the shape of the earth. There are even circles. And returns.

The missile is guided by a programmed mechanism. There is no electronic
device that can be jammed. Once it is fired it cannot stop.

It is 1945 and a film is released in Germany. This film has been made for
other nations to see. On the screen a train pulls into a station. The train is
full of children. A man in a uniform greets the children warmly as they
step off the train. Then the camera cuts to boys and girls who are swim-
ming. The boys and girls race to see who can reach the other side of the
pool first. Then a woman goes to a post office. A man goes to a bank. Men
and women sit drinking coffee at a cafe. The film is called The Fiihrer
Presents the Jews with a City. It has been made at Terezin concentration
camp.

Through the pores of the nuclear membrane a steady stream of ribonucleic
acid, RNA, the basic material from which the cell is made, flows out.

It is wartime and a woman is writing a letter. Everyone is on the brink of
starvation, she says. In the right-hand corner of the page she has written
Nordhausen, Germany 1944. She is writing to Hans. Do you remember, she
asks, the day this war was declared? The beauty of the place. The beauty
of the sea. And I bathed in it that day, for the last time.

In the same year, someone else is also writing a letter. In the right-
hand corner he has put his name followed by a title, Heinrich Himmler.
Reichsfiihrer, SS. Make no mention of the special treatment of the Jews, he
says, use only the words Transportation of the Jews toward the Russian
East.

A few months later this man will deliver a speech to a secret meeting
of leaders in the district of Posen. Now you know all about it, and you will
keep quiet, he will tell them' Now we share a secret and we should take our
secret to our graves.

The missile flies from three to four thousand feet above the earth and this
makes it difficult to attack from the ground.
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The woman who writes of starvation is a painter in her seventy-seventh
year. She has lost one grandchild to this war. And a son to the war before.
Both boys were named Peter. Among the drawings she makes which have
already become famous: a terrified mother grasps a child, Death Seizes
Children; an old man curls over the bent body of an old woman, Parents; a
thin face emerges white from charcoal, Beggars.

A small but critical part of the RNA flowing out of the pores holds most of
the knowledge issued by the nucleus. These threads of RNA act as
messengers.

Encountering such images, one is grateful to be spared. But is one ever
really free of the fate of others? I was born in 1943, in the midst of this
war. And I sense now tha

The V-1 rocket is a winged plane powered by a duct motor with a pulsating

flow of fuel.
It is April 1943{Heinrich Himmler, Reichsfiihrer SS has gained control of

the production of rockets for the Third Reich. The SS Totenkampf stand
guard with machine guns trained at the entrance to a long tunnel, two

miles deep, fourteen yards wide and ten yards

high, sequestered in the Harz Mountains I SENSE NOW THAT MY LIFE IS STILL
near Nordhausen. Once an old mining BOUND UP WITH THE LIVES OF

shaft, this tunnel serves now as a secret

factory for the manufacture of V-1 and v-2 | THOSE WHO LIVED AND DIED IN THIS

missiles. The guards aim their machine TIME. EVEN WITH HEINRICH
guns at the factory workers who are in-

mates of concentration camp Dora. HIMMLER.

Most of the RNA flowing out of the cell is destined for the construction of a
substance needed to compensate for the continual wearing away of the cell.

It is 1925(Heinrich Himmler, who is now twenty-five years old, has been

hired as a secretary by the chief of the— in Landshut. He sits
behind a small desk in a room overcrowded with party records, corre-
spondence, and newspaper files. On the wall facing him he can see a por-
trait o-e hopes one day to meet the Fihrer. In anticipation
of that day, while he believes no one watches, he practices speaking to this
portrait.

It is 1922 Heinrich visits friends who have a three-year-old child. Before
going to bed this child is allowed to run about naked. And this disturbs
( Heinrich. He writes in his diary, One should teach a child a sense of shame.
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It is the summer of 1910/ Heinrich begins his first diary. He is ten years
old. He has just completed elementary school. His za%er tells him his
childhood. is over now. In the fall he will enter Wilhelms Gymnasium.
There the grades he earns will determine his prospects for the future.
From now on he must learn to take himself seriously.

Eight out of ten of the guided missiles will land within eight miles of their
targets.

His father Gebhard is a schoolmaster. He knows the requirements. He
provides the boy with pen and ink. Gebhard was once a tutor for Prince
Heinrich of Wittelsbach. He has named his son Heinrich after this prince.
He is grateful that the prince consented to befHeinrich's) godparent.
Heinrich is to write in his diary every day. Gebhard writes the first entry
in his son'’s diary, to show the boy how it is to be done.

July 13, Departed at 11:50 and arrive safely on the bus in L. We have a very
pretty house. In the afternoon we drink coffee at the coffee house.

I open the cover of the journal I began to keep just as I started my work
on this book. I want to see what is on the first page. It is here I begin a new
life, I wrote. Suffering many losses at once, I was alone and lonely. Yet sud-
denly I felt a new responsibility for myself. The very act of keeping a jour-
nal, I sensed, would help me into this life that would now be my own.

Inside the nucleus is the nucleolus where the synthesis of RNA takes place.
Each nucleolus is filled with a small jungle of fern-like structures all of
whose fronds and stalks move and rotate in perfect synchrony.

It is 1910. The twenty-second of July. Gebhard adds the words first swim
to his son'’s brief entry, thirteenth wedding anniversary of my dear parents.
1911. Over several entries Heinrich lists each of thirty-seven times he
takes a swim, in chronological order. 11:37 A.M. Departed for Lindau. He
does not write of his feelings. August 8 Walk in the park. Or dreams.
August 10, Bad weather.

In the last few years I have been searching, though for what precisely I
cannot say. Something still hidden which lies in the direction of Heinrich
Himmler's life. I have been to Berlin and Munich on this search, and I
have walked over the gravel at Dachau. Now as I sit here I read once again
the fragments from(Heinrich's boyhood diary that exist in English. I have
begun to think of these words as ciphers. Repeat them to myself, hoping
to find a door into the mind of this man, even as his character first forms
so that I might learn how it is he becomes himself.

The task is not easy. The earliest entries in this diary betray so little.
Like the words of a schoolboy commanded to write what the teacher
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requires of him, they are wooden and stiff. The stamp of his father’s char-
acter is so heavy on this language that I catch not even a breath of a self
here. It is easy to see how this would be true. One simply has to imagine
Gebhard standing behindHeinrichPand tapping his foot.

His father must have loomed large to him. Did Gebhard lay his hand
or-houlder? The weight of that hand would not be comforting.
It would be a warning. A reminder{ Heinrich must straighten up now and
be still. Yet perhaps he turns his head. Maybe there is a sound outside. A
bird. Or his brother Gebhard's voice. But from the dark form behind him
he hears a name pronounced. This is his name; Heinrich) The sound rolls
sharply off his father’s tongue. He turns his head back. He does not know
what to write. He wants to turn to this form and beseech him, but this man
who is his father is more silent than stone. And now when @#Heinrich ¢an
feel impatience all around him, he wants to ask, What should I write? The
edge of his father’s voice has gotten sharper. Why can’t you remember? Just
write what happened yesterday. And make sure you get the date right.
Don’t you remember? We took a walk in the park together and we ran into
the duchess. Be certain you spell her name correctly. And look here, you
must get the title right. That is extremely important. Cross it out. Do it
again. The title.

The boy is relieved. His mind has not been working. His thoughts
were like paralyzed limbs, immobile. Now he is in motion again. He writes
the sentences as they are dictated to him. The park. He crosses out the
name. He writes it again. Spelling it right. The duchess. And his father
makes one more correction. The boy has not put down the correct time for
their walk in the park.

And who is the man standing behind? In a photograph I have before
me of the aging Professor and Frau Himmler, as they pose before a wall
carefully composed with paintings and family portraits, Frau Himmler
adorned with a demure lace collar, both she and the professor smiling
kindly from behind steel-rimmed glasses, the professor somewhat rounded
with age, in a dark three-piece suit and polka-dot tie, looks so ordinary.

The missile carries a warhead weighing 1,870 pounds. It has three different
fuses to insure detonation.

Ordinary. What an astonishing array of images hide behind this word. The
ordinary is of course never ordinary. I think of it now as a kind of mask,
not an animated mask that expresses the essence of an inner truth, but a
mask that falls like dead weight over the human face, making flesh
a stationary object. One has difficulty penetrating the heavy mask that
Gebhard and his family wore, difficulty piercing through to the creatures
behind.

It must not have been an easy task to create this mask. One detects
the dimensions of the struggle in the advice of German child-rearing ex-
perts from this and the last century. Crush the will, they write. Establish
dominance. Permit no disobedience. Suppress everything in the child.
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SUSAN GRIFFIN

I have seen illustrations from the books of one of these experts, per-
haps the most famous of these pedagogues, Dr. Daniel Gottlieb Moritz
Schreber. At first glance these pictures recall images of torture. But they
are instead pictures of children whose posture or behavior is being cor-
rected. A brace up the spine, a belt tied to a waist and the hair at the back
of the neck so the child will be discouraged from slumping, a metal plate
at the edge of a desk keeping the child from curling over her work, a child
tied to a bed to prevent poor sleeping posture or masturbation. And there
are other methods recommended in the text. An enema to be given before
bedtime. The child immersed in ice-cold water up to the hips, before sleep.

The nightmare images of the German child-rearing practices that one
discovers in this book call to mind the catastrophic events of recent German
history. I first encountered this pedagogy in the writing of Alice Miller. At
one time a psychoanalyst, she was haunted by the question, What could
make a person conceive the plan of gassing millions of human beings to death?
In her work, she traces the origins of this violence to childhood.

Of course there cannot be one answer to such a monumental riddle,
nor does any event in history have a single cause. Rather a field exists, like
a field of gravity that is created by the movements of many bodies. Each
life is influenced and it in turn becomes an influence. Whatever is a cause
is also an effect. Childhood experience is just one element in the deter-
mining field.

tory, a history of governments, of wars, of social customs, an idea of gender,
the history of a religion leading to the idea of original sin, shaped Heinrich)
~ Himmler's childhood as certainly as any philé§phy of child raising. One

can take for instance any formative condition of his private life, the fact
th ho could not
meet masculine standards, and show that this circumstance derived its
real meaning from a larger social system that gave inordinate significance
to masculinity.

Yet to enter history through childhood experience shifts one’s per-
spective not away from history but instead to an earlier time just before
history has finally shaped us. Is there a child who existed before the con-
ventional history that we tell of ourselves, one who, though invisible to us,

still shapes events, even through this absence?(How does our sense of»

In the silence that reverberates around this question, an image is born
in my mind. I can see a child’s body, small, curled into itself, knees bent
toward the chest, head bending softly into pillows and blankets, in a pos-
ture thought unhealthy by Dr. Schreber, hand raised to the face, delicate
mouth making a circle around the thumb. There is comfort as well as sad-
ness in this image. It is a kind of a self-portrait, drawn both from memory
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and from a feeling that is still inside me. As I dwell for a moment with this

image I can imagind Heinrich'in this posture, silent, curled, fetal, giving)

But now, alongside this earlier image, another is born. It is as if these
two images were twins, always traveling in the world of thought together.
One does not come to mind without the other. i

; S
She is not supposed to be putting her finger in
her mouth. And she is crying out in rage while she yanks her hand vio-
lently trying to free herself of her bonds.

To most of existence there is an inner and an outer world. Skin, bark,
surface of the ocean open to reveal other realities. What is inside shapes
and sustains what appears. So it is too with human consciousness. And yet
the mind rarely has a simple connection to the inner life. At a certain age
we begin to define ourselves, to choose an image of who we are. I am this
and not that, we say, attempting thus to erase whatever is within us that
does not fit our idea of who we should be. In time we forget our earliest
selves and replace that memory with the image we have constructed at
the bidding of others.

One can see this process occur in the language of Heinrich's diaries.
If in the earliest entries, except for the wooden style of a boy who obeys
authority,(Heinrich's ¢haracter is hardly apparent, over time this stilted
style becomes his own. As one reads on, one no longer thinks of a boy who
is forced to the task, but of a prudish and rigid young man.

I-oyhood diaries no one has been able to find any record
of rage or of events that inspire such rage. Yet one cannot assume from
this evidence that such did not exist. His father would have permitted
neither anger nor even the memory of it to enter these pages. That there
must be no visible trace of resentment toward the parent was the peda-
gogy of the age. Dr. Schreber believed that children should learn to be
grateful. The pain and humiliation children endure are meant to benefit
them. The parent is only trying to save the child’s soul.

Now, for different reasons, I too find myself on the track of a child’s
soul. The dimensions of Heinrich Himmler's'life have put me on this track.
I am trying to grasp the inner state of his being. For a time the soul ceased
to exist in the modern mind. One thought of a human being as a kind of
machine, or as a cog in the greater mechanism of society, operating within
another machine, the earth, which itself operates within the greater
mechanical design of the universe.

When I was in Berlin, I spoke to a rabbi who had, it seemed to me, lost
his faith. When I asked him if he still believed in God, he simply shook his
head and widened his eyes as if to say, How is this possible? He had been
telling me about his congregation:

e was poised in this painful place
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by choice. He had come to lead this congregation only temporarily but,
once feeling the condition of his people, decided to stay. Still, despite his
answer, and as much as the holocaust made a terrible argument for the
death of the spirit, talking in that small study with this man, I could feel
from him the light of something surviving.

‘The religious tradition that shaped Heinrich’s childhood argues that the -
soul is not part of flesh but is instead a prisoner of the body. But suppose
the soul is meant to live in and through the body and to know itself in the
heart of earthly existence?

Then the soul is an integral part of the child’s whole being, and its
growth is thus part of the child’s growth. It is, for example, like a seed
planted underground in the soil, naturally moving toward the light. And it
comes into its fullest manifestation thus only when seen, especially when
self meeting self returns a gaze.

What then occurs if the soul in its small beginnings is forced to take
on a secret life? A boy learns, for instance, to hide his thoughts from his
father simply by failing to record them in his journals.—

. A small war is waged in his

mind. Daily implosions take place under his skin, by which in increments
something in him seems to disappear. Gradually his father’s voice sub-
sumes the vitality of all his desires and even his rage, so that now what he
wants most passionately is his own obedience, and his rage is aimed at his
own failures. As over time his secrets fade from memory/he ceases to tell »

e e of e s e

The child, Dr. Schreber advised, should be permeated by the impossibility
of locking something in his heart(The dOCtor Who gave this advice had @

( approach)His methods of educating children were so much a part of the
canon of everyday life in Germany that they were introduced into the
state school system.

That this philosophy was taught in school gives me an interior view of
the catastrophe to follow. It adds a certain dimension to my image of these
events to know that a nation of citizens learned that no part of themselves
could be safe from the scrutiny of authority, nothing locked in the heart,
and at the same time to discover that the head of the secret police of this
nation was the son of a schoolmaster. It was this man, after allj Heinrich

SS, who was later to say, speaking of the mass ar-

rests of Jews, Protective custody is an act of care.

The polite manner of yound Heinrich's'diaries reminds me of life in my
grandmother’s home. Not the grandmother I lost and later found, but the
one who, for many years, raised me. She was my mother’s mother. The
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family would assemble in the living room together, sitting with a certain
reserve, afraid to soil the surfaces. What was it that by accident might have
been made visible?

All our family photographs were posed. We stood together in groups
of three or four and squinted into the sun. My grandmother directed us to
smile. I have carried one of these photographs with me for years without
acknowledging to myself that in it my mother has the look she always had
when she drank too much. In another photograph, taken near the time of
my parents’ divorce, I can see that my father is almost crying, though I
could not see this earlier. I must have felt obliged to see only what my
grandmother wanted us to see. Tranquil, domestic scenes.

In the matrix of the mitochondria all the processes of transformation join
together in a central vortex.

ogether,

under my grandmother’s tutelage, we kept up appearances. Her effort was
ceaseless.

We were not to the manner born. On one side my great-grandfather
was a farmer, and on the other a butcher newly emigrated from Ireland,
who still spoke with a brogue. Both great-grandfathers drank too much,
the one in public houses, the other more quietly at home. The great-
grandfather who farmed was my grandmother’s father. He was not wealthy
but he aspired to gentility. My grandmother inherited both his aspiration
and his failure.

We considered ourselves finer than the neighbors to our left with
their chaotic household. But when certain visitors came, we were as if
driven by an inward, secret panic that who we really were might be dis-
covered. Inadvertently, by some careless gesture, we might reveal to these
visitors who were our betters that we did not belong with them, that we
were not real. Though of course we never spoke of this, to anyone, not
even ourselves.

Gebhard-mily was newly risen from poverty. Just as in my
family, the Himmlers gentility was a thinly laid surface, maintained no
doubt only with great effort. Gebhard’s father had come from a family of
peasants and small artisans. Such a living etched from the soil, and by
one’s hands, is tenuous and hard. As is frequently the case with young
men born to poverty, Johann became a soldier. And, like many young
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SUSAN GRIFFIN

soldiers, he got himself into trouble more than once for brawling and gen-
eral mischief. On one occasion he was reproved for what was called
immoral behavior with a low woman. But nothing of this history survived
in his son’s version of him. By the time Gebhard was born, Johann was
fifty-six years old and had reformed his ways. Having joined the royal
police force of Bavaria, over the years he rose to the rank of sergeant. He
was a respectable man, with a respectable position.

Perhaps Gebhard never learned of his father’s less than respectable
past. He was only three years old when Johann died. If he had the slightest
notion, he did not breathe a word to his own children. Johann became the
icon of the' Himmleér family, the heroic soldier who single-handedly brought
his family from the obscurity of poverty into the warm light of the favored.
Yet obscure histories have a way of casting a shadow over the present.
Those who are born to propriety have a sense of entitlement, and this
affords them some ease as they execute the correct mannerisms of their
class. More recent members of the elect are less certain of themselves;
around the edges of newly minted refinement one discerns a certain fear-
fulness, expressed perhaps as uncertainty, or as its opposite, rigidity.

One can sense that rigidity in Gebhard’s face as a younger mant In a
photograph of the Himmler family, Gebhard, who towers in the back-

ground, seems severe. He has the face of one
HE HAS THE FACE OF ONE who looks for mistakes. He is vigilant.

WHO LOOKS FOR MISTAKES. Heinrich’symotherdooks very small next to

him, almost as if she is cowering. She has

HE IS VIGILANT. that look I have seen many times on my

father’s face, which one can only describe as

ameliorating.(Heinrich is very small. He stands closest to the camera,
shimmering in a white dress. His face is pretty, even delicate.

I am looking now at the etching called Poverty, made in 1897. Near the
center, calling my attention, a woman holds her head in her hands. She
stares through her hands into the face of a sleeping infant. Though the
infant and the sheet and pillow around are filled with light, one recog-
nizes that the child is dying. In a darker corner, two worried figures huddle,
a father and another child. Room, mother, father, child exist in lines, a
multitude of lines, and each line is filled with a rare intelligence.

Just as the physicist’s scrutiny changes the object of perception, so
does art transmute experience. One cannot look upon what Kdathe Kollwitz
has drawn without feeling. The lines around the child are bleak with
unreason. Never have I seen so clearly that what we call poverty is simply
a raw exposure to the terror and fragility of life. But there is more in this
image. There is meaning in the frame. One can feel the artist’'s eyes. Her
gaze is in one place soft, in another intense. Like the light around the
infant, her attention interrupts the shadow that falls across the room.

The artist’s choice of subject and the way she saw it were both radi-
cal departures, not only from certain acceptable assumptions in the
world of art, but also from established social ideas because the poor
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were thought of as less than human. The death of a child to a poor par-

ent was supposed to be a less painful event. In her depiction, the artist
told a different story.

( Heinrich is entering a new school now, and so his father makes a list of all
his future classmates. Beside the name of each child he writes the child’s

father’s name, what this father does for a living, and his social position.
Heinrich must be careful, Gebhard tells him, to choose whom he befriends.
In his diaries the boy seldom mentions his friends by name. Instead he
writes that he played, for instance, with the landlord’s child.

There is so much fo

(past.There is an order in the world an as a place in this order
which he must be trained to fill. His life is strictly scheduled. At this hour
a walk in the woods so that he can appreciate nature. After that a game
of chess to develop his mind. And after that piano, so that he will be
cultured.

If a part of himself has vanished, that part of the self that feels and
wants, and from which hence a coherent life might be shaped,-s

not at sea yet. He has no time to drift or feel lost. Each moment has been
spoken for, every move prescribed. *

There is perhaps a
secret he would like to learn and one he would like to tell, b
long since been forgotte ow he m

at a 0S Or, W OU
And there is another reaso

A

e

t school he tries
over and over to raise himself on the crossbars, unsuccessfully. He covets

the popularity of his stronger, more masculine brother, Gebhard. But he
cannot keep up with his brother. One day, when they go out for a simple

bicycle ride together, Heinrich falls into the mud and returns with his
clothes torn.

It is 1914. A war begins. There are parades. Young men marching in
uniform. Tearful ceremonies at the railway station. Songs. Decorations.
Heinrich is enthusiastic. The war has given him a sense of purpose in life.
Like other boys, he plays at soldiering. He follows the war closely, writing
in his diary of the progress of armies, This time with 40 Army Corps and
Russia and France against Germany. The entries he makes do not seem so
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listless now; they have a new vigor. Asm el ity
gradually takes the shape of determination. Is this the way he will finally
prove himself?w And above all he wants a
uniform.

It is 1915. In her journal Kdthe Kollwitz records a disturbing sight. The
night before at the opera she found herself sitting next to a young soldier.
He was blinded. He sat without stirring, his hands on his knees, his head
erect. She could not stop looking at him, and the memory of him, she
writes now, cuts her to the quick.

It is 1916. As@einrich ¢omes of age he implores his father to help him
find a regiment. He has many heated opinions about the war. But his
thoughts are like the thoughts and feelings of many adolescents; what he
expresses has no steady line of reason. His opinions are filled with con-
tradictions, and he lacks that awareness of self which can turn ambiva-
lence into an inner dialogue. Yet, beneath this amorphous bravado, there
is a pattern. As if he were trying on different attitudes, —Vings
from harshness to compassion. In one place he writes, The Russian pris-
oners multiply like vermin. (Should I write here that this is a word he will
one day use for Jews?) But later he is sympathetic to the same prisoners
because they are so far away from home. Writing once of the silly old
women and petty bourgeois ... who so dislike war, in another entry, he re-
members the young men he has seen depart on trains and he asks, How
many are alive today?

Is the direction of any life inevitable? Or are there crossroads, points

at which the direction might be changed? I am looking again at the
Himmler family%

nd his mother? In the photograph she is a fading pres-
ence. She occupied the same position as did most women in German fam-
ilies, secondary and obedient to the undisputed power of her husband.
She has a slight smile which for some reason reminds me of the smile of
a child I saw in a photograph from an album made by the SS. This child’s
image was captured as she stood on the platform at AuschwitZ In the

jeen himself there? What is it in a life that makes one able to see oneself

in others? Such affinities do not stop with obvious resemblance. There is
a sense in which we all enter the lives of others.

It is 1917, and a boy who will be named Heinz is born to Catholic parents
living in Vienna. Heinz's father bears a certain resemblance to Heinrich's
father. He is a civil servant and, also like Gebhard, he is pedantic and cor-
rect in all he doesfHeinrich Will never meet this boy. And yet their paths
will cross.
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Early in the same year as Heinz's birthfHeéinrich'S)father has finally
succeeded in getting him into a regiment. As the war continues for one
more year_)mes close to achieving his dream. He will be a sol-
dier. He is sent to officer’s training. Yet he is not entirely happy. The food
is bad, he writes to his mother, and there is not enough of it. It is cold. There
are bedbugs. The room is barren. Can she send him food? A blanket? Why
doesn’t she write him more often? Has she forgotten him? They are call-
ing up troops. Suppose he should be called to the front and die?

But something turns in him. Does he sit on the edge of a neat, narrow
military bunk bed as he writes in his diary that he does not want to be like
a boy who whines to his mother? Now, he writes a different letter: I am
once more a soldier body and soul. He loves his uniform; the oath he has
learned to write; the first inspection he passes. He signs his letters now,
Miles Heinrich. Soldier Heinrich.

ity, harsh and stiff like the little collar he wears.

Most men can remember a time in their lives when they were not so dif-
ferent from girls, and they also remember when that time ended. In an-
cient Greece a young boy lived with his mother, practicing a feminine life
in her household, until the day he was taken from her into the camp of
men. From this day forward the life that had been soft and graceful be-
came rigorous and hard, as the older boy was prepared for the life of a
soldier.

My grandfather on my mother’s side was a contemporary of Heinrich
Himmler. He was the youngest boy in the family and an especially pretty
child. Like-and all small boys in this period, he was dressed in a
lace gown. His hair was long and curled about his face. Liké Heinrich) he
was his mother’s favorite. She wanted to keep him in his finery. He was so
beautiful in it, and he was her last child. My great-grandmother Sarah had
a dreamy, artistic nature, and in his early years my grandfather took after
her. But all of this made him seem girlish. And his father and older broth-
ers teased him mercilessly. Life improved for him only when he graduated
to long pants. With them he lost his dreamy nature too.

The soul is often imagined to be feminine. All those qualities thought
of as soulful, a dreaminess or artistic sensibility, are supposed to come
more naturally to women. Ephemeral, half seen, half present, nearly
ghostly, with only the vaguest relation to the practical world of physical
law, the soul appears to us as lost. The hero, with his more masculine vir-
tues, must go in search of her. But there is another, older story of the soul.
In this story she is firmly planted on the earth. She is incarnate and visible
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everywhere. Neither is she faint of heart, nor fading in her resolve. It is
she, in fact, who goes bravely in search of desire.

1918. Suddenly the war is over. Germany has lost{ Heinrich has failed
to win his commission. He has not fought in a single battle. Prince’Heinrich,
his namesake, has died. The prince will be decorated for heroism, after his
death“Heinrich returns home, not an officer or even a soldier any longer.
He returns to school, completing his studies at the gymnasium and then the
university. But he is adrift. Purposeless. And like the world he belongs to,
dissatisfied. Neither man nor boy, he does not know what he wants.

Until now he could rely on a strict regimen provided by his father.
Nothing was left uncertain or undefined for long in his father’s house. The
thoroughness of Gebhard’s hold over his family comes alive for me through
this procedure: every package, letter, or money order to pass through the
door was by Gebhard’s command to be duly recorded. And I begin to grasp
a sense of Gebhard’s priorities when I read that{Heinrich, on one of his
leaves home during the war, assisted his mother in this task. The shadow
of his father’s habits will stretch out over history. They will fall over an
office in Berlin through which the SS, and the entire network of concentra-
tion camps, are administered. Every single piece of paper issued with
regard to this office will pass over Heinrich’s desk, and to each page he will
add his own initials. Schedules for trains. Orders for building supplies.
Adjustments in salaries. No detail will escape his surmise or fail to be
recorded.

But at this moment in his life Heinrich is facing a void. I remember a simi-
lar void, when a long and intimate relationship ended. What I felt then
was fear. And at times panic. In a journal I kept after this separation, I
wrote, Direct knowledge of the illusory nature of panic. The feeling that I had
let everything go out of control. I could turn in only one direction: inward.
Each day I abated my fears for a time by observing myself. But what exists
in that direction for'Heinrich? He has not been allowed to inhabit that
terrain. His inner life has been sealed off both from his father and
himself.

I am not certain what I am working for, he writes, and then, not able to
let this uncertainty remain, he adds, I work because it is my duty. He
spends long hours in his room, seldom leaving the house at all. He is at
sea. Still somewhat the adolescent, unformed, not knowing what face he
should put on when going out into the world, in his journal he confesses
that he still lacks that naturally superior kind of manner that he would
dearly like to possess.

Is it any wonder then that he is so eager to rejoin the army? The army
gave purpose and order to his life. He wants his uniform again. In his
uniform he knows who he is. But'his frailty haunts him. Over and over he
shows up at recruiting stations throughout Bavaria only to be turned away
each time, with the single word, Untauglich. Unfit. At night the echo of this
word keeps him awake.
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When he tries to recover his pride, he suffers another failure of a
similar kind. A student of agriculture at the university, now he dreams of
becoming a farmer. He believes he can take strength and vitality from the
soil. After all his own applications are rejected, his father finds him a
position in the countryside. He rides toward his new life on his motorcycle
and is pelted by torrents of rain. Though he is cold and hungry, he is also
exuberant. He has defeated his own weakness. But after only a few weeks
his body fails him again. He returns home ill with typhus and must face
the voi

ut at this moment
in history, he is hearing another kind of echo. There are so many others
who agree with him. The treaty of Versailles is taken as a humiliation.
An unforgivable weakness, it is argued, has been allowed to invade the
nation.

1920. 1922. 1923: Heinrich is twenty, twenty-two, twenty-three. He is grow-
ing up with the century. And he starts to adopt certain opinions popular
at this time. As I imagine myself in his frame of mind, facing a void, cast
into unknown waters, these opinions appear like rescue ships on the
horizon, a promise of terra firma, the known.

It is for instance fashionable to argue that the emergence of female
equality has drained the nation of its strength. At social gatherings
Heinrich likes to discuss the differences between men and women. That
twilight area between the certainties of gender, homosexuality, horrifies
him. A man should be a man and a woman a woman. Sexually explicit
illustrations in a book by Oscar Wilde horrify him. Uncomfortable with the
opposite sex, so much so that one of his female friends believes he hates
women, he has strong feelings about how men and women ought to relate.
A real man, he sets down in his diary, should love a woman as a child who
must be admonished perhaps even punished, when she is foolish, though she
must also be protected and looked after because she is so weak.

As I try to ente—experience, the feeling I sense behind
these words is of immense comfort. I know who I am. My role in life, what
I am to feel, what I am to be, has been made clear. I am a man. I am the
strong protector. And what’s more, I am needed. There is one who is weak.
One who is weaker than I am. And I am the one who must protect her.

And yet behind the apparent calm of my present mood, there is an
uneasiness. Who is this one that I protect? Does she tell me the truth
about herself? I am beginning to suspect that she hides herself from me.
There is something secretive in her nature. She is an unknown, even dan-
gerous, territory.

The year is 1924. And Heinrich is still fascinated with secrets. He discov-
ers that his brother’s fiancée has committed one or maybe even two
indiscretions. At his urging, Gebhard breaks off the engagement. Bu
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Heinrich is still not satisfied. He writes a friend who lives near his broth=
er’s former fiancée, Do you know of any other shameful stories? After this,
he hires a private detective to look into her past.

Is it any coincidence that in the same year he writes in his diary that
he has met a great man, genuine and pure? This man, he notes, may be the
new leader Germany is seeking. He finds he shares a certain drift of
thought with this man. He is discovering who he is now, partly by affinity
and partly by negation. In his picture of himself, a profile begins to emerge
cast in light and shadow. He knows now who he is and who he is not. He
is not Jewish.

And increasingly he becomes obsessed with who he is not. In this
pursuit, his curiosity is fed by best-selling books, posters, films, journals;
he is part of a larger social movement, and this no doubt gives him com-
fort, and one cannot, in studying the landscape of his mind as set against
the landscape of the social body, discover where he ends and the milieu of
this time begins. He is perhaps like a particle in a wave, a wave which has
only the most elusive relationship with the physical world, existing as an
afterimage in the mind.

I can imagine him sitting at a small desk in his bedroom, still in his
father’s home. Is it the same desk where he was required to record some
desultory sentences in his diary every day? He is bent over a book. It is
evening. The light is on, shining on the pages of the book. Which book
among the books he has listed in his journal does he read now? Is it Das
Liebesnest (The Lovenest), telling the story of a liaison between a Jewish
man and a gentile woman? Rasse? Explaining the concept of racial supe-
riority? Or is it Juden Schuldbuch (The Book of Jewish Guilt). Or Die Siinde
wider das Blut (The Sin Against the Blood).

One can follow somewhat his train of thought here and there where
he makes comments on what he reads in his journal. When he reads
Tscheka, for instance, a history of the secret police in Russia, he says he is
disappointed. Everyone knows, he writes, that the Jews control the secret
police in Russia. But nowhere in the pages of this book does he find a
mention of this “fact.”

His mind has begun to take a definite shape, even a predictable pattern.
Everywhere he casts his eyes he will discover a certain word. Wherever his
thoughts wander he brings them back to this word. Jew. Jude. Jew. With this
word he is on firm ground again. In the sound of the word, a box is closed,
a box with all the necessary documents, with all the papers in order.

My grandfather was an anti-Semite. He had a long list of enemies that he
liked to recite. Blacks were among them. And Catholics. And the English.
He was Protestant and Irish. Because of his drinking he retired early
(though we never discussed the cause). In my childhood I often found him
sitting alone in the living room that was darkened by closed venetian
blinds which kept all our colors from fading. Lonely myself, I would try to
speak with him. His repertoire was small. When I was younger he would
tell me stories of his childhood, and I loved those stories. He talked about
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the dog named Blackie that was his then. A ceramic statue of a small black
dog resembling him stood near the fireplace. He loved this dog in a way
that was almost painful to hear. But he could never enter that intricate
world of expressed emotion in which the shadings of one’s life as it is felt
and experienced become articulated. This way of speaking was left to the
women of our family. As T grew older and he could no longer tell me the
story of his dog, he would talk to me about politics. It was then that, with
a passion he revealed nowhere else, he would recite to me his long list
filled with everyone he hated.

I did not like to listen to my grandfather speak this way. His face
would get red, and his voice took on a grating tone that seemed to abrade
not only the ears but some other slower,
calmer velocity within the body of the room. THERE WAS NO REACHING HIM
His eyes, no longer looking at me, blazed

with a kind of blindness. There was no AT THESE MOMENTS. HE WAS
reaching him at these moments. He was BEYOND ANY KIND OF TOUCH OR

beyond any kind of touch or remember-

ing. Even so, reciting the long list of those REMEMBERING.

he hated, he came temporarily alive. Then,

once out of this frame of mind, he lapsed into a kind of fog which we
called, in the family, his retirement.

There was another part of my grandfather’s mind that also disturbed
me. But this passion was veiled. I stood at the borders of it occasionally
catching glimpses. He had a stack of magazines by the chair he always
occupied. They were devoted to the subject of crime, and the crimes were
always grisly, involving photographs of women or girls uncovered in
ditches, hacked to pieces or otherwise mutilated. I was never supposed to
look in these magazines, but I did. What I saw there could not be re-
conciled with the other experience I had of my grandfather, fond of me,
gentle, almost anachronistically protective.

Heinrich Himmler was also fascinated with crime. Along with books about
Jews, he read avidly on the subjects of police work, espionage, torture.
Despite his high ideals regarding chastity, he was drawn to torrid, even
pornographic fiction, including Ein Sadist im Priesterrock (A Sadist in
Priestly Attire) which he read quickly, noting in his journal that it was a
book about the corruption of women and girls . ..in Paris.

Entering the odd and often inconsistent maze of his opinions, I feel a
certain queasiness. I cannot find a balance point. I search in vain for some
center, that place which is in us all, and is perhaps even beyond national-
ity, or even gender, the felt core of existence, which seems to be at the
same time the most real. In Heinrich’s morass of thought there are no
connecting threads, no integrated whole. I find only the opinions them-
selves, standing in an odd relation to gravity, as if hastily formed, a rickety,
perilous structure.

I am looking at a photograph. It was taken in 1925. Or perhaps 1926.
A group of men pose before a doorway in Landshut. Over this doorway is

N
»
0

134535 4NnO


nathanmiller16
Highlight

nathanmiller16
Highlight


250

SUSAN GRIFFIN

a wreathed swastika. Nearly all the men are in uniform. Some wear shiny
black boots. (Heinnigh ifamong them."He is_the slightestpvery thin:
Heinrich Himmler. He is near the front. At the farleft there is the blurred
figure of a man who has been caught in motion as he rushes to join the
other men. Of course I know his feeling. The desire to partake, and even
to be part of memory.

Photographs are strange creations. They are depictions of a moment
that is always passing; after the shutter closes, the subject moves out of
the frame and begins to change outwardly or inwardly. One ages. One
shifts to a different state of consciousness. Subtle changes can take place
in an instant, perhaps one does not even feel them — but they are percep-
tible to the camera.

The idea we have of reality as a fixed quantity is an illusion. Every-
thing moves. And the process of knowing oneself is in constant motion too,
because the self is always changing. Nowhere is this so evident as in the
process of art which takes one at once into the self and into terra incog-
nita, the land of the unknown. I am groping in the dark, the artist Kathe
Kollwitz writes in her journal. Here, I imagine she is not so much uttering
a cry of despair as making a simple statement. A sense of emptiness
always precedes creation.

Now, as I imagine Himmler, dressed in his neat uniform, seated be-
hind his desk at party headquarters, I can feel the void he feared begin to
recede. In every way his life has taken on definition. He has a purpose and
a schedule. Even the place left by the cessation of his father’'s lessons has
now been filled. He is surrounded by men whose ideas he begins to adopt.
From Alfred Rosenberg he learns about the history of Aryan blood, a line
Rosenberg traces back to thousands of years before Christ. From Walther
Darré he learns that the countryside is a source of Nordic strength. (And
that Jews gravitate toward cities.)

Yet I do not find the calmness of a man who has found himself in the
descriptions I have encountered of Heinrich Himmler. Rather, he is filled
with an anxious ambivalence. If there was once someone in him who felt
strongly one way or the other, this one has long ago vanished. In a room
filled with other leaders, he seems to fade into the woodwork, his manner
obsequious, his effect inconsequential. He cannot make a decision alone.
He is known to seek the advice of other men for even the smallest deci-
sions. In the years to come it will be whispered that he is being led by his
own assistant, Reinhard Heydrich. He has made only one decision on his
own with a consistent resolve. Following Hitler with unwavering loyalty,
he is known as der treue Heinrich, true Heinrich. He describes himself as
an instrument of the Fihrer’s will.

But still he has something of his own. Something hidden. And this will
make him powerful. He is a gatherer of secrets. As he supervises the sale
of advertising space for the Nazi newspaper, Vilkischer Beobachter, he
instructs the members of his staff to gather information, not only on the
party enemies, the socialists and the communists, but on Nazi Party mem-
bers themselves. In his small office he sits surrounded by voluminous
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files that are filled with secrets. From this he will build his secret police.
By 1925, with an order from Adolf Hitler, the Schutzstaffel, or SS, has
become an official institution.

His life is moving now. Yet in this motion one has the feeling not of a
flow, as in the flow of water in a cell, nor as the flow of rivers toward an
ocean, but of an engine, a locomotive moving at high speed, or even a missile,
traveling above the ground. History has an uncanny way of creating its own
metaphors. In 1930, months after Himmler is elected to the Reichstag,
Wernher von Braun begins his experiments with liquid fuel missiles that
will one day soon lead to the development of the V-2 rocket.

The successful journey of a missile depends upon the study of ballistics.
Gravitational fields vary at different heights. The relationship of a projec-
tile to the earth’s surface will determine its trajectory. The missile may
give the illusion of liberation from the earth, or even abandon. Young men
dreaming of space often invest the missile with these qualities. Yet, para-
doxically, one is more free of the consideration of gravity while traveling
the surface of the earth on foot. There is no necessity for mathematical
calculation for each step, nor does one need to apply Newton’s laws to
take a walk. But the missile has in a sense been forced away from its own
presence; the wisdom that is part of its own weight has been transgressed.
It finds itself thus careening in a space devoid of memory, always on the
verge of falling, but not falling and hence like one who is constantly afraid
of illusion, gripped by an anxiety that cannot be resolved even by a fate
that threatens catastrophe.

The catastrophes which came to pass after Heinrich Himmler’s astonish-
ing ascent to power did not occur in his own life, but came to rest in the
lives of others, distant from him, and out of the context of his daily world.
It is 1931. Heinz, the boy born in Vienna to Catholic parents, has just
turned sixteen, and he is beginning to learn something about himself. All
around him his school friends are falling in love with girls. But when he
searches inside himself, he finds no such feelings. He is pulled in a differ-
ent direction. He finds that he is still drawn to another boy. He does not
yet know, or even guess, that these feelings will one day place him in the
territory of a target.

It is 1933. Heinrich Himmler, Reichsfiihrer SS, has become President of
the Bavarian police. In this capacity he begins a campaign against subver-
sive elements. Opposition journalists, Jewish business owners, Social Dem-
ocrats, Communists — names culled from a list compiled on index cards by
Himmler’s deputy, Reinhard Heydrich —are rounded up and arrested.
When the prisons become too crowded, Himmler builds temporary camps.
Then, on March 22, the Reichsfiihrer opens the first official and perma-
nent concentration camp at Dachau.

It is 1934. Himmler’s power and prestige in the Reich are growing. Yet
someone stands in his way. Within the hierarchy of the state police forces,
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Ernst Rohm, Commandant of the SA, stands over him. But Himmler has
made an alliance with Hermann Goring, who as President Minister of
Prussia controls the Prussian police, known as the Gestapo. Through a
telephone-tapping technique Goring has uncovered evidence of a sedi-
tious plot planned by Rohm against the Flihrer, and he brings this evi-
dence to Himmler. The Fuhrer, having his own reasons to proceed against
Rohm, a notorious homosexual and a socialist, empowers the SS and the
Gestapo to form an execution committee. This committee will assassinate
Rohm, along with the other leaders of the SA. And in the same year,
Goring transfers control of the Gestapo to the SS.

But something else less easy to conquer stands in the way of his dreams
for himself. It is his own body. I can see him now as he struggles. He is on
a playing field in Berlin. And he has broken out in a sweat. He has been
trying once again to earn the Reich’s sports badge, an honor whose re-
quirements he himself established but cannot seem to fulfill. For three
years he has exercised and practiced. On one day he will lift the required
weights or run the required laps, but at every trial he fails to throw the
discus far enough. His attempt is always a few centimeters short.

And once he is Reichsfiihrer, he will set certain other standards for
superiority that, no matter how heroic his efforts, he will never be able to
meet. A sign of the Ubermensch, he says, is blondness, but he himself is
dark. He says he is careful to weed out any applicant for the SS who shows
traces of a mongolian ancestry, but he himself has the narrow eyes he
takes as a sign of such a descent. I have refused to accept any man whose
size was below six feet because I know only men of a certain size have the
necessary quality of blood, he declares, standing just five foot seven behind
the podium.

It is the same year, and Heinz, who is certain now that he is a homosexual,
has decided to end the silence which he feels to be a burden to him. From
the earliest years of his childhood he has trusted his mother with all of his
secrets. Now he will tell her another secret, the secret of whom he loves.
My dear child, she tells him, it is your life and you must live it.

It is 1936. Though he does not know it, Himmler is moving into the sphere
of Heinz's life now. He has organized a special section of the Gestapo to
deal with homosexuality and abortion. On October 11, he declares in a
public speech, Germany’s forebears knew what to do with homosexuals.
They drowned them in bogs. This was not punishment, he argues, but the
extermination of unnatural existence.

As Iread these words from Himmler’s speech, they call to mind an image
from a more recent past, an event I nearly witnessed. On my return from
Berlin and after my search for my grandmother, I spent a few days
in Maine, close to the city of Bangor. This is a quiet town, not much used
to violence. But just days before I arrived a young man had been mur-



dered there. He was a homosexual. He wore an earring in one ear. While
he walked home one evening with another man, three boys stopped him
on the street. They threw him to the ground and began to kick him. He had
trouble catching his breath. He was asthmatic. They picked him up and
carried him to a railing of a nearby bridge. He told them he could not
swim. Yet still, they threw him over the railing of the bridge into the
stream, and he drowned. I saw a picture of him printed in the newspaper.
That kind of beauty only very graceful children possess shined through
his adult features. It was said that he had come to New England to live
with his lover. But the love had failed, and before he died he was piecing
his life back together.

When Himmler heard that one of his heroes, Frederick the Great, was a
homosexual, he refused to believe his ears. I remember the year when my
sister announced to my family that she was a lesbian. I can still recall the
chill of fear that went up my spine at the sound of the word “queer.” We
came of age in the fifties; this was a decade of conformity, awash with
mood both public and private, bearing on the life of the body and the body
politic. Day after day my grandfather would sit in front of the television
set watching as Joseph McCarthy interrogated witnesses about their loy-
alty to the flag. At the same time, a strict definition of what a woman or a
man is had returned to capture the shared imagination. In school I was
taught sewing and cooking, and I learned to carry my books in front of my
chest to strengthen the muscles which held up my breasts.

I was not happy to hear that my sister was a homosexual. Moved from
one member of my family to another, I did not feel secure in the love of
others. As the child of divorce I was already different. Where are your
mother and father? Why don't you live with them? I dreaded these questions.
Now my sister, whom I adored and in many ways had patterned myself
after, had become an outcast, moved even further out of the circle than I.

It is March 1938. Germany has invaded Austria. Himmler has put on a
field-gray uniform for the occasion. Two hand grenades dangle from his
Sam Browne belt. Accompanied by a special command unit of twenty-
eight men armed with tommy guns and light machine guns, he proceeds
toVienna. Here he will set up Gestapo headquarters in the Hotel Metropole
before he returns to Berlin.

It is a Friday, in March of 1939. Heinz, who is twenty-two years old now,
and a university student, has received a summons. He is to appear for
questioning at the Hotel Metropole. Telling his mother it can’t be anything
serious, he leaves. He enters a room and stands before a desk. The man
behind the desk does not raise his head to nod. He continues to write.
When he puts his pen down and looks up at the young man, he tells him,
You are a queer, homosexual, admit it. Heinz tries to deny this. But the man
behind the desk pulls out a photograph. He sees two faces here he knows.
His own face and the face of his lover. He begins to weep.
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I have come to believe that every life bears in some way on every other.
The motion of cause and effect is like the motion of a wave in water,
continuous, within and not without the matrix of being, so that all conse-
quences, whether we know them or not, are intimately embedded in our
experience. But the missile, as it hurls toward its target, has lost its con-
text. It has been driven farther than the eye can see. How can one speak
of direction any longer? Nothing in the space the missile passes through
can seem familiar. In the process of flight, alienated by terror, this motion

has become estranged from life, has fallen out of the natural rhythm of
events.

I am imagining Himmler as he sits behind his desk in January of 1940. The
procedures of introduction into the concentration camps have all been
outlined or authorized by Himmler himself. He supervises every detail
of these operations. Following his father’s penchant for order, he makes
many very explicit rules, and requires that reports be filed continually.
Train schedules, orders for food supplies, descriptions of punishments all
pass over his desk. He sits behind a massive door of carved wood, in his
office, paneled in light, unvarnished oak, behind a desk that is normally
empty, and clean, except for the bust of Hitler he displays at one end, and
a little drummer boy at the other, between which he reads, considers and
initials countless pieces of paper.

One should teach a child a sense of shame. These words of Himmler’s jour-
nals come back to me as I imagine Heinz now standing naked in the snow.
The weather is below zero. After a while he is taken to a cold shower, and
then issued an ill-fitting uniform. Now he is ordered to stand with the
other prisoners once more out in the cold while the commandant reads
the rules. All the prisoners in these barracks are homosexuals. There are
pink triangles sewn to their uniforms. They must sleep with the light on,
they are told, and with their hands outside their blankets. This is a rule
made especially for homosexual men. Any man caught with his hands
under his blankets will be taken outside into the icy night where several
bowls of water will be poured over him, and where he will be made to
stand for an hour.

Except for the fact that this punishment usually led to death from cold
and exposure, this practice reminds me of Dr. Schreber’s procedure for
curing children of masturbation. Just a few nights ago I woke up with this
thought: Was Dr. Schreber afraid of children? Or the child he once was?
Fear is often just beneath the tyrant’s fury, a fear that must grow with the
trajectory of his flight from himself. At Dachau I went inside a barrack. It
was a standard design, similar in many camps. The plan of the camps too
was standard, and resembled, so I was told by a German friend, the camp
sites designed for the Hitler Youth. This seemed to me significant, not as

a clue in an analysis, but more like a gesture that colors and changes a
speaker’s words.



It is 1941. And Heinrich Himmler pays a visit to the Russian front. He has
been put in charge of organizing the Einsatzgruppen, moving groups of
men who carry out the Kkilling of civilians and partisans. He watches as a
deep pit is dug by the captured men and women. Then, suddenly, a young
man catches his eye. He is struck by some quality the man possesses. He
takes a liking to him. He has the commandant of the Einsatzgruppen bring
the young man to him. Who was your father? he asks. Your mother? Your
grandparents? Do you have at least one grandparent who was not Jewish?
He is trying to save the young man. But he answers no to all the questions.
So Himmler, strictly following the letter of the law, watches as the young
man is put to death.

The captured men, women, and children are ordered to remove their
clothing then. Naked, they stand before the pit they have dug. Some scream.
Some attempt escape. The young men in uniform place their rifles against
their shoulders and fire into the naked bodies. They do not fall silently.
There are cries. There are open wounds. There are faces blown apart. Stom-
achs opened up. The dying groan. Weep. Flutter. Open their mouths.

There is no photograph of the particular moment when Heinrich
Himmler stares into the face of death. What does he look like? Is he pale?
He is stricken, the accounts tell us, and more than he thought he would
be. He has imagined something quieter, more efficient, like the even rows
of numbers, the alphabetical lists of names he likes to put in his files.
Something he might be able to understand and contain. But one cannot
contain death so easily.

Death with Girl in Her Lap. One of many studies the artist did of death. A
girl is drawn, her body dead or almost dead, in that suspended state where
the breath is almost gone. There is no movement. No will. The lines the
artist has drawn are simple. She has not rendered the natural form of
head, arm, buttock, thigh exactly. But all these lines hold the feeling of a
body in them. And as my eyes rest on this image, I can feel my own fear
of death, and also, the largeness of grief, how grief will not let you remain
insulated from your own feelings, or from life itself. It is as if I knew this
girl. And death, too, appears to know her, cradling the fragile body with
tenderness; she seems to understand the sorrow of dying. Perhaps this
figure has taken into herself all the deaths she has witnessed. And in this
way, she has become merciful.

Because Himmler finds it so difficult to witness these deaths, the com-
mandant makes an appeal to him. If it is hard for you, he says, think what
it must be for these young men who must carry out these executions, day
after day. Shaken by what he has seen and heard, Himmler returns to
Berlin resolved to ease the pain of these men. He will consult an engineer
and set him to work immediately on new designs. Before the year has
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ended, he presents the Einsatzgruppen with a mobile killing truck. Now
the young men will not have to witness death day after day. A hose from
the exhaust pipe funnels fumes into a chamber built on the bed of a cov-
ered truck, which has a red cross painted on its side so its passengers will
not be alarmed as they enter it.

To a certain kind of mind, what is hidden away ceases to exist.

Himmler does not like to watch the suffering of his prisoners. In this
sense he does not witness the consequences of his own commands. But
the mind is like a landscape in which nothing really ever disappears. What
seems to have vanished has only transmuted to another form. Not wishing
to witness what he has set in motion, still, in a silent part of himself,
he must imagine what takes place. So, just as the child is made to live out
the unclaimed imagination of the parent, others under Himmler’s power
were made to bear witness for him. Homosexuals were forced to witness
and sometimes take part in the punishment of other homosexuals, Poles
of other Poles, Jews of Jews. And as far as possible, the hands of the men
of the SS were protected from the touch of death. Other prisoners were
required to bury the bodies, or burn them in the ovens.

Hélene was turned in by a Jewish man who was trying, no doubt, to save
his own life, and she was put under arrest by another Jewish man, an in-
mate of the same camp to which she was taken. She was grateful that she
herself had not been forced to do harm. But something haunted her.
A death that came to stand in place of her own death. As we walked
through the streets of Paris she told me this story.

By the time of her arrest she was married and had a young son. Her
husband was taken from their apartment during one of the mass arrests
that began in July of 1942. Hélene was out at the time with her son. For
some time she wandered the streets of Paris. She would sleep at night at
the homes of various friends and acquaintances, leaving in the early
morning so that she would not arouse suspicion among the neighbors.
This was the hardest time, she told me, because there was so little food,
even less than she was to have at Drancy. She had no ration card or any
way of earning money. Her whole existence was illegal. She had to be as
if invisible. She collected scraps from the street. It was on the street that
she told me this story, as we walked from the fourth arrondissement to the
fifth, crossing the bridge near Notre Dame, making our way toward the
Boulevard St. Michel.

Her husband was a citizen of a neutral country and for this reason
legally destined for another camp. From this camp he would not be de-
ported. Instead he was taken to the French concentration camp at Drancy.
After his arrest, hoping to help him, Hélene managed to take his papers
to the Swiss Consulate. But the papers remained there. After her own ar-
rest she was taken with her son to Drancy, where she was reunited with
her husband. He told her that her efforts were useless. But still again and



again she found ways to smuggle out letters to friends asking them to take
her husband’s papers from the Swiss Consulate to the camp at Drancy.
One of these letters was to save their lives.

After a few months, preparations began to send Hélene and her fam-
ily to Auschwitz. Along with many other women, she was taken to have
her hair cut short, though those consigned to that task decided she should
keep her long, blond hair. Still, she was herded along with the others to
the train station and packed into the cars. Then, just two hours before the
train was scheduled to leave, Héléne, her son, and her husband were
pulled from the train. Her husband’s papers had been brought by the
Swiss consul to the camp. The Commandant,
by assuming Hélene shared the same na-

tuitous mistake.
But the train had to have a specific

In Hélene's place the guards brought a
young man. She would never forget his

tried to find out whether he had lived or
died but could learn nothing.

LEARN NOTHING.

Himmler did not partake in the actual preparations for what he called “the
final solution.” Nor did he attend the Wannsee Conference where the de-
cision to annihilate millions of human beings was made. He sent his as-
sistant Heydrich. Yet Heydrich, who was there, did not count himself en-
tirely present. He could say that each decision he made was at the bequest
of Heinrich Himmler. In this way an odd system of insulation was created.
These crimes, these murders of millions, were all carried out in absentia,
as if by no one in particular.

This ghostlike quality, the strange absence of a knowing conscience,
as if the living creature had abandoned the shell, was spread throughout
the entire chain of command. So a French bureaucrat writing a letter in
1942 speaks in detail of the mass arrests that he himself supervised as if
he had no other part in these murders except as a kind of spiritless cog in
a vast machine whose force compelled him from without. The German
authorities have set aside especially for that purpose enough trains to trans-
port 30,000 Jews, he writes. It is therefore necessary that the arrests made
should correspond to the capacity of the trains.

It is August 23, 1943. The first inmates of concentration camp Dora have
arrived. Is there some reason why an unusually high percentage of pris-
oners ordered to work in this camp are homosexuals? They are set to
work immediately, working with few tools, often with bare hands, to con-
vert long tunnels carved into the Harz Mountains into a factory for the
manufacture of missiles. They work for eighteen hours each day. Six of
these hours are set aside for formal procedures, roll calls, official rituals

IN HELENE’S PLACE THE GUARDS
tionality with her husband, had made a for- BROUGHT A YOUNG MAN. SHE
WOULD NEVER FORGET HIS FACE,
number of passengers before it could leave. SHE TOLD ME, OR HIS NAME. LATER

SHE TRIED TO FIND OUT WHETHER
face, she told me, or his name. Later she HE HAD LIVED OR DIED BUT COULD
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of the camp. For six hours they must try to sleep in the tunnels, on the
damp earth, in the same area where the machines, pickaxes, explosions,
and drills are making a continually deafening noise, twenty-four hours of
every day. They are fed very little. They see the daylight only once a week,
at the Sunday roll call. The tunnels themselves are illuminated with faint
light bulbs. The production of missiles has been moved here because
the factories at Peenemiinde were bombed. Because the secret work at
Peenemiinde had been revealed to the Allies by an informer, after the
bombing the Reichsfiihrer SS proposed that the factories should be
installed in a concentration camp. Here, he argued, security could be more
easily enforced; only the guards had any freedom, and they were subject
to the harsh discipline of the SS. The labor itself could be hidden under
the soil of the Harz Mountains.

Memory can be like a long, half-lit tunnel, a tunnel where one is likely to
encounter phantoms of a self, long concealed, no longer nourished with
the force of consciousness, existing in a tortured state between life and
death. In his account of his years at Peenemiinde, Wernher von Braun
never mentions concentration camp Dora. Yet he was seen there more
than once by inmates who remembered him. As the designing engineer,
he had to supervise many details of production. Conditions at camp Dora
could not have escaped his attention. Dora did not have its own cremato-
rium. And so many men and women died in the course of a day that the
bodies waiting to be picked up by trucks and taken to the ovens of
Buchenwald were piled high next to the entrance to the tunnels.

Perhaps von Braun told himself that what went on in those tunnels had
nothing to do with him. He had not wished for these events, had not
wanted them. The orders came from someone who had power over him.
In the course of this writing I remembered a childhood incident that made
me disown myself in the same way. My best friend, who was my neighbor,
had a mean streak and because of this had a kind of power over the rest
of us who played with her. For a year Ileft my grandmother’s house to live
with my mother again. On my return I had been replaced by another little
girl, and the two of them excluded me. But finally my chance arrived. My
friend had a quarrel with her new friend and enlisted me in an act of
revenge. Together we cornered her at the back of a yard, pushing her into
the garbage cans, yelling nasty words at her, throwing things at her.

My friend led the attack, inventing the strategies and the words which
were hurled. With part of myself I knew what it was to be the object of this
kind of assault. But I also knew this was the way to regain my place with
my friend. Later I disowned my acts, as if I had not committed them.
Because I was under the sway of my friend’s power, I toid myself that what
I did was really her doing. And in this way became unreal to myself. It was
as if my voice threatening her, my own anger, and my voice calling names,
had never existed.



I was told this story by a woman who survived the holocaust. The war had
not yet begun. Nor the exiles. Nor the mass arrests. But history was on the
point of these events, tipping over, ready to fall into the relentless path of
consequences. She was then just a child, playing games in the street. And
one day she found herself part of a circle of other children. They had sur-
rounded a little boy and were calling him names because he was Jewish.
He was her friend. But she thought if she left this circle, or came to his
defense, she herself would lose her standing among the others. Then, sud-
denly, in an angry voice her mother called her in from the street. As soon
as the door shut behind her, her mother began to shout, words incompre-
hensible to her, and slapped her across the face. Your father, her mother
finally said, after crying, and in a quieter voice, was Jewish. Her father had
been dead for three years. Soon after this day her mother too would die.
As the danger grew worse her gentile relatives would not harbor her any
longer, and she joined the fate of those who tried to live in the margins, as
if invisible, as if mere shadows, terrified of a direct glance, of recognition,
existing at the unsteady boundary of consciousness.

In disowning the effects we have on others, we disown ourselves. My
father watched the suffering of my childhood and did nothing. He was
aware of my mother’s alcoholism and the state of her mind when she
drank. He knew my grandmother to be tyrannical. We could speak
together of these things almost dispassionately, as if both of us were disin-
terested witnesses to a fascinating social drama. But after a day’s visit with
him, spent at the park, or riding horses, or at the movies, he would send me
back into that world of suffering we had discussed so dispassionately.

His disinterest in my condition was not heartless. It reflected the dis-
tance he kept from his own experience. One could sense his suffering but
he never expressed it directly. He was absent to a part of himself. He was
closer to tears than many men, but he never shed those tears. If I cried he
would fall into a frightened silence. And because of this, though I spent a
great deal of time with him, he was always in a certain sense an absent
father. Unknowingly I responded in kind, for years, feeling a vaguely de-
fined anger that would neither let me love nor hate him.

My father learned his disinterest under the guise of masculinity. Boys
don't cry. There are whole disciplines, institutions, rubrics in our culture
which serve as categories of denial.

Science is such a category. The torture and death that Heinrich
Himmler found disturbing to witness became acceptable to him when it
fell under this rubric. He liked to watch the scientific experiments in the
concentration camps. And then there is the rubric of military order. I am
looking at a photograph. It was taken in 1941 in the Ukraine. The men of
an einsatzgruppen are assembled in a group pose. In front of them their
rifles rest in ceremonial order, composed into tripods. They stand straight
and tall. They are clean-shaven and their uniforms are immaculate, in
apple-pie order, as we would say in America.
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It is not surprising that cleanliness in a profession that sheds blood
would become a compulsion. Blood would evidence guilt and fear to a
mind trying to escape the consequence of its decisions. It is late in the
night when Laura tells me one more story. Her father is about to be sent
to Europe, where he will fight in the Battle of the Bulge and become a
general. For weeks her mother has prepared a party. The guests begin to
arrive in formal dress and sparkling uniforms. The white-gloved junior
officers stand to open the doors. Her mother, regal in satin and jewels,
starts to descend the staircase. Laura sits on the top stair watching, dressed
in her pajamas. Then suddenly a pool of blood appears at her mother’s
feet, her mother falls to the floor, and almost as quickly, without a word
uttered, a junior officer sweeps up the stairs, removes her mother into a
waiting car, while another one cleans up the blood. No one tells Laura that
her mother has had a miscarriage, and the party continues as if no event
had taken place, no small or large death, as if no death were about to take
place, nor any blood be spilled.

But the nature of the material world frustrates our efforts to remain
free of the suffering of others. The mobile killing van that Himmler sum-
moned into being had some defects. Gas from the exhaust pipes leaked
into the cabin where the drivers sat and made them ill. When they went to
remove the bodies from the van they were covered with blood and excre-
ment, and their faces bore expressions of anguish. Himmler's engineers
fixed the leak, increased the flow of gas so the deaths would be quicker,
and built in a drain to collect the bodily fluids that are part of death.

There are times when no engineers can contain death. Over this same
landscape through which the mobile killing vans traveled, an invisible
cloud would one day spread, and from it would descend a toxic substance
that would work its way into the soil and the water, the plants and the bod-
ies of animals, and into human cells, not only in this landscape of the
Ukraine, but in the fjords of Norway, the fields of Italy and France, and
even here, in the far reaches of California, bringing a death that recalled,
more than forty years later, those earlier hidden deaths.

You can see pictures of them. Whole families, whole communities. The
fabric on their backs almost worn through. Bodies as if ebbing away
before your eyes. Poised on an edge. The cold visible around the thin
joints of arms and knees. A bed made in a doorway. Moving then, over
time, deeper and deeper into the shadows. Off the streets. Into back rooms,
and then to the attics or the cellars. Windows blackened. Given less and
less to eat. Moving into smaller and smaller spaces. Sequestered away like
forbidden thoughts, or secrets.

Could he have seen in these images of those he had forced into hiding and
suffering, into agony and death, an image of the outer reaches of his own
consciousness? It is only now that I can begin to see he has become part
of them. Those whose fate he sealed. Heinrich Himmler. A part of Jewish
history. Remembered by those who fell into the net of his unclaimed life.



Claimed as a facet of the wound, part of the tissue of the scar. A mark on
the body of our minds, both those of us who know this history and those
who do not.

For there is a sense in which we are all witnesses. Hunger, desperation,
pain, loneliness, these are all visible in the streets about u§liThe way of life
we live, a life we have neveﬁmgpast what we
see. And out at the edge, beyond what we see or hear, we can feel a greater
suffering, cries from a present or past starvation, a present or past torture,
cries of those we have never met, coming to us in our dreams, and even if

these cries do not survive in our waking knowledge, still, they live on in
the part of ourselves we have ceased to know.

I think now of the missile again and how it came into being. Scientific
inventions do not spring whole like Athena from the head of Zeus from the
analytic implications of scientific discoveries. Technological advance takes
shape slowly in the womb of society and is influenced and fed by our shared
imagination. What we create thus mirrors the recesses of our own minds,
and perhaps also hidden capacities. Television mimics the ability to see in
the mind’s eye. And the rocket? Perhaps the night flight of the soul, that
ability celebrated in witches to send our thoughts as if through the air to
those distant from us, to send images of ourselves, and even our secret feel-
ings, out into an atmosphere beyond ourselves, to see worlds far flung from
and strange to us becomes manifest in a sinister fashion in the missile.

Self-portrait in charcoal. Since the earliest rendering she made of her own
image, much time has passed. The viewer here has moved closer. Now the
artist’s head fills the frame. She is much older in years and her features
have taken on that androgyny which she thought necessary to the work of
an artist. Her hair is white on the paper where the charcoal has not
touched it. She is in profile and facing a definite direction. Her eyes look
in that direction. But they do not focus on anyone or anything. The portrait
is soft, the charcoal rubbed almost gently over the surface, here light, here
dark. Her posture is one not so much of resolution as resignation. The
portrait was drawn just after the First World War, the war in which her son
Peter died. I have seen these eyes in the faces of those who grieve, eyes
that are looking but not focused, seeing perhaps what is no longer visible.

After the war, German scientists who developed the V-1 and V-2 rocket im-
migrate to the United States where they continue to work on rocketry. Using
the Vengeance weapon as a prototype, they develop the first ICBM missiles.

On the twenty-third of May 1945, as the war in Europe comes to an end,
Heinrich Himmler is taken prisoner by the Allied command. He has
removed the military insignia from his clothing, and he wears a patch over
one eye. Disguised in this manner, and carrying the identity papers of a
man he had condemned to death, he attempts to cross over the border at
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Bremervorde. No one at the checkpoint suspects him of being the
Reichsfiihrer SS. But once under the scrutiny of the guards, all his courage
fails him. Like a trembling schoolboy, he blurts out the truth. Now he will
be taken to a center for interrogation, stripped of his clothing and searched.
He will refuse to wear the uniform of the enemy, so he will be given a
blanket to wrap over his underclothing. Taken to a second center for inter-
rogation, he will be forced to remove this blanket and his underclothes.
The interrogators, wishing to make certain he has no poison hidden any-
where, no means by which to end his life and hence avoid giving testimony,
will surround his naked body. They will ask him to open his mouth. But just
as one of them sees a black capsule wedged between his teeth, he will jerk
his head away and swallow. All attempts to save his life will fail. He will not
survive to tell his own story. His secrets will die with him.

There were many who lived through those years who did not wish to
speak of what they saw or did. None of the German rocket engineers bore
witness to what they saw at concentration camp Dora. Common rank and
file members of the Nazi Party, those without whose efforts or silent sup-
port the machinery could not have gone on, fell almost as a mass into
silence. In Berlin and Munich I spoke to many men and women, in my
generation or younger, who were the children of soldiers, or party mem-
bers, or SS men, or generals, or simply believers. Their parents would not
speak to them of what had happened. The atmosphere in both cities was
as if a pall had been placed over memory. And thus the shared mind of
this nation has no roots, no continuous link with what keeps life in a pat-
tern of meaning.

Lately I have come to believe that an as yet undiscovered human need
and even a property of matter is the desire for revelation. The truth within
us has a way of coming out despite all conscious efforts to conceal it. I
have heard stories from those in the generation after the war, all speaking
of the same struggle to ferret truth from the silence of their parents so
that they themselves could begin to live. One born the year the war ended
was never told a word about concentration camps, at home or in school.
She began to wake in the early morning hours with nightmares which
mirrored down to fine and accurate detail the conditions of the camps.
Another woman searching casually through some trunks in the attic of
her home found a series of pamphlets, virulently and cruelly anti-Semitic,
which had been written by her grandfather, a high Nazi official. Still
another pieced together the truth of her father’s life, a member of the
Gestapo, a man she remembered as playful by contrast to her stern
mother. He died in the war. Only over time could she put certain pieces
together. How he had had a man working under him beaten. And then,
how he had beaten her.

Many of those who survived the holocaust could not bear the memo-
ries of what happened to them and, trying to bury the past, they too fell
into silence. Others continue to speak as they are able. The manner of
speech varies. At an artist’s retreat in the Santa Cruz Mountains I met a
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woman who survived Bergen Belsen and Auschwitz. She inscribes the
number eight in many of her paintings. And the number two. This is the
story she is telling with those numbers. It was raining the night she
arrived with her mother, six brothers and sisters at Auschwitz. It fell very
hard, she told me. We were walking in the early evening up a hill brown

in the California fall. The path was strewn with yellow leaves_i inated
by the sun in its descen

hey were very tired. Now the sky seemed
very black but the platform, lit up with stadium lights, was blinding after
the darkness of the train. She would never, she told me, forget the shout-
ing. It is as if she still cannot get the sound out of her ears. The Gestapo
gave one shrill order after another, in a language she did not yet under-
stand. They were herded in confusion, blows coming down on them ran-
domly from the guards, past a tall man in a cape. This was Dr. Mengele. He
made a single gesture toward all her family and continued it toward her
but in a different direction. For days, weeks, months after she had learned
what their fate had been she kept walking in the direction of their parting
and beyond toward the vanishing point of her vision of them.

,she and one brother. The story of one
cannot be told separately from the story of other lives. Who are we?
The question is not simple. What we call the self is part of a larger matrix
of relationship and society. Had we been born to a different family, in a
different time, to a different world, we would not be the same. All the lives
that surround us are in us.

In the last decade the Soviet Union improves its antiballistic missiles to make
them maneuverable and capable of hovering in midair. The United States
continues to develop and test the MX missile, with advanced inertial guid-
ance, capable of delivering ten prearmed electronically guided warheads,
each with maneuverability, possessing the power and accuracy to penetrate
hardened silos. And the Soviet Union begins to design a series of smaller
one-warhead mobile missiles, the SS-25, to be driven around by truck, and
the SS-X-24, to be drawn on railroad tracks. And the United States develops
a new warhead for the Trident missile carrying fourteen smaller warheads
that can be released in a barrage along a track or a road.

A train is making its way through Germany. All along its route those who
are in the cars can look out and see those who are outside the cars. And
those who are outside can see those who are inside. Sometimes words are
exchanged. Sometimes there is a plea for water. And sometimes, at the
risk of life, water is given. Sometimes names are called out, or curses are
spoken, under the breath. And sometimes there is only silence.

Who are those on the inside and where are they going? There are
rumors. It is best not to ask. There are potatoes to buy with the last of the
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rations. There is a pot boiling on the stove. And, at any rate, the train has
gone; the people have vanished. You did not know them. You will not see
them again. Except perhaps in your dreams. But what do those images
mean? Images of strangers. Agony that is not yours. A face that does not
belong to you. And so in the daylight you try to erase what you have
encountered and to forget those tracks that are laid even as if someplace
in your body, even as part of yourself.

QUESTIONS FOR A SECOND READING

1. One of the challenges a reader faces with Griffin's text is knowing what to
make of it. It's a long piece, but the reading is not difficult. The sections are
short and straightforward. While the essay is made up of fragments, the ar-
rangement is not deeply confusing or disorienting. Still, the piece has no
single controlling idea; it does not move from thesis to conclusion. One way
of reading the essay is to see what one can make of it, what it might add up
to. In this sense, the work of reading is to find one idea, passage, image, or
metaphor—something in the text—and use this to organize the essay.

As you prepare to work back through the text, think about the point of
reference you could use to organize your reading. Is the essay “about”
Himmler? secrets? fascism? art? Germany? the United States? families and
child-rearing? gay and lesbian sexuality? Can one of the brief sections be
taken as a key to the text? What about the italicized sections— how are they
to be used?

You should not assume that one of these is the right way to read.
Assume, rather, that one way of working with the text is to organize it around
a single point of reference, something you could say that Griffin “put there”
for you to notice and to use.

Or you might want to do this in your name rather than Griffin's. That is,
you might, as you reread, chart the connections you make, connections that
you feel belong to you (to your past, your interests, your way of reading), and
think about where and how you are drawn into the text (and with what you
take to be Griffin's interests and desires). You might want to be
prepared to talk about why you sum things up the way you do.

2. Although this is not the kind of prose you would expect to find in a textbook
for a history course, and although the project is not what we usually think of
as a’research” project, Griffin is a careful researcher. The project is serious and
deliberate; it is “about” history, both family history and world history. Griffin
knows what she is doing. So what is Griffin's project? As you reread, look to
those sections where Griffin seems to be speaking to her readers about her
work — about how she reads and how she writes, about how she gathers her
materials and how she studies them. What is she doing? What is at stake
in adopting such methods? How and why might you teach someone to do
this work?



1.

ASSIGNMENTS FOR WRITING

Griffin's text gathers together related fragments and works on them, but
does so without yoking examples to a single, predetermined argument or
thesis. In this sense, it is a kind of anti-essay. One of the difficulties readers of
this text face is in its retelling. If someone says to you, “Well, what was it
about?”the answer is not easy or obvious. The text is so far-reaching, so care-
fully composed of interrelated stories and reflections, and so suggestive in its
implications and in the connections it enables that it is difficult to summarize
without violence, without seriously reducing the text.

But, imagine that somebody asks, “Well, what was it about?” Write an
essay in which you present your reading of “Our Secret.” You want to give
your reader a sense of what the text is like (or what it is like to read the text),
and you want to make clear that the account you are giving is your reading,
your way of working it through. You might, in fact, want to suggest what you
leave out or put to the side. (The first second-reading question might help
you prepare for this.)

Griffin argues that we — all of us, especially all of us who read her essay —are
part of a complex web of connections. At one point she says,

Who are we? The question is not simple. What we call the self is part
of a larger matrix of relationship and society. Had we been born to a
different family, in a different time, to a different world, we would not
be the same. All the lives that surround us are in us. (p. 263)

At another point she asks, “Is there any one of us who can count our-
selves outside the circle circumscribed by our common past?” She speaks of
a“field,

like a field of gravity that is created by the movements of many bod-
ies. Each life is influenced and it in turn becomes an influence. What-
ever is a cause is also an effect. Childhood experience is just one ele-
ment in the determining field. (p. 238)

One way of thinking about this concept of the self (and of interrelated-
ness), at least under Griffin's guidance, is to work on the connections that she
implies and asserts. As you reread the selection, look for powerful and surpris-
ing juxtapositions, fragments that stand together in interesting and suggestive
ways. Think about the arguments represented by the blank space between
those sections. (And look for Griffin's written statements about “relatedness.’)
Look for connections that seem important to the text (and to you) and repre-
sentative of Griffin's thinking (and yours). Then, write an essay in which you use
these examples to think through your understanding of Griffin's claims for this
“larger matrix,’ the “determining field,” or our “common past.

It is useful to think of Griffin's prose as experimental. She is trying to do
something that she can't do in the “usual” essay form. She wants to make a
different kind of argument or engage her reader in a different manner. And
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- so she mixes personal and academic writing. She assembles fragments and
puts seemingly unrelated material into surprising and suggestive rela-
tionships. She breaks the “plane” of the page with italicized intersections.
She organizes her material, but not in the usual mode of thesis-example-
conclusion. The arrangement is not nearly so linear. At one point, when she
seems to be prepared to argue that German child-rearing practices pro-
duced the Holocaust, she quickly says:

Fil}
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Of course there cannot be one answer to such a monumental riddle,
nor does any event in history have a single cause. Rather a field ex-
ists, like a field of gravity that is created by the movements of many
bodies. Each life is influenced and it in turn becomes an influence.
Whatever is a cause is also an effect. Childhood experience is just
one element in the determining field. (p. 238)

Her prose serves to create a “field,’ one where many bodies are set in
relationship.

It is useful, then, to think about Griffin's prose as the enactment of a
method, as a way of doing a certain kind of intellectual work. One way to
study this, to feel its effects, is to imitate it, to take it as a model. For this as-
signment, write a Griffin-like essay, one similar in its methods of organization
and argument. You will need to think about the stories you might tell, about
the stories and texts you might gather (stories and texts not your own). As
you write, you will want to think carefully about arrangement and about
commentary (about where, that is, you will speak to your reader as the writer
of the piece). You should not feel bound to Griffin's subject matter, but you
should feel that you are working in her spirit.

MAKING CONNECTIONS

1. Is it surprising that prisons resemble factories, schools, barracks,
hospitals, which all resemble prisons? (p. 208)
— MICHEL FOUCAULT
Panopticism

The child, Dr. Schreber advised, should be permeated by the impos-
sibility of locking something in his heart. . ..

That this philosophy was taught in school gives me an interior view of
the catastrophe to follow. It adds a certain dimension to my image
of these events to know that a nation of citizens learned that no part of
themselves could be safe from the scrutiny of authority, nothing locked
in the heart, and at the same time to discover that the head of the secret
police of this nation was the son of a schoolmaster. It was this man, after
all, Heinrich Himmler, Reichsfiihrer SS, who was later to say, speaking
of the mass arrests of Jews, Protective custody is an act of care. (p. 240)

— SUSAN GRIFFIN

Our Secret



Both Griffin and Foucault write about the “fabrication” of human life and
desire within the operations of history and of specific social institutions —
the family, the school, the military, the factory, the hospital. Both are con-
cerned with the relationship between forces that are hidden, secret, and
those that are obvious, exposed. Both write with an urgent concern for the
history of the present, for the ways our current condition is tied to history,
politics, and culture.

And yet these are very different pieces to read. They are written
differently —that is, they differently invite a reader’s participation and un-
derstanding. They take different examples from history. They offer different
accounts of the technologies of order and control. It can even be said that
they do their work differently and that they work toward different ends.

Write an essay in which you use one of the essays to explain and to
investigate the other—where you use Griffin as a way of thinking about
Foucault or Foucault as a way of thinking about Griffin. “To explain,” “to
investigate”— perhaps you would prefer to think of this encounter as a dia-
logue or a conversation, a way of bringing the two texts together. You should
imagine that your readers are familiar with both texts, but have not yet
thought of the two together. You should imagine that your readers do not
have the texts in front of them, that you will need to do the work of presenta-
tion and summary.

Reread Susan Griffin's “Our Secret,” (p. 233) paying particular attention to her
understanding of memory. One might say that her essay illuminates the
political aspects of memory and the attendant dangers of forgetting. Griffin
ends her essay, “And so in the daylight you try to erase what you have en-
countered and to forget those tracks that are laid even as if someplace in
your body, even as part of yourself! (p. 264)

Concerned with the complex workings and implications of memory in
“The End of Remembering” (p. 160), Joshua Foer details the innovation of
computer scientist Gordon Bell, who wears his “SenseCam” around his neck.
The device acts as a “surrogate memory.” Foer says of Bell: “With the Sense-
Cam, he is trying to fix an elemental human problem: that we forget our lives
almost as fast as we live them.” (p. 172)

Write an essay in which you discuss the ways Foer and Griffin might il-
luminate one another’s ideas about memory and forgetting. You might
choose to begin with Griffin's conclusion. What does it have to do with Foer’s
arguments? Find other passages from Griffin that seem deeply connected to
memory. How do those passages fit into the picture Foer paints of memory?

John Edgar Wideman, in “Our Time” (p. 422), uses personal history to think
about and to represent forces beyond the individual that shape human life
and possibility — family, national history, and race. Susan Griffin is engaged
in a similar project; she explains her motives this way: “One can find traces of
every life in each life!

Perhaps. Itis a bold step to think that this is true and to believe that one
can, or should, write the family into the national or international narrative.
Write an essay in which you read “Our Secret” alongside Wideman'’s “Our
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Time!Your goal is not only to discuss how these writers do what they do, and
to what conclusions and to what ends, but also to discuss your sense of what
is at stake in each project. How does a skilled writer handle such a project?
What are the technical issues? What would lead a writer to write like this?
Would you do the same? Where and how? For whose benefit?

One way to imagine Susan Griffin's project in “Our Secret” is to think of her
study of Heinrich Himmler as a journey through texts. She spends a signifi-
cantamount of time attending to Himmler’s journals and writings, looking at
the way he stood in photographs, closely reading the words he chose as a
child and later as a Nazi soldier. Griffin says she herself has been “searching”
through these documents. She writes:

Now as I sit here I read once again the fragments from Heinrich’s
boyhood diary that exist in English. I have begun to think of these
words as ciphers. Repeat them to myself, hoping to find a door into
the mind of this man, even as his character first forms so that I
might learn how it is he becomes himself. (p. 236)

Considering the journals and memoirs he consults, one might think of
Richard E. Miller, in “The Dark Night of the Soul,” as having a similar project
to Griffin's, one of sifting through texts in order to uncover their relation-
ships to the human beings who read and wrote these texts. Miller writes:

Asking why a Steve Cousins or an Eric Harris or a Dylan Klebold is
violent is itself a meaningless act, not because the motivation is too
deeply buried or obscurely articulated to ever be known, but because
we no longer live in a world where human action can be explained.
We have plenty of information; it just doesn’'t amount to anything.
This is the logic of the history of increasing humiliation working it-
self out over time.

Write an essay in which you discuss Griffin's project of looking at
Himmler in relation to Miller’s examination of Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold.
How do Miller's words above help to illuminate, expand, or complicate Susan
Griffin's thoughts in “Our Secret”? What does Griffin mean when she says she
thinks of Himmler’s words as ciphers? In what ways do Griffin and Miller
seem to be engaging in a similar inquiry or investigation? What does each
text offer as its theory of writing and reading?

@ See the e-Pages at bedfordstmartins.com/waysofreading.





