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I 

"WHY ONLY NOW?" HE SAYS, THIS PERSON NOT TO 

be confused with me. Well, because Mothers incessant 
nagging . .. Because I wanted to cry the way I did at the 
time, when the cry spread across the water, but couldn't 
anymore . . . Because for the true story . . . hardly more 
than three lines ... Because only now . . . 

The words still don't come easily. This person, who 
doesn't like excuses, reminds me that I'm a professional: 
had a way with words at a young age, signed on as a cub 
reporter with one of the Springer tabloids, soon had the 
lingo down pat, then switched over to the Tageszeitung, 
where Springer was the favorite whipping boy, later 
kept it short and sweet as a mercenary for various news 
agencies, and eventually freelanced for a while, chop
ping and shredding all sorts of subjects to be served up 
as articles: something new every day. The news of the 
day. 

True enough, I said. But that's about all I know how 
to do. Ifl really have to settle my own historical accounts 
now, everything I messed up is going to be ascribed to 

1 
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the sinking of a ship. Why ? Because Mother was nine 

months pregnant when it happened, because it's sheer 

coinciden ce that I'm al ive. 

And al ready, again, I 'm doing someone else's bidding, 

but at least I can leave myself out of it for the time being, 

because this story began long before me, more than a 

hundred years ago, in Schwerin, the ducal seat of Meck

lenburg, nestled amid seven lakes, priding itself on post

ca rds of its Schel fstadt district and a castle bristling with 

turrets, and outwardly left unharmed by the wars. 

Initially I didn't think a provincial burg that history 

had crossed off long ago could attract anyone besides 

tourists, but th en the starting place for my story sud

denly acquired a presence on the Internet. An anony

mous sou rce was posting biographical information, 

complete with elates, street names, and report cards, a 

treasure trove for someone like me who was under pres

sure to dig up the past. 

I 'd bought myself a Mac, with a modem, as soon as 

these things came on the market. For my work I need to 

be able to snare information wherever it may be wan

dering around the world. I got pretty good at using the 

computer. Soon terms l ike browser and hyper/ink were no 

longer Chinese to me. With a click of the mous� I could 

haul in stuff that I might use or might end up throwing 

in the trash. Soon, out of idleness or inclination, I began 

fl itting from chat room to chat room, also responded to 

the most idiotic spam, checked out a couple of porno 

si tes, and after some aimless surfing finally landed on 

sites where ol d unregenerates but also freshly minted 
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neo-Nazis were venting their venom on hate pa ges. And 

suddenly-entering the name of a ship as a keyword 

I clicked my way to the r ight address: www.blutzeuge.de. 

In Gothic script the "Comrades of Schwerin" were strut

t ing thei r stuff. Someth i n g  about a martyr. Dred gi n g  up 

the past. More l ud icrous than disgusting. 

In the meantime it's become clear which martyr is 

meant and what he's supposed to have shed his blood 

for. But I 'm still not sure how to go about this: should I 

do as I was tau ght and unpack one l ife at a time, in orde r, 

or do I have to sneak up on time in a crabwalk,  seemin g 

to go backward but actually scutt l ing sideways, and 

thereby worki n g  my way forward fai rly rapidly ?  Only 

this much is certain:  Nature, or to be more precise, the 

Baltic, said yea and amen more than half a century a go 

to everyth i n g  that wil l  have to be reported here. 

First comes a person whose gravestone was smashed. 

After getting through school- the commercial track

he apprenticed at a bank, finishin g  up without attracti n g  

undue attention. Not a word about this phase o n  t h e  I n 

ternet. O n  t h e  Web site dedicated t o  Wilhelm Gustloff, 

born in Schwerin in 1895, h e  was celebrated as "the mar

tyr. "  The site did not mention the problems with his  lar

ynx, the chronic weakness of the lungs that prevented 

him from provi n g  his bravery in the First World War. 

While Hans Castorp, a young man from a good Han

seatic family, received orders from his creator to leave 

the Ma gic Mountain ,  and on page 994 of the novel was 

left to fall  as a volunteer on Flanders Field or to escape 
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into a l iterary no-man 's-land, in 1 9 1 7  the Schwe rin Life 

Insurance Bank took the precaution of shipping its in

dustr ious employee off to Davos in Switze rland, where 

he was supposed to recover from his i l lness. That locale's 

remarkable a i r  restored his health so completely that 

death could get at him only in another form; for the time 

being, he did not ca re to return to Schwerin and its low

land climate. 

Wilhelm Gustloff found a job as an assistant in an ob

servatory. When this research station was converted into 

a Helvetian foundation, he was promoted to recording 

secretary of the obse rvatory, a post that gave him time to 

supplement his income by working as a door-to-door 

salesman for a company that offered household i nsur

ance. Th rough his moonlighting, he became familiar 

with all  the Swiss cantons. Meanwhile his wife Hedwig 

was not idle either; as a secretary in the office of an at

torney named Moses Silbe r roth, she did her job without 

exper iencing any sense of dissonance with her Aryan 

loyalties. 

Up to this point, the facts offer a composite portrait of 

a sol id bourgeois couple. But, as wil l  become apparent, 

the Gustloffs' way of l ife merely appeared to be consis

tent with Swiss notions of gainful employment. Secretly 

at first, later openly-and for a long time with his em

ployer's tacit approval - the observatory secretary exer

cised his inborn organizational talent: he joined the Nazi 

Party, and by early '36 had recruited about five thousand 

new members among German and Austrian citizens liv

ing in Switzerland, had established local chapters al l  over 
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the country, and had had the new me mbers pledge their 

loyalty to someone whom Providence had thought up as 

the F uh rer. 

Gusdoff h i mself had been appointed Landesgrup

penleiter by G regor Strasser, the man in charge of Party 

organization. Strasser belonged to the left wing of the 

Party, and two yea rs a fter resigning all his posts in '32 to 

protest his Fuh rer's cozy relationship with industry, he 

was included i n  the Roh m Putsch and l iquidated by his 

own people; his brother Otto saved his own skin by flee

i ng Germa ny. At that point Gusdoff had to find some

one else to e mulate. 

On the basis of a question posed in the G raubunden 

cantonal parl iament, an officer from the Swiss Aliens 

Pol ice interrogated Gusdoff as to how he envisioned car

rying out his duties as NSDAP Landesgruppenleiter  in 

the Helvetian Confederation. He is  said to have replied, 

"In all  the world, I love my wife and my mother most. I f  

my F uhrer ordered me to ki l l  the m, I would obey h i m." 

On the I nternet this quotation was challenged as 

apocryphal. In the chat roo m sponsored by the Com

rades of Schwerin, this and other l ies were character ized 

as fabrications by the Jewish writer E mil Ludwig. It was 

cla i med that, on the contrary, the influence of G regor 

Strasser on the martyr had re mained in force. Gusdoff 

had always put the socialist ele ment i n  his worldv iew 

ahead of the nationalist element. Soon battles raged be

tween the right and left wings of the chatters. A v irtual 

Night of the Long Knives took i ts toll .  

But then all interested users were re minded of a date 
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that al legedly proved that the hand of Providence had 

been at work. Something I had tr ied to explain away as 

a mere coincidence elevated the Party functionary Gust

loff to a participant in a celestial design: on 30 January 

1945. fi fty years to the day a fter the martyr's birth , the 

ship named after h im began to sink, signaling the down

fall of the Thousand-Yea r  Reich, twelve years-again to 

the day - since the Nazis' seizure of power. 

There it stands, as i f  hewn into granite, that damned date 

on which e verything began, later to escalate murder

ously, reach a climax, come to an end. I ,  too, thanks to 

Mother, began on that repeatedly unlucky day. She, how

e ver, lives by a different calendar, and grants no power to 

coincidence or any similarly blanket explanation. 

"Don't get me wrong! "  exclaims this woman, whom I 

never refer to possessively as "my mother" but only as 

"Mother." "That ship could've been named after anyone, 

and it  still would've gone down. What I 'd l ike to know 

is, what was that Russki thinking of when he gave or

ders to shoot them th ree whatchamacallums straight at 

us . . .  ?" 
She still rambles on this way, as if buckets of time 

hadn 't flowed over the dam since then. Trampling her 

words to death, putting sentences through the wringer. 

In her idiom, potatoes a re bullwen, cottage cheese is 

glumse, and when she cooks cod in a mustard sauce, she 

calls it pomuchel. In typical Low German fashion,  she 

also pronounces mostg's l ike y's. Mother's parents, August 

and Erna Pok riefke, came from the area known as the 
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Koschneiderei,  and were referred to as Koshnavians. 

She, however, grew up in Langfuhr. She considers her

self a product not of Danzig but of this elongated sub

urb, which kept expanding into the open countryside.  

One of its streets was Elsenstrasse, and to the child U r

sula,  who went by Tulia,  i t  must have been al l  that was 

needed in the way of a world. When Mother talks about 

"way back when," even though she often recal ls  pleasant 

days on the nearby Baltic beaches or w inter sleigh rides 

in the forests to the south of the suburb, she usually 

draws her l isteners into the courtyard of the apartment 

house a t  19 Elsenstrasse, and from there, past Harras, 

the chained German shepherd, into a carpentry shop, 

filled with the sounds of the circular saw, the band saw, 

the lathe, the planer, and the whining finishing machine. 

"When I was just a l i ttle brat, they let me stir the glue 

pot . . .  " Which explains why, as the story goes, whe rever 

she stood, lay, walked, ran, or cowered in a corne r, the 

child Tulia had that legendary smell of carpenter's glue 

cl inging to her. 

It was thus not surprising that w hen they housed us in 

Schwerin r ight a fter the war, Mother decided to train as 

a carpenter in the Schelfstadt distr ict. As a "resettler," the 

term used in the East, she was promptly assigned an ap

prenticeship with a master carpenter whose shack, with 

i ts four workbenches and constantly bubbl ing glue pot, 

was considered long established .  From there it was not 

far to Lehmstrasse, where Mother and I had a ta r-paper 

roof over our heads. If we hadn't gone ashore i n  Kolberg 

after the disaster, if the torpedo boat Lowe had brought 
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us instead to Travem iinde or Kiel , in the West, that is, as 

a " refugee from the East," as they called it  over there, 

Mother would certainly have done an apprenticeship in 

carpentry, too. I consider it a coincidence, whereas from 

the fi rst day she v iewed the place where we were com

pulsorily placed as preordained. 

"And when did that Russki ,  the captain of the U-boat, I 

mean, have his birthday ? You 're the one who usually 

knows that kind of thing . . .  " 

No, in this case I don't have as much information as 

about Wil helm Gustloff, which I got off the I nternet. 

All I could find online was the year of the Russian 's birth 

and a few other facts and conjectures, the stuff journal

ists call background. 

Aleksandr Marinesko was born in 1913 , in the port of 

Odessa, on the Black Sea. The city must have been mag

nificent at one time, as the black-and-white images in 

the film Battleship Potemkin demonstrate. His mother 

came from Ukraine. His father was a Romanian, and 

had signed his papers "Marinescu" before he was con

demned to death for mutiny. He managed to flee at the 

last minute. 

His son Aleksandr grew up near the docks. And be

cause Russians, Ukra inians, and Romanians, Greeks and 

Bulgarians, Turks and A rmenians, Gypsies and Jews all  

l ived there cheek by jowl , he spoke a mishmash of many 

languages, but must have been understood by his youth 

gang. No matter how hard he tried later on to speak 

Russian, he never quite succeeded in purging his father's 
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Romanian curses from his Yiddish-seasoned Ukrainian. 

When he was a lready a ship's mate on a trading vessel, 

people laughed at his l inguistic hodgepodge; but in later 

years many must have discovered that there was nothing 

to laugh about, no matter how comical the U-boat com

mander's orders may have sounded. 

Let's rewind to an earlier period: at seven, young 

Aleksandr is  said to have watched from the overseas pier 

as the last White Russian troops and the exhausted rem

nants of the British and French troops that had been 

sent into the fray fled Odessa. Not long after that he saw 

the Reds march in. Purges took place. Then the civil  war 

was as good as over. And several years later, when for

eign ships were allowed once more to dock in the harbor, 

the boy is supposed to have shown persistence and soon 

real skill  at diving for the coins that elegantly d ressed 

passengers tossed into the brackish water. 

The trio is not yet complete. We are still m issing one. I t  

was his deed that set in motion something that would 

exert a power ful  undertow, and prove unstoppable. 

Because he unwittingly transformed the man from 

Schwerin into the movement's martyr, and the youth 

from Odessa into the hero of the Baltic Red Banner 

Fleet, he will be on trial for all time to come. Greedy 

now, I extracted this and similar indictments from that 

Web site, which I always found by searching under the 

same phrase: "A Jew fired the shots . . .  " 

As I have meanwhile learned, a polemical work 

brought out by the Franz Eher publishing house, Munich, 



1 0  

1 936, and written by Party member and official speaker 

\Vol fgang Diewer ge, made the charge less equivocal ly. 

The Com rades of Schwerin,  following the i r refutable 

logic of insanity, could proclaim,  more definitively than 

Diewer ge was yet in a position to know, "Without the 

Jew, the greatest maritime disaster of all times would 

never have taken place in the navigation channel west of 

Stolpm i.inde, which had been swept for mines. The Jew 

was the one . . .  I t's a l l  the Jew's fa ult . . .  " 

Certain facts cou ld nonetheless be gleaned from the 

exchanges sti r red up in the chat room, some in En glish, 

some in German. One of the chatters knew that not 

lon g after the war be gan Diewer ge had become man

a ger of the Reich radio station in Danzi g, and another 

had information on his doings in the postwar period: as 

the crony of other Nazi bigwigs, such as Achenbach , 

who became a Free Democratic member of the Bundes

ta g, Diewerge al legedly infiltrated the l iberal party of 

Nordrhein-Westfalen. And a third chatter added that in 

the seventies the former Nazi propa ganda expert ran 

a discreet donation-laundering operation for the Free 

Democrats, in  Neuwied am Rhein. Finally, questions 

about the assassin of Davos rose above the din in the 

crowded chat room, and were shot down \Vith sharp 

replies. 

In 1 909, four years before Marinesko was born and 

fourteen years after Gustloff was born, David Frank

furter came into the world in the West Slavonian town of 

Daruvar, the son of a rabbi. Hebrew and German were 

spoken in the home, and in school Dav id learned to speak 
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and write Serbo-Croatian , but he was also subjected to the 

hatred directed against Jews that was part of everyday l ife. 

His efforts to come to terms with it must have been futile, 

because he was constitutionally incapable of putting up a 

robust defense, and on the other hand he despised the 

very notion of accepting life as it w as. 

Dav id Frankfurter had only one thing i n  com mon 

with Wilhelm Gustloff: as the latter was initially handi

capped by weak lungs, the former suffered from child

hood on from chronic osteomyel itis. But whereas Gustloff 

managed to overcome his i l l ness by goi ng to Davos, and 

served the Party d iligently once his health was restored, 

the doctors could not help Dav id.  He underwent five 

operations, but without success: a hopeless case. 

Perhaps it was because of his i llness that he took up 

the study of medicine, whi ch he did in Germany, on his 

family's advice. His father and grand fathe r before him 

had studied there. Apparently he had trouble concen

trating, because he was always ai l ing, and he fai led the 

preclinical examination as well as subsequent exami

nations. But Party member Diewerge asser ted on the 

Internet, in contrast to the writer Ludwig, whom Die

werge insisted on calling "Emil Lud wig-Cohn," that the 

Jew Frankfurter had been not only a weakling but also a 

lazy and shiftless student, a dandy and chai n-smoker 

who frittered away his father's money. 

Then began-on that thrice-cursed date- the year of 

the Nazi takeover- recently celebrated on the Internet. 

In Frankfurt the chai n-smoker David got a taste of what 

was i n  store for him and other students. He witnessed the 
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burning of books by Jewish authors. Suddenly a Star 

of David appeared at his station in the laboratory. Hate, 

now taking a physical form, was closing in on him. He 

and others \vere pelted with insults by students raucously 

proclaiming thei r membership in the Aryan race. This he 

could not put up with. It was unbearable. He fled to 

Switzerland, continuing his studies in Berne, seemingly a 

safe haven- where he again failed to pass various exam

inations. 1\'"onetheless he sent his parents cheery, e ven 

confident letters, wangling more money out of his father. 

\Vhen his mother d ied the following year, he gave up his 

studies. Perhaps in hopes of gaining support from rela

tives, he risked a trip back to the Reich, where he stood 

by without l ifting a finger while h is uncle, a rabbi l i ke his 

father, had his reddish beard pulled on a street in Berlin 

by a young man who shouted, "Hepp, hepp, Jew ! "  

Any account along these l ines can be found i n  Murder 

in Davos, a fictionalized version by the best-sell ing au

thor Emil Ludwig, brought out in 1936 by Querida, a 

publishing house founded in Amsterdam by German 

emigres. Again the Comrades of Schwerin had a differ

ent story on their Web site; they took the word of Party 

member Diewerge, because he quoted what the rabbi, 

Dr. Salomon Frankfurter, purportedly told the Berlin 

pol ice when they interrogated him: " It is not true that an 

adolescent boy pulled me by my beard (which in point of 

fact is black, not red), shouting, 'Hepp, hepp, Jew ! ' "  

I was unable to determine whether this police investi

gation, not ordered until two years a fter the alleged inci

dent, employed any coercion. At any rate, Da vid went 
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back to Berne, and must have been i n  despair  on a num

ber of counts. For one thing, he was supposed to resume 

his studies, h itherto completely unsuccessful, and for an

other, to his chronic physical pain had been added grief 

over his mother's death. Furthermore, his impressions 

from his brief v isit to Berl in became even more depress

ing when he read reports in the local and foreign news

papers about concentration camps in Oranienburg, 

Dachau, and elsewhere. 

Suicidal thoughts must have come to him toward the 

end of '35 ,  and repeatedly thereafter. Later, when the 

trial was under way, a psychological evaluation commis

sioned by the defense noted : "As a resul t  of psychological 

factors of a personal natu re, Frankfu rter found himself 

in an untenable emotional situation, from which he fel t  

h e  had t o  escape. H i s  depression gave r ise t o  the idea of 

suicide. But the instinct for self-preservation innate to 

every human being deflected the bullet from h imself 

onto another victim." 

The I nternet carr ied no n it-picking commentaries on 

this evaluation. Nonetheless, I had a growing suspicion 

that what lur ked behind the URL www.blutzeuge.de 

was no skinhead group calling itself the Comrades of 

Schwerin but a solitary clever young fanatic. Someone 

scuttl ing crabwise l ike me, sniffing for the scents and 

similar exudations of h istory. 

A shiftless student ?  That was me, when I decided that 

German literature was too boring and media studies at 

the Otto Suhr I nstitute too theoretical .  
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Initial ly, when I left Schwerin and then migrated from 

East to West Berlin by S-Bahn, shortly before the Wall  

went up,  I made a real effort, as I had promised Mother 

when we parted . Worked my tail off in school. Was six

teen and a half when I got my first whiff of freedom. 

Lived in Schmargendorf, near Roseneck,  with Mother's 

old schoolmate Jenny, who had supposedly shared a 

bunch of crazy experiences with her. Had my own room, 

with a skylight. A nice time that was, actually. 

Aunt Jenny's attic apartment on Karlsbader Strasse 

looked like a doll's house. Everywhere, on side tables and 

wall brackets, she had porcelain figurines under glass. 

Dancers in tutus on pointe. Some of them balancing in 

daring arabesques, all with delicate l ittle heads and long 

necks. As a young woman, Jenny had been a ballerina,  

and quite wel l known, but  then, during one of the many 

air raids that were reducing the Reich capital to rubble, 

both her feet were crushed, with the result that she 

hobbled when she brought me an assortment of snacks 

for afternoon tea, though her a rm gestures remained 

fluid.  And like the fragile figurines in her oh-so-sweet 

l ittle attic, the small face atop her now gaunt but agile 

neck bore a smile that seemed frozen in place. She often 

had the shivers, and d rank a good deal of hot lemonade. 

I enjoyed l iving there. She pampered me. And when 

she talked about her old gir lfriend -"My darling Tulia 

sl ipped a note to me a l ittle while ago"- 1 would be 

tempted for a few minutes to feel some fondness for 

Mother, that tough old bitch; but soon she would get on 

my nerves again. The messages she managed to smuggle 
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monitions, underl ined to the point of no contradiction 

and intended to "pester" me into compliance, to use 

Mother's word: "The boy's got to study, study, study. 

That's the only reason why I sent him to the West- so 

he could amount to something . . .  " 

As I read that, I could hear the words Mother would 

ha ve used in her nati ve Langfuhr idiom: "That's all I 

l ive for-so's my son can bea r  witness one of these 

days." Speaking for her gir lfriend, Aunt Jenny would 

admonish me, too, in her gentle but pointed tone. I had 

no choice but to work my tail off in school. 

My class included a bunch of other kids who'd es

caped from the East. I had a lot of catching up to do on 

subjects such as democracy and the rule of law. In addi

tion to English I had to take French - Russian was a 

thing of the past. I a lso began to see how capitalism 

worked, the whole business of structural unemploy

ment. I was no star, but I passed the university entrance 

exams, as Mother had demanded. 

In other respects I held my own, when it came to 

girls,  fo; instance, and did n't e ven have to pinch pennies, 

because when I went over to the enemy of the working 

class, with her blessing, Mother slipped me another ad

dress in  the West: "This guy's your father, or could be. A 

cousin of mine. He knocked me up shortly before he had 

to go in the ser vice. That's what he thinks. Send him a 

note to let him know how you're doing, once you're 

settled over there . . .  " 



Comparisons are odious. Yet where finances were con

cerned, I soon found myself in the same si tuation as 

David Frankfurter in Berne , whose distant father de

posited a tidy sum in his Swiss bank account every 

month. Mother's cousi n Ha rry Liebenau - God rest his 

soul- was the son of the master carpenter back on 

Elsenstrasse, and had been l iving in Baden-Baden since 

the late fi fties. As the cultural editor for Southwest Ger

man Radio. he was responsible for late-night program

ming: poetry a round midnight, when only the pines in 

the Black Forest were stil l  l istening. 

Since I didn't want to be hitting up Mother's girl

fr iend for money all  the ti me, I fi red off a rather nice let

ter, if I do say so mysel f, and after the closing flourish, 

"Your unknown son," I made sure to include my bank 

account number, in my most legible handwriting. Ap

parently he was too happily ma rried to write back, but 

every month without fai l  he came through with far 

more tha n the minimum child support, the sum of two 

hundred marks, a small fortune at the time. Aunt Jenny 

knew nothing about this arrangement, but apparently 

she had been acquainted with Mother's cousin Harry, i f  

only fleetingly, as s h e  let o n  rather than actually said, a 

faint flush coloring her doll 's face. 

In early '67, not long a fter I had extricated myself 

from Karlsbader Strasse and moved to Kreuzberg, 

where I soon dropped my studies and clambered aboard 

at Springer's MorgenpoJt as a cub reporter, the money 

supply dried up. From then on I never wrote to my 

sugar daddy, or at most a Christmas card. Why should I 
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have? In one of her smuggled messages, Mother had 

made it  clear how things stood:  "No need to fall all over 

yourself thanking him. He knows well enough why he 

h " as to pay up . . .  

She could n't write to me openly, because by now she 

had become the head of a carpentry brigade in a large 

state-owned plant that produced bedroom fu rniture on 

the Five-Year Plan. As a Party member, she could not 

have contacts in  the West, and certainly not with her 

son, a GDR deserter w ho was w riting for the capitalist 

propaganda press, fi rst short pieces, then longer ones, 

taking aim at a Communist system that couldn't hold its 

own without walls and barbed wire;  that created prob

lems enough for her. 

I assumed that Mother's cousin had cut me off because 

I was writing for Springer's tabloids instead of finishing 

my studies. He was r ight, too, in  a way, the frigging lib

eral. And soon a fter the attack on Rudi Dutschke, I said 

good-bye to Springer. Kept pretty much to the left from 

then on. Wrote for a bunch of halfway progressive pa

pers next, because there was a lot going on at the time, 

and kept my head above water fai rly well ,  even without 

three times the minimum child support. Herr Liebenau 

wasn't my real father anyway. Mother had just used him 

as a stand-in. It was from her that I learned, later on, 

that the di rector of midnight programming d ied of 

heart failure in the late seventies, before I was even mar

r ied. He was about Mother's age, a l ittle past fi fty. 

As substitutes she offered me the names of var ious 

other men, who, she said, shou ld be considered possible 



father cand idates. One of them, who disappeared, was 

supposedly called Joachim or Jochen, and another, older 

one, who allegedly poisoned the watchdog Harras, was 

Walter. 

No, I never did have a proper father, just interchange

able pha ntoms. In that respect the three heroes I 've been 

instructed to focus on were better off. I t's clear, at any 

rate, that Mother really had no idea by whom she was 

pregnant when she set out on that morning of 30 January 

1945 with her pa rents, lea ving the Gotenhafen-Oxh oft 

pier a s  passenger number seven thousand such-and-such. 

The man for whom the ship had been named could 

identify a businessman, He rmann Gustloff, as his father. 

And as a boy in Odessa, the man who succeeded in sink

ing the ove rcrowded ship had recei ved fai rly regular 

beatings from Papa Marinesko- tangible proof of pa

ternal sol icitud e - for belonging to a band of thieves, 

reportedly known as blatnye. And Da vid Frankfurter, 

who tra veled from Berne to Da vos to set in motion the 

process by which the ship came to be named for a mar

tyr, had an honest-to-goodness rabbi as h is father. E ven 

I, fatherless though I wa s, would e ventually become a 

father. 

What would he have smoked ? Junos, those famously 

round ciga rettes ? Or flat Orients ? Maybe the fashion

able ones with gold tips? There are no photos of him 

smoking, except a newspaper picture from the late six

ties that shows him with a glow stuck in his mouth dur-



ing the brief stopover in Switzerland that he was finally 

al lowed to make as an older gentleman, his civil serv ice 

ca reer soon to be behind him.  Anyway, he puffed away 

constantly, l ike me, and for that reason took a seat in a 

smoking car of the Swiss National Railway. 

Both of them traveled by train. Around the time that 

Da vid Frank furter was mak ing his way from Berne to 

Davos, Wilhelm Gustloff was on the road organizing. In 

the course of his  tr ip he visited several local chapters 

of the Nazi Party, and establ ished new troops of the 

Hitler Youth and the BDM, the League of German 

Girls .  Because this trip took place at the end of Janua ry, 

he no doubt gave speeches in Be rne and Zu rich, Glarus 

and Zug, marking the third annive rsary of the take

over, speeches enthusiastically received by audiences of 

Germans and Austrians abroad. Since his  employer, the 

observatory, succumbing to pressure from Social  Demo

cratic deputies, had rel ieved him of his post the previous 

year, he had complete control over his schedule. Although 

there were numerous Swiss dem onstrations against his 

activi ties as an agitator- leftist papers called him "the 

dictator of Davos"-and a national MP named Bringolf 

demanded his expulsion, in the canton of G raubunden 

and throughout the Swiss confedera tion he also found 

plenty of politicians and officials who supported him, and 

not only financially. In Davos the management of the re

sort saw to it that he regularly received the lists of newly 

ar rived guests, whereupon he would get in touch with 

those who were German citizens, not merely inv iting but 
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sum moning them to Pa rty events; unexcused absences 

were recorded and the names passed on to the appropri

ate offices in the Reich. 

Around the time the smoking student took his train 

trip, having asked fo r a one-way ticket in Berne, and 

the martyr-to-be was proving himself in the service of 

his party, ship's mate Aleksandr Marinesko had already 

switched from the merchant marine to the Black Sea 

Red Banner Fleet, in whose training div ision he received 

instruction in navigation and was then groomed to be a 

U-boat helmsman.  At the same time he belonged to the 

Komsomol youth orga nization and turned out to be a 

formidable off-duty d rinker- for which he com pen

sated with particular dil igence while on duty; on board 

he never touched a d rop. Soon Marinesko was assigned 

to a U-boat, the SC-306 Piksja, as navigational officer; 

after the wa r began, this unit of the fleet, only recently 

brought into service, ran over a mine and went down 

with its entire crew, but by that time Mar inesko had be

come an officer on another submarine. 

From Berne by way of Zurich, and then past various 

lakes. In his book, Party member Diewerge did not 

bother with landscape descriptions as he traced the path 

of the traveling medical student. And the chain-smoker, 

now in the seventh year of his studies, probably took 

li ttle notice of the mountain ranges drawing ever nearer 

and eventually closing in the horizon; at most he may 

have registered the snow that blanketed houses, trees, 

and mountainsides, and the cha nge in the l ight each 

time the train plunged into a tunnel . 
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Dav id Frankfurter set out on 3 1  Janua ry 1 93 6. He 

read the newspaper and smoked. Under the heading 

"Miscel laneous" he found seve ral  items on the act iv i

ties of  Landesgruppenleiter Gustloff. The daily papers, 

among them the Neue Zurcher Zeitung and the Basler 

Nationalzeitung, documented that date, repor ting on 

everything happening at the time or l i kely to happen in 

the future. At the beginning of this  year, destined to go 

down in history as the year of the Olympic Games in 

Berlin, fascist Italy had not yet  conquered Abyssinia, the 

distant kingdom of Haile Selassie, and in Spain wa r was 

looming. In the German Reich, construction of the Au

tobahn was progressing nicely, and in Langfuhr Mother 

was eight and a half. Two summers earlier her brother 

Konrad, the deaf-mute with curly locks, had d rowned 

swimming in the Baltic. He was her favorite brother. 

That explained why, when my son was born forty-six 

years later, he had to be christened Konrad; but most 

people call h i m  Konny, and his girlfriend Rosi addresses 

him in her letters as "Conny." 

Diewerge tells  us that the Landesgruppenleiter came 

home on 3 Februa ry, t i red from a successful trip through 

the Swiss cantons. Frank furter knew he would a rrive in 

Davos on the third. In addition to the daily papers, David 

regularly read Der Reichsdeutsche, the Party newsletter 

G ustloff issued, which l isted the dates of all his appear

ances. David knew a lmost everyth ing about his chosen 

target. He had inhaled as many particulars as he could 

hold. But was he also aware that the previous year the 

Gustloffs had used their sav ings to have a sol id house 



22 

bui l r  in Schwerin, of glazed brick, even furnished in an

ticipation of their  planned return to the Reich ? And that 

both of them fervently wished for a son ? 

Whe n the medical student reached Davos, fresh snow 

had just fallen. The sun was shining, and the resort 

looked j ust as it did on postcards. He had set out w ithout 

luggage, but with his mind made up. From the Basler 

Nationalzeittmg he had ripped a photograph of Gustloff 

in uniform: a tall man with an expression of strained de

termination and a high forehead, which he owed to his 

reced ing hai rline. 

Frankfurter billeted himself in the Lion. He had to 

wait until Tuesday, 4 February. In Genesis, on this day of 

the week the expression "Ki tov," indicating that God 

saw that the Creation was good, appears twi ce, for which 

reason Jews consider Tuesday a lucky day - 1  picked this 

up on the Internet. On the home page, by now so fam il

iar, this date was dedicated to the memory of the martyr. 

Smoking in the sun on hard-crusted snow. Every step 

crunched. Monday was spent on seei ng the town. Back 

and forth, back and forth along the main promenade. 

Watching an ice hockey game, an unobtrusive spectator 

among other spectators. Casual conversations with v isi

tors to the resort .  His breath forming a white cloud. 

Avoid a rousing suspicion ! Not a word too many. Nice 

and easy. Everything was prepared . He had bought a re

volver without the slightest difficulty and had practiced 

at the Ostermundi ngen shooting range, near Berne-all 



23 

pe rfectly legal. Sickly though he was, his hand had 

proved steady. 

On Tuesday, close to his destination a weatherproof 

sign, W I LH ELM GUSTLO F F  NSDAP, came to his aid:  from the 

main promenade a street cal led Am Kurpark branched 

off, leading to house number 3· A watery blue stuccoed 

building with a flat roof, i ts gutters garnished with 

icicles. Few streetlights to hold the gathering darkness at 

bay. No snow fall ing. 

So much for the scene from outside. Additional de

tails held no significance. How the deed itself unfolded, 

only the perpetrator and the widow could say l ater on. I 

accessed the interior of the portion of the house in ques

tion with the help of a photograph inserted beside the 

indented text on the a forementioned home page. The 

photo was apparently taken a fter the crime, for three 

fresh bouquets of flowers on various tables and a dresser, 

along with a blooming flowerpot, lend the room the air 

of a shrine. 

When the bell  rang, Hedwig Gustloff opened the 

door. A young man, whose "nice eyes" she mentioned in 

her testimony, asked to see the Landesgruppen leiter. He 

was standing in the cor ridor, speaking on the telephone 

with Party member Dr. H abermann from the local of

fice in Thun. As he passed him, Frankfu rter allegedly 

heard him saying "Foul Jews," which Frau Gustloff later 

disputed: she averred that such terms were foreign to 

her husband, al though he did consider the solution of 

the Jewish Question urgent. 



She escorted the visitor into her husband's study and 

invited him to have a seat. No suspicion. Petitioners often 

came unannounced, including fellow Nazis in financial 

d ifficulties. 

As the medical student sat there i n  his armchair, sti l l  in 

his coat and with his  hat on his knees, he could see the 

desk, on it a clock in a sl ightly curved wooden case, and 

on the wall above it the honorary SA dagger. Above and 

to the side of the dagger hung an assortment of pictures 

of the Fuhrer /Reich chancellor, room decor in black and 

white and color. No picture of Gustloff's mentor, Gregor 

Strasser, murdered two years earlier. To one side a model 

sa iling ship, probably the training vessel Gorch Fock. 

As he waited , the v isitor, who forbade himself to 

smoke, would also have been able to see the radio on a 

chest of d rawers next to the desk, and beside it a bust of 

the Fuhrer, in either bronze or plaster painted to look 

l ike bronze. The cut flowers on the desk that appear in 

the photograph may have fil led a vase before the deed, 

lovingly ar ranged by Frau Gustloff to welcome her hus

band home a fter a strenuous jou rney, also as a belated 

birthday greeting. 

On the desk , odds and ends and loosely stacked pa

pers: perhaps reports from the cantonal Party chapters, 

doubtless also cor respondence with offices in the Reich, 

probably a few th reatening letters, which had been ar

r iving frequently of l ate; but Gustloff had refused police 

protection. 

He strode into the study without his wife. Straight

backed and robust, hav ing shaken off his tuberculosis 



years before, he advanced in civilian dress toward his vis

itor, who did not rise from the armchair  but fired from a 

seated position only seconds after he d rew the revolver 

from his overcoat pocket. Well-aimed shots made fou r  

holes i n  the Landesgruppenleiter's chest, neck, and head. 

He collapsed, without crying out, under the framed pic

tures of his Fuhrer. In no time his wife was in the room , 

first catching sight of the revolver still aimed at its target, 

then seeing her fallen husband, who, as she bent over 

him, was bleeding to death from all the wounds. 

David Frankfurter, the traveler with a one-way ticket, 

put on his hat and left the site of his premed itated deed, 

without being detained by the building's other residents, 

who by this time had become awa re that something was 

going on. He wandered around in the snow for a while, 

sli pping and fal l ing several t imes, had the emergency 

number memorized, named himsel f as the perpetrator 

from a telephone booth, eventually located the nearest 

police station, and turned h imself in to the cantonal 

police. 

He made the fol lowing confession to the officer on 

d uty and later repeated it in court without changing a 

word: " I  fired the shots because I am a Jew. I am fully 

aware of what I have done and have no regrets." 

After that a great deal appeared in print. What Wolf

gang Diewerge characterized as "a cowardly murder" 

turned in the hands of the novelist Emil Lud wig into 

"David's struggle with Goliath."  These diametrically op

posed assessments have survived into the digitally net

worked present. Before long everything that followed , 



including the trial,  outgrew the perpetrator and his vic

t im and assumed mythic significance. The hero of bibli

cal proportions , who hoped his clear-cut act of defiance 

would summon his tormented people to resistance, was 

j uxtaposed with the martyr for the National Socialist 

movement. Both were supposed to find their places in 

the book of history, figures larger than l i fe. The perpe

trator, howe ver, soon sank into obscurity; e ven Mother, 

when she was a child and was called Tul ia, never heard 

anything about a murder and a murderer, only fai ry 

tales of a gleaming white ship that took loads of merry 

folk on long and short cruises for an organization calling 

itself Strength th rough Joy. 
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W H ILE I WAS S T lLL A F O O T-DRAG G I N G S T UDENT 

l iving off the generosity of others, I attended the lectures 

gi ven by Professor H ollerer at Berlin's Technical Uni

versity. He capti vated the overflowing crowd in the lec

ture hall with his piercing bi rdlike voice. His subject 

matter was the dramatists Kleist, Grabbe, and Buchner, 

all geniuses on the run. One of his courses was called Be

tween Classicism and Modernism. I l iked hanging out 

in the Waitzkeller among the young literary types and 

still younger gi rls, booksel lers' apprentices. Here unpol

ished l iterary attempts were read aloud and critiqued. 

At the Litera ry Col loquium's branch on Carmerstrasse I 

even took a course based on the A merican notion of 

teaching creative writing. A good dozen promising fel

low students, some with actual talent. I didn't have the 

right stuff, I was told firmly by one of the instructors, 

who was trying to prod us beginners with topics l ike 

Spi ritual Help Line into taking epic leaps. The best I 

could hope to produce was trashy novels. But now he has 

hauled me out of the pit into which he c ast me back 
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then, declaring that my botched l i fe has its origin in a 

unique event, an exemplary event, an event worthy of 

being told .  

Some of the talents from that era are already dead. 

Two or th ree of them m ade a name for themselves. My 

old instructor, however, seems to have written h imself 

dry; otherwise he would hardly have pressed me into 

serv ice as a ghostwriter. But I've had enough of this crab

walk.  I keep getting stuck. I tell h im it's not worth it.  

Both of those fellows were nutcases, one no better than 

the othe r.  Sacrificing himself to give his people an ex

ample of heroic resistance-don't make me laugh. The 

Jews weren't one iota better off after the murder. On the 

contrary ! Ter ror was the law of the land. And two years 

later, when the Jew Herszel Grynszpan shot the Ger

man diplomat Ernst von Rath in Paris, the Nazis' re

sponse was the Night of Broken Glass. And what good 

did another martyr do the Nazis, I wonder. Well ,  all 

r ight, they named a ship a fter him.  

And al ready I'm back on track. Not because the old 

man is breathing down my neck , but because Mother 

has never eased up. Even when I was a boy in Schwerin, 

where I had to hop around l ike a puppet on a string in 

my blue shirt  and neckerchief every time some dedica

tion took place, she would hammer away at me: "That 

sea there ful l  of ice, and them poor li ttle ones all floating 

head down. You've got to write about it .  That much you 

owe us, seeing as how you were one of the lucky ones 

and survived. Someday I'll  tell you the whole story, ex

actly what happened, and you'll write i t  all down . . .  " 



But I wasn't wil ling. No one wanted to hear the story, 

not here in the West, and certainly not in the East. For 

decades the Gust/off and its awful fate were taboo, on a 

pan-German basis, so to speak.  Yet Mother conti nued to 

badger me, now by secret courier. When I d ropped out of 

the university and went to work for Springer, l isting fairly 

far to the right, she saw an opportunity even there: "That 

man's a revanchist. He sides with us expellees. He'll print 

it  in installments, for however many weeks it takes . . .  " 

And later, when the Tage�·zeitung and my various 

other left-leaning headstands were making me di zzy, 

Aunt Jenny would invite me to join her for asparagus 

and new potatoes at Habel's near Roseneck and ser ve up 

Mother's admonitions for dessert: "My girlfriend Tulia 

still places great hopes in you. She wants me to let you 

know that it's your filial d uty to tell the whole world . . .  " 

But I didn't let mysel f be pressured. All those years 

when I was freelancing, writing long pieces for nature 

publications, on organic vegetables and the effects of 

acid rain on Germany's forests, for instance, also breast

beating stuff along the l ines of "Auschwitz: Never Again," 

I managed to lea ve the ci rcumstances of my birth out 

of it- until that fateful day at the end of January '96 

when I first clicked my way to the right-wing extremist 

Stormfront home page, and from there followed some 

Gustloff links until I landed on the www. blutzeuge.de 

site and made the acquai ntance of the Com rades of 

Schwerin. 

Took some initial notes. Was amazed. Wanted to un

derstand how this provincial celebrity, who owed his 



fame to those four shots in Davos, had al l  of a sudden 

begun to attract surfers. The site was skillfully done. 

Photos of key locales in Schwerin, interspersed with 

l i ttle come-ons: "Would you like to lea rn more about 

our martyr? Should we offer his story piece by piece ? "  

What's all this "we" business ? This "comrades" busi

ness?  I was wil l ing to bet that the creator of the site was 

flying solo out there in cybe rspace. One mind was the 

dung heap where these seeds were sending up Nazi

brown shoots, and one alone. What this fel low had 

posted on the Net about Strength through Joy looked at

tractive, and wasn't even all  that idiotic. Snapshots of va

cationers smiling on board ship, or cavorting on the 

beaches of Rugen Island. 

Of cou rse Mother didn't really know much about a l l  

this. She always referred to  Strength through Joy as 

KDF, for "Kraft durch Freude." As a ten-year-old she 

had seen bits and pieces in Fox's Movietone News, the 

newsreel shown at the Langfuhr cinema, among them 

the maiden voyage of "our KDF boat." And Father and 

Mother Pokriefke had actually had a chance to take a 

cruise on the Gustloff in the summer of '39, he as a 

worker and Party member, she as a member of the Nazi 

Women's League. A l ittle group from Danzig-at that 

time still a free state - was allowed to participate under 

a special  dispensation for German citizens abroad-in 

the nick of time, so to speak .  The destination in mid

August was the Norwegian fjords, too late in the season 

for the bonus of midnight sun. 



During my childhood, whenever Mother brought up 

her inevitable Sunday topic of the ship's s inking, she 

would always emph asize her father's enthusiasm for a 

Norwegian folk-dancing group in colorful costumes 

who had performed on the sundeck of the KDF ship. 

''And my mama j ust loved that swimming pool,  with 

them color ful pictures al l  done in tiles- that was where 

those poor naval auxiliary gi rls was squeezed in like sar

di nes until that Russki blew the poor young things to 

bits with h is second torpedo . . .  " 

But at this point the Gustloff hasn't even had its keel 

laid, let a lone been launched. Besides, I have to back

track, because r ight a fter the fatal shots were fired, the 

judges, prosecutor, and defense attorney in the Swiss 

canton of GraubUnden began to prepare for the trial of 

David Frank furter. The proceedi ngs were supposed to 

take place in Chur. Since the perpetrator had confessed, 

a speedy trial could be expected. But in Schwerin solemn 

observances were being organized, on orders from the 

very highest level, to be staged as soon as the body was 

brought back,  and designed to leave a lasting i mpression 

on the memory of the German Volk .  

What a scene a few well-aimed shots had set in mo

tion: columns of goose-stepping storm troopers, aisles of 

honor, color guards, uniformed wreath and torch bear

ers. To muffled drumbeats, the Weh rmacht ma rched by 

at a funereal pace, past sidewalks l ined with residents of 

Schwerin, who were paralyzed by grief or merely cran

ing thei r necks to see the spectacle. 



32 

Before his assassination, this Party member had been 

la rgely unknown in his  nati ve Mecklenburg, j ust one 

regional G ruppenleiter among many in the Nazi orga

nizations abroad; but in death Wilhelm Gustloff was 

inflated into a figure who seemed to render several 

speakers helpless as they searched for comparable great

ness; all that occur red to them was Horst Wessel, that 

top ma rtyr who had written and lent his name to a song 

always played and sung on official occasions-of which 

there were plenty -right a fter "Deutschland, Deutsch

land, iiber alles": "Ra ise high the flag . . .  " 

In Davos the solem ni ties took place on a more modest 

scale. The resort's Protestant church, actually a mere 

chapel, set certain l imitations. In front of the altar, d raped 

with a swastika flag, stood the coffin. On top of it lay 

the deceased's honorary dagge r ,  armband, and SA cap, 

ar ranged in a still l ife. Some two hundred Party mem

bers from all  the cantons had gathered. In addition, 

Swiss citizens, both outside and inside the chapel, were 

there to express thei r views. The mountains forming a 

backd rop. 

Portions of the rather simple memorial ser vice held i n  

this  resort famous the world over for i t s  TB sanatoria 

were broadcast to all German radio stations. Announc

ers cal led upon the l isteners to hold their breath. But in 

all the commenta ries and i n  all the speeches del i vered 

later in other locations, David Fran k fu rter's name was 

not mentioned once. From then on he was referred to 

only as the "treacherous Jewish murderer." When the 

opposition tried to force-feed the sickly medical student 
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into a hero, placi ng him because of his Serbian origins 

on a pedestal as the "Yugoslav Wilhelm Tell," Swiss pa

triots objected in outraged stage German, but these at

tempts also spawned questions about possible backers 

of the young shooter; soon Jewish organizations came 

under suspicion of pulling his str ings. The world Jewish 

conspi racy was al leged to have ordered the "cowardly 

murder." 

Meanwhile the special train for the coffin stood wait

ing in Davos. As it pulled out of the station, church bells 

clanged. The train took from Sunday morning to Mon

day evening to complete i ts journey, mak ing its first stop 

on German soil in Singen, followed by brief, solemn 

stops in Stuttgart, Wi.irzbu rg, Erfurt, Halle, Magde

burg, and Wittenberg, where the local Gauleiters and 

Pa rty honor guards "presented the last salute" to the 

corpse in the coffin.  

I came across this  expression, d rawn from the glossary 

of pretentiousness, on the Internet. On the Web site 

where contemporary reports were posted in thei r or igi

nal  wording, salutes were not "given" with the raised 

r ight hand, in the manner customary at the time and 

bor rowed from the Ital ian Fascists; no, on all the rail

road platforms and at all  the observances, people gath

ered to "present" the final sal ute; and for that reason at 

the site www.blutzeuge.de the dead man was memorial

ized not only with quotations from the Fuh rer's speech 

and descriptions of the ser\' ice in Schwerin's festival hall, 

but also with the German sal ute, "presented " from that 

newest dimension k nown as cyberspace. On ly then 
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could the Com rades of Schwerin move on to mention 

Beethoven 's Eroica sym phony, struck up by the local 

o rchestra. 

Yet a carping voice chimed in to challenge this fatuous 

nonsense being disseminated to the entire world . A chat

ter corrected the report in the Volki.icher Beobachter that a 

Wehrmacht detachment had saluted the war hero Wil

helm Gustloff; he pointed out that because of his weak 

lungs the honoree had not qual ified to participate in the 

Great War, to demonstrate his courage at the front, and 

to earn an I ron Cross, whether first or second class. 

He seemed pedantic , this lone adversary disrupting 

the virtual solemnities. He also pointed out that in  his 

speech Mecklenburg's Gauleiter H ildebrandt had failed 

to mention the "nationalist-Bolshev ist influence" Gregor 

Strasse r had exercised over the martyr. One might have 

expected that the Gauleiter, a oneti me farmhand who 

had hated the big landowners since childhood and had 

therefore hoped that a fter the Fuhrer's seizure of power 

the gentry's estates would be systematically dismantled, 

would use the occasion to salvage the murdered Strasser's 

honor, at least by implication. This was the general tenor 

of the chatter's k vetching. He had a comeback for every

thing, which gave rise to wrangling in the chat room. 

Back on the Web site, the funeral procession got under 

way, untroubled by the possible outcome of the debate. 

The scene was brought to l ife by pictures. In variable 

weather it  wound its way from the festival hall down 

Gutenbergstrasse and Wismarsche Strasse, then by way 
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of Totendamm and along Wallstrasse to the cremato

rium. Mounted on a gun carriage, the coffin traversed 

the distance of four ki lometers, passing th rough an aisle 

of honor, until it  was unloaded, to the roll of d rums, fo r 

the pu rpose of incineration, and, a fter receiving a pas

tor's blessi ng, was slid down a shaft into the flames. A 

command rang out, and the flags were dipped on either 

side of the vanishing coffin.  Columns of soldiers stand

ing at attention struck up Uhland's song about the dead 

comrade and extended thei r r ight arms to present the 

very last salute. The Weh rmacht detachment again fired 

salvos in honor of a combat veteran who, as has al ready 

been brought to light, did not experience trench war

fare, and thus was spa red all the shelling, or, as Ernst 

Junger dubbed it  in his eponymous wa r diary, the "hail 

of steel." Ah, i f  only he had been at Verdun, and had bit 

the dust in a shell crater when the time was righ t !  

Having grown up in the town o f  the seven lakes, I 

know the spot where the urn was later buried in a 

concrete foundation on the southern shore of Lake 

Schwerin. On top was placed a four-meter-high piece 

of granite, whose chiseled cuneiform inscription waxed 

eloquent. Together with the gravestones of other early 

members of the movement, it formed the memorial 

grove around a hall of honor bu ilt for the occasion. I don't 

recall ,  but I'm sure Mother knows exactly when in the 

postwa r period they cleared away everything that might 

have reminded the townspeople of the martyr-and not 

only on orders from the Soviet occupying power. But my 



networked nemesis insisted that a new monument 

should be erected in the same location; he persisted m 

cal ling Schwerin the "\Vilhelm Gusdoff city." 

All  past, gone with the wind ! Who still  recalls the name 

of the leader of the German Labor Front? Along with 

Hitler, those whom people mention nowadays as al l

powerful are Goebbels, G oring, Hess. On a television 

quiz show, if questions came up about Himmler or 

Eichmann, some contestants might have heard of them, 

but most would draw a total historical blank, and with a 

l ittle smirk the perky quizmaster would tally up the loss 

of so-and -so many thousands in prize money. 

But who today, besides my Webmaster, bouncing 

around in the Net, knows anything about Robert Ley ? 

Yet it was he who dissolved all  the labor unions right 

after the takeover, emptied their coffers, dispatched 

squads to confiscate everything at their  headquarters, 

and forced all their  members, who numbe red in the mil

l ions, to join the German Labor Front. I t  was he, this 

moon face with a cowlick, who had the inspiration to re

quire al l  state employees, then all teachers and pupils, 

and finally the workers in all industr ies to use "Heil 

Hider" as thei r daily greeting. And it was he who came 

up with the idea of organizing the way workers and 

white-collar employees spent their holidays. He pro

Yided inexpensive trips to the Bavarian Alps and the 

Erzgebi rge, to the North Sea and Baltic coasts, and, last 

but not least, ocean cruises of shorter or longer dura

tion-all under the motto of "Strength th rough Joy." 
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Clearly a man who got things done, for al l  these mea

sures were carried out with l ightning speed and without 

delay, while other things were happening at the same 

time and the concentration camps were fil l ing, batch 

after batch. Early in '34 Ley chartered the passenger ship 

Monte Olivia and the fou r-thousand-ton steamer Dresden 

for his plan ned Strength through Joy fleet. Together 

these ships could accommodate just about three thou

sand passengers. But the Dresden was on only its eighth 

ocean cruise, intended to put the beauty of the Norwe

gian fjords on display again,  when it  encountered an un

derwater granite ledge in the Karmsund that tore a 

thi rty-meter gash in the shi p's hull,  whereu pon the Dres

den began to sink. Although all the passengers were 

sa ved, except for two women who died of heart failure, 

the loss of the ship threatened to scuttle the entire 

Strength through Joy project. 

But Ley would have none of that. A week later he 

chartered fou r  more passenger ships and now had at his 

disposal a fleet capable of expansion; over the following 

year it  would handle 1 35 ,ooo vacationers, most of them 

taking fi ve-day cruises to Norway, but soon some could 

also book Atlantic journeys to the fa vored destination of 

Madeira. It cost only forty reichsmarks to achieve joy 

through strength, plus ten for a special excursion train to 

the Hamburg harbor. 

As a journalist leafing through the source materials 

a vailable to me, I asked myself: How did this sta te, legit

imized by a questionable enabling act and the sole pol it

ical party left in existence, manage within such a short 
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organized into the German Labor Front not only not to 

protest but even to cooperate, and soon to engage in 

mass rejoicing on command ? Partial credit can go to the 

activities of the Nazi organization Strength through Joy, 

about which many survivors of those years continued to 

rave in private; Mother even did so openly: "Suddenly 

everything was changing. My papa - he was only a car

penter's helper and didn't real ly bel ieve in anything 

anymore - he just couldn't say enough about that KDF 

ship. See. that was the first chance he ever had in his 

whole l ife to go on a trip with my mama . . .  " 

Here I should mention that Mother has always had 

this tendency to speak her m ind too loudly and at j ust 

the wrong moment. She either rejects things or hangs 

on to them for dear l ife. When she heard in March '53 

that Stalin had died - I  was eight and in bed with ton

sill itis, German measles, or measles- she lit candles in 

our kitchen and cried her eyes out. I never saw her cry 

that way again.  Years later, when Ulbricht was forced off 

the stage, I heard that she mocked his successor as "that 

roofer." Although a declared antifascist, she bewailed the 

destruction in the early 'sos of the monument to Wil

helm Gustloff, cursing the "scum" who had desecrated 

the grave. Later, when we in the \Vest were experiencing 

terrorism, I gathered from one of her messages smuggled 

from Sch werin that she believed "Baadermeinhof," 

whom she pictured as one person, had fal len in the fight 

against fascism. It remained impossible to tel l  whose side 

she would take in any given situation. When Jenny 
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heard about Mother's apodictic statements, she j ust 

smiled : "That's a lways been Tulia 's way. She says things 

other people don't wish to hear. Of course she sometimes 

exaggerates j ust a bit . . .  " To give another example, at a 

meeting of her collective, Mother appa rently once de

clared in front of all her com rades that she was "Stal in's 

last faithful fol lower," and in the next breath held up 

the classless KDF society as the model for every true 

Communist. 

In January '36, the Hambu rg shipbuilding company 

Blohm and Voss was commissioned to build a passenger 

ship for the German Labor Front and its subsidiary 

Strength through Joy, a ship slated to cost 25 mil l ion 

reichsmarks; no one asked w here all that money was 

coming from .  At first only statistics were available: 

25,484 gross metric tons, a length of 208 meters, and a 

draft of 6 to 7 meters. The top speed was supposed to be 

1 5 .5 knots, and the ship was to carry a crew of 4 1 7  and 

1 ,463 passengers. Those were normal figures for ships 

being built at the time, but in contrast to other passenger 

ships this new one was supposed to erase class distinc

tions for the present, having only one passenger class, 

which, according to Robert  Ley's directives, was to set an 

example for the desired unity of the German Volk.  

The plan called for naming the new ship a fter the 

Fuhrer, but as the Reich chancellor sat next to the widow 

at the memorial service for the Party comrade murdered 

in Switzerland, he reached the decision that the KDF 

ship being built should bear the name of the movement's 
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cremation, public squares, streets, and schools were given 

his name. Even a plant that manufactured weapons and 

other mil itary hardwa re, the Simson Works in Suhl, 

was renamed, a fter its compulsory Aryanization, so that 

the \Vilhelm Gustloff Works might serve the cause of 

rearmament and, from '42 on, operate a branch in the 

Buchenwald concentration camp. 

It would ta ke too long to l ist all the other things 

named after him, so I shall mention only the Gustloff 

Bridge in l\'uremberg and the Gustloff House serv ing 

the German colony in Brazil 's Curitiba. Instead I must 

ask myself the question, which I also posted on the In 

ternet: "What i f  the ship whose keel was laid in Ham

burg on 4 August 1 936 had been named a fter the Fuhrer 

after all ? "  

The answer came promptly: "The Adolf Hitler would 

never have sunk, because Providence would have . . .  " 

Etc. ,  etc. This reply set the following tra in  of thought in 

motion: in that case, I would not have been forced to 

skulk around as the survivor of a disaster forgotten by 

the whole world. If l had d isembarked at Flensburg per

fectly normally, and Mother had given birth to me there, 

I would not have been an exemplary case, and today 

would not provide any cause for quibbling. 

"My Paulie's something special ! "  Mother's standard 

phrase rang in my ears throughout my childhood. It was 

embarrassing when she rambled on in her broadest 

Langfuhr idiom to neighbors and even her Party collec-
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born, I just knew this kid was going to be real famous 

d " some ay . . .  

Don't make me laugh ! I know my l i mitations. I 'm a 

run-of-the-mil l  journal ist, who can do a decent job for 

short stretches. I used to have big plans- a  book that I 
never got a round to writing was supposed to be called 

"Between Springer and Dutschke"-but for the most 

part my plans stayed on the d rawing board. Then Gabi 

stopped taking the Pill without tel l ing me, was soon 

pregnant, undeniably by me, and d ragged me off to City 

Hall to get ma rried. Once the squall ing baby was there 

and the future educator had gone back to her studies, i t  

was clear as day to me:  From now on,  don't expect much. 

The best you can do is hold up your end as a house

husband, changing diapers and vacuuming. No more 

delusions of grandeur ! What can you say about a guy 

who lets himself be saddled with a baby when he's 

thirty-five and losing his  hai r ?  Love ? Forget about that 

ti l l  you're past seventy, and by then the parts will  have 

stopped working anyway. 

Gabriele, whom everyone called Gabi, wasn't exactly 

pretty, but she sure could turn a man on. She was the 

take-charge type, and in the beginning she thought she 

could spur me to adopt a more energetic gait-"Why 

don't you tackle something with social relevance, like the 

arms buildup and the peace movement ? "- and I man

aged to grind out a preachy piece on Mutlangen, the sta

tioning of Pe rshing 2 missiles, and the s it-ins, which was 



well received even in halfway leftist c ircles. But then the 

oomph went out of me again. And at some point she 

must have decided I was a lost cause. 

Gabi wasn't the only one; Mother, too, saw me as a 

typical fai lure. R ight after the bi r th of our son , and when 

she had made her wish about his name known by 

telegram-"Must call  h im Konrad''-she minced no 

\Vords in letters to her friend Jenny: "What a fool !  For 

this he went west? To let me down ? I s  this al l  he can 

delive r ? "  

She was r ight. My wife, who was ten years my j unior, 

remained ambitious. She passed all her exams, became a 

secondary-school teacher, got ten ure, while I stayed in 

my rut. The exhausting fun and games lasted not quite 

seven years; then i t  was all oYer between Gabi and me. 

She left me the apa rtment in Kreuzberg, with its coal 

stove and the stultifying atmosphere of that part of 

Berlin that nothing can dispel , and moved with l ittle 

Konrad to Molin in \Vest Germany, where she had fam

ily and soon found a teaching job. 

A peaceful little town, attractively situated on a lake, 

with the East German border nearby, to all appearances 

idyllic. That rather pretty part of Germany styles itself 

pretentiously "the Duchy of Lauenburg." Like some

thing from a bygone era. In traYel guides Molin is known 

as the "Eulenspiegel town." And because Gabi had spent 

her childhood there, in no time she felt  right at home. 

But I conti nued to go down hil l .  \Vas stuck in Berlin. 

Kept my head above water doing hackwork for a wire 

serv ice, writing the occasional featu re article on the 
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side-"What's Green about Berlin's International G reen 

Week ? "  and "Turks in Kreuzberg"- for the Protestant 

Sunday Weekly. Other than tha t ?  A couple of relation

ships, more annoying than anything else, and parking 

tickets. Oh yes, a year a fter Gabi left, the divorce went 

th rough. 

I saw my son Konrad only on v isits, which meant not 

often and at i r regular intervals. A boy in gl asses who I 

thought was shooting up too fast, though in his mother's 

eyes he was doing fabulously in school , was gifted and 

sensitive. But when the Wall came down in Berlin and 

the border opened up nea r Mustin, j ust past Ratzeburg, 

the next town over from Molin,  Konny begged my ex to 

drive him to Schwerin right away - it was a good hour 

away-to see his Grandma Tulia.  

That's what he called her. At her request, I assume. It 

didn't end with that one v is it-unfortunately, I would 

have to say today. The two of them hit it off at once. 

Even as a ten-year-old Konny had a fai rly precocious 

way about him. I 'm sure Mother got him hooked on her 

stories, which of cou rse weren't confined to the ca rpen

try shop on Elsenstrasse in Langfuhr. She d redged up 

everything, incl uding her adventures as a s t reetca r con

ducto r  du r i ng the last yea r of the wa r. The boy must ha\'e 

soaked it up l ike a sponge. O f  cou rse she a lso pou red on 

the talc of t he end lessly s i n k i ng sh i p . F ro m  then on,  

Konny, or " Ko n radchen," as M other  called h i m , was her 

great hope. 

A round this t i me she oficn d ro\'e to Be r l i n  in he r 

Trabi .  She was reti red hy now, a n d  seemed t o  ha\' l' hcen 
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bitten by the travel bug. But she real ly came only to see 

her friend Jenny; I was an a fterthought. What a reunion ! 

Whether in Aunt Jenny's dol l's house or in my hole-in

the-wall in Kreuzberg, all she could talk about was Kon

radchen, the joy of her old age. How nice that she had 

more time to devote to him, now that the People's Own 

Furniture Combine had been dismantled - with her as

sistance, by the way. She was glad to help the process 

along any way she could. Her advice was in demand 

again. As for her grandson, she had all sorts of plans. 

In response to such overabundant energy, Aunt Jenny 

merely offered her a frozen l ittle smile. Meanwhile I had 

to l isten to remarks such as "My Konradchen's goi ng to 

be something. Not a failure l ike you . . .  " 

" Right," I told her, " I  haven't amounted to much, and 

it's too late now. But as you see, Mother, I 'm developing

if you can call it that-into a chain-smoker." 

Like that Jew Frankfurter, I would add today; he, too, 

l it  one cancer stick from the last, and now I really can't 

help writing about him, because the shots struck their 

target, and because the bui lding of the ship in Hamburg 

was moving along nicely, and because a navigator named 

Marinesko was serving on a seaworthy submarine along 

the Black Sea coast, and because on 9 December 1 936 the 

tr ial got under way before the h igh cour t  of the Swiss 

canton of G raubunden against the Yugoslav-born mur

derer of the German citizen Wilhelm Gustloff. 

In Chur three guards in plain clothes stood in front of 

the judges' bench and the dock, where the defendant 
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was flanked by two police officers. On orders from the 

cantonal police, the guards kept their  eyes on the audi

ence as well as on the journalists from home and abroad; 

some kind of v iolence was feared, from one quarter or 

the other. 

The l arge c rowd of spectators from the German 

Reich had made it  necessary to relocate the proceedings 

from the cantonal court to the chamber of the G raubun

den parl iament. An elderly gentleman with a white 

goatee, Eugen Curti,  was the attorney for the defense. 

As coplaintiff, the widow of the murdered man was rep

resented by the noted law professor Friedr ich Grimm, 

who would cause quite a stir a fter the war with a work 

destined to become a classic -Political justice: The Blight 

of Our Era. I was not surprised to discover that a new 

edition of the book was being peddled on the Internet by 

the German Canadian r ight-wing extremist Ernst Zun

del, but in the meantime this Nazi-inspi red work has 

apparently gone out of print again. 

I am fai rly certain, however, that my Schwerin Web

master ordered a copy while it was still available, for 

his Internet site bristles with Grimm quotations and 

polemical retorts to the admittedly long-winded defense 

offered by Curti.  I t  seems as though the case is being re

tried, this time on a v i rtual world stage before an over

flow crowd of onlookers. 

Later my research would reveal that my lone combat

ant owed some of his inside dope to the Volkischer Beo

bachter. He mentioned in passing, for instance, that when 

Frau Hedwig Gustloff, dressed in black, entered the 



courtroom on the second day of the trial,  the Germans 

present, as well as some Swiss sympathizers and the 

journalists who had come from the Reich, all stood up 

and greeted her with the Hitler salute; this account was 

l ifted from pages of the " Battle Organ of the National 

Socialist Movement of G reater Germany." The VB had a 

presence not only during the four days of the undeniably 

historic trial but also on the Internet; the quotations 

from the stern father's letter to his prodigal son spread by 

way of the Net also came straight from that Nazi organ, 

for the rabbi's letter-"! expect nothing more of you. 

You do not write. Now it  will do no good to write . . .  " 

was quoted in court by the prosecution as evidence of 

the defendant's hea rtlessness; the court, however, was 

probably kind enough to allow the chain-smoker a ciga

rette or two during breaks in the proceedings. 

\Vhile the submarine officer Marinesko was either 

out to sea or on shore leave in the Black Sea port of 

Sebastopol, and presumably spent his three days on 

land plastered out of his m ind, and while the new ship 

was rapidly taking shape in Hamburg, with r iveting 

hammers setting the tone day and night, the defendant 

Dav id Frankfurter sat or stood between the two can

tonal pol ice officers. He eagerly confessed to the charges. 

That robbed the trial of any suspense. He sat and lis

tened, then stood up and said: I made up my mind, pur

chased, practiced, traveled . found, entered, sat down, 

shot five ti mes. He made these adm issions straightfor

wardly, with only occasional hesitation. He accepted the 
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verdict, but on the Internet he was characterized as 

"weeping pathetical ly." 

Since capital punishment was not legal in the canton of 

Graubunden, Professor Grimm regretfully demanded 

the harshest penalty available: l ife imprisonment. Up to the 

announcement of the sentence- eighteen years in the 

penitentiary, to be followed by deportation- the online 

account unambiguously favored the martyr, but a fter that 

my Webmaster parted company from the Comrades of 

Schwerin. Or was he no longer alone ? Had that caviler 

and k now-it-all returned, the one who had shown up in 

the chat room once before ? At any rate, a kind of quarrel

some role-playing set in.  

The dispute that from now on repeated ly fl ared up 

was conducted on a fi rst-name basis: a Wilhelm spoke 

for the murdered Landesgruppenleiter, and a David as

sumed the part of the would-be suicide. 

It  was as if this exchange of blows were taking place in 

the hereafter. Yet the attention to detail  was very much of 

this world.  Each time the murderer and the murderee 

met, the deed and the motivation for it were thoroughly 

chewed over. While one of the parties spewed propa

ganda, proclaiming, for instance, that at the time of the 

trial there were 8oo,ooo fewer unemployed in the Reich 

than in the previous year, and declaring enthusiastically, 

"This we owe to the Fuhrer alone," the other party re

proachfully enumerated all the Jewish doctors and pa

tients who had been driven out of hospitals and sanatoria, 

and pointed out that the Nazi regime had called for a 
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windows of Jewish shops had been smea red with the 

hate slogan "Death to the Jews ! "  Back and forth i t  went. 

If Wilhelm posted quotations from the Fuhrer's Mein 

Kampf on his s ite to support his thesis of the necessity of 

preserving the purity of the Aryan race and German 

blood. David replied w ith passages from The Moor Sol

diers, a report by a former concentration-camp inmate 

that a Swiss publ ishing house had issued. 

The battle raged in deadly ea rnest, with both sides 

manifesting grim determination. But suddenly the tone 

lightened, turned chatty in the chat room. When Wil

helm asked, "So why did you fire five shots at me ? "  

David repl ied , "Sorry, the first shot was a dud. There 

were only four entry wounds." To which Wilhelm re

sponded, "True. But who provided the revolver ? "  David:  

"I  bought the Ballermann myself. For a measly ten Swiss 

francs." "Pretty cheap for a weapon a person would have 

to shell out at least fi fty francs for." "I  see what you're 

d riv ing at. You think someone must have given it to me. 

Is  that i t ? "  "I  don't think- I ' m  positive you didn't act 

alone." "Well,  that's true ! I was acting on behalf of Jews 

everywhere." 

This remained the tenor of thei r  Internet dialogue for 

the next few days. No sooner had they finished each 

other off than they began bantering back and forth, as 

if  they were friends fooling around. Before they left 

the chat room, they said, "See you, you cloned Nazi pig," 

and, "Take care of yourself, Jewboy ! "  But the moment a 

surfer from the Balearic I slands or Oslo tried to elbow 
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h is way into their  conversation, they would turn on him 

and d rive him away: " Beat i t ! " or "Come back late r ! "  

Apparently both o f  them played Ping-Pong, for they 

were great fans of the German champion Jorg Rosskopf, 

who, David mentioned , had even defeated a Chinese 

champion. Both declared thei r  al legiance to fai r  play. 

And both revealed themselves as history mavens, wil l ing 

to admire each other for newly uncovered information: 

"Terrific ! Where did you find that Gregor Strasser 

quote ? "  or, "That's something I d idn't know, Dav id

that Hildebrand t was booted out by the Fuhrer for left

ist dev iation, then reinstalled as Gauleiter  when the 

good old Mecklenburgers stuck up for him."  

They could have been taken for fr iends, they went to 

so much trouble to work off their mutual hatred, l ike a 

debt. When Wilhelm lobbed a question into the chat

room -"If the Fuhrer brought me back to l ife, would 

you shoot me aga in ? "- David answered promptly, "No, 

next time you can blow me away." 

Somethi ng was dawning on me. Already I was letting 

go of the notion that a lone Webmaster was ski l lfully en

gaging in ghostly role-playing. I had fallen into the 

clutches of two prank sters w ho were deadly serious. 

Later, when all  those involved swore they hadn't had a 

clue and made a big show of being appalled, I said to 

Mother, "The whole thing seemed odd to me from the 

beginning. I was wondering why young people today 

would be fascinated by this Gustloff and everything con

nected with him. I realized r ight away that they weren't 
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a couple of old fa rts fr ittering away thei r time on the In

ternet, I mean has-beens l ike you . . .  " 

Mothe r didn't answer. As always when something 

came too close for comfort, she made her I 'm-not-home 

face, rol ling her eyes to the point of no return. She was 

convinced in any case that a thing like this could happen 

only because for years and years "you couldn't bring 

up the Ywtloff. Over here in the East we sure as hell 

couldn't. And when you in the West talked about the 

past, it was always about other bad stuff, l ike Auschwitz 

and such. Lordy, lordy ! You should've seen how they 

ca rried on in the Pa rty collective that time I just men

tioned something positive about the KDF ships- that 

the Ytt.itloff was a classless ship . . .  " 

And that brought to mind her mama and papa, and 

thei r trip to I'\'"orway: "My mama just couldn't get over 

it that the passengers all  ate in the same dining room, 

simple workers l ike my papa, but also government 

employees and even top brass in the Party. I t  must've 

been almost l ike what we had in the GDR, only even 
. " mcer . . .  

The idea of a classless ship was a real hit. I assume that 

explains why the dockworkers cheered like crazy when 

the new ship, eight stories high, was launched on 5 May 

1937. The funnel , the bridge, and the compass platform 

had not yet been added .  All  of Hambu rg came out to 

watch , countless thousands. But for the christening only 

ten thousand Party members, personally invited by Ley, 

could get up close. 
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Hitler's special train pul led into Dammtor Station at 

ten in the morning. From there an open Mercedes drove 

him, saluting with his arm someti mes outstretched, 

sometimes flexed, through the streets of Hamburg, to 

wild cheeri ng, of course. From the Landungsbri.icken a 

motor launch carried him to the shipyard. All the ships 

in the harbor, including the foreign ones, had hoisted 

flags. And the entire KDF fleet, made up of cha rtered 

vessels, from the Sien·a C01doba to the St. LoUJ!;, lay at an

chor d ressed to the topmast. 

I won't bother to list all the formations l ined up, al l  

those who clicked thei r heels in salute. Below the chris

tening platform swarmed the shipyard workers, cheer

ing as he mounted the stai rs. At the last free election, 

only four yea rs earlier, most of them had voted socialist 

or com munist. Now there was just the one and only 

pa rty left;  and here was the Fuhrer in the flesh. 

Not until he was on the stand did he encounter the 

widow. He knew Hedwig Gustloff from the earliest days 

of the struggle. Before the failed march to the Feldher

renhalle in Munich in '
23, which ended in bloodshed, she 

had served as his secretary. Later, when he was impris

oned in the fortress of Landsberg, she had gone looking 

for work in Switzerland and found her husband. 

Who else was allowed on the platform ? The manage r 

of the shipyard, Staatsrat Blohm, and the head of the 

works organization, a man called Pauly. Of course Robert 

Ley stood next to him. But other Party bigwigs as well. 

Gauleiter Kaufmann of Hamburg and Gauleiter H ilde

brandt of Schwerin-Mecklenburg also had perm ission 
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Raeder. And the local G ruppenleite r of the NSDAP in 

Davos, Bohme, had not hesitated to undertake the long 

JOUrney. 

Speeches were delivered. This time he held back. 

A fter Kaufmann, the ma nager of the Blohm and Voss 

shipyard spoke: "To you, my Fuhrer, I report in the 

name of the shipyard: This cruise ship, production num

ber 5 I I ,  is ready for launching ! "  

Everything else deleted. But perhaps I should pick a 

few plums out of Robert Ley's christening address. The 

fancy-free salutation was "My fellow Germans ! "  And 

then he ventured fa r afield to celebrate Strength through 

Joy, his plan for the well-being of the Volk, finally re

vealing its originator: "The Fuhrer gave me this order: 

'See to it  that the German worker gets his holidays, that 

his nerves may remain sound, for do what I might, it 

would all  be for naught i f  the German people did not 

have its nerves in order. What matters is that the Ger

man masses, the German worker, be strong enough to 

grasp my ideas.' " 

When the widow performed the christening a bit 

later with the words "I  christen you with the name Wil

helm Gustloff," the cheering of the strong-nerved 

masses drowned out the sound of the champagne bottle 

being smashed against the bow of the ship. Both the 

Horst Wessel and the Deutschland songs were sung as 

the new vessel glided down the sli pway . . .  But when

ever I, the survivor of the Gust/off, attend a launching as 

a reporter or see one on television, an image steals into 
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the picture: that ship, christened and launched in the 

most beautiful May weather, sinking in the icy Baltic. 

At about this time, when David Frankfurter  was al

ready locked up in Chur's Sennhof Prison, and in Ham

burg the champagne bottle was smashed on the bow, 

Aleksandr Marinesko was in either Leningrad or Kron

stadt, participating in a training course for naval com

manders. At any rate, he had been ordered transfer red 

from the Black Sea to the eastern end of the Baltic. That 

summer, while the purge trials set in motion by Stal in 

were not spa ring the admiralty of the Baltic fleet, he be

came commander of a submarine. 

M -96 belonged to an older class of boats, suitable for 

reconnoiter ing a nd combat in coastal waters. In the in

formation available to me, I read that M-96, with 250 

tons of displacement and a length of forty-five meters, 

was on the small side, carrying a crew of eighteen. For a 

long time Mari nesko remained the commander of this 

naval unit equipped with only two torpedo tubes, w hose 

range extended as far as the Gulf of Finland. I assume 

that along the coast he repeatedly practiced su r face a t

tacks fol lowed by rapid submerging. 
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\VH I L E T H E  1 ]\" T E R I O R ,  F R 0 !\1 T H E  L O W E S T  D E C K ,  

the E deck , to the sundeck was being done, the funnel, 

the bridge, and the com munications station were being 

added ,  and along the Baltic coast di\" ing practice was 

taking place, in Chur ele\"en months of incarceration 

passed. Only then could the ship leave the fitting-out 

quay and sail down the Elbe for i ts trial run in the North 

Sea. So I wil l  pause until enough seconds haYe elapsed in 

the present to allow my narrative to start  rol l ing again.  

Or should I in the meantime risk a quarrel with some

one whose grumbling can't be ignored ? 

He is calling for distinct memories. He wants to know 

how �lather looked, smelled, felt  to me when I was 

about three. He says, "Fi rst impressions determine the 

course of a person's l ife." I say, "\Vhat's there to remem

ber ?  \Vhen I was three, she'd just finished her appren

ticeship in carpentry. \Vel ! ,  all r ight, shavings and blocks 

that she brought home from the shop- I can see them 

before me in curls and tumbling stacks. I played with 

shavings and blocks. And what else ? :\lather smelled of 
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ca rpenter's glue. Whereve r she stood, sat, lay- Lord, 

yes, her bed ! - that smell clung. But because they didn't 

have child-care centers yet, she left me with a neighbor 

at fi rst, then in a nursery school . That's what all work

ing mothers did in the Workers' and Peasants' State, not 

only in Schwerin. I can remember women, fat and 

skinny, who ordered us around, and semoli na pudding 

so thick your spoon would sta nd up in it." 

But memory scraps l ike these don't satisfy the old man. 

He refuses to let me off the hook: "When she was ten, 

Tulia Pokriefke had a face with two periods for eyes, a 

comma for a nose, and a dash for a mouth; but what did 

she look like as a young woman and journeyman carpen

ter, around 1 950, let's say, when she was twenty-three ? 

Did she wear makeup? Did she put a kerchief over her 

head, or wear one of those matronly flowerpot hats? Was 

her hair  straight, or did she get i t  permed ? Did she ever 

run around i n  curlers on the weekend ? "  

I don't know whether the information I can offer will  

shut h i m  up; my i mage of Mother when she was young 

is both sharp and blurry. I never saw her with anything 

but white hair. She had white hai r  from the beginning. 

Not silvery white, just white. Anyone who asked Mother 

about i t  would receive the following explanation: " I t  

happened when m y  son was born. That was o n  the tor

pedo boat that rescued us . . .  " And anyone wil l ing to 

hear more would learn that from that moment on she 

had snow-white hair, also in Kolberg, when the sur

v ivors, mother and infant, went ashore from the torpedo 

boat Lowe. In those days she wore her hair  chin-length. 



But earlier, before she turned white "as if on command 

from way up there," her hair had been naturally almost 

blond, with a redd ish tinge, fal l ing to her shoulders.  

In response to further questions- he won't let go- 1  

assure my employer that we have very few photos of my 

mother from the fi fties. One of them shows her wear

ing her white hair cropped short, matchstick length . I t  

crackled when I ran m y  hand over it,  which she some

ti mes allowed me do. And as an old woman she sti l l  

wears it that way. She had j ust turned seventeen when 

she turned white from one moment to the next. "Of 

course not ! Mother never dyed her hair, or had it dyed. 

None of her com rades ever saw her with raven locks or 

Titian-red ones." 

"And what else ? What other memories are there ? 

Men, for example: were there any ? "  He means men who 

spent the night. As a teenager, Mother was boy crazy. 

Swimm ing at Brosen's public bathing area or serving as 

a streetcar conductor on the Danzig-Langfuhr-Oliva 

li ne, she always had boys swarming around her, but a lso 

grown men - for i nstance, soldiers on furlough. "Did 

she get over men later, when she was white-haired and a 

mature woman ? "  

What does the old man think ? Maybe he really pic

tures Mother l iving l ike a nun, simply because the shock 

had bleached her hair. No, there were more than enough 

men. But they didn't stick around very long. One of them 

was a foreman bricklayer and very nice. He brought us 

things that were hard to come by, even if  you had ration 

stamps: liverwurst, for example. I was already ten when 
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he would s i t  i n  the kitchen of our rear-courtyard shack at  

7 Lehmstrasse and snap his  suspenders. H is name was 

Jochen, and he insisted that I ride on his knees. Mother 

called him "Jochen Two," because i n  her teens she had 

known an upper-schooler whose name was Joachim but 

who went by Jochen. "But that one wasn't interested i n  

me. Wouldn't even touch m e  . . .  " 

At some point Mother must have sent Jochen Two 

packing, why, I don't know. And when I was about thir

teen, a guy from the People's Police would come by after 

his shift, and sometimes on Sundays too. He was a second 

l ieutenant from Saxony-Pima, I think. He brought 

Western toothpaste-Colgate- and other confiscated 

goods. His name was also Jochen, by the way, for which 

reason Mother would say, "Number th ree's coming by to

morrow. Try to be nice to him when he comes . . .  " Jochen 

Three was sent packing, too, because, as Mother said, he 

was "bound and determined to mar ry" her. 

She didn't care for marr iage. "You're enough of a 

handful for me," she said, when at fifteen I was fed up 

with everything. Not with school. There I did fine, ex

cept i n  Russian. But I was fed up with the Free German 

Youth puppet theater, the harvest deployments, the spe

cial operations weeks, the everlasting songs about build

ing socialism, and with Mother too. Just couldn't take it 

anymore when, usually at  Sunday dinner, she would dish 

up her stories of the Gust/off along with the dumplings 

and mashed potatoes: "Everything started to slither. A 

thing like that you never forget. I t  never leaves you. It 's 

not j ust i n  my d reams, that cry that spread over the 



ss 

water at the end there. And all them little children 

among the ice floes . . .  " 

Someti mes when :Vlother sat at the kitchen table after 

Sunday dinner w ith her mug of coffee, she would say 

only, "That sure was one beautiful ship," and then not an

other word. But her I 'm-not-home look spoke volumes. 

She was probably right. Once the Wilhelm Gust/off was 

built, and set off on its maiden voyage, gleaming white 

from stem to stern,  by all accounts it was a float ing sen

sation. This opin ion was expressed even by people who 

a fter the war made much of their  hav ing been fervent 

antifascists from the beginning. And the story went that 

those privi leged to sail on the boat seemed transfigured 

when they stepped back onto dry land. 

For the two-day test run, which happened to take 

place in stormy weather, they filled the ship with work

ers and salaried employees from Blohm and Voss, as 

well as with salesgi rls from the Hamburg grocery coop

erative. But when the GuJtloff put out to sea for three 

days on 24 i\1arch 1 938, the passengers included a good 

thousand Austrians, ca refully screened by the Party; for 

two weeks later the people of the Ostmark were sup

posed to vote in a plebiscite on something that the Weh r

macht had al ready made a fait accompli with a swift 

march into that country: the annexation of Austr ia.  On 

the same voyage three hund red girls  from Hamburg 

came aboard - selected members of the League of Ger

man Gi rls- and well over a hundred journalists. 

J ust for fun, and as a sort of test, I am now going to 
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try to picture how your humble servant would have re

acted as a journalist to the reception for members of the 

press, scheduled for the very beginning of the voyage 

and held in the reception-and-movie lounge. As Mother 

says, and as Gabi wi l l  be happy to tell you, I am anything 

but a hero, but perhaps I would have been rash enough 

to ask about the fi nancing of the new vessel, and about 

the holdings of the German Labor Front, for like the 

other journalists I would have been aware that Ley, the 

man of many promises, could never have taken on such 

ambitious projects without the funds he had skim med 

from all the banned labor unions. 

A belated test of courage ! If I know myself, the most 

I would have come out with is a roundabout query about 

the remaining capital, to which the unflappable KDF 

tour leader would have promptly responded that the 

German Labor Front was swimming i n  money, as we 

could plai nly see. In a few days the Howaldt Shipyard 

would be launching a huge electrically powered ship, 

which, as could already be guessed, would bear the 

name of Robert Ley. 

After that, the horde of invited journal ists had an op

portunity to tour the ship. Further questions had to be 

swal lowed. And as a backdated journalist, I ,  who in my 

entire career have never uncovered a scandal, never de

tected a skeleton in a closet or misappropriation of cam

paign funds or bribery of high officials, would have kept 

my mouth shut l ike all the rest. We were permitted only 

to express breathless admi ration as we made our way 

from deck to deck. Except for the special staterooms for 
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Hitler and Ley, which were not open for inspection, the 

ship was set up to be pu rely classless. Although I am ac

quainted \Vith the details only from photographs and 

surviv ing documents, it feels as though I was actually 

there, impressed and at the same time sweating bullets 

out of sheer cowardice. 

I saw the spacious sundeck, free of i r ritating super

structures, saw shower stalls and sanitary installations. I 

saw and assiduously took notes. Later we had a chance 

to admi re the gleaming va rnished walls on the lower 

promenade deck and the nutwood paneling in the 

lounges. Our mouths open w ith astonishment, we looked 

at the Ballroom, the Fol k  Costume Lounge, the German 

Hall,  and the Music Salon . In all these spaces hung por

traits of the Fuhrer, who gazed over our heads, h is  eyes 

fixed solemnly but resolutely on the future. In some 

rooms smaller pictures of Robert Ley were al lowed to 

d raw the eye. But the predominant wall decoration con

sisted of landscapes, oil paintings in old-master style. We 

inqui red about the names of the contempora ry artists 

and noted them on our pads.  

In between we were invited to enjoy a draft beer, and 

I learned to avoid the decadent term "bar," later writing 

i n  traditional German terms about the "seven inviting 

taprooms" on board the KDF ship. 

Then they showered us with statistics. In the galley 

area on A deck, with the help of a supermodern dish

washing setup, 35,000 di rty dishes a day could be ren

dered spotless. We learned that for every voyage 3,400 

metric tons of potable water were on hand, with a tank 



inside the one funnel serving as the waterworks. When 

we visited the E deck, where the German League girls  

from Hamburg had settled into the "swimming youth 

hostel" with i ts bunks, we saw on the same deck the in

door swimming pool, with a capacity of sixty metric tons 

of water. And further n umbers, which I d id not bother 

to take down. Some of us were relieved that they spared 

us the number of t i les and the number of individual 

chips in a colorful  wall mosaic populated by v i rgins with 

fish tai ls  and fabulous sea creatures. 

Because I have k nown, ever since the childhood my 

mother i mposed on me, that the second torpedo struck 

the swimming pool and transformed i ts t iles and pieces 

of mosaic i nto deadly missi les, I might have thought to 

ask, as I v iewed the pool where an energetic swarm of 

German girls  was frol icking, how far below the water

l i ne the pool lay. And on the top deck the twenty-two 

l ifeboats might have struck me as i nsufficient. But I did 

not probe, did not i nvoke the possibi l i ty of a catastrophe, 

did not foresee what would happen seven years later 

on a bitter-cold n ight, when the ship was packed - not 

with a mere fi fteen hundred souls, free of thei r daily 

cares, as in peaceti me, but with close to ten thousand, 

who sensed their possi ble doom, and then exper ienced 

it in numbers that can only be estimated. Instead I 

struck up, i n  shri l l  or cool ly modulated tones, whether 

as a reporter for the Volkt�·cher Beobachter or a corre

spondent for the solid Frankfurter Zeitung, a hymn to the 

ship's charming l ifeboats, as if  they were a generous gift 

from the Strength through Joy organization. 



But not long a fterward one of the boats had to be 

lowered i nto the water. And after that another. And this 

was no test. 

On its second cruise, which took it to the Straits of 

Dover, the Gu.itloff ran into a nor'weste r, and as it was 

steaming along, full  speed ahead, through heavy seas, i t  

picked up an SOS from the English coal boat Pegaway, 

whose cargo hatch had been smashed and i ts rudder 

broken. Captain Lubbe, who would die of a heart attack 

at the beginning of the next Strength through Joy cruise, 

destination Madei ra, immediately set course for the ship 

in distress. Two hou rs later, the Gust/off's searchlights 

picked the Pegaway out of the darkness. It was al ready 

low in the water. Not until  early morning did they man

age to lower one of the twenty-two l ifeboats, in the face 

of the worsening storm. But a ri ptide hu rled the l i feboat 

against the side of the ship, and it dr ifted off, heavily 

damaged . Captain Lubbe at once had a motor launch 

lowered, which a fter several attempts managed to take 

aboard nineteen seamen and bring them to safety as the 

storm subsided. Finally the l ifeboat that had dr ifted off 

was sighted, and i ts crew could be rescued . 

This incident has been written up. Domestic and for

eign papers l auded the heroic rescue. But the only per

son to provide a thorough account, and at a temporal 

distance, was Heinz Schon. As I am doing now, he combed 

through a welter of contemporary news reports. Like 

mine, his course in l ife remained tethered to that ill

starred ship. Barely a year before the end of the war, he 



came on board the Gust/off as assistant to the purser. Hav

ing risen through the ranks of the Naval Hitler Youth, 

Schon was hoping to join the navy, but because of poor 

eyesight was forced to sign on with the merchant marine. 

After he survived the sinking of the onetime Strength 

through Joy ship, later hospital ship, still later floating bar

racks, and eventual ly refugee transport, he began, when 

the war was over, to collect and write about everythi ng 

connected with the Gust/off, in good times and bad . This 

was his sole topic, or the only topic that gripped him. 

No doubt Mother would have been very pleased with 

Heinz Schon's work.  But although his  books found a 

publisher i n  the West, i n  the GDR they were not wel

come. Those who had read his accounts kept mum. On 

both sides of the German border, in fact, Schon's i n for

mation was not in demand. Even when a film was made 

at the end of the fi fties-Night Fell over Gotenhafen-for 

which Schon served as an adviser, i t  achieved only a 

modest echo. Not long ago a documentary was shown 

on television, but it still seems as though nothing can top 

the Titanic, as if the Wilhelm Gust/off had never existed, 

as if there were no room for another maritime disaster, 

as i f  only the victims of the Titanic could be remem

bered, not those of the Gust/off 

But I ,  too, kept mum, held back, left myself out of the 

picture, had to be pressured into action. And if I ,  a fel

low survivor, now feel a certain kinship with Heinz 

Schon, i t  i s  only because I can benefit from his  obses

sion. He made l ists of everything: the number of cabins, 

the vast stores of food, the size of the sundeck i n  square 



meters, the number of l i feboats, those fully equipped 

and those missing at the end, and finally, growing from 

edition to edition, the tally of the dead and the sur

vivors. For a long time his  avid collecting took place 

in obscurity, but now Schon, who is a year older than 

Mother and whom I could pictu re as the father of my 

dreams, which would let me off the hook, i s  quoted 

more and more often on the Internet. 

Recently the Internet was abuzz with a tearjerker of 

colossal proportions, the sinking of the Titanic freshly 

filmed in Hollywood and soon to be marketed as the 

greatest mariti me catastrophe of a l l  t imes. The num

bers Schon had soberly cited refuted this nonsense. And 

this time there wa.i an echo, for since the Gust/off was 

launched into cyberspace, making v irtual waves, the 

right-wing scene has been vocal online. Jew bashing is in 

season again.  As if the murder in Davos had taken place 

j ust yesterday, radicals are demandi ng on their Web site 

"Revenge for Wilhelm Gustloff! " The worst ranting 

and raving comes from the U.S. and Canada by way of 

the site associated with a man named Zundel, whose 

very name suggests something incendiary. But German

language home pages are also springing up, giving free 

rein to thei r hate at sites with names such as "National

resistance" and "Thulenet." 

Among the first sites to join the debate, if  less radical 

than the others, was www.blutzeuge.de. With the dis

covery of a ship that not only sank but also, because the 

whole story was repressed, became the stuff of legend, it 



was attracting thousands of h its, and more every day. I t  

was t o  h i s  worldwide web o f  readers that my lone com

batant, who in the meantime had acqui red an adversary 

and fellow sports fan using the screen handle "David," 

announced with somewhat childish pride the Gustlojf's 

rescue of the shipwrecked Engl ish sailors. As i f  the 

newspaper accounts were hot off the press, he quoted as 

a breaking story the British press's praise for th is Ger

man deed. Then he wanted to know from his antagonist 

whether the Jewish murderer Frankfurter, i mprisoned 

in Chur, had heard the news. David retorted, "In Sennhof 

Prison the inmates spent thei r days at rattl ing looms and 

had little time for reading the papers." 

Actually David m ight have found i t  worthwhile to 

learn whether a submarine officer called Marinesko, 

cruising in Baltic coastal waters, had heard about the 

rescue of the Pegaway's crew by the sailors on the Gust

/off, and had thus had spelled out for him the name of 

his  predestined target for the first time. But this question 

did not arise. I nstead Webmaster Wilhelm celebrated an 

event that  occu rred a short  t ime later: the deployment of 

the Strength through Joy ship off the Engl ish coast as a 

"floating pol ling station."  Agai n  Wilhelm showed such 

up-to-date enthusiasm that you would have thought this 

propaganda coup had been pulled off only recently, not 

almost sixty years earlier. 

At issue was the plebiscite that followed the annexa

tion of Austria to what was now the Greater German 

Reich. German and Austrian citizens l iv ing in England 

were to be given an opportunity to cast their votes. The 
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voters embarked at the Tilbury docks, and the voting 

took place outside the three-mile l imit. This event occa

sioned a debate between Wilhelm and Dav id.  Back and 

forth, Ping-Pong-style, went their  playful argument 

about the election. Wilhelm insisted that a secret ballot 

was ensured by the presence of voting booths; David 

repl ied disdai nfully that of the al most two thousand vot

ers, a total of fou r  had voted against the Anschluss: 

"\Ve've seen this before, these 99·9% yes-votes ! "  Quoting 

the Daily Telegraph of 12 April 1 938, Wilhelm countered, 

"No pressure was exerted ! And that, my dear David, 

was affirmed by Engl ishmen, who never miss an chance 

to portray us Germans in a bad light . . .  " 

I found the absurd chat-room bickering amusing. But 

then one of Wilhel m 's rejoinders made me smell a rat. 

This sounded famil ia r !  To blunt David's mockery, he 

had the temerity to say: "Those democratic elections you 

glorify a re d riven by the interests of the plutocrats, of 

world Jewry ! The whole thing is a swindle ! "  

Something very similar had been offered u p  recently 

by my own son. On a v isit I had tr ied to start a conver

sation by mentioning, with paternal casualness, the story 

I was doing on the upcoming elections in Schleswig

Holstein; the response I got was, "The whole thing's a 

swindle. Whether on Wall  Street or here: the plutocracy 

drives everything; money rules." 

After the first cruise to Madei ra, duri ng which Captain 

Liibbe died, so that in Lisbon Captain Petersen had to 

take over for the rest of the voyage, the summer trips to 



Norway began, with Captain Heinrich Bertra m  now i n  

command. There were eleven o f  these cruises in al l ,  each 

lasting five days, and so popular that they quickly sold 

out. They were also on the Strength through Joy sched

ule the fol lowing yea r. And i t  was for one of these last 

cruises to the fJords- I  assume the next-to-last one, in 

mid-August- that Mother's parents were on board . 

The local Party headquarters in Langfuhr had actu

ally picked the master ca rpenter Liebenau and his w i fe 

for a tr ip to Norway because the master owned a Ger

man shepherd named Harras, and i n  the kennels of 

the Free State's constabulary this Harras had succeeded 

in covering a bitch whose l i tter included the Fuhrer's 

favorite dog, Prinz, a gift to Hitler from the Gauleiter. 

For this reason the canine s ire Harras was mentioned 

several times in the Danziger Vorposten. Mother had sung 

me this tale since my childhood: her novel-length dog 

story, complete with pedigree. Any reference to the 

dog brought the child Tul ia  into the picture. For in

stance, when Mother was seven and her brother Konrad 

drowned while swimming in the Baltic, she supposedl y  

spent a week i n  t h e  dog kennel i n  the courtyard o f  

the carpentry shop, during which time s h e  spoke not a 

word. " I  even a te out of his  t in  bowl. Entrails ! You 

know, the stuff dogs are fed .  That was my week i n  the 

doghouse, where I didn't say one blessed word, that's 

how awful I was feel ing about our Konrad . He was deaf 

and dumb from bi rth, you know . . .  " 

But when the dog owner Liebenau, whose son Harry 

was Mother's cousin,  received the offer of a trip to 
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I\Jorway on the universally beloved Strength through 

Joy ship, he regretfully turned it  down, because his car

pentry business was booming: expansion of the barracks 

out near the ai rport. He suggested to the Party K reisleiter 

that his hardworking helper A ugust Pok riefke, an assid

uous Party member, be sent in his stead, along with his 

wife Erna Pokriefke. Liebenau would cover the cost of 

their cabin and the already discounted round-trip tickets 

to Hamburg, using company funds. 

" I f  we still had the photos they snapped on the Yust

loff, I could show you all  the stuff they saw in those few 

days . . .  " Tulia's mother declared herself particularly 

taken with the Folk Costume Lounge, the Winter  Gar

den, the morning sing-alongs, and the onboard band 

that played every evening. Unfortunately the passengers 

were not a llowed to go ashore from the fjords, possibly 

because of regulations designed to prevent any hard for

eign currency from leav ing the Reich.  But one of the 

photos, lost along w ith the album and all the other 

snapshots, "when the end came for the ship," showed a 

laughing August Pokr iefke dancing with a group of cos

tumed Norwegian folk dancers who had been allowed 

on board. "My papa, who was basically always ful l  of 

fun,  raved about that ship n ight and day a fter he got 

back from Norway. He supported the Party two hun

dred percent. That's why he wanted me to join the Ger

man Girls League. But I didn't want to. Not then and 

not later, either, when we was brought back home into 

the Reich, and all the girls had to be in the BDM . . .  " 

Mother's version was probably accurate. She wasn't 



one to let others orga nize her l ife. Whatever she did had 

to be voluntary. But even as a member of the Socialist 

Unity Party and the fairly successful leader of a ca rpen

try brigade that produced bedroom fu rniture by the ton 

for the Russians and later usual ly exceeded its quota 

during the interior work on the concrete-slab apartment 

complex in the suburb of Grosser Dreesch, she got her

self into hot water by charging that she was surrounded 

by revisionists and other enemies of the working class. 

Yet she was also not happy that I had chosen to join the 

Free German Youth: "Ain't it  enough tha t I'm out here 

breaking my back for them no-goods ? "  

My son seems to have a lot in common with Mother. 

I t  must be in the genes, as my ex-wi fe claims. At any 

rate, Konny never wanted to join anythi ng, not even 

the Ratzeburg Rowing Club or-Gabi's suggestion

the Boy Scouts. To me she complained, "He's your typi

cal loner, averse to social ization. Some of my colleagues 

at school say Konny's fixated on the past, no matter 

how much interest he appea rs to take in technological 

progress-computers and modern forms of communi

cation, for instance . . .  " 

Yes, of course ! I t  was Mother who gave my son a Mac 

with all the bells and w histles, not long a fter the sur

vivors' reunion in Damp, the Baltic coastal resort. He 

was barely fi fteen when she got him hooked. I t's her 

fault and hers alone that things went so w rong w ith the 

boy. At least Gabi and I agree on this much: the whole 

business began when Konny was given that computer. 



I 've never felt comfortable with people who stare at one 

spot until it smolders, smokes, bursts into flame. Gust

loff, for example, whose Fuhrer's will  was his command, 

or Marinesko, who in peacetime practiced only one 

thing-sinking ships-or David Frankfurter, who in 

actuality wanted to shoot himself, but then riddled some

one else's flesh with four shots to give his people a sign. 

In the late sixties the director Rol f Lyssy made a film 

that had as its  subject this man of the sorrowful counte

nance. I 've played the video at home; the black-and

white original has been gone from the theaters for 

years. Lyssy presents the facts quite accurately. We see 

the medical student, initially wearing a beret, later a hat, 

smoking despair ingly and downing pills. When he buys 

the revolver in Berne's Old Town, two dozen bullets cost 

him th ree francs seventy. Unlike my version, even before 

Gustloff enters his study in street clothes, Frank furte r  

puts on h i s  hat, moves from the a rmchai r  t o  a straight 

chair, then fires w ith his hat on. After turning himself in 

at the Davos police station and reeling off his confession 

emotionlessly, l ike a memorized poem recited in school, 

he places the revolver on the counter as proof. 

The film does not tell us anything new. But it has an 

interesting feature: clips from newsreels that show the 

coffin, draped in a swastika flag, moving slowly through 

falling snow. All of Schwerin is  snowed in when the fu

neral procession gets under way. Contrary to the actual 

reports, only a few civi lians salute the coffin with raised 

r ight arms. At the trial,  the actor playing Frankfurter 

looks fai rly small ,  standing between two cantonal police-



men. He says, "Gustloff was the only one I could get 

at . . .  " He says, "My intention was to strike the bacil lus, 

h " not t e person . . .  

The film also shows the prisoner Frankfurter working 

day after day at a loom, surrounded by other prisoners. 

Time passes. It becomes clear that during his first years 

in Chur's Sennhof Prison he gradually recovers from his 

bone disease; we see him well nourished, plump-cheeked 

and no longer smoking. Meanwhile, and as i f  in another 

film, in the waters along the Baltic coast the submarine 

commander Aleksand r Marinesko practices rapid diving 

after an above-water attack, and the Strength through 

Joy ship Wilhelm Gustloff sets out on cruise a fter cruise to 

Norway's fjords and the midnight sun. 

Of course Lyssy's film shows neither the Gustloff nor 

the Soviet U -boat; only several shots of the looms allow 

us to surmise from their  pounding that as the simple 

fabric grows, time is passing. And repeatedly the prison 

doctor certifies to the prisoner Frankfurter  that his con

tinuing residence in jai l  is  making him well .  It may look 

as though the perpetrator has already paid for his deed 

and become a different person, but I stil l  feel uncom

fortable with anyone who has one thing, and one only, 

on his mind-my son, for instance . . .  

She's the one who infected him. For that, Mother, and 

also for giving birth to me as the ship was sinking, I hate 

you. I keep having these episodes of hating the simple 

fact that I survived, for if you, Mother, had gone over

board l ike thousands of others when the watchwo rd was 



"Every man for himsel f," and in spite of the l ife jacket 

over your bulging belly, if you had frozen in the frigid 

water or been d ragged under, together w ith your un

born, as the ship sank, bow first . . .  

But no. I cannot, m ust not come to the tipping point 

of my own accidental existence yet, for the ship stil l  has 

peaceful Strength th rough Joy cruises ahead of it .  Ten 

times it rounded the toe of the I talian boot, including 

Sici ly, with shore excursions in Naples and Palermo, be

cause I taly, organized in exemplary fascist fashion, was a 

fr iendly nation; here as there the raised right a rm was 

the compulsory salute. 

After an overnight train trip, the passengers, al ways 

carefully selected, would embark in Genoa. And at the 

end of the cruise, they would head home by train from 

Venice. With increasing frequency, high-muckety-mucks 

from the Pa rty and industry came a long, which caused 

the Strength through Joy ship's classless society to l ist 

somewhat. For example, during one cruise the famous 

inventor of the Volkswagen, originally called KDF

Wagen, was among the guests; Professor Porsche took a 

particular interest i n  the ship's state-of-the-art engines. 

After winter ing in Genoa, the Gust/off reached Ham

burg again in m id-March of '39· When the Robert Ley 

came into service a few days later, the KDF fleet com

prised thirteen ships, but  for now the pleasure tr ips for 

workers and white-collar employees were over. Seven 

ships from the fleet, among them the Ley and the Gust

loff, set off down the Elbe for an unannounced destina

tion, and without passengers. Not until they reached 
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Brunsbi.ittelkoog were the prev iously sealed orders 

opened and the destination revealed: the Spanish port 

of Vigo. 

For the fi rst time the ships were to serve as troop 

transports. Now that the Civi l  War was ove r and Gen

eral  Franco and the Falange had won, the German vol

unteers of the Condor Legion, fighting at Franco's side 

since '36, could come home. 

Not surprisingly, the mil itary unit that went by this 

name provided ample fodder for the ever-voracious Inter

net. Getting a j ump on all the others, www.blutzeuge.de 

reported the retu rn of the Lu ftwaffe's 88th Flak Regi

ment. The account of the legionnai res heading for home 

on the Gust/off read as v iv idly as if they had beaten the 

Reds only yesterday. My Webmaster delivered his report 

as a solo; the chat room remained closed, permitting 

no d uet-Wilhelm vs. David-on the subject of the 

bombardment of Guernica, in the Basque region, by 

our Junker and Heinkel planes, al though these types, 

whether diving or d ropping bombs from a h igher alti

tude, richly i l lustrated the Web site devoted to the v ic

tory celebration. 

Initially the spokesman for the Comrades of Schwerin 

presented himself as a detached expert in mil itary his

tory, ind ica ting that the Spanish Civi l  War had provided 

an opportunity for trying out new weaponry, j ust as the 

Gulf Wa r had given the Americans a chance a few years 

back to test their new missile systems. But befo re long 

the tone in which he spoke of the Condor Legion be

came posi tively lyrical.  Apparently he had drawn on 
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Heinz Schon's painstakingly researched book , for he 

echoed Schon's enth usiastic description of the ship's re

turn to port and the reception its passengers recei\'ed . 

And like the ch ronicler of the Gmt/off, whom he repeat

edly quoted onl ine, he assumed the role of eyewitness

"Those on board were rejoicing in their smashing suc

cess . .  .''-and he reported "deafening applause" when 

the legionnai res were greeted later by Field Marshal 

Goring. On the \Veb site he even posted the musical no

tation, with all the requisite oom-pah-pah. of the Prus

sian Grenadiers' March. wh ich the band struck up as the 

Gwtloff and the L.ey tied up at the pier in Hamburg. 

\Vh ile the GrHtloff was being used as a troop transport 

for the fi rst time, and Da,· id Frankfurter. enjoying much 

impro\·ed health, was ser\' ing the thi rd year of his sen

tence in Sennhof Prison, Aleksand r �lar inesko contin

ued undeter red w ith his practice runs in coastal waters. 

In the naval archives of the Baltic Red Banner Fleet, a 

file on the submarine M-96 has turned up, re\·eal ing how 

successfully the commander dri l led his crew for abO\·e

water attacks:  e\·entually they were able to submerge a 

\'essel in the record t ime of 1 9.5 seconds, as compared to 

a fleet average of 28 seconds. M -96 was tested for the real 

thing. And on the Com rades of Schwerin \Veb site, too, 

it looked as if the oft-repeated l ine from the song "Re

venge wil l  come our way one day . . :· had helped them 

get ready, if not yet tested, for something undefined 

the day of reckoning ? 

SomehO\v I could not dismiss the thought that this 



75 

person incessantly st irr ing the Nazi pot and hail ing the 

triumph of the Thousand-Year Reich l ike a cracked 

record was not some has-been l ike Mother but a young 

man - perhaps a skinhead of the more intell igent sort, 

or an obsessed schoolboy, engaging in sophistry over the 

Net. But I d id not follow up on my hunch, did not want 

to admit that certain phrases in these digital postings,  

such as the seemi ngly innocuous j udgment that "the 

Gustloff was a beautiful ship," had an ala rmingly famil

iar ring. That was not Mother's actual voice, but st i l l  . . .  

What I could not shake was the conv iction, ticking 

away l ike a time bomb, even though I repeatedly tried 

to bury i t, that it could be, no, it was my son, who for 

months now . . .  i t  was Konrad, who . . .  Behind this 

lurked Konny . .  . 

For a long time I cloaked my hunch in questions: I t  

couldn't possibly b e  your own flesh and blood, could i t ?  

How could a child w h o  was raised in a more or less l ib

eral setting veer so far to the righ t ?  Gabi would have no

ticed - wouldn't she? 

But then the Webmaster, who I st i l l  hoped was a com

plete stranger, launched into a tale that was all too famil

iar:  "Once upon a time there was a boy. And he was deaf 

and dumb, and he d rowned while swimm ing. But his  

sister, who loved h i m  with all her heart, and who later, 

much later, would seek safety from the ter rors of war by 

boarding a great ship, d id not d rown, even when the 

ship full of refugees was h i t  by three enemy torpedoes 

and sank in the fr igid waters . . .  " 

I felt  hot all over: It's h i m ! That's my son tel l ing the 
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cal stick figures. He's reveal ing family secrets, too, head

on: "But Kon rad 's sister, who screamed for three days 

straight a fter the death of her curly-headed brother, then 

said not a word for a week, is my beloved grandmother, 

to whom I have sworn, by the white hair  on her head 

and in the name of the Comrades of Schwe rin, that I 

wil l  testi fy to the truth, and nothing but the truth: I t  i s  

the world Jewish conspiracy that aims to pillory us Ger

mans for all etern ity . . .  " 

And so on and so forth . When I phoned Mother, she 

showered me with reproaches: "You're a fine one to talk .  

For years you don't g ive  a shit  about our  Konradchen, 

and now all of a sudden you get a bee in your bonnet and 

start playing the concerned father . . .  " 

I also phoned Gabi, and then on the weekend d rove to 

sleepy l ittle Molin,  even bringing flowers. Konny, I 

hea rd, was in Schwerin,  v isiting his grandmother. When 

I began to unload my worries on my ex, she cut me off: 

"How dare you come to my house and accuse my son of 

consorting with r ight-wing extremists . . .  " 

I tried to stay calm, reminding her that only three and 

a half years ago the idyll ic town of Molin had experi

enced a terr ible fire: two apartment houses where Turks 

were l iv ing had been torched. All  the papers had been 

panting to cover it .  Even yours truly had concocted re

ports for the w i re services. Alarm bells had gone off 

abroad, because i t  seemed to be starting up again in Ger

many . . .  There had been th ree casual ties, a fter all. Sev

eral kids were caught, and two were hit w ith long jail  
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sentences, but perhaps a successor organization, some of 

these rabid skins, had sought out ou r Konny. Here in 

Mol in,  or possibly in Schwerin . . .  

She laughed i n  my face: "Can you pictu re Konrad 

with those loudmouth s ?  Be serious ! A loner l ike h i m  in 

a pack ? That's ridiculous. But accusations l ike yours are 

typical of the kind of journalism you've always engaged 

in, no matter who you happened to be work i ng for." 

Gabi could not resist reminding me in detai l  of the 

time I wrote for the Springer conglomerate, even though 

thirty years had passed since then.  She recalled my 

"paranoid ravings against leftists": "And by the way, if  

anyone has secret leanings to the right, it 's you; you 

haven't changed . . .  " 

I suppose. I k now my own abysses, know how hard it 

i s  to keep the l id on. Do my best to remain noncommit

tal .  General ly present myself as neutral . When I have an 

assignment, regardless of who gave it,  I just establish the 

facts, report what I find, but don't back down . . .  

So because I wanted to find out what was going on 

and from Konny himself- I  settled i nto a room not far 

from my ex, i n  a hotel overlooking the lake. I kept phon

i ng Gabi , asking to speak with my son. On Sunday eve

ning he finally turned up, having come from Schwerin 

by bus. At least he wasn't wearing combat boots, only 

normal suede ankle boots, with jeans and a colorful  Nor

wegian sweater. He actually looked nice, and hadn't 

shaved off his naturally curly hai r. His glasses gave him 

a know-it-all appeara nce. He paid no attention to me, 

had l i ttle to say altogether, only a few words to his  



mother. For supper she served salad and openfaced 

sandwiches, with apple juice. 

But before Konny could disappear into his room a fter 

we'd eaten, I waylaid him in the hall .  I kept my ques

tions casual :  how things were going in school, whether 

he had friends, maybe a girlfriend, what  sports he 

played, how he l iked the bi rthday present his grand

mother had given h i m - 1  could guess how much it 

cost- whether the modern means of communication, 

l ike the Internet, for instance, opened up new a reas of 

knowledge for him,  what sort of thing he found partic

ularly interesting- if he was into surfing the Net. 

He seemed to be listening as I ran through my litany. I 

thought I could detect a faint smile on his noticeably 

small mouth. Yes, he was smiling! Then he took off h is 

glasses, put them on again, and looked straight through 

me, just as he had at the supper table. He answered softly, 

"Since when do you care what I 'm up to? "  After a 

pause - my son was already standing in the doorway to 

his room- he delivered the knockout punch: ''I 'm doing 

historical research. Does that answer your question ? "  

The door was closed now. I should have called out, 

"Me too, Konny, me too ! "  The same old stories. It 's 

about a ship. In May '39 it brought a good thousand vol

unteers from the v ictorious Condor Legion home. But 

who's interested in that nowadays ? You, Konny ?  
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A T O N E  O F  T H E  M E E T I N G S  H E  S E T S  U P  F O R  U S ,  

cal l ing them working sessions, he said the following: 

Properly speaking, any strand of the plot having to do di

rectly or loosely with the city of Danzig and its  environs 

should be his concern. For that reason, he, and no one 

else, should have been the one to narrate, 'Nhether briefly 

or at length, everything involving the ship: the circum

stances of i ts naming, the purpose i t  fulfilled after the 

war began,  and hence also i ts end off the Stolpe Bank. 

Soon a fter the publ ication of that mighty tome, Dog 

Yt>ars, this material  had been dumped at his feet. He

who else ? - should have been the one to dig th rough it ,  

layer by layer. There had been no shortage of references 

to the fate of the Pokriefkes, chief among them Tulia.  I t  

was safe to assume that what was left o f  the family

Tulia's two older brothers had been k illed i n  action 

were among the thousands and thousands of refugees 

who managed to squeeze onto the overloaded Gust/off at 

the last minute, and with them the pregnant Tulia. 

79 
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Unfortunately, he sa id,  he hadn't been able to pull i t  

off. A regrettable omission, or, t o  be quite frank, failure 

on his part. But he wasn't trying to make excuses, only 

to admit that a round the mid-sixties he'd had i t  with 

the past, that the voracious present with its incessant 

nownownow had kept him from producing the mere 

two hundred pages . . .  Now it was too late for him.  He 

hadn't invented me as a surrogate, rather he had d iscov

ered me, a fter a long sea rch, on the l ist of survivors, l ike 

a piece of lost property. Although I had a rathe r meager 

profile, I was predestined : born as the ship was sinking. 

He went on to say that he was sorry about the busi

ness with my son, but how could he have k nown that 

Tulia's grandson was h id ing behind the ominous home 

page www.blutzeuge.de, though i t  should probably 

come as no surprise that Tulia Pok r iefke ended up with 

such a grandson. She'd always gone to extremes, and be

sides, as was obvious, she was not a person you could 

keep down. But now, he said encouragingly to his assis

tant, i t  was my turn again;  I had to report on what hap

pened with the ship after i t  transported some of the 

troops of the Condor Legion from a Spanish harbor to 

Hamburg. 

To make a long story short, one m ight say: And now the 

war began. But we're not there yet. First the KDF ship 

had a lovely, leisurely summer during which i t  was al

lowed to return to the fam iliar Norway route for half a 

dozen cru ises. Still  w i thout shore excursions. The ma

jority of the passengers were workers and salaried em-



ployees from the Ruhr District and Berlin, from 

Hanover and Bremen. Also smal l  groups of Germans 

residing abroad. The ship sai led into the Byfjord and a f

forded the vacationers, standing at the rail with thei r 

cameras, a v iew of the city of Bergen. The schedule a lso 

included the Hardangerfjord, and finally the Sogne

fjord, where people snapped an especially large number 

of pictures for their  albums. I nto J uly the midnight sun 

was provided as an extra, to be gaped at and stored as an 

experience. The cost of the five-day trip, up slightly, now 

came to forty-five reichsmarks. 

Sti l l  the war did not begin;  i nstead the Gust/off was 

pressed into the serv ice of physical culture. For two 

weeks a peaceful gymnastics meet took place in Stock

holm ,  the Lingiad, named a fter Peh r  Henrik L ing, the 

Swedish equivalent of our Gymnastics Father Jahn, I 

assume. The recreation vessel became the residence for 

over a thousand German gymnasts, male and female, 

a l l  d ressed al ike, among them maidens from the Labor 

Service, the national horizontal-bar team ,  but also old 

gentlemen who still worked out on the parallel bars, as 

well as gymnasts from the BDM's Faith and Beauty di

v ision, and many child ren d r il led for mass gymnastics 

demonstrations.  

Captain Bertram did not t ie up i n  the harbor, but 

dropped anchor within view of the city. The gymnasts, 

male and female, were shuttled to the events in motor

ized l ifeboats. Thus the physical cultur ists remained 

under close supervision. No incidents occurred . The doc

uments at my disposal allow one to conclude that this 



special operation proved successful,  furthering the cause 

of German -Swedish friendship. The coaches of all the 

bra nches of gymnastics received special plaques, cour

tesy of the Ki ng of Sweden. On 6 August 1 939 the Wil

helm Gtt.itloff steamed i nto Hamburg Harbor. The KDF 

cruise program resumed at once. 

But then the wa r real ly did begin. That is to say, while 

the ship was on its last peacetime cruise to the coast of 

Norway, du ring the n ight from 24 to 25 August, the cap

tain was handed a radio transmission whose text, when 

decoded, d i rected him to open a sealed envelope stored 

in his cabin,  whereupon Captain Bertram, in accordance 

with Order QWA 7, had the crew abort the cruise 

and - without ala rming the passengers with explana

tions- steer for the ship's home port. Four days a fter its 

arr ival, the Second World Wa r began. 

That was the end of Strength through Joy. The end of 

holidays at sea. The end of photos and lazy chats on the 

sundeck. The end of good times and the end of a class

less society on board . As a unit of the German Labor 

Front, the KDF organization devoted itself from now 

on to providing entertainment for all  Wehrmacht units 

and the growing number, at first slowly, of wounded . 

KDF theaters became front theaters. The ships of the 

KDF fleet came under the command of the navy, and 

that included the Wilhelm Gustloff, outfitted as a hospital 

ship with five hundred beds. In place of some of the dis

charged peacetime crew, medics came aboard. A green 

stripe all around and red crosses on either side of the 

funnel gave the ship a new look. 
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tional conventions, the Gust/off set sai l  on 27 September 

for the Baltic, passed the islands of Sja:lland and Born

holm, and a fter an uneventful trip tied up in Danzig

Neufahrwasser, across from the Westerplatte, recently 

the scene of fierce fighting. I mmediately several hun

d red wounded Poles were brought on boa rd, as well  as 

ten wounded crew members from the German mine

sweeper M-85, which had run over a Pol ish mine in the 

Bay of Danzig and sunk; this, for the time being, was the 

sum total of German casualties. 

And how did news of the begi nning of the war reach 

the prisoner David Frankfurter, incarce rated on neutral 

Swiss ground, the man whose wel l-aimed shots had in

voluntarily given his victim's name to a vessel that was 

now a hospital ship? It  can be assumed that in the daily 

routine of 1 September in Sennhof Prison no special 

events were taken note of; but from then on the behav

ior of the other inmates toward David Frankfurter ap

parently reflected fluctuations in the military situation

the stigma the Jew Frankfurter bore or the respect he 

enjoyed. The percentage of anti-Semites in the prison 

must have been approxi mately the same as outside its 

walls: a balanced proportion, taking the Helvetian Con

federation as a whole. 

And what was Captain Marinesko doing when first 

German troops marched into Poland, but then Russian 

soldiers as well ,  on the basis of the H itler-Stalin pact ? 

He was still commander of the 250-metric-ton M-96, 

and si nce he had received no orders for deployment, 



continued to practice rapid submersion m the eastern 

Baltic with his crew of eighteen.  With undi minished 

thi rst, he remained the dry-land boozer he had always 

been, a lso got involved with several women, but had not 

yet been subject to any disc iplinary action and may well 

have been d reaming of a larger U-boat, equipped with 

more than two torpedo tubes. 

Hindsight, they say, is always 20-20. In the meantime 

I 've learned that my son did have casual contact with 

skinheads. Molin had some of these types. Because of the 

local incident that resulted in several deaths, they were 

probably under surveil lance, and chose other venues for 

openi ng their big mouths, such as Wisma r or the sites of 

larger gatherings in the state of Brandenburg. In Molin, 

Konny probably kept his distance, but he gave a speech 

in Schwerin, where he spent not only weekends but also 

part of his school holidays with his grandmother. The 

good-sized horde of skinheads, which included groups 

from the surrounding a rea in Mecklenburg, must have 

found his speech long-winded, for he was obl iged to 

shorten it as he was speaking. The written text was de

voted to the martyr and he roic son of Schwerin.  

Yet Konny must have succeeded in winning friends 

for his topic among some of the local young Nazis, 

fixated -as usual - on hate slogans and harassing for

eigners, for there was a brief period during which a local 

gang called i tself the Wilhelm Gustloff Com rades. As I 

was able to ascertain later, the gathering took place in 

the back room of a restaurant on Schweriner Strasse. 



The audience of about fi fty included members of a 

right-wing radical party as well as i nterested middle

class citizens. Mother was not among them. 

I am trying to picture my son, tall and spindly, with 

glasses and curly hair, standing there in his  Norwegian 

sweater among those bald-headed brutes. He, the fruit  

j uice drinker, surrounded by big bruisers armed with 

beer bottles. He, with his soft adolescent voice, which 

kept breaking, drowned out by those braggarts. He, the 

loner, with sweat-drenched stale air wafting around him.  

No, he did not  try to adapt, remained an anomaly i n  

the midst of a crowd that normally rejected a n y  foreign 

body. Hatred of Turks, beating up foreigners for fun, 

hurling i nsults at anyone not from around here- these 

things could not be expected of h im.  His  speech con

tained no call to violent action. When he described the 

murder i n  Davos, proceeding to analyze every detail 

soberly, like a detective tracking down possible motives, 

he did allude, as on his  Web site, to the murderer's pre

sumed backers, referring to the "world Jewish con

spiracy" and the Jewish-controlled plutocracy, but his 

manuscript did not contain abusive terms l ike "filthy 

Jew" or the exclamation "Death to the Jews ! "  Even his 

demand for a commemorative stone on the southern 

bank of Lake Schwerin, "in the very place where the 

mighty granite boulder honoring the martyr stood a fter 

1 937,
" was worded politely in the form of an appeal, 

d rawing on customary democratic practice. Yet when he 

proposed to the audience that a citizens' petition to that 

effect be submitted to the Mecklenburg legislature, the 
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response, I am told, was derisive guffaws. A pity Mother 

wasn't there. 

Konny swallowed the rebuff and went on at once to 

describe the launching of the ship. He dwelt too long 

on the meaning and purpose of the Strength through 

Joy organization. On the other hand, his account of 

the deployment of the reoutfitted hospital ship during 

the occupation of Norway and Denmark by units of the 

Wehrmacht and navy commanded some attention among 

the beer drinkers, especially because several "heroes of 

Narv ik" we re among the wounded brought aboard. But 

then, when after the v ictorious campaign against France 

the planned invasion of England, Operation Seal, failed 

to come off, and instead of being deployed as a troop 

transport the Gu.itloff ended up boringly anchored i n  

Gotenhafen, the boredom communicated i tself t o  the 

aud ience. 

My son found i t  impossible to fi nish his speech. Shouts 

of "Knock it off! " and "Cut the crap ! "  as well as the 

noise of beer bottles being banged on tables caused him 

to abridge his version of the shi p's fateful progress to

ward disaster; he got only as far as the torpedoes. Konny 

bore this development with composure. What a good 

thing Mother wasn't there. The almost-sixteen-year-old 

probably consoled himself with the thought that he al

ways had access to the Internet. No further contacts with 

ski nheads are documented. 

He didn't fit in with the baldies. Soon after that, 

Konny began to work on a report that he wanted to 

present orally to the teachers and students at his school 



in Molin.  But before he reaches that point and is refused 

permission to make his presentation, I need to stay on 

track and first give an account of the Gust/off in war

time: as a hospital ship it was not sufficiently in demand, 

and had to be converted again .  

The ship was gutted. At the end of November '4o the 

X-ray machines disappea red . The operating rooms and 

the outpatient clinic were dismantled. No more nurses 

bustled around, no hospital beds stood in neat rows. 

Along with most of the civil ian crew, the doctors and 

medics were discharged or reassigned to other ships. O f  

the engine-room operators, only those w h o  serviced the 

engi nes remained . In place of the head doctor, a U-boat 

officer at the rank of l ieutenant commander was now i n  

charge; as commander o f  the Second Submarine Train

ing Division he oversaw the functions of the "floating 

barracks," where sailors l ived while they underwent 

trai ning. Captain Bertram remai ned on board , but there 

was no course for him to plot. On the photographs at 

my disposal he certainly looks i mpressive, but he was 

a captain subject to recall,  a second-in-com mand. This 

experienced captain from the merchant marine had a 

hard time adhering to mil itary instructions, the more so 

since now everythi ng on board changed. The portraits 

of Robert Ley were replaced by photos of the admiral of 

the fleet. The smoking parlor on the lower promenade 

deck became the officers' mess. The large dining rooms 

were turned into troughs for the noncom missioned offi

cers and enlisted men. In the forecastle, dining rooms 
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and lounges were set up for the remaining civi lian crew. 

No longer classless, the Wilhelm Gwtlofflay tied up at one 

of the piers of what had been the Pol ish port of Gdynia 

but since the beginning of the wa r had to be called 

Gotenhafen. For years the ship didn't budge from there. 

Four training-division companies were billeted on 

boa rd. In the papers at my disposal- which, by the way, 

were quoted verbati m on the Internet and disseminated 

with the added ingredient of v isual material;  my son 

had access to a source that is now mine-assurances are 

offered that as an experienced subma rine commander 

Lieutenant Commander Wilhelm Zahn provided rig

orous training for the volunteers. The U-boat sailors, 

younger and younger as the war progressed - toward 

the end seventeen-year-aids were being taken- spent 

four months on board. After that many of them faced 

certain death, whether in the Atlantic, the Mediter

ranean, or, later, along the northernmost route to Mur

mansk, where they were sent to h unt down American 

convoys loaded with armaments destined for the Soviet 

Union. 

The years 1 940, 1 94 1 ,  and 1 942 came and went, pro

ducing victories tailor-made for special bulletins. While 

to the east whole armies were encircled, and in the 

Libyan desert the Africa Corps took Tobruk, nothing 

much happened on board, aside from the uninterrupted 

production of cannon fodder and the relatively safe and 

comfortable rear-echelon service in which the training 

personnel and the rest of the crew engaged (in the ship's 

cinema they showed U fa's older and newer films), unless 



one counts the appearance of Admiral of the Fleet 

Donitz during his visit to the Gotenhafen-Oxhoft docks 

as an event; to be sure, only official photos have been 

preserved. 

His visit took place in March of '43· By then Stalin

grad had fallen. All the front l ines were receding. Since 

control of the skies over the Reich had been lost long 

since, here, too, the war was edging closer; but instead 

of the nearby city of Danzig, it was Gotenhafen that 

the America n 8th A i rborne Division chose as its target. 

The hospital  ship Stuttgart burned. The submarine es

cort vessel Eupen was sunk.  Several tugboats, as well as a 

Finnish and a Swedish steamer, sank a fter receiving di

rect hits. A freighter in d ry dock sustained damage. The 

Gust/off, however, escaped with only a gash in the sta r

board hull .  A bomb that detonated in the harbor had 

caused the damage: the ship had to be put in dry dock. 

On a subsequent test run in the Bay of Danzig the 

"swimming barracks" proved to be sti l l  seaworthy. 

In the meantime, the captain in command of the ship 

was no longer Bertram but-as once before, in the KDF 

era - Petersen. There were no more v ictories, only re

verses along all sections of the eastern front, and the 

Libyan desert also had to be evacuated. Fewer and fewer 

U-boats returned from thei r missions. The large cities 

were crumbling under the impact of surface bombing; 

but Danzig still stood, with all its gables and towers. In 

a ca rpentry shop in the suburb of Langfuhr, work con

tinued unabated on doors and w indows for bar racks. 

Around this time, when not only special v ictory bulletins 
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scarce, Tulia Pokriefke was called up for war service as a 

streetcar conductor. She was pregnant for the first time, 

but lost the wee one a fter she intentionally jumped off 

the car on the trip between Langfuhr and Oliva: repeat

edly, and each time just before a stop, which she de

scr ibed w me as if it were a panicular form of physical 

exercise. 

And something else happened in the meanti me. 

When the Swiss began w worry that thei r still megalo

maniac neighbor might decide w occupy them, David 

Frankfurter  was transfer red from the prison in Chur 

w a penal institution in the French pan of the country, 

for his protection, as the expla nation wem; and the 

commander of the 250-metr ic-ton submarine 1\1-96, 

Aleksand r Marinesko, was promoted w l ieutenant com

mander and put in charge of a new boat. Two years ear

lier he had sunk a cargo ship, which accord ing w his 

repon was a seven-thousand-tanner but according w 

the Soviet naval command was a ship of only eighteen 

hund red tons. 

The new boat, S- 13, of which Marinesko had dreamed 

so long, whether sober or sloshed, belonged to the 

Stalinetz class. Perhaps fate- no, chance- no, the strict 

conditions of the Treaty of Versailles- helped get him 

this state-of-the-an ship. After the end of the First 

World War, the German Reich was prohibited from 

building U-boats, so the Krupp-Germania Shipyard in 

Kiel  and the engine-building company Schi ffsmaschi

nenbau AG in Bremen wok thei r plans w the Inge-



nieurs Kantoor voor Scheepsbouw in The Hague and 

had this company, under contract to the German navy, 

design an oceangoing vessel to the highest technical spec

ifications. Later, under the aegis of German-Soviet col

laboration, the newly built boat was launched in the 

Soviet Union, like the earlier Stal inetz boats, and was 

put into service as a unit of the Baltic Red Banner Fleet, 

shortly before the Germans' surprise attack on R ussia. 

Whenever S-13 left its floating base, the Smolny, in  the 

Finnish h arbor of Turku, it  had ten torpedoes on board. 

On the Web site, my son, bristling with naval exper

tise, voiced the opinion that the U-boat designed in Hol

land was a prime example of "German engineering." 

That may be true. But for the time being, Mari nesko 

managed to sink an oceangoing tugboat cal led the 

Siegfhed along the coast of Pomerania only by dint of 

using artil lery fi re. After three torpedoes fai led to hit  

thei r mark, the submarine surfaced and immediately 

put its 1 0-cm guns in the bow to work . 

Now let me leave the ship lying where it was relatively 

safe, except from air attacks, and crabwalk forward to 

return to my private misery. It was not as though you 

could tell from the beginning in what way Konny had 

gone astray. It looked to me l ike innocuous childish stuff 

that he was scatter ing as he roved through cyberspace, 

for instance when he compared the KDF cruises, kept 

inexpensive for propaganda reasons, with the package 

deals offered to participants in today's tourism for the 

masses - the cost of tickets for Caribbean cruises on 



so-called dream ships, or TUI offerings. Needless to say, 

the comparisons always worked out to the advantage of 

the "classless" GuJtloff, on cou rse to Norway, and other 

ships of the German Labor Front. Now that had been 

true socialism, he boasted on his Web site. The Commu

nists had tried to get something similar going in the 

GDR. Unfortunately, he commented, the attempt had 

not succeeded. After the war they did n't even manage to 

complete the gigantic KDF faci l i ty of Prora, on the is

land of Rugen, planned in peacetime to accommodate 

2o,ooo people for holidays at the seaside. 

"Now," he asserted, "the KDF ruins must be desig

nated a historic site ! "  And he went on to bicker i n  

schoolboy fashion with h i s  adversary David, whom I 

had long taken for his i nvention. They argued about the 

prospects of achieving a Volk community that would 

be not only nationalist but also socia l ist. Konny quoted 

Gregor Strasser, but a lso Robert Ley, whose ideas re

ceived from him a grade of "excellent." He spoke of a 

"sound Volk body," whereupon David warned h i m  

against "socialist-style pseudo-egalitarianism" and called 

Ley an "alcohol-sodden blowhard." 

I skimmed th rough this chitchat, finding i t  only mildly 

amusing, and realized that the more my son raved about 

Strength th rough Joy as a bril l iant project and model for 

the future, and praised the Workers' and Peasants' State's 

efforts to bring a similar socialist vacation paradise to 

fruition, notwithstanding al l  the shortages and short

comings, the more emba r rassingly I could hear his 

grandmother speaking through him. I no sooner entered 
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Konny's chat room than my ear was fil led with the i r re

pressible j abber of the has-beens. 

Mother had provoked me and others in much the 

same way long ago. During the period before I went to 

the West, I would hear her holding forth a t  our kitchen 

table in her role as Stal in's last faithful fol lower: "And 

let me tell you, comrades, you k now how our Walter 

Ulbricht started out small as a carpenter's a pprentice ? 

Well ,  I started i n  a carpentry apprenticeship, too, and al

ways smelled of bone glue . . .  " 

Later, a fter the First Secretary was forced to vacate 

the premises, she apparently experienced difficulties. 

Not because I had fled the Republic, but rather because 

she beli ttled Ulbricht's successor as a "puny roofer" and 

suspected revisionists under every rock . When she was 

summoned before the Party collective, she is said to have 

cited Wilhelm Gustloff as a victim of Zionism, describ

ing h i m  as "the tragically murdered son of our beautifu l  

city of Schwerin." 

Nonetheless, Mother managed to hang on to her posi

tion. She was both loved and feared . The recipient of 

several awards for "activ ism," she continued to fulfil l  

quotas successfully, and up to the end remained the 

leader of her carpenters' brigade at the People's Own 

Furniture Combine on Giistrower Strasse. She also in

creased the numbe r  of women apprenticing as carpen

ters to over twenty percent. 

When the Workers' and Peasants' State was gone and 

the Berlin Handover Trust opened a branch in Schwerin, 

responsible for the city and sur rounding countryside, 
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Mother is supposed to have had her fingers in the pie, as

sisting with the winding down and privatizing of the 

People's Own Cable Works, the PlastExtrusion Machi ne 

Works, and other large manufacturing plants such as the 

Klement Gottwald Works, which made marine hard

ware, and even her own old Furniture Combine. It is safe 

to assume that she did not come away empty-handed 

from the general grabfest that took place in the East, for 

once the new currency arrived, Mother was not com

pletely dependent on her pension. And when she gave 

my son the computer, with all the costly peripherals, 

the purchase did not leave her destitute. I attribute her 

generosity - toward me she was always fai rly stingy - to 

an event that didn't make waves i n  the West German 

press but had a decisive influence on Konny. 

But before I get around to describing the survivors' re

union, I have to bring up an embarrassing i ncident that 

a certain someone would l ike to tal k  me out of, he hav

ing formed a far too i mmaculate picture of his Tulia. On 

30 January 1 990, when that damned date seemed to have 

been withdrawn from circulation, because everywhere 

people were dancing to the tune of "Our Single German 

Fatherland," and all the Ossies were panting for the 

0-mark, Mother undertook her own kind of action. 

On the southern bank of Lake Schwerin, a three

story mouse-gray youth hostel was quietly crumbl i ng 

away. I t  had been built in the fi fties and named for Kurt 

Burger, an early Stal inist who had arrived from Moscow 

at war's end as a certified antifascist and had earned his 
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spurs in Mecklenburg by taking a tough stance. Behind 

the Kurt Burger Youth Hostel ,  Mother placed a bouquet 

of long-stemmed roses at approximately the spot over

look ing the lake where the granite boulder honoring the 

martyr was supposed to have stood. She did this in the 

dark, at exactly 1 0: 1 8  P.M .  She later described her noc

turnal act to her friend Jenny and me, giving the precise 

time. She was all alone, and with her flashl ight had 

searched for the place behind the youth hostel, which 

was closed for the winter. For a long t ime she was uncer

tain, but then, with the sky overcast and a cold rain 

fal l ing, she decided that she had found it.  "But I didn't 

br ing them flowers for Gustloff. He was j ust one Nazi 

of many that got shot down. No, i t  was for the ship and 

al l  them l ittle children that died that night i n  the ice

cold sea. I put down that bunch of white roses at ten

eighteen on the dot. And I cried for them, forty-five 

years a fter i t  happened . . .  " 

Five years l ater, Mother was no longer a lone. Herr 

Schon and the management of the Baltic seaside resort 

of Damp, along with the gentlemen from the Rescue by 

Sea organization, i ssued the invitation. Ten years earlier 

a reunion of survivors had taken place at the same loca

tion. In those days the Wall  and the barbed wire were 

still  in place, and no one had been al lowed to come from 

the East German state. But this t ime people came who 

for years had not da red to mention the sinking of the 

ship, for pol i tical reasons. Thus it was not surprising that 

the guests from the new German states were greeted 



with particular warmth; among the surv 1vors, there 

were to be no inv idious dist inctions made between 

Ossies and Wessies. 

In the resort's ball room a banner hung over the stage, 

proclaiming in lettering that varied in size from l ine to 

l ine, MEMORIAL SERVICE FOR THE 50TH AKNIVERSARY OF 

THE S I K K I KG OF THE 
"

W I LH ELM GUSTLOF F,
" 

DAMP ON THE 

BALTIC, 28-30 JAK UARY 1995. No one mentioned publicly 

that this date happened to coincide with the takeover i n  

'33 and t h e  bi rthday of t h e  m a n  whom David Frank

furter  had shot in order to give a sign to the Jewish 

people. But in smaller ci rcles, during coffee breaks or 

between sessions, i t  was al luded to parenthetically, in an 

undertone. 

Mother had forced me to come. She hit me over the 

head with an i r refutable argument: "Seeing as how it's 

your fi ftieth, too . . .  " She had invited our son Konrad, 

and when Gabi raised no objections, she carried h i m  off 

in triumph. She d rove up in her sand-colored Trabant, 

quite a sight in Damp among the gleaming Mercedes and 

Opels. She had ignored the request I voiced earlier that 

she be satisfied with me and spare Konny this wallowing 

in the past. As a father and in other respects, too, I simply 

didn't count; on this assessment of me, my mother and 

my ex, who otherwise had l i ttle to say to each other, 

agreed: to Mother, I was "a wet noodle," and Gabi never 

missed a chance to tell me what a fai lure I was. 

Thus it was not surprising that the two and a half 

days in Damp proved quite awkward for me. I stood 

around at a loss, smoking l ike a chi mney. As a reporter, 
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of course, I could have put together a feature article on 

the event, or at least a news brief. Probably the organiza

tion's di rectors expected something of the sort  from me, 

because Mother introduced me at fi rst as "a reporter 

from them Springer pape rs." I did n't cor rect her, but the 

only sentence I got down on paper was, "The weather is 

the way i t  is." In whose voice could I have written a re

port ? That of a "child of the Gust/off " ?  Or that of an ob

jective professional ? 

Mother had an answer for everythi ng. S ince she rec

ognized several other survivors among the crowd and 

was spontaneously approached by former crew mem

bers from the torpedo boat Lowe, she seized every op

portunity to introduce me, i f  not as a Springer reporter, 

then as "the li ttle boy who was born smack in the middle 

of the disaster." And she had to add that the thirtieth 

would provide an occasion to celebrate my fiftieth birth

day, even though the schedule called for an hour of silent 

remembrance on this  day. 

Several bi rths are supposed to have occu rred before 

the ship sank, as well as on the following day, but with 

the exception of one person born on the twenty-ninth, 

no one else of my age was there in Damp. The majority 

of the guests were old people, because hardly any chil

dren had been saved. Among the younger survivors was 

a ten-year-old from Elbing, who now lives i n  Canada. 

He had been asked by the di rectors to describe for the 

audience the particulars of his rescue. 

Altogether, and for obvious reasons, there are fewer 

and fewer witnesses to the disaster. If over fi ve hundred 



surv ivors and rescuers had turned up for the reunion in 

'85, this time only two hundred had come, which caused 

Mother to whisper to me during the hour of remem

brance, "Soon none of us will be al ive anymore, only you. 

But you j ust don't want to write down all the stuff I 've 

told you." 

Yet I was the one who managed to smuggle Heinz 

Schon's book to her, long before the Wall  came down, 

though admittedly to silence her gnawing reproaches. 

And shortly before the reunion in Damp she received 

from me an Ullstein paperback, written by three En

glishmen. But even this documentation of the catastro

phe, which I must admit was written factual ly but too 

emotionlessly, did not please her: "It 's all  too i mpersonal; 

nothing comes from the hea rt ! "  And then she said, 

when I stopped in to see her in G rosser Dreesch, "Well ,  

maybe my Konradchen wil l  write something about i t  

d " some ay . . .  

That explains why she took him along to Damp. She 

ar rived, or rather made her entrance, in a black velvet 

ankle-length d ress, buttoned up to the neck , that set off 

her cropped white hair. Wherever she stood, or sat over 

coffee and pastries, she was the center of attention. She 

especially drew men. As we know, she had always had 

that effect. Her schoolmate Jenny had told me about all 

the boys who stuck to her l ike fl ies during her youth; 

from childhood on, she is  su pposed to have smelled of 

carpenter's glue, and I could swear there was a h int of 

that odor about her in Damp. 
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But now it was old men, most of them i n  dark-blue 

suits, standing around this tough old bird in black. The 

stout graybeards i ncluded a former lieutenant com

mander who had been in charge of the torpedo boat 

T-36-its crew had rescued several hundred of the v ic

tims-and an officer who had surv ived the sinking of 

the Gust/off. But it was especially the crew members from 

the LOwe whose memories of Mother had remained 

v ivid.  I had the distinct impression that the men had 

been waiting for her. They thronged around Mother, 

whose demeanor took on something girl ish, and could 

not tear themselves away. I heard her giggle, saw her 

cross her arms and assume a pose. But i t  was no longer 

about me and my dramatic birth at the moment of the 

ship's sinking; now it was all about Konny. Mother intro

duced my son to the older gentlemen as if he were her 

own; and I kept my d istance, not wanting to be ques

tioned or, worse still, celebrated by the LOwe veterans. 

Watching from the sidel ines, I noticed that Konny, 

who had always seemed rather shy, handled himself con

fidently in the role Mother had assigned h im, giving brief 

but clear answers, asking questions, l istening i ntently, 

venturing a youthful laugh now and then, even standing 

still to have his  picture taken. At almost fi fteen-his  

birthday would come in March - he showed not  a trace 

of childishness, instead appeared ripe for Mother's plan 

of initiating him into the complete story of the disaster 

and, as would become apparent, hav ing him promulgate 

the legend. 
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From then on, everything revolved around him.  Al

though one survivor i n  attendance had been born on the 

Gust/off the day before the boat sank, and he, l ike me, 

was given his own copy of Schon's book by the author

the mothers were honored on stage with bouquets- it 

seemed to me as though al l  this was done merely to im

press Konny's obligation upon him. People were placing 

their  hopes in him.  Great things were expected of our 

Konny. He would not let the survivo rs down . 

Mother had stuck him in a dark-blue suit, which 

called for a collegiate t ie. With his glasses and curly hair, 

he looked like a cross between an archangel and a boy at 

First Communion. He presented h imself as i f  he had a 

m ission, as i f  he were about to proclaim something sa

cred, as if he had been vouchsafed a revelation. 

The service of remembrance took place at the hour 

when the torpedoes struck the ship. I don't know who 

suggested that Konrad sound the ship's bell ,  hung next 

to the altar; in the late seventies Pol ish d ivers had sal

vaged i t  from the aft of the wreck's upper deck. Now, on 

the occasion of this survivors' reunion, the crew of the 

salvage vessel Szkwal had presented thei r found object to 

signal Polish-German rapprochement. But in the end it 

was Herr Schon a fter all  who was al lowed to str ike the 

bell  three t imes with a hammer to mark the end of the 

service. 

The purser's assistant on the Gust/off was eighteen when 

the ship went down. I do not want to conceal the fact 

that in Damp little gratitude was expressed to this man 
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who a fter the disaster had collected and researched al

most everything he could track down. At the beginning 

of the reunion he spoke on the topic "The Sinking of the 

Wilhelm Gust/off on 30 January 1 945 from the Russians' 

Perspective." In the course of his speech, it became ev i

dent that he had v isited the Soviet Union often to do his 

research, had made the acquaintance of a petty officer 

from the U-boat S-1 3, and, what is  more, had remained 

in fr iendly contact with this Vlad i m i r  Kourotchkin,  

who, on his  commander's orders, had sent the three tor

pedoes speeding on their way, and had even been pho

tographed shaking hands with the old man. With these 

revelations, he had, as Schon later  reticently put it,  "lost 

some friends." 

After the speech, they cut him dead. From then on, 

many in the aud ience labeled him a Russian-lover. For 

them the war had not ended. The Russian was sti l l  

"Ivan," the three torpedoes murder weapons. But from 

Vladimir  Kourotchkin's point of v iew, the nameless ship 

he san k  had been stuffed to the gil ls  w ith Nazis,  respon

sible for launching a surprise attack on his homeland 

and leaving scorched earth when they retreated. Not 

unt i l  he met Schon did he learn that a fter the torpe

does hit thei r mark, more than fou r  thousand children 

drowned, froze to death, or were sucked into the depths 

with the ship. The petty officer apparently d reamed of 

those children for a long time a fterward, always the 

same d ream. 

For Heinz Schon, being al lowed to strike the bell 

after all  did hel p soften the sl ights he had suffered. But 
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my son, who on his home page introduced the Russian 

who fi red the torpedoes, pai red in a photo with the Gust

/off researcher, commented that this tragedy had brought 

two peoples together by v i rtue of i ts lasting effects; he 

pointed to the origin of the U-boat, with its sure aim, 

citing the "superb German engineering," and even went 

so fa r as to assert that only a boat built to German speci

ficat ions could have brought the Soviets such success 

that day off the Stolpe Bank. 

And I ?  After the serv ice of remembrance I slunk 

away to the beach, now sh rouded i n  darkness. There I 

paced back and forth. Alone, my mind completely 

blank. Since no wind was blowing, the Baltic lapped the 

shore listlessly, bearing no message. 
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TH I S  B U S I N E S S  H A S  B E E N  G N AW I N G  AT T H E  O L D  B O Y .  

Actually, he says, his generation should have been the 

one. I t  should have found words for the hardships 

endured by the Germans fleeing East Prussia: the west

ward treks in the depths of winter, people dying in 

blinding snowstorms, expiring by the side of the road or 

in holes in  the ice when the frozen bay known as the 

Frisches Haff began to break up under the weight of 

horse-drawn carts after being hit by bombs, and stil l ,  

from the direction of Heil igenbei l ,  more and more 

people streaming across the endless snowy waste, terri

fied of Russian reprisal . . .  fleeing . . .  white death . . .  Never, 

he said, should his generation have kept silent about 

such misery, merely because its own sense of gui l t  was so 

overwhelming, merely because for years the need to ac

cept responsibil ity and show remorse took precedence, 

with the result that they abandoned the topic to the right 

wing. This failure, he says, was staggering . . .  

But now the old man, who has worn himself out writ

ing, thinks he has found in me someone who has no 

I OJ 



choice but to stand in for him and report on the incur

sion of the Sov iet armies into the Reich, on Nemmers

dorf, and the consequences. I t's true: I 'm searching for 

the right words. But he's not the one forcing me to do 

this, it's Mother. And it's only because of her that the old 

man is poking his nose in; she's forcing him to force me, 

as if al l  this could be written only under duress, as if 

nothing could get down on paper without Mother. 

He claims that in the days when he knew her she 

was an inscrutable person, someone you could never pin 

down to any opinion . He wants my Tul ia  to have this 

same diffuse glow, and is disappointed now. Never, he 

says, would he have thought that the Tulia Pokriefke 

who surv ived the disaster would have developed in such 

a banal d i rection, turning into a Party functionary and 

an "activist" obediently fulfill ing her quotas. He would 

have expected something ana rchistic of her instead, 

an irrational act, such as setting off a bomb without a 

specific motive, or perhaps coming to some horrifying 

realization. A fter all ,  he says, it was the adolescent Tulia 

who, in the middle of wartime and surrounded by 

people deliberately turning a blind eye, saw a whitish 

heap to one side of the Kaiserhafen flak battery, recog

nized it as human remains, and announced loudly, 

"That's a pile o' bones ! "  

The old man doesn't really know Mother. And I ?  Do 

I know her any better ? Probably only Aunt Jenny has 

any inkling of her being-or nothingness; at one point 

she told me, "Fundamentally my friend Tulia should be 

seen as a nun manque, with stigmata, of course . . .  " This 



much is clear: Mother is impossible to read .  Even as a 

Party cadre she could not be made to toe the line. When 

I wanted to go to the West, her only response was, "Well ,  

g o  o n  over, for a l l  I care," and s h e  did n't blow t h e  whistle 

on me, with the result  that considerable pressure was put 

on her in Schwerin; even the Stasi is supposed to have 

come k nocking, but apparently without success . . .  

I n  those days she placed all her hopes in me. But then 

I fizzled out, and she decided I was a waste of time, so as 

soon as the Wall  was gone, she began to knead my son. 

Konny was only ten or eleven when he fel l  into his 

grandmother's clutches. And after the survivors' reunion 

in Damp, where I was a nonentity, lurking on the edges 

while he became the crown prince, she pum ped him ful l  

o f  tales: tales of the flight, of atrocities, of rapes- tales 

about things she hadn't experienced in person but that 

were being told everywhere once Russian tanks rol led 

across the eastern border of the Reich in October 1 944 

and advanced into the distr icts of Goldab and Gumbin

nen, tales that spread like wildfire, causing terror and 

pam c. 

That's how it must have- could have been.  That's more 

or less the way i t  was. When units of the German 4th 

Army managed to retake the town of Nemmersdorf a 

few days after the advance of the Soviet 1 nh Guards 

Army, one could smell ,  see, count, photograph, and film 

for the newsreels shown in all the cinemas in the Reich 

how many women had been raped by Russian soldiers, 

then kil led and nailed to barn doors. T-34 tanks had 
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pursued people as they fled and rolled over them. Chil

dren who had been shot were left lying in front gardens 

and in ditches. Even French pr isoners of war, who had 

been forced to work on fa rms near Nemmersdorf, were 

l iquidated - forty of them, so the story went. 

These particulars and others as well I found on the In

ternet under the address with which I was by now famil

iar. There was also a translation of an appeal penned by 

the Russian writer I lya Ehrenburg, calling on all Russian 

soldiers to murder, rape, and take revenge for the havoc 

wreaked by the fascist beasts on the fatherland, revenge 

for Mothe r  Russia. Under the U RL www.blutzeuge.de 

my son, recognizable only to me, bewailed this state of 

affairs in the language used during the period in ques

tion for official proclamations: "These horrors were vis

ited by subhuman Russians on defenseless German 

women . . .  " and "Thus the Russian soldateska raged . . .  " 

and "This terror still  menaces all of Europe i f  no dam is 

erected against the Asiatic tide . . .  " As an added attrac

tion he had scanned and included a poster used by the 

German Christian Democrats in the fi fties, showing a 

devouring monster with Asiatic features. 

Spread by way of the Internet and downloaded by 

who knows how many users, these sentences and the 

captions to the accompanying il lustrations could be read 

as if they applied to current events, even though the 

crumbling of Russia or the atrocities in the Balkans and 

in Ruanda were not mentioned. To il lustrate his latest 

campaign, my son needed no more than the corpse-



strewn battlefields of the past; no matter who had sown 

them, they bore a rich harvest. 

The only thing left for me to add is that during those 

few days when Nemmersdorf became the epitome of 

horror, the contempt for everything Russian that had 

previously been instilled in Germans abruptly tu rned 

into abject fear of the Russians themselves. The news

paper reports, radio commentaries, and newsreel i mages 

from the reconquered town tr iggered a mass exodus 

from East Prussia, which escalated into panic when the 

Soviets launched their major offensive in mid-January. 

As people fled by land, they began to die l ike flies by the 

side of the road. I can't describe it. No one can describe 

it. Just this: some of the refugees reached the ports of Pil

lau, Danzig, and Gotenhafen. Hundreds of thousands 

tried to escape by ship from the horror closing in on 

them. Hundreds of thousands-the statistics tell us over 

two mil l ion made i t  safely to the West-crowded onto 

warships, passenger l iners, and freighters. So, too, people 

crowded onto the Wilhelm Gust/off, which had been 

lying at Gotenhafen's Oxhoft Pier for years. 

I wish I could make things as easy for myself as my son, 

who proclaimed on his Web site, "In a calm and orderly 

fashion the ship took on the girls and women, mothers 

and children fleeing before the Russian beast . . .  " \Vhy 

did he suppress any reference to the thousand U-boat 

sailors and the 370 members of the naval women's auxil

iary, l ikewise the crews of the hastily dismantled flak 
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batteries ? He did mention in passing that at the begin

ning and toward the end some wounded were brought 

on board -"Among them were fighters from the Kur

land front, which was sti l l  holding against the onslaught 

of the red tide . . .  "-but in his account of the conversion 

of the barracks ship into a seaworthy transport vessel, he 

noted with pedantic precision how many tons of flour 

and powdered milk,  how many slaughtered swine came 

on board, but said not a word about the Croatian volun

tee r sold iers pressed into duty, without sufficient train

ing, to supplement the ship's crew. Not a word about the 

shi p's inadequate radio system .  Not a word about the 

emergency driii -"Close watertight doors ! "  It is under

standable that he emphasized the foresight that went 

into setting up a delivery room, but what kept him from 

even hinting that his grandmother was in the advanced 

stages of pregnancy ? And not a word about the ten miss

ing l ifeboats, which had been commandeered for 

spreading a smoke screen in the harbor during air  raids, 

and replaced by smaller-capacity rowboats and hastily 

stacked and roped-together l ife rafts, filled with com

pacted kapok . The Gust/off was to be presented to Inter

net users as a refugee ship only. 

Why did Konny lie ? Why did the boy deceive him

self and others ? Why, when he was otherwise such a 

stickler for detail ,  and knew every inch of the ship, from 

the shaft tunnel to the most remote corner of the on

board laund ry, did he refuse to admit that it  was neither 

a Red Cross transport nor a cargo ship that lay tied up at 

the dock, loaded exclusively with refugees, but an armed 



passenger l iner under the command of the navy, into 

which the most varied freight had been packed ? Why 

did he deny facts available in print for years, facts that 

even the eternal has-beens hardly contested anymore ? 

Did he want to fabricate a war crime and impress the 

skinheads in Germany and elsewhere with a prettied-up 

version of what had actually happened ? Was his emo

tional need for clear-cut victims so compelling that his 

Web site could not accommodate even an appearance by 

the civilian Captain Petersen's military nemesis, Lieu

tenant Commander Zahn, accompanied by his German 

shepherd ? 

I can only suspect what induced Konny to cheat: the 

desire for an unambiguous enemy. But the story about 

the dog I have straight from Mother as actual fact; even 

as a child she was fixated on German shepherds. Zah n  

had had his Hassan on board for years. Whether on deck 

or in the mess, the officer always appeared with his dog 

in tow. Mother said, "From down on the dock- where 

we had to wait before they let us on- we could see 

clearly a captain or some such standing up there at the 

railing with that pooch of his and looking down at us 

refugees. The dog was almost exactly l ike our Harras . . .  " 

She could also describe the situation on the dock: 

"You wouldn't bel ieve the pushing and shoving, total 

confusion. In the beginning they were keeping a neat 

l ist-everyone who came up the gangway- but then 

the paper ran out . . .  " So the numbers will forever re

main uncertain. But what do numbers tell us? Numbers 

are never accurate. I n  the end you always have to guess. 
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Among the 6,6oo persons recorded were a good s,ooo 

refugees. But from 28 January on, additional hordes of 

people, who were no longer being counted, stormed up 

the gangplank. Was it two or three thousand, destined to 

remain numberless and nameless ? Approximately that 

number of extra meal cards was printed on board and 

distr ibuted by the gi rls of the naval auxiliary, who had 

been pressed into service. It didn't matter, and still 

doesn't, i f  there were a few hundred more or less. No 

one has precise figures. I t  is  not known either how many 

baby carriages were stowed in the hold; and it  can only 

be est imated that in the end the ship held close to four 

and a half thousand infants, children, and youths. 

Finally, when no more was possible, a few last 

wounded and a final squad of women's auxiliar ies were 

squeezed in, the young girls being billeted in the emp

tied swimming pool on E deck, below the ship's water

l ine, because no more cabins were available, and all the 

lounges were al ready fil led with mattresses . 

This specific location must be repeated and empha

sized, because my son breathed not a word about any

thing connected with the naval auxiliaries and the 

swimming pool as a death trap. Only when he waxed 

indignant on his Web site about rapes, did he speak, al

most rhapsodically, of the "young maidens whose inno

cence was supposed to be protected by the ship from the 

depredations of the Russian beast . . .  " 

When I came upon this nonsense, I again took action, 

but without identifying myself as his father. \:Vhen his 

chat room opened, I lobbed in my objections: "Your 
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maidens in distress were wearing uniforms, attractive 

ones, even. Knee-length grayish-blue skirts and close

fi tting jackets. Their  caps, with the imperial  eagle grip

ping the swastika in front, perched rakishly atop their  

hai rdos. Al l  of them, whether innocen t  or not, had un

dergone military training and had sworn the loyalty 

oath to thei r Fuhrer . . .  " 

But my son didn't care to communicate with me. Only 

with his invented adversary, whom he lectured in the 

tone of a classic racist: "As a Jew you will  never be able to 

grasp how much the violation of German gi rls and 

women by Kalmucks, Tatars, and other Mongol types 

still hurts. But what would you Jev.rs know about purity 

of the blood ! "  

That couldn't be something Mother had d rummed 

into him. Or could it? Not so long ago, when I had v is

ited her in Grosser Dreesch and had laid on her coffee 

table my fai rly objective article on the controversy over 

the proposed Holocaust memorial in  Berlin, she told me 

about someone who once turned u p  at her uncle's car

pentry shop, "a fat k id with freckles" who d rew a fai rly 

good l ikeness of the dog lying chained up there: "He was 

a Yid, and he had some weird notions. But he was only 

half Jewish, so my papa said. And he said it  out loud, too, 

before he kicked that Yid -Amsel was his name -ou t  

o f  o u r  courtyard . . .  " 

On the morning of the thirtieth, Mother finally man

aged to get on board , with her parents. "We was just in 

the nick of time . . .  " They lost some of their luggage in 
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the process. At noon the order arrived for the Gust/off to 

raise anchor and cast off. Hund reds were left behind on 

the pier. 

"Mama and Papa were ashamed of me, of course, with 

my big bel ly. Every time one of the other refugees asked 

about me, Mama would say, 'Her fiance's fighting at the 

front.' Or: 'There was supposed to be a long-distance 

wedd ing with her fiance, who's fighting on the western 

front. If only he hasn't been k il led. '  But to me all they 

talked about was the shame. It was good they separated 

us right away on the ship. Mama and Papa had to go way 

down into the belly of the ship, w he re there was stil l a 

bit of room left. I was sent up to the maternity ward . . .  " 

But we haven't reached that point yet. Again I have 

to do a l ittle crabwal k  in order to move forward: the 

previous day, and then all th rough a long night, the 

Pokriefkes sat on thei r too many suitcases and bundles, 

in the midst of a crowd of refugees, most of them ex

hausted from the long trek.  They came from the 

Kurische Nehrung, from the Samland Peninsula, from 

Masuria. A last batch had fled from nearby Elbing; Rus

sian tanks had rol led through, but the fighting for con

trol seemed to continue. A lso more and more women 

and children from Danzig, Zoppot, and Gotenhafen 

crowded in among the horse-drawn carts, far m  wagons, 

baby carriages, and many sleighs. Mother told me about 

abandoned dogs who weren't a llowed on board and be

cause they were hungry made the piers unsafe. The East 

Prussian farm horses had been unha rnessed and either 

turned over to the Weh rmacht units in  the city or sent to 
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the slaughterhouse. Mother didn't know exactly. But it  

was only the dogs she felt  compassion for: "They bayed 

all night long like wolves . . .  " 

When the Pokriefkes left Elsenstrasse, thei r relatives 

the Liebenaus refused to pack up and fol low the helper's 

family. The master carpenter was too a ttached to his 

workbenches, his c ircular and band saws, the finishing 

machine, the stacks of lumber in the shed, and apart

ment house 19, which belonged to him. His son Harry, 

whom Mother impl icated temporari ly as my possible fa

ther, had already received his call-up notice the previous 

fall .  Somewhere, along one of the many retreating fronts, 

he must have been a radio operator or a member of the 

armored infantry. 

After the wa r I learned that the Poles had expelled my 

possible grandfather and his wife, l ike al l  Germans who 

had remained in the region. We heard that both of them 

died not long afte rward in the West, one right a fter 

the other, most l ikely in Liineburg- he probably out of 

sorrow for his lost shop and al l  the window and door 

hardware stored in the apartment house's cellar. The 

watchdog, in  w hose kennel Mother is supposed to have 

spent a week as a child, was dead long since; before the 

war someone-she says, "A pal of the Yid's"- poisoned 

him. 

I t  can be assumed that  the Pok riefkes came aboard 

with one of the last lots, al lowed on because thei r daugh

ter was visibly pregnant. With August Pok riefke might 

there have been trouble; the MPs patrolling the pier 

could have pul led him out as fit for the Volkssturm. But 



since he, as Mother said, was only "a half-pint," he man

aged to bluff his way th rough . At the end, superv ision 

became porous in any case. Conditions were chaotic. 

Children ended up on board without their  mothers. 

And mothers lost hold of their  children's hands in the 

shoving on the gangway and couldn't save them from 

being pushed over the edge and disappea ring into the 

water between ship's hull and the wall of the pier. It did 

no good to scream. 

The Pok riefkes might have found room on the steam

ers  Oceania and Antonio Delfino instead,  although they 

too were overloaded with refugees. These two ships 

were also tied up at the Gotenhafen-Oxhoft pier, known 

as the Quay of Good Hope; and the two medium-sized 

transports did reach their  destinations, Kiel and Copen

hagen , safely. But Erna Pokriefke was "determined" to 

get onto the Gust/off, "come hell  or h igh water," because 

she had such happy memories of her KDF cruise to the 

Nonvegian fjords on what was in those days a gleaming 

white ship. She had stuffed into her luggage the photo 

album with snapshots from that trip. 

Erna and August Pok riefke must have found i t  hard 

to recognize the ship's interior, for all the reception areas 

and dining rooms, the l ibrary, the Folk Costume Lounge, 

and the Music Room had been emptied, str ipped of al l  

pictures on the walls,  and reduced to mattress encamp

ments. Even the glassed-in promenade deck and the cor

ridors were crammed with people. Since thousands of 

children, both counted and uncounted, constituted part 

of the ship's human freight, thei r crying mixed w ith the 
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blare of the loudspeakers, which were constantly an

nouncing the names of lost boys and gi rls. 

When the Pok riefkes came on board, without being 

recorded, Mother was separated from her pa rents. A 

nurse made the decision. We will  never know whether 

the couple was jammed by the naval auxiliaries on duty 

into an already occupied cabin or whether they found 

a spot in a mass dormitory, along with w hat remained 

of their  luggage. Tulia Pok riefke would never see the 

photo album and her parents again. I use this order de

liberately, because I am fai rly certain that the loss of the 

photo album was especially painful for Mother, for with 

it were lost all the pictures, shot with the family Kodak 

box camera, of her with her curly-hai red brother Kon

rad on the boardwalk in Zoppot, with her girlfr iend 

Jenny and Jenny's adoptive father, Dr. Brunies, in front 

of the Gutenberg monument in the Jaschkental  Forest, 

as well as several with Harras, the pure-blooded Ger

man shepherd and famous breeding dog. 

When Mother came to the part in her neverending 

story about going aboard the ship, she always talked 

about being in her eighth month. Probably it  was the 

eighth. No matter which month, she was assigned to 

the maternity ward. I t  was located next to the so-called 

Bower, where the critically wounded soldiers were groan

ing, packed in l ike sardines. During KDF ti mes, the 

Bower had been popular with the cruise participants as 

a sort of winter garden. It was located under the bridge. 

The ship's physician, Dr. Richter, chief medical officer of 

the Second Submarine Training Division, oversaw the 
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Bower as wel l as the maternity ward. Every time 

Mother told me about getting on board, she said, " I t  was 

so nice and warm there. And I got hot milk right away, 

too, with a nice dollop of honey in it . . .  " 

I t  must have been business as usual in the maternity 

ward. Since the beginning of the embarkation process, 

fou r  babies had been born, "all little shavers," as I was 

told.  

Some say that the Wilhelm Gustloffhad the misfortune of 

having too many captains. That may be true. But the Ti

tamc had only one, and even so things went wrong on its 

maiden voyage. Mother says that shortly before the ship 

pulled away from the dock, she wanted to stretch her 

legs, and somehow wandered onto the bridge, without 

being stopped by the guards-"lt was only one fl ight 

up." There she saw "this old sea dog hav ing a real knock

down-drag-out with another fdlow with a goatee . . .  " 

The sea dog was Captain Fried rich Petersen, a civil

ian who in peacetime had held the command on several 

passenger l iners, including the Gust/off for a short pe

riod, and a fter the outbreak of war had been captured by 

the British as a blockade runner. But then the British de

cided that because of his age he couldn't possibly be fit 

for mil itary service, and once he had sworn in writing 

that he would never again take to the seas as a captain, 

he was deported to Germany. That was why this man in 

his mid-sixties had been assigned as a "stationary cap

tain" to the "floating barracks" at the Oxhoft Quay. 

The one with the goatee must have been Lieutenant 
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Commander Wilhelm Zahn, who always had his Ger

man shepherd Hassan at his heel. The former U-boat 

commander, whose career had been only moderately 

successful, was supposed to serve as the mil itary trans

portation officer for the ship loaded with refugees. In 

addition, to support the elderly captain, whose seagoing 

instincts were rusty by now, two more captains, young 

but experienced in sail ing the Baltic, also occupied the 

bridge; their names were Kohler and Weller. Both had 

been brought over from the merchant marine, and were 

therefore treated with considerable disdain by the naval 

officers, chief among them Zahn; the two groups ate in 

different officers' messes and talked to each other only 

when absolutely necessary. 

Thus the bridge harbored tensions, but also shared re

sponsibility for the ship's hard-to-define freight: on the 

one hand the ship was a troop transport, on the other a 

refugee and hospital ship. With its coat of gray paint, the 

Gust/off offered an ambiguous target. For the moment it 

was still safe in the harbor, except from possible air at

tacks. For the moment the inevitable friction a mong the 

too many captains had not yet produced a conflagration. 

For the moment yet another captain was completely un

aware of this ship car rying children and soldiers, moth

ers and naval women's auxiliar ies, and equipped with 

antiaircraft guns. 

Until the end of December, S-1 3 lay in the dock of the 

Red Banner Fleet's floating Smolny base. Once the ship 

had been serviced, refueled, provisioned, and loaded 
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with torpedoes, it was ready to set out on a mission, but 

the commander was missing. 

Alcohol and women prevented Aleksandr Marinesko 

from breaking off his shore leave and being on board in 

time for the major offensive slated to roll over the Baltic 

and East Prussia. As the story goes. pontikka, Finnish po

tato schnapps, had knocked him off an even keel and 

wiped out all memory of his obligations. He was searched 

for in brothels and other dives known to the military po

lice, but in vain; the boat's captain had gone missing. 

Not until 3 January did Marinesko, by now sober 

again, report back to Tu rku. The NK VD immediately in

terrogated him, holding him under suspicion of espi

onage. Since he had no recollection of any of the stages of 

his extended shore leave, he had nothing but memory 

gaps to present in his own defense. Eventually his supe

rior, Captain Fi rst Class Orjel,  managed to postpone the 

convening of a court-martial by citing Comrade Stalin's 

recent order for an all-out effort. Captain Orjel had only a 

few experienced commanders at his disposal and did not 

want to diminish the fighting power of his unit. When 

even the crew of 5-I 3 intervened in the proceedings 

against their captain with a petition for clemency, and the 

!'\KVD began to see mutiny as a possibili ty, Orjel ordered 

this U-boat commander, who was unreliable only on 

shore leave, to set course at once for Hango, whose harbor 

5-I 3 left a week later. Icebreakers had opened the naviga

tion channel. The boat was supposed to head for the Baltic 

coast, passing the Swedish island of Gotland. 
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There is a film in black and white made at the end of the 

fifties. It is cal led Night Fell over Gotenhafen, and its cast 

includes stars l ike Brigitte Horney and Sonj a  Ziemann. 

The di rector, a German American by the name of Frank 

Wisbar, who had earlier made a film about Stalingrad, 

hired the Gust/off expert Heinz Schon as an adviser. 

Banned in the East, the film achieved only modest suc

cess in the West, and is now forgotten, like the unfortu

nate ship itself, submerged in the depths of archives. 

While I was l iving with Mother's friend Jenny Brunies 

in West Berlin and attending secondary school, I went to 

see it, at her insistence-"Tulla conveyed to me that she 

would very much l ike us to see the film together"- and 

was quite disappointed. The plot was utterly predictable. 

J ust as in all the Titanic films, a love story had to be 

brought in as fil ler, taking on heroic dimensions at the 

end, as i f  the sinking of an overcrowded ship weren't ex

citing, the thousands of deaths not tragic enough. 

A wartime romance. In Night Fell over Gotenhafen, 

after a much too long prelude in Berl in,  East Prussia, 

and elsewhere, the love triangle is  revealed: the cuck

olded husband, a soldier at the eastern front, who is later 

brought onto the ship, cr itically wounded ; the unfaithful 

wife, a temptress torn between two men, who manages 

to get on board with her infant; and a playboy naval of

ficer who figures as adulterer, father, and rescuer of the 

infant. Although Aunt Jenny managed to cry at certain 

passages in the film, when she invited me a fterward to 

join her at the Paris Bar, where I had my fi rst Pernod, 

she remarked, "Your mother would not have found 
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much to l ike about the fi lm, because they show not a 

single birth, either before or a fter the sinking of the 

ship . . .  " And then she added, "In point of fact there's no 

way you can film something so terrible." 

I 'm sure that Mother did n't have a lover on board, or 

any of my possible fathers. I t's not out of the question, 

however, that even in her advanced state of pregnancy 

she attracted men from the ship's personnel - that was 

her way, and sti l l  is: she possesses an internal magnet 

that she refers to as "a certain something." As the story 

goes, the anchors had hardly been weighed when one 

of the naval recruits, in trai ning for U-boat duty-"A 

pale fellow with pimples all over his face"-escorted the 

pregnant girl to the top deck. She was feeling too restless 

to stay put. I would reckon the sailor was about Mother's 

age, seventeen or barely eighteen. He carefully guided 

her on his arm across the sundeck, which was slippery as 

glass, because it  was completely iced over. And when 

Mother looked around, with those eyes that never missed 

a thing, she noticed that the davits, blocks, and mount

ings of the port and starboard l ifeboats and their  cables 

were coated with ice. 

How many times have I hea rd her comment: "When 

I saw that, my knees went weak" ? And in Damp, as she 

stood there, lean and all in  black, surrounded by older 

gentlemen and initiating my son Konrad into the my

opic world of the survivors, I hea rd her saying, "I  real

ized then there was no way we could be rescued with 

them boats iced over. I wanted to get off. I screamed like 

a maniac. But it  was too late al ready . . .  " 
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The film I saw with Aunt Jenny i n  a theater on 

Kantstrasse showed none of this- no lumps of ice on 

the davits, no ice-coated rai l ing, not even ice floes in the 

harbor. Yet in Schon's account, as well as in the paper

back report by the Englishmen Dobson, Miller, and 

Payne, we read that on 30 January 1 94 5  the weather was 

fr igid - minus r 8° Celsius. Icebreakers had had to clear 

a channel in the Bay of Danzig. Heavy seas and squalls 

were predicted. 

When I let mysel f wonder nevertheless whether 

Mother migh t not have left the ship in time, the basis 

for this essentially pointless speculation can be found in 

the establ ished fact that soon after the Gustloff pul led 

away from the dock, a coastal steamer, the Reval, sud

denly materialized out of the d riving snow, heading 

straight for the Gustloff. Crammed with refugees from 

Tilsit  and Konigsberg, the ship was coming from Pil

lau, the last harbor in East Prussia. Since there was not 

enough room belowdecks for a l l  the passengers, they 

were packed in tight on the open deck. As would be

come clear later, many had frozen to death during the 

crossing but remained upright, held in place by the 

standing block of ice. 

When the Gustloff stopped and let down a few rope 

ladders, some survivors managed to scramble to what 

they thought was safety on the large ship; they found 

crannies in the overheated corridors and stairwells. 

Couldn't Mother have gone in the opposite direction 

by way of a rope ladder?  All her l ife, she has known 

when to turn back. This would have been her chance ! 
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Why not leave the doomed ship for the Reval? I f  she had 

ventu red down the ladder, in spite of her big belly, I 

would have been born somewhere else - who knows 

where- but certainly later, and not on 30 January. 

There it is again, that damned date. History, or, to be 

more precise, the history we Germans have repeatedly 

mucked up, is a clogged toilet. \Ve flush and flush, but 

the shit keeps rising. For instance, this accursed thi rtieth. 

How it clings to me, marks me. What good has it  done 

that I have always avoided celebrating my birthday

whether as a schoolboy or a university student, as a news

paper editor or husband, whether among friends, col

leagues, or family members? I was always afraid that at a 

party someone might pin the thrice-cursed significance 

of the thi rtieth on me-in a toast, for example-even 

\vhen it  looked as though this date, once force-fed to the 

point of bursting, had sl immed down over the years, be

coming i nnocuous, a day on the calendar like any other. 

By now, after all ,  we Germans have come up with ex

pressions to help us deal with the past: we are to atone for 

it, come to terms with it, go through a grieving process. 

But then it  seemed as if on the I nternet flags had to 

be displayed - still ,  or again-on the thirtieth, the state 

holiday. At any rate, my son highlighted the day of the 

Nazi takeover as a red-letter day, for all  the world to see. 

In the housing project in G rosser Dreesch, built of con

crete slabs, where he had been l iv ing with his grand

mother since the beginning of the new school year, he 

continued his acti vity as Webmaster. Gabi, my ex, had 
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not wanted to interfere with our son's desi re to exchange 

left-leaning maternal lecturing for grandmotherly brain

washing. Even worse, she had shrugged off all responsi

bility: "Konrad 's going to be seventeen soon, old enough 

to make choices for hi mself." 

No one thought to ask me. The two of them parted 

"amicably," I was told .  The move from Molin's lake 

to Schwerin's took place quietly. Even the change of 

schools supposedly went smoothly, "thanks to his above

average record," although I had a hard time picturing 

my son i n  the stagnant atmosphere of the Ossie schools. 

"Your prejudices are showing," Gabi commented. 

" Konny prefers the structured envi ronment there to our 

more lax one." Then my ex put on a show of detach

ment: although as an educator who advocated freedom 

of choice and open discussion she was disappoi nted, as 

a mother she had to support her son's decision. Even 

Konny's girl fr iend - that was how I learned of the shad

owy existence of the dental assistant - could understand 

the step he had taken. Rosi herself planned to stay in 

Ratzeburg, but looked forward to visiting Konrad as 

often as possible. 

His partner in dialogue, too, remained faithful.  

David, the invented or real-l ife provider of cues, did not 

object to the move, or remained unaware of it. At any 

rate, when the subject of the thirtieth came up in my 

son's chat room, he resurfaced a fter a fai rly long absence, 

still spouting his antifascist sentiments. In general, the 

chatting had become polyphonic: protest-laden or blindly 

assenting. At times the babble was deafening. Soon the 



appointment of the Fuhrer to the chancellorship was not 

the only subject of contention; now Wilhelm Gustloff 's 

bi rthday was thrown into the mix.  Disagreement raged 

over the ''d ispensation of Prov idence," as Konny i nsisted 

on calling it, that had caused the martyr prophetically to 

come i nto the world on the very date that would later 

mark the takeover. 

This historical sleight of hand was presented to all  the 

chatters as evidence that the events in question were 

predesti ned . Whereupon the actual or merely invented 

David mocked the Goliath who had been stopped dead 

in Davos: "So I suppose it was also Prov idence when the 

ship named a fter your puny Party functionary began to 

sink with all hands on board, on his bi rthday- which 

was also the twelfth annive rsary of Hitler's putsch - and 

in fact at the very minute when Gustloff was born; it  

was exactly 9: 1 6  in the evening when the th ree blasts 

occurred . . .  " 

They played thei r roles as i f  it had all been rehearsed. 

Yet I was becoming increasingly dubious about my as

sumption that the David who clicked into the chat room 

from time to time was an invention, that a homunculus 

was j abbering preprogrammed statements such as, "You 

Germans will always have Auschwitz on your brow as a 

mark of shame . . .  " or, "You're a clear example yourself 

of the evil  that is coming to the surface again . . .  " or sen

tences in which David hid behind the plural: "We Jews 

are condemned to neverending lamentation," "We Jews 

never forget ! "  To which \Vilhelm would respond with 
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statements straight from the primer of racism, asserting 

that the "world Jewish conspiracy" was everywhere, but 

particularly power ful on New York's Wall Street. 

The conflict raged relentlessly. But now and then the 

two would fall out of cha racter, for instance when my 

son, as Wilhelm, praised the Israeli a rmy for its tough

ness, while David condemned the Jewish settlements on 

Palestinian soil as "terr itorial aggression." I t  could also 

happen that they suddenly agreed with each other as 

they expertly discussed Ping-Pong tournaments. Thus 

thei r individual utterances, sometimes harsh, at other 

ti mes chummy, revealed that two young people had 

found each other in cyberspace who, for all thei r hostile 

posturing, might have become friends. For example, 

when David logged on with something like this: "Hello 

there, you bristly Nazi swine ! This is  you r Jewish sow, 

ripe for the slaughter, with some tips on how you might 

celebrate the Nazi takeover today: first put on your bro

ken record . . .  " Or when Wilhelm attempted to be witty: 

"That's enough Jewish blood spilled for today. Your fa

vorite German chef, who loves whipping up a nice 

kosher brown gravy for you, is  going to say bye-bye for 

now and log out." 

Otherwise the two of them came up with nothing new 

on the subject of the thirtieth. Konny did have one fact 

with which he surprised his bosom enemy: "Did you 

know that our beloved Fuhrer's last speech was broadcast 

on all decks of the doomed ship over the PA system ? "  

That was true. On the Gustloff, wherever loudspeak 

ers were mounted, Hitler's speech t o  his people over 



Grea ter German Radio was hea rd . In the maternity 

ward, w here Mother had been advised by the head nurse 

to lie down on a cot, she heard that unm istakable voice 

proclaim, "Twelve years ago, on 30 January 1 933, a truly 

historic day, Providence placed the destiny of the Ger

man Volk in my hands . . .  " 

Then Koch, the Gauleiter of East Prussia, spouted a 

dozen slogans about staying the course. Tragic music fol

lowed . But Mother mentioned only the Fuhrer's speech: 

" I t  sure gave me the creeps when the Fuhrer went on 

that way about destiny and stuff like that . . .  " And some

ti mes, after fall ing silent for a moment, she would add, 

"It sounded like what you'd hear at a funeral ."  

But I 'm getting ahead of myself. The broadcast didn't 

come until later. For now the ship was steaming across 

the relatively calm Bay of Danzig toward the tip of the 

Hela Peninsula. 

The thirtieth fel l  on a Tuesday. Despite the ship's having 

been docked for years, the engines ran smoothly. A 

choppy sea and snow flurries. Soup and bread were 

doled out on all the enclosed decks to those with meal 

tickets. The two torpedo-i nterception boats that were 

supposed to escort the ship safely to Hela soon found 

they could not make any headway against the increas

ingly heavy seas and had to be authorized by radio to 

turn back.  Also by radio came instructions as to the 

ship's final destination: in  Kiel the future U-boat crew

men of the 2nd Training Div ision, the wounded, and the 

naval auxiliaries were to disembark or be carried off the 
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ship; the refugees would continue on to Flensburg. 

Snow was still fall ing. The fi rst cases of seasickness were 

reported. When the Hansa, l ikewise crammed with ref

ugees, hove into view in the Hela roadstead, the convoy 

was complete, with the exception of the three escort 

boats that had been promised . But then an order was re

ceived to d rop anchor. 

I don't want to go into all the ci rcumstances that 

caused the doomed shi p - forgotten by the entire world, 

or, to be more accurate, repressed, but now suddenly 

roaming the Internet l ike a ghost shi p - to continue its 

journey eventually without the Hansa, whose engines 

were damaged. The Gust/off was accompanied by only 

two escort vessels, of which one was soon called back.  

J ust this  much: the engines had hardly started up again 

when the quarreling broke out on the bridge as to who 

was in charge. The four captains were arguing w ith and 

against each other. Petersen and his fi rst officer- also 

from the merchant marine- insisted that the ship travel 

no faster than twelve knots. The reason: a fter being 

docked so long, it  should not be pushed to do more. But 

Zahn, the former U -boat commander, fea ring enemy at

tacks from a fi ring position with which he was very fa

miliar, wanted to increase the speed to fi fteen k nots. 

Petersen prevailed. Then the first officer, supported by 

the navigation captains Kohler and Weller, proposed 

that from Rixhoft they follow the coastal route, which 

was mined but shallow enough so they would be safe 

from U-boats. But Petersen, now supported by Zahn, 

decided in favor of the deep-water channel, which had 



been swept for mines. He rejected , however, the adv ice 

from all the other captains that the ship steer a zigzag 

course. The only thing not subject to dispute was the 

weather report: wind west-northwest at a force of six to 

seven, turning westerly and fall ing to five as evening ap

proached. The swell at four, driving snow, visibility one 

to three nautical miles,  medium frost. 

Of all this- the continuing arguments on the bridge, 

the absence of an adequate number of escort vessels, and 

the increased icing over of everything on the upper 

deck- the antiai rcraft guns had become inoperable

Mother remained oblivious. She recalled that a fter the 

"Fuhrer's speech" she received from Nurse Helga five 

pieces of zwieback and a bowl of rice pudding with sugar 

and cinnamon. From the nea rby Bower the groaning of 

the critically wounded could be heard. Fortunately the 

radio was playing dance music, "chee rful tunes ."  She fell 

asleep to the sound. No contractions yet. After all,  

Mother thought she was in her eighth month. 

The Gustloff was not alone as it  steamed along at a dis

tance of twelve nautical miles from the Pomeranian 

coast. The Soviet submarine S-13 was following the 

same course. The submarine had waited in vain in the 

waters near the embattled port city of Memel, along 

with two other units of the Baltic Red Banner Fleet, for 

ships departing or bringing reinforcements to the rem

nants of the German 4th Army. For days nothing came 

into view. While he waited, the captain of S-13 may have 

been brood ing over the impending court-martial and 
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the inter rogation he would have to undergo at the hands 

of the NKVD. 

When Aleksandr Marinesko received word over the 

radio in the early morning hours of 30 January that the 

Red Army had captured Memel's port, he issued an 

order for a new course without informing his central 

command. While the Gust/off was still docked at the 

Oxhoft quay, taking on a few more batches of refugees

now the Pokriefkes came on boa rd -S-13, with forty

seven men and ten torpedoes, made for the Pomerania n 

coast. 

While in my report two boats a re coming closer and 

closer but nothing decisive has happened yet,  an oppor

tunity offers itself for taking note of routine conditions 

in a Graubunden penal institution. On that Tuesday, as 

on every workday, the prisoners were sitting at thei r 

looms. By this time the murderer of the former Nazi 

Landesgruppenleiter Wilhelm Gustloff had served nine 

years of his eighteen-yea r sentence. With the war situa

tion now radically altered - since the G reater German 

Reich no longer represented a threat, he had been trans

ferred back to Sennhof Prison in Chur- he thought the 

moment had come for submitting a request for clemency; 

but it  was rejected by the Swiss Supreme Court around 

the time of the ships'  maneuvering in the Baltic. It was 

not only David Frankfurter but also the ship named 

after his victim that found no mercy. 
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H E S A Y S  M Y  R E PO R T WO U L D  M A K E  A G O O D  N O V E L L A .  

A l iterary assessment with which I can't concern myself. 

I merely report the following: on the day that Prov i

dence, or some other calendar maker, had selected as the 

ship's last, the downfall of the Greater German Reich 

had already been rung in. Div isions of the British and 

American armies had entered the area around Aachen. 

Our remaining U-boats sent word that they had sunk 

three freighters in the I r ish Sea, but along the Rhine 

front, pressure on Colmar was growing. In the Balkans, 

the partisans around Sarajevo were becoming more ag

gressive. The 2nd Mountain Troop Division was with

d rawn from Jylland in Denmark to reinforce sections of 

the eastern front. In Budapest, where supply problems 

were worsening from day to day, the front ran di rectly 

below the castle. Everywhere dead bodies were left be

hind, on both sides. Identification tags were collected, 

decorations handed out. 

\Vhat else happened, aside from the fact that prom

ised miracle \Veapons failed to appea r ?  In Silesia, attacks 
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near Glogau were repulsed, but around Posen the fight

ing intensified. And nea r Kulm, Soviet units crossed the 

Vistula. In East Prussia the enemy advanced to Barten

stein and Bischofswerder. Up to this day, which was 

nothing special in  itself, the authorities had managed to 

get sixty-five thousand people, civilian and mil itary, onto 

boats in Pillau. Everywhere monument-worthy heroic 

deeds were per formed; others were in the offing. As the 

Wilhelm Gust/off on i ts westward course was approach

ing the Stolpe Bank, and the submarine S-1 3 was still  

prov.:ling for prey, eleven hundred fou r-engine enemy 

bombers conducted a night raid on the area a round 

Hamm, Bielefeld,  and Kassel,  and the American presi

dent had already left the United States; Roosevelt was on 

his way to Yalta, the conference site on the Crimean 

peninsula, where the ailing man would meet with 

Churchill and Stalin to pave the way for peace by d raw

ing new borders. 

On the subject of this conference and the subsequent 

one in Potsdam, which took place when Roosevelt was 

dead and Truman president, I found hate pages on the 

Internet and a sort of throwaway comment on my 

know-it-all son's Web site: "This is how they dismem

bered our Germany," along with a map of the Greater 

German Reich, with all the lost terr i tories marked. He 

then speculated on the m iracles that m ight have oc

cur red if the young sailors, almost finished with thei r 

training, had safely reached their  destination of Kiel on 

the Gust/off and been successfully deployed, manning 

twelve or more U-boats of the new, fabulously fast and 



almost silent XXI I I  Class. H is wish list bristled with 

heroic deeds and special v ictory announcements. Konny 

didn't go quite so fa r as to invoke the final v ictory retro

actively, but he was sure that these young U-boatmen 

would have experienced a better death, even if these 

miracle vessels had been destroyed by depth charges, 

than proved their  lot when they d rowned wretchedly 

opposite the Stolpe Bank. H is opponent David agreed 

with the comparative weight assigned to these ways of 

death, but then tossed some reservations into the Net: 

"Those young fellows really had no choice. No matter 

what, they had no chance of surviving to adulthood . . .  " 

Photos a re available, collected over decades by the 

purser's assistant a fter he survived the disaster: many 

small passport-sized ones and a group photo showing all 

the sailors who would normally have undergone four 

months of training with the 2nd Submarine Training 

Division. They are lined up on the sundeck, having 

saluted Lieutenant Commander Zahn and now, after 

the command "At ease ! ," standing there in a more re

laxed posture. On this wide-angle photograph, showing 

over nine hundred sailor hats, which get smaller and 

smaller toward the stern, individual faces can be made 

out only as far back as the seventh row. Behind that an 

orderly mass. But from the passport-sized photos, one 

uniformed man after another gazes out at me. These 

youthful faces, although they may all be different. have 

the same unfinished qual ity. They must be about eigh

teen.  Some boys, photographed in uniform during the 
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final months of the war, are even younger. My son, sev

enteen by now, could be one of them, although, because 

of his glasses, Konny would hardly have qualified for 

submarine duty. 

They a re all wearing thei r admittedly becoming sailor 

caps, with the band that reads GERMAN NAVY at a cocky 

angle, usually tilted toward the right. I see round, nar

row, angular, and chubby-cheeked faces on these death 

candidates. Thei r uniform is thei r pride and joy. They 

gaze out at me, their  solemnity prophetically appropriate 

for this last photograph. 

The few photos available to me of the 375 gi rls of the 

naval auxiliary make a more civi l ian impression, in  spite 

of their  l ittle two-pointed service caps, also worn at 

an angle, with the imperial eagle bent a round the point 

at the front. The young girls'  neat hairdos- many no 

doubt achieved by means of permanent or water waves

fall  in the curls fashionable at the time. Quite a few of 

the girls may have been engaged, only a few married . 

Two or th ree, who make a coolly sensuous i mpression on 

me with thei r straight hair, remind me of my ex-wife. 

That is how Gabi looked back in the day when she was 

a fairly dedicated education student in Berlin and made 

my heart  d rop to my knees the moment I saw her. At 

fi rst glance almost all the naval auxil iaries are pretty, 

even cute; some of them show early signs of a double 

chin. They have a less solem n  expression than the boys. 

Each one gazing out at me smiles unsuspectingly. 

Because not even a h und red survived of the far more 

than four thousand infants, children, and youths aboard 
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the doomed ship, only a few photos turned up; the refu

gees' baggage, with family photo albums from East and 

West Prussia, Danzig, and Gotenhafen, went down 

with the ship. I see the children's faces from those years. 

G i rls w ith braids and bows, the boys with hair  slicked 

down, parted on the left or r ight. There are hardly any 

pictures of infants, who in any case have a timeless ap

pearance. The photographs of mothers who found their 

grave in the Baltic and of the few who remained alive, 

mostly without thei r children, were "snapped" (as 

Mother would say) either long before the disaster or 

many years later on family occasions; of Mother there is 

not a single photo from that era-or of me as a baby. 

By the same token, no likeness remains of those old 

men and women - Masurian peasants, retired civil ser

vants, merry widows, and tradesmen- the thousands 

of elderly people, distraught from the horro rs of their 

flight, who were allowed on board . All men in their 

middle years were turned back on the Oxhoft dock be

cause they were eligible for the last Landsturm call-ups. 

Among those saved from going down with the ship, 

thus, were hardly any men or women of advanced years. 

And no picture preserves the memory of the wounded 

soldiers from the Kurland who lay packed onto cots in 

the Bowe r. 

The few older people who were rescued included the 

ship's captain,  Petersen, a man in h is mid-sixties. At nine 

o'clock in the evening all fou r  captains were standing on 

the bridge, arguing over whether it had been right to 

carry out Petersen's order and set running l ights, an 
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order given merely because shortly after six that evening 

a convoy of minesweepers had been reported by radio to 

be approaching in the opposite direction. Zahn had op

posed the move. The second navigation captain likewise. 

Petersen did allow some of the lights to be turned off, 

but kept the port and starboard lights on. With only the 

torpedo boat LOwe serving as an escort, and with no 

lights indicating its height or length, the da rkened ship 

continued on course through diminishing snowfall  and 

heavy swell,  approaching the Stolpe Bank, marked on 

all nautical maps. The predicted moderate frost regis

tered - 1 8° Celsius. 

We are told that i t  was the fi rst officer of the Soviet 

U-boat S-13 who spotted running lights in the distance. 

Whoever reported the sighting, Marinesko promptly 

made his way to the tower, as the submarine moved 

along above water. Apparently he was wearing, along 

w ith his fur-trimmed cap, or ushanka, not the l ined coat 

that was standard issue for U-boat officers but instead an 

oil-smeared sheepskin slung over his shoulders. 

During the boat's long underwater cruise, which was 

powered by its electric engines, the captain had received 

reports only of sounds from small ships. Near Hela he 

had given the order to surface. The d iesel engines came 

on. Only now did a ship with twin propellers become 

audible. Heavy snow that set in suddenly protected the 

submarine, but reduced v isibil ity. As the snow subsided, 

the outlines of a troop transport, estimated at twenty 

thousand tons, and an escort vessel came into v iew. The 



submarine was on the ocean side, looking toward the 

transport's starboard side and the Pomeranian coastline, 

whose presence could be dimly sensed. For the time 

being nothing happened. 

I can only speculate as to what ind uced the captain of 

S-1 3 to increase the boat's speed and, still above the sur

face, circle the ship and its escort from behind and then 

try to find an attack position on the coastal side, in water 

less than thirty meters deep. According to later explana

tions, he was determined to strike, wherever he could 

find them, the " fascist dogs" who had treacherously at

tacked his fatherland and devastated it; up to now he 

had not had much luck. 

For two weeks h is search fo r prey had yielded noth

ing. He had not got off a single shot, either near the is

land of Gotland or in the Baltic harbors of Windau and 

Memel. Not one of the ten torpedoes on board had left 

its tube. Marinesko must have been starved for action. 

Besides, this man whose competence manifested itself 

only at sea must have been haunted by the fear  that if he 

returned empty-handed to port in Turku or Hango, he 

would be i mmediately hauled before the court-martial 

that the N K  VD had called for. The charges were not 

l imited to his most recent drinking bout and the over

stayed shore leave he had spent in Finnish whorehouses; 

he was also under suspicion of espionage, an accusation 

common in the Soviet Union since the mid-thirties as 

the pretext for purges, and impossible to refute. All that 

could save him was an incontrovert ible success. 
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After almost two hours on the surface, the U-boat had 

accomplished its c ircumnavigation maneuver. S-1 3 was 

now sailing parallel to the enemy vessel, which to the as

tonishment of the tower crew had running l ights lit and 

was not tacking. Since it had completely stopped snow

ing, there was a risk that the clouds m ight part, lea ving 

not only the huge transport and its escort ship exposed in 

the moonlight but a lso the U-boat. 

Marinesko nonetheless adhered to his decision to 

launch an above-wate r attack. An advantage for S-1 3, 
which no one on the submarine could have guessed, was 

that the U-boat locater on the torpedo boat Lowe was 

frozen and unable to pick up any echoes. In thei r ac

count, the English authors Dobson, Miller, and Payne as

sume that the Soviet commander had been practicing 

surface attacks for a long time because German sub

marines had had great success with this method in the 

Atlantic, and now he wanted a chance to try it  out. An 

above-water attack provides better v isibility, as well as 

greater speed and precision. 

Marinesko now gave an order to reduce buoyancy 

until the body of the boat was underwater, leaving only 

the tower poki ng out of the choppy sea. Allegedly a sig

nal flare was seen coming from the bridge of the target 

vessel shortly before the attack ,  and l ight signals were 

spotted; but none of the German sources- the accounts 

of the surviving captains-confirm this report. 

Thus S-1 3 approached the port side of the target ves

sel unimpeded. On instructions from the commander, 



the four torpedoes in the bow were set to strike at th ree 

meters below the surface. The estimated d istance to the 

target was six hundred meters. The periscope had the 

ship's bow in its crosshairs.  It was 2304 hours Moscow 

Time, precisely two hours earlier German Time. 

But before Marinesko's order to fire is issued and can 

no longer be retracted, I must insert into this report a 

legend that has been passed down. Before S-13 left 

Hango Harbor, a crew member by the name of Pichur 

allegedly took a brush and painted dedications on all  the 

torpedoes, including the fou r  that were now ready to be 

fired. The fi rst read FOR THE MOTH ERLAND, the torpedo in 

tube 2 was marked FOR STALIN, and in tubes 3 and 4 the 

dedications painted onto the eel-smooth surfaces read 

FOR THE SOVIET PEOPLE and FOR LEN I NGRAD. 

Thei r significance thus predetermined, when the 

order was finally issued, th ree of the fou r  torpedoes

the one ded icated to Stalin stuck in its tube and had to 

be hastily disarmed - zoomed toward the ship, name

less from Marinesko's point of view, in w hose maternity 

ward Mother was still asleep, lulled by soft m usic on the 

radio. 

While the three inscribed torpedoes are speeding toward 

thei r target, I am tempted to think my way aboard the 

Gustloff. I have no trouble finding the last group of naval 

auxiliary girls to embark, who were billeted in the 

d rained swimming pool, also in the adjacent youth hos

tel area, used original ly for members of the Hitler Youth 

and League of German Gi rls when they were sent on 



holiday cruises. The gi rls sit  and lie there, packed in 

tightly. Their hai rdos are still  in place. But no more 

laughter, no more easygoing or sharp-tongued gossip. 

Some of the girls a re seasick. There and throughout the 

corridors of the other decks, in the former reception 

rooms and dining rooms, is the smell of vomit. The toi

lets, in any case far too few for the mass of refugees and 

navy personnel, are stopped up. The ventilation system 

is not powerful enough to d raw off the stench along 

with the stale a ir. Since the ship got under way, all the 

passengers have had orders to wear the l i fe j ackets that 

were handed out earlier, but because of the increasing 

heat many people are stripping off their warm under

wear and also their l i fe j ackets. Old folks  and child ren 

are whining plaintively. No more announcements over 

the public add ress system. All  sounds subd ued. Re

signed sighing and whimpe ring. What I pictu re is  not a 

sense of impending doom but its precu rsor: fear  creep

mg In.  

Only on the bridge, with the worst of the conflict re

solved, was the mood reportedly somewhat optimistic. 

The fou r  captains thought that having reached the Stolpe 

Bank, they had put the greatest danger behind them. 

In the first officer's cabin a meal was being consumed: 

pea soup with ham. Afterward, Lieutenant Commander 

Zahn had the steward pour a round of cognac. I t  seemed 

appropriate to dr ink to a voyage on which Fortune was 

smiling. At his master's feet slept the German shepherd 

Hassan. Only Captain Weller was on watch on the bridge. 

Meanwhile time had run out. 
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From childhood on, I have heard Mother's often re

peated for mulation: "The fi rst time it  went boom I was 

wide awake, and then it  came again, and again . . .  " 

The first torpedo hit  the bow of the ship far below the 

waterl ine, in the area where the crew quarters lay. Any 

crew member who was off watch, munching a hunk of 

bread or sleeping in his bunk, and survived the explo

sion, nonetheless did not escape, because after the fi rst 

report of damage Captain Weller o rdered the automatic 

closing of the watertight doors, sealing off the for wa rd 

part of the ship, to prevent the vessel from sinking rap

idly at the bow; an emergency d rill  in closing the water

tight doors had been conducted j ust before the ship put 

out to sea. Among the sailors and Croatian volunteers 

thus sacrificed were many who had been d rilled in load

ing and lowering the l ifeboats in an orderly fashion. 

What took place- suddenly, gradual ly, finally-in 

the closed -off forward portion of the ship no one knows. 

Mother's next utterance also made an indel ible im

pression: "At the second boom I fell out of bed, that's 

how bad i t  was . . .  " This torpedo from tube 3, whose 

smooth surface carried the inscription FOR THE sovrET 

PEOPLE," exploded beneath the swimming pool on E deck. 

Only two or three gi rls from the naval auxiliary sur

vived. Later they spoke of smelling gas, and of seeing 

gi rls cut to pieces by glass shards from the mosaic that 

had adorned the front wall of the pool area and by splin

tered tiles from the pool itself. As the water rushed in, 

one could see corpses and body parts floating in it, along 

with sandwiches and other remains of supper, also 



empty l i fe jackets. Hardly any screaming. Then the light 

went out. These two or three naval auxiliaries, of whom 

I have no passport-sized photos, managed to escape 

th rough an emergency exit, behind which a companion

way led steeply up to the higher decks. 

And then Mother said, "Not till the third boom" had 

Dr. Richter turned up to check on the women i n  the ma

ternity ward. "By that time all hell'd broke loose ! "  she 

exclaimed every time her neverending story reached 

"number 3 ·
" 

The last torpedo hit  the engine room amidships, 

knocking out not only the eng ines but also the interior 

l ighti ng on all decks, as well  as the ship's other systems. 

After that everything took place in dark ness. Only the 

emergency lighting that came on a few minutes later 

provided some sense of orientation amid the chaos, as 

panic broke out everywhere on the two-hundred-meter

long and ten-story-high ship, which could no longer 

send out an SOS; the equipment in the rad io room had 

also gone dead. Only from the torpedo boat Lowe d id 

the repeated call go out into the ether: "Gust/off sinki ng 

after three torpedo strikes ! "  I n  between, the location of 

the sinking ship was transmitted over and over, for 

hours: "Position Stolpmi.inde, 55.07 degrees north, 1 7.42 

degrees east. Request assistance . . .  " 

On S-13, the successful hits and the soon unmistak

able sinking of the target gave rise to quiet rejoicing. 

Captai n  Marinesko issued an order for the partially pre

flooded submarine to submerge, because he k new that 

this close to the coast, and especially over the Stolpe 



Bank,  there was little protection from depth cha rges. 

Fi rst the torpedo stuck in tube 2 had to be disarmed; if it 

remained sitting there, ready for ignition, with the firing 

motor running, the sl ightest v ibration could cause it to 

explode. Fortunately no depth charges were d ropped. 

The torpedo boat Lowe, its engines cut, was sweeping 

the mortally wounded ship w ith its searchlights. 

On our global playground, the vaunted ultimate venue 

for communication, the Soviet U-boat S-1 3 was labeled 

categorically "the murder vessel," this on the Web site 

to which I had a familial connection. The crew of this 

naval unit belonging to the Baltic Red Banner Fleet 

were condemned as "murderers of women and chil

d ren." On the Internet my son set himsel f up as the 

j udge. When his bosom enemy raised objections-all he 

could think of was cranking up his antifascist prayer 

wheel and calling attention to the h igh-ranking Nazis 

and mil itary personnel on board, and the 3-cm antiair

craft guns mounted on the sundeck- they were no 

match for the comments that now flooded in from all 

continents. Most of the chatters chimed in in German, 

with scraps of English . The usual hate stuff, but also 

pious invocations of the apocalypse, filled my screen. Ex

clamation points following the balance of terror. Here 

and there casualty figures from other maritime disasters 

for purposes of comparison. 

The frequently filmed drama of the Titanic was try

ing to maintain its lead. Close behind came the Lusitania, 

sunk during the First World War by a German U-boat, 



which supposedly led to the USA's entry into the war, or 

at least hastened it. A lone voice also piped up with the 

sinking of the Cap Arcana, loaded with concentration

camp inmates, by English bombers in the Bay of Neustadt 

in Holstein;  this mistake occurred only a few days before 

the end of the war, and for now topped the charts on the 

Internet, with seven thousand dead. Then the Goya 

climbed to the same level. But in the end the Gust/off 

won out in this competitive numerical chatter. With the 

zeal fueled by his passion for thoroughness, my son had 

succeeded in using his Web site to draw the r ight-wing 

circles' muddled attention to the forgotten ship and its 

human cargo, rendering the vessel v isible in the form of 

a schematic d rawing, with jagged-edged ci rcles mark

ing the spots where the torpedoes had hit, so that from 

then on the ship's name came to carry global significance 

as the epitome of d isaster. 

But the statistics fighting it out in cyberspace had little 

to do with what actually took place on the Wilhelm Gust

/off, starting at 2 1 1 6  hours on 30 Janua ry 1 945· I n  spite of 

the overly d rawn-out prologue, Frank Wisbar did a bet

ter job of captur ing, in  his black-and-white film Night 

Fell over Gotenhafen, something of the panic that erupted 

on al l  decks when the three h its caused the ship to heel to 

port, with the bow already under water from the first hit.  

Past omissions came home to roost. Why had n't the 

l ifeboats, of which there were too few in any case, been 

swung out in anticipation of being needed ? Why hadn't 

the davits and block and tackle  been deiced at regular 

intervals?  In addition, there was the absence of the crew 



members trapped in the forward part of the ship when 

the watertight doors were closed - and perhaps even 

still alive. The naval recruits from the training division 

had no experience with l ifeboats. The mass of people 

crowd ing from the upper decks onto the slick , ice-coated 

sundeck , which was also the boat deck, slipped and 

slid as the boat l isted. Already the fi rst ones went flying 

0\·erboa rd , because there was nothing to hang on to. 

Not all of those who fel l  wore l ife jackets. Now many 

jumped into the water out of sheer panic. Because of the 

heat inside the ship, most of those making their way 

onto the sundeck were too l ightly d ressed to withstand 

the shock of an air temperature of - r 8° Celsius and cor

respondingly low water temperatu re- was i t  two or 

three degrees wa rme r ?  Even so they jumped . 

From the bridge came orders to steer all those push

ing toward the boat deck into the glass-enclosed lower 

promenade deck, to shut the doors and post armed 

guards, in the hope that rescue ships would a rrive. The 

order was str ictly enforced. This glass case measuring 

r 65 meters and stretching from port to starboard im

prisoned a thousand people or more. Not until the very 

end, when it was too late, did some sections of the prom

enade deck's plate glass shatter from the pressure. 

But what took place inside the ship cannot be 

captured in words. Mother's phrase for anything inde

scribable-"There's no notes in the scale for i t  . . . " 

expresses what I dimly mean. So I won't even try to 

imagine those ter rible sights and to force the gruesome 

scene into painstakingly depicted images, no matter how 



my employer is pressuring me to present a series of indi

vidual  fates, to convey the entire situation with sweeping 

narrative equanimity and the utmost empathy and thus, 

with words of horror, do justice to the full extent of the 

catastrophe. 

Such an attempt was undertaken by that black-and

white film, with i mages shot in a studio. You see m asses 

of people pushing, clogged corridors, the struggle for 

every step up the staircase; you see costumed extras i m

prisoned in the closed promenade deck, feel the ship l ist

ing, see the water r ising, see people swimming inside the 

ship, see people d rowning. And you see children in the 

film. Children separated from their  mothers. Children 

holding dangling dolls. Children wandering lost along 

corridors that have already been v acated. Close-ups of 

the eyes of indiv idual children. But the more than four 

thousand infants, children, and youths for whom no sur

vival was possible were not filmed, simply for reasons 

of expense; they remained, and will remain, an abstract 

number, l ike all the other numbers in the thousands, 

hund red thousands, m il l ions, that then as now could 

only be estimated. One zero more or less - what does i t  

matte r ?  In statistics, what disappears behind rows o f  

numbers is death. 

I can only report what has been quoted elsewhere 

from the testimony of survivors. On broad stai rcases and 

narrow companionways old people and children were 

trampled to death. It was every man for himself. The 

more considerate among them tried to steal a march on 

death. Thus one training officer is said to have gathered 
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his family in the cabin assigned to them, where he shot 

first his three children, then his wife, and finally himsel f 

with his service revolver. Similar stories a re told of promi

nent Party members and their famil ies, who put an end 

to thei r l ives in those very luxury staterooms built for 

Hitler and his vassal Ley and now prov id ing the setting 

for sel f-activated liquidation. It may be assumed that 

Hassan, the l ieutenant commander's dog, was l ikewise 

shot, by his master. On the ice-coated sundeck, weapons 

also had to be used, because the order "Only women and 

children to the boats" was not being observed, with the 

end result that primarily men survived, as the statistics 

proved , those statistics that wrap up l ife soberly and 

without commenta ry. 

A boat that could have accommodated fifty was 

lowered into the water prematurely, with only about a 

dozen sailors in it. Another boat, having been let down 

too hastily and still  attached by the cable in front, tipped 

all its passengers into the choppy sea and then, when the 

cable snapped, fel l  on top of those who were floundering 

in the water. Reportedly only l ifeboat 4, half occupied by 

women and children, was lowered correctly. Since the 

critically wounded soldiers in the emergency ward set 

up in the Bower were doomed in any case, medics tried 

to get some of the less seriously wounded into the boats: 

m vam. 

Even those in charge thought only of themselves. 

There is a report of a high-ranking officer who fetched 

his wife from their cabin on the upper deck and began to 

deice the mountings of a motor launch that had been used 



in KDF times as an excursion boat during trips to Nor

way. When he finally succeeded in swinging the motor 

boat out, wonder of wonders, the electric windlass was 

working. As the launch was being lowered from the boat 

deck, the women and children imprisoned in the enclosed 

promenade deck saw it through the plate-glass panels, 

only half occupied; and the occupants of the launch caught 

sight for a moment of the mass of humanity crammed in 

behind the glass. The two groups could have waved to 

each other. The rest of what happened inside the ship re

mained unseen, never to be put into words. 

All I know is how Mother was rescued . "Right a fter 

that last boom, the labor pains started . . .  " As a child,  

when I heard her begin that way, I thought I was in for 

a thril l ing adventure story, but she soon punctured the 

expectation: "And then the nice doctor quickly gave me 

a shot . . .  " She had been scared of the "prick," "but that 

stopped the pains . . .  " 

I t  must have been Dr. Richter who saw to it that two 

new mothers with thei r infants and Mother were helped 

across the slippery sundeck by the head nurse and seated 

in a boat that had a lready been swung out of its berth 

and was suspended in its davits. With another pregnant 

woman and one who had suffered a miscarriage, the 

doctor reportedly soon a fterward found a spot in one of 

the last boats- apparently without Nurse Helga. 

Mother told me that as the ship listed more sharply, one 

of the 3-cm antiaircraft guns on the afterdeck broke free 

from its mounting, plummeted overboard, and smashed a 

fully occupied lifeboat that had just been lowered. "That 



was right next to us. Just goes to show how lucky we 
" were . . .  

So I left the sinking ship in Mother's womb. Our boat 

cast off, and, surrounded by dr ifting bodies, some still  

alive, others al ready dead, put some distance between it

sel f and the l isti ng port side of the ship, from which I 

would like to extract another story or two before it's too 

late. For instance, the one about the popular ship's hair

dresser, who for yea rs had been collecting the increas

ingly rare silver five-mark pieces. Now he leaped into 

the sea with a bulging pouch on his bel t, and the weight 

of the silver prom ptly . . .  But I 'm not al lowed to tell any 

more stories. 

I am advised to cut i t  short, no, my employer insists. 

Si nce I'm not managing in any case, he says, to capture 

the thousandfold dying in the belly of the boat and in the 

icy water, to perform a German requiem or a maritime 

danse macabre, I should leave well enough alone, get to 

the point. He means my birth. 

But the moment has not yet come. In the boat in 

which Mother was seated, without parents or l uggage, 

but with postponed contractions, all the occupants had a 

clear view from an increasing distance, and whenever 

a wave l ifted them, of the Wilhelm Gust/off, sinking at a 

catastrophically steep angle. As the search light of the es

cort vessel, which was holding its position to one side in 

heavy seas, kept raking the bridge superstructure, the 

glassed-in promenade deck, and the sundeck, til ted 

sharply up to starboard, those who had managed to es-
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cape into the boat wi tnessed individuals and clumps of 

people hurtl ing overboard. And close by, Mother, and all 

those who wanted to see, saw people drifting in their l ife 

jackets, some still  alive and calling out loudly or feebly 

for help, pleading to be taken into the l i feboats, and oth

ers, a lready dead, who looked as if they were asleep. But 

even worse, Mother said, was the fate of the children: 

"They all  skidded off the ship the wrong way round, 

headfirst. So there they was, floating in them bulky l ife 

j ackets, their l ittle legs poking up in the air  . . .  " 

Later, when Mother was asked by the journeymen in 

her carpenters' brigade o r  by the man with whom she 

was sleeping at the moment, how she had come to have 

white hair at such a young age, she would say, "It hap

pened when I saw all them l ittle children, head down in 

the water . . .  " 

It 's possible that this really was when the shock fi rst 

took effect. When I was a child and mother was i n  her 

mid-twenties, she displayed her cropped w hite hair like 

a trophy. Whenever someone asked, i t  brought up a sub

ject that was not al lowed in the Workers' and Peasants' 

State: the Gust/off and its sinking. But sometimes, with 

cautious casualness, she would also talk about the Soviet 

U-boat and the three torpedoes; she always employed 

stilted H igh German when she refe r red to the com

mander of S-1 3 and his  men as "the heroes of the Soviet 

Union allied to us workers in friendship." 

Around the time when, accordi ng to Mother's testimony, 

her hair suddenly turned white - probably a good half 



hour a fte r the torpedoes struck their  ta rget- the crew 

of the submerged subma rine were keeping still, expect

ing depth cha rges, which, however, did not come. No 

sound of an approaching ship's propeller. None of the 

drama one associates with scenes in U-boat films. But 

Petty Officer Shnapzev, whose assignment was to pick 

up external noises in his earphones, heard the sounds 

from the body of the sinking ship: rumbling, caused when 

engine blocks broke free from thei r mountings, a loud 

popping when, a fter a brief creaking, the watertight 

doors snapped under the water pressure, and other inde

fi nable noises. All this he reported to his commander in 

an undertone. 

Since in the meantime the torpedo stuck in tube 2 and 

ded icated to Stalin had been disa rmed, and the order for 

absolute si lence in the boat was stil l  in force, the petty of

ficer with the earphones could pick up, in addition to the 

sounds that made the dying and sti l l  anonymous ship 

audible to him, the dista nt noise of the escort vessel, mov

ing slowly. No danger emanated from there. Human 

voices he did not hear. 

It was the torpedo boat, sti l l  holding its position with 

engines th rottled, from whose railing ropes were lowered 

to fish the living and the dead out of the water. Since its 

only motorized dinghy was iced up, besides which the 

motor refused to start, it  could not be used to help with 

the rescue effort. Ropes were the only devices available. 

About two hundred survivors came on board in this 

fashion. 



When the first of the few l ifeboats that could get free 

of the hesitantly capsizing ship headed for the Lowe and 

came alongside in the l ight cone of its searchl ight, they 

had trouble docking in the choppy sea . Mother, who was 

in one of the boats, said, "First a wave would l i ft us high 

up, so we was looking down on the Lowe, then we'd be 

in the cel lar, with the Lowe way above over us . . .  " 

Only when the l ifeboat hovered at the level of the 

torpedo boat's railing- which meant for seconds at a 

time-did it prove possible to transfe r  indiv idual sur

vivors to safety. Anyone who m issed the jump fell be

tween the boats and was lost. But with luck Mother 

landed aboard a warship with only 768 tons of displace

ment, launched in '3 8 from a Norwegian wharf, chris

tened the Gyller, placed in Norwegian service, and 

seized by the German navy when Norway was occupied 

in '4o. 

Two sailors from the escort ship with this prehistory 

hoisted Mother over the railing. She lost her shoes in the 

process, and they had hardly wrapped her in a blanket 

and taken her to the cabin of the engineer on duty when 

the contractions resumed. 

Make a wish ! I t's not that I want to introduce a distrac

tion, which a certain someone might impute to me; but 

instead of being born to Mother on the Lowe, I wish I 

could have been that foundl ing rescued by the patrol 

boat VP- 1703 seven hours after the ship went down. 

That happened a fter additional ships, chief among them 



the torpedo boat T-36, then the steamers Gotenland and 

Gottingen, had plucked the few survivors from the swell 

amid ice por ridge, ice floes, and many l ifeless bodies. 

I n  Gotenhafen, the SOS calls broadcast repeatedly by 

the Lowe's radio operator were reported to the captain of 

the patrol boat.  He immed iately set out in his rust 

bucket, and came upon a sea of corpses. Nonetheless he 

repeatedly scanned the sea with the onboard searchlight, 

until the cone of light picked up a l ifeboat that was drift

ing as if unmanned . Chief Botswain Fick climbed down 

into the boat and found, next to the sti ffened corpses 

of a woman and a hal f-grown gi rl, a frozen bundle 

wrapped in a wool blanket, which, when brought aboard 

VP- 1 703 and freed of the outer coating of ice, was un

rol led, bringing to light that infant I would like to have 

been: a foundling without parents, the last survivor of 

the Wilhelm Gust/off 

The fleet doctor, who happened to be on duty on the 

patrol boat that night, felt  the infant's weak pulse, 

started resuscitation efforts, ventured to administer a 

camphor injection, and did not rest until the child, a boy, 

opened his eyes. The doctor estimated his age at eleven 

months, and set up a provisional document in which he 

recorded all  the i m portant detail s-the lack of a name, 

the unknown origin, the approximate age, the day and 

hour of the rescue, and the name and rank of the rescuer. 

That would have sui ted me: to have been born not on 

that ill -starred 30 January but at the end of February or 

the beginning of March '44 in some East Prussian ham

let,  on an unknown day, to Mother Unknown, begotten 
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by Father Nowheretobefound, but adopted by my res

cuer, Chief Botswain Werner Fick, who would have 

placed me i n  the care of his wife at the first opportunity

i n  Swinemiinde. When the war ended, I would have 

moved with my adoptive, otherwise childless parents to 

the bombed-out city of Hambu rg i n  the British zone. 

But a year later, in Fick's hometown of Rostock, located 

in the Soviet occupa tion zone and l ikewise bombed out, 

we would have found a place to l ive. From then on, I 

would have grown up parallel to my actual biography, 

in which I am tethered to Mother, would have partici

pated in the same things- the Young Pioneers' flag wav

ing, the Free German Youth parades - but cherished by 

the Ficks. That I would have enjoyed. Pampered by fa

ther and mother, as a foundling whose diaper revealed 

nothi ng about his origins, I would have grown up in 

a concrete-slab apartment complex, would have been 

called Peter, not Paul ,  would have studied shipbuilding 

and been h i red by the Neptune Shipyards i n  Rostock,  

holding a secure job up to the fal l  of the Wal l ,  and would 

have been present at the reunion of survivors in the Baltic 

sea resort of Damp, fi fty years after my rescue, an early 

retiree, alone or w ith my now elderly adoptive parents, 

celebrated by all  the participants, pointed out on the 

stage: he was that foundling. 

Someone- maybe that damned destiny, for all I 

care-didn't want that for me. I had no escape route. 

Was not permitted to surv ive as a nameless found object. 

When the l ifeboat was in the r ight position, Fraulein 

Ursula Pok riefke, as she was l isted in the boat's log, in an 
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advanced state of pregnancy, was transferred to the 

Lowe. Even the time was noted: 2205 hours. While 

death 's ha rvest continued to reap rich gains in the 

churned-up sea and inside the Gust/off, nothing more 

stood in the way of Mother's delivery. 

This much must be conceded: my bi rth was not unique. 

The ar ia "Snatch l ife from the jaws of death" had several 

ve rses. Children came into the world before me and 

after me that day. On torpedo boat T-36, as well as on the 

Gottingen, a six-thousand-ton steamer of the North Ger

man Lloyd Line, which arr ived somewhat later, hav ing 

taken on board in the East Prussia harbor of Pillau two 

and a half thousand wounded and more than a thousand 

refugees, among them almost a hundred infants. Dur

ing the voyage, five more children were born, the last 

shortly before the ship, traveling in a convoy, reached the 

sea of corpses, hardly enlivened anymore by cries for 

help. But at the actual moment when the Gust/off went 

down, sixty-two minutes after the torpedoes struck, I 

was the only one to crawl out of my hole. 

"At the exact minute when the Yustloff went under," 

Mother asserts or, as I would describe it :  when the Wil

helm Gust/off, bow fi rst and l i sting sharply, at the same 

time sank and capsized to the port side, which meant 

that all the people slithering down the upper decks, also 

the stacks of rafts, indeed everything that wasn't nailed 

down, hurtled into the foaming sea; at the moment 

when, as if on orders from the back of beyond, the ship's 

l ighting, extinguished since the torpedoes hit, suddenly 
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came on inside and even on the decks, and-as in 

peacetime and the KDF years-offered al l  who had 

eyes to see one last spectacle of festive i l lumination; at 

the moment when everything came to an end, I was 

born, so they tel l me, quite normally, in the engineer's 

narrow bunk bed : headfirst and without complications, 

or, as Mother said, "It went without a hitch. You j ust 

d " poppe out . . .  

She missed everything taking place outside that bunk 

bed. She saw neither the festive i l lumina tion of the cap

sizing ship as it went under nor the tangled bunches of 

people plummeting from the stern, the last part to re

main above water. But as Mother claims to remember, 

my first cry drowned out that other cry, blended from 

thousands of voices and carrying far and wide over the 

water, that final cry that came from everywhere: from 

the interior of the collapsing ship, from the bursting 

promenade deck, from the flooded sundeck, from the 

rapidly vanishing stern, and r ising from the turbulent 

surface of the water, where thousands swi rled, dead or 

al ive, in thei r l i fe j ackets. From half-fil led or over

crowded boats, from densely packed rafts, which were 

swept aloft on the crests of the waves, then disappeared 

into the troughs, from everywhere the cry rose into the 

air, escalating to a gruesome duet with the ship's siren, 

which suddenly began to wail, and j ust as suddenly was 

choked off. A collective death cry such as had never be

fore been heard, of which Mother said, and will  con

tinue to say, "A cry l ike that-you won't ever get it out 

of your ear . . .  " 



The ensuing silence was distu rbed only by my whim

pering, or so I hear. Once the umbil ical cord was cut, I 

too fel l  silent. When the captain, as witness to the sink

ing, had noted the exact time in his ship's log, the crew of 

the torpedo boat went back to fishing survivors out of 

the sea. 

But that's not how it  was. Mother is  lying. I 'm certain 

that it  wasn't on the Lowe that I . . .  The time was actu

ally . . .  Because when the second torpedo . . .  And at the 

fi rst contractions, Dr. Richter . . .  not an injection but ac

tually delivered . . .  Went smoothly. Born on a slanting, 

sliding cot. Everything was slanting when I . . .  Only a 

pity that Dr. Richter didn't have time to fil l  out the form, 

by hand: born on . . .  on board the . . .  at  . . .  No, no, not on 

a torpedo boat but on board that damned ship, named 

a fter the martyr, launched in Hamburg, once gleam

ing white, much loved, promoting strength through joy, 

classless, thrice-cursed, overcrowded, battleship-gray, tor

pedoed, everlastingly sinking: that's where I was born, 

headfi rst and on a slant.  Once the umbil ical cord was 

cut, and I was diapered and swaddled in one of the ship's 

wool blankets, Mother and I were helped into the l ife

saving boat by Dr. Richter and Head Nurse Helga. 

But she doesn't want a delivery on the Gust/off Cooks 

up two sailors who cut my umbil ical cord in the chief 

engineer's cabin. I n  another version it is the doctor, who, 

however, was not yet on the torpedo boat at that time. 

Even Mother, otherwise always absolutely sure of her

self, wavers in her account, and sometimes, in  addition 
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to "them two seamen" and "the nice doctor who gave me 

a shot while I was still on the Yustloff," places another per

son at the scene of the del ivery: the captain of the Lowe, 

Paul Priife, is supposed to have cut my umbilical cord. 

Since I have no way to corroborate my version of the 

bi rth, which admittedly is  more like a vision, I shall stick 

to the facts as reported by Heinz Schon; according to 

him, Dr. Richter was taken aboard the Lowe sometime 

a fter midnight. Only then did he preside over the bi rth 

of some other child. Beyond a doubt, it  was the Gust/off's 

doctor who later fi l led out my birth certificate, giving 

the date of 30 January 1 945, although without an exact 

t ime. It was Lieutenant Commander Priife, however, 

who was responsible for my given name. Mother is said 

to have insisted that I be called Paul,  "j ust l ike the cap

tain of the Lowe, " and there was no choice as to my last 

name, Pok r iefke. Later the boys i n  school and in the 

Free German Youth, but also fellow journal ists, called 

me "Peepee," and I sign my articles P dot P dot. 

By the way, the boy born on the torpedo boat two 

hours after me, which means on 3 r January, was called 

Leo, at his mother's request and in honor of the ship that 

had rescued her. 

There were no arguments on the Internet about any of 

this- my birth and the people who supposedly played 

a role in it, on one ship or the other; my son's Web site 

made no mention of a Paul Pokriefke, not even in ab

breviated form. Absolute silence about anything having 

to do with me. My son simply left me out. I didn't exist 



onl ine. But another ship, which, accompanied by the tor

pedo boat T-36, arr ived at the site of the catastrophe at 

the moment of the sinking or a few minutes later, the 

heavy cruiser Admiral Hippe1; unleashed a qua r rel  be

tween Konrad and his nemesis Dav id, a quarrel that 

would later unravel across the globe. 

Fact is, the Hippe�; l ikewise overloaded with refugees 

and wounded, paused only briefly, but then turned away 

to continue on course to Kiel. While Konny, portraying 

himself as an expert on maritime questions, assessed the 

warning about subma rines in the area as sufficient 

grounds for the heavy cruiser's turning away, David ob

jected that the Hippe�· should have at least lowered some 

of its motor launches and made them available for fur

ther rescue operations. Furthermore, when the warship, 

with its ten thousand tons of displacement, executed its 

turning maneuver at ful l  power in the i mmediate vicin

ity of the disaster site, a large number of people floating 

in the water were sucked into the boat's wake; not a few 

were shredded by the propellers. 

My son, however, clai med to know for a fact that the 

Hippe�·'s escort vessel had not only picked up U-boat 

presence on its locater, T-36 had actually managed to 

evade two torpedoes aimed at it. In response, Dav id de

scribed, as i f  he had been there underwater, how the suc

cessful Soviet U-boat had kept motionless, not raising its 

periscope and not firing a single torpedo, while the det

onation of the depth cha rges dropped by T-36 blew to 

bits many people drifting in l ife j ackets and cal l ing for 
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help. As an epilogue to the tragedy, he clai med , a mas

sacre had occurred . 

Now there ensued the kind of no-holds-barred total 

communication possible on the Internet. Voices from 

home and abroad joined in. One contribution even came 

from Alaska. You could see how current the sinking of 

the long-forgotten ship had become. With the exclama

tion, seemingly emanating from the present, "The Gust

/off is sinking ! ," my son's home page opened a window 

to the entire world, launching what even David con

ceded online was "a much overdue discourse." Yes, of 

course ! Now everyone could know and j udge for him

self what  had happened on 30 January 1 945 off the 

Stolpe Bank; the Webmaster had scanned i n  a map of 

the Baltic and marked with didactic precision all  the 

sea-lanes leadi ng to the site of the tragedy. 

Unfortunately Konny's adversary did not refrain,  to

ward the end of the globally expanding chatter, from 

bringing up the further significance of that fatal date 

and reminding everyone of the man for whom the 

sunken ship was named, portraying the murder of the 

party functionary Wilhelm Gustloff by the medical stu

dent David Frankfurter as "on the one hand regrettable 

for the widow, on the other hand - i n  consideration of 

the Jewish people's suffering- a necessary and far

sighted act." He even began to celebrate the sinking of 

the huge ship by a small U-boat as a continuation of the 

"eternal struggle of David against Goliath ." His pathos 

escalated; he tossed expressions l ike "hereditary guilt" 
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and "obl igat ion to atone" i nto the networked ether. He 

praised the commandant of S-1 3 for his sure a im,  calling 

him a worthy successor to the sure-aimed medical stu

dent: "�1arinesko's cou rage and Frankfurter's heroic act 

should never be forgotten ! "  

The chat room promptly fil led with hate. "Jewish 

scu m" and "Auschwitz liar" were the mildest insults .  As 

the sinking of the ship was dredged up for a new gener

ation. the long-submerged hate slogan "Death to al l  

Jews" bubbled to the digita l  surface of contemporary re

al ity :  foa ming hate, a maelstrom of hate. Good God ! 

How much of this has been dammed up all  this t ime, is 

growing day by day, building pressure for action. 

� Iy son, however, showed restraint. His tone was 

quite polite when he inquired, "So tell me, David,  is it 

possible that you're of Jewish descent ? "  The response 

was ambiguous: "My dear \Vilhelm, if it wil l  give you 

pleasure or help you in some other way, you can send me 

to the gas chamber the next time an occasion arises." 
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TH E D EV I L  O N LY K N ows w H o  K N O C K E D  M o T H E R  
up. Sometimes it's supposed t o  have been her cousin, i n  

the dark woodshed o n  Elsenstrasse i n  Langfuhr;  some

times it was a Luftwaffe auxiliary from the antiai rcra ft 

battery near the Kaiserhafen-"in sight of the pile o' 

bones"-then a sergeant who allegedly gnashed his  

teeth as he ejaculated. I t  doesn't matter; whoever i t  was 

who fucked her, to me her random finger-pointing meant 

only this: born and raised without a father, doomed to 

become a father myself someday. 

Stil l ,  a certain someone, who is about Mother's age 

and claims to have known he r only casually, as Tulia, pa

tronizingly gives me permission to explain my screwed

up existence in a few words. He is of the opinion that my 

failure with my son speaks for itself, but if  I absolutely 

insist, the trauma of my birth can be ci ted as a possible 

extenuating factor for my ineptitude as a father. Sti l l ,  all 

private conjectures aside, the actual events will have to 

remai n in the foreground. 



Thanks a lot ! I ca n ma nage without explanations. I 've 

always found absolute judgments repellent. Only this 

much: your humble servant's existence is  purely a matter 

of chance, for as I was born in Captain Pri.ife's cabin and 

mingled my cry with the cry that for Mother refused to 

end, th ree frozen infants were lying under a sheet in the 

next bunk.  Later others \vere added, they say : ice-blue. 

After the heavy cruise r Hippe1� with its ten thousand 

tons of displacement, had shredded dead bodies, and 

some that were still alive, as it executed its turning ma

neuver, and then sucked them under, the search was re

sumed. Little by little other boats arr ived to aid the two 

torpedo boats. In addition to the steamers, that included 

several minesweepers and a torpedo interceptor, and fi

nally VP- 1 703, which rescued the foundl ing. 

A fter that, there were no more signs of l ife. Only 

corpses were fished our of the water. The children, thei r 

legs poking into the air. At last the sea above the mass 

grave was calm. 

The numbers I am about to mention are not accurate. 

Everything wil l  a lways be approximate. Besides, num

bers don't say much. The ones with lots of zeros can't be 

grasped. I t's in their nature to contradict each other. Not 

only did the total number of people on board the Gust/off 

remain uncertai n for many decades- it was somewhere 

between 6,6oo and w,6oo--but the number of survivors 

a lso had to be cor rected repeatedly: starting with goo 

and finally set at 1 ,230. This raises the question, to which 

no answer can be hoped for: What does one l ife more or 

less count? 



We do know that the majority of those who died were 

women and child ren; men were rescued in emba r rass

ingly large numbers, among them all four captains of the 

ship. Petersen, who d ied shortly after the end of the wa r, 

looked to save himself first. Zahn, who became a busi

nessman in peacetime, lost only his German shepherd 

Hassan. Measured against the roughly five thousand 

children who drowned, froze to death, or were trampled 

in the corridors, the bi rths reported a fter the disaster, in

cluding mine, hardly register; I don't count. 

Most of the survivors were unloaded in Sassnitz, on 

the island of Rugen, in  Kolberg and Swinemiinde. Not a 

few died on board. Some of the l iv ing and the d ead had 

to return to Gotenhafen, where the liv ing had to wait to 

be transported by other refugee ships. From the end of 

February on, Danzig was the site of fierce fighting; the 

city burned, releasing floods of refugees, who u p  to the 

end crowded the piers w here steamers, barges, and fish

ing cutters were tied up. 

Early in the morning of 3 1  January the torpedo boat 

Lowe docked in the harbor of Kolberg. Along with 

Mother and her babe in a r ms named Paul,  Heinz Koh

ler d isembarked. He was one of the four battling cap

tains of the lost ship and put an end to his l ife when the 

war was barely over. 

The weak, the sick, and all those with frostbitten feet 

were taken away in ambulances. It was typical of Mother 

that she counted herself among those who could walk. 

Every time her neverending story came to the episode in 

which she went ashore, she would say, "All I had on my 



feet was stockings, but then a grandma who was a refugee 

too dug a pair  of shoes out of a suitcase. She was sitting on 

top of a handcart at the side of the road and hadn't a clue 

where we'd come from or what all we'd been through . . .  " 

That may be true. In the Reich the sinking of the once 

beloved KDF ship was not reported . Such news m ight 

have weakened the will to stay the course. There were 

only rumors. The Soviet supreme command likewise 

found reasons not to publish in the Red Banner Fleet's 

daily bulletin the success achieved by U-boat S-1 3 and its 

commander. 

Appa rently Aleksandr Marinesko was disappointed 

when he returned to Turku Harbor and found that he 

was not welcomed as befitted a hero, even though he 

had resumed his m ission and had sunk another ship, 

the former ocean liner General von Steuben, with two 

torpedoes fi red from the stern on 1 0  February. The 

fifteen-thousand-ton ship, traveling from Pillau with 

over a thousand refugees and two thousand wounded

those numbers, again-sank, bow first, in seven min

utes. About three hund red survivors were counted. Some 

of the cr itically wounded were lying cheek by jowl on 

the upper deck of the rapidly sinking ship. They slid 

overboard in their cots. Marinesko had staged this attack 

from fighting depth , using the periscope. 

Still the high command of the Baltic Red Banner Fleet 

hesitated to name the doubly successful captain a "hero of 

the Soviet Union" when his boat returned to its base. The 

hesitation continued. While the captain and his crew 

waited in vain for the traditional banquet- roast suck-
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l ing pig, copious amounts of vodka - the war continued 

on all fronts, nearing Kolberg on the Pomeranian front. 

For the time being, Mother and I were billeted in a 

school, of which she l ater remarked, "At least it was 

warm and cozy there. Your cradle was an old desk with 

a hinged top. I thought to myself, my Paulie's starting his 

schooling mighty early . . .  " 

After the school was hit by artillery and became unin

habitable, we found shel ter  in a casemate. Kolberg had a 

reputation rooted in history as a city and fortress. In 

Napoleon's ti me, i ts  wal ls  and bastions had enabled it  to 

resist his armies, for which reason the Propaganda Min

istry had chosen it as the setting for a stay-the-course 

film, Kolbe1g, with Heinrich George playing the lead 

and other top Ufa stars. Th roughout what remained of 

the Reich, this film, in color, was shown in all the cine

mas that had not yet been bombed: heroic struggle 

against overwhelming odds. 

Now, at the end of February, Kolberg's history was 

being repeated. Soon the city, harbor, and beach area 

were enci rcled by units of the Red Army and a Pol ish 

division. Under artillery bombardment, the effort got 

under way to evacuate by sea the civilian population and 

the refugees with whom the city was packed. Again huge 

crowds swarming over all the docks. But Mother refused 

to get on a ship ever again.  "They could've beaten me 

with truncheons and they still would n't have got me on 

one of them boats . . .  ," she would tell anyone who asked 

how she escaped with a baby from the besieged and 
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burning city. "Well, there's always a hole you can slip 

through," she would reply. And in fact Mother never did 

set foot on a boat again, even during company outings on 

Lake Schwerin. 

In m id-March she must have sneaked past the Rus

sian positions, car rying only a rucksack and me; or per

haps the Russian patrols took pity on the young woman 

and her nursl ing and simply let us through. I f  I describe 

myself here, in a moment of renewed flight, as a nursling, 

that is only partially accurate: Mother's breasts had noth

ing to offer me. On the torpedo boat, an East Prussian 

woman who recently gave bi rth helped out: she had 

more than enough milk.  A fter that it was a woman who 

had lost her baby along the way. And later, too- for the 

duration of ou r flight and beyond - I lay time and again 

at other women's breasts. 

By now all  the ci ties a long the Pomeranian coast were 

either occupied by the enemy or under siege; Stettin was 

encircled, but Swinemiinde was still holding out. Far

ther to the east, Danzig, Zoppot, Gotenhafen had fallen. 

Toward the coast, units of the 2nd Soviet Army had cor

doned off the Hela Pen insula near Putzig, and farther to 

the west, at the Oder River, Kiistr in was already the 

scene of fierce fighting. The Greater German Reich was 

shrinking on all sides. At the confluence of the Rhine 

and the Mosel, Koblenz was in American hands. But the 

bridge at Remagen had finally collapsed . 

Along the eastern front, Heeresgruppe Mitte reported 

further withd rawals in Silesia and the increasingly criti-



cal si tuation of the fortress city of Breslau. To make 

things worse, the attacks by squad rons of American and 

British bombers on the l a rge and medium-sized cities 

conti nued unabated. While to the delight of Britain's 

Marshal Harris  of the RAF, the ruins of the city of 

Dresden were stil l  smoking, bombs fell  on Berlin, Re

gensburg, Bochum, Wuppertal . . .  Repeated targets were 

reservoir dams. And refugees streamed in all di rections, 

but with a general thrust from east to west. They did not 

know w here it  was safe to stop. 

Mother, too, had no particular destination in mind 

when she managed to get out of Kolberg with me, her 

most important piece of baggage, constantly whimper

ing because of the lack of mother's milk. Mother got 

caught between the front l ines, managed to make some 

headway at night, hitching r ides for short stretches in 

freight cars or in the Weh rmacht's bucket cars, but also 

often on foot among others toil ing along with less and 

less baggage. She kept going, frequently having to throw 

herself to the ground as di ve-bombers swooped down, 

trying to get as far as possible from the coast, and 

a lways on the lookout for mothers with surplus mi lk

made her way to Schwerin.  She described her escape 

route to me sometimes one way, sometimes another. Ac

tually she intended to continue on, crossing the Elbe into 

the West, but we got hung up in the undestroyed capital 

of the Reichgau of Mecklenburg. That was at the end of 

April ,  when the Fuhrer did away with himself. 

Later, as a journeyman carpenter and surrounded by 

men, Mother would say, when asked about her escape 
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route, " I  could write a novel. The worst was the 

bombers, when they came in real low over us and pow

pow-pow . . .  But I was always lucky. I 'm tel ling you, it 

would take a lot more than that to do me in ! "  

That would bring her back to her main topic, the 

eYerlastingly sink ing ship. Nothing else mattered. Even 

the cramped conditions in our next temporary housing

another school - weren't worth complaining about, since 

by now she knew that she and her Paulie had found 

refuge in the birthplace of the man after whom the i l l

fated ship had been named in t imes of apparent peace. 

His name was everywhere. Even the secondary school to 

which we had been assigned was named after him. 

When we came to Schwe rin,  his presence could not be 

missed. On the southern bank of the lake, that grove of 

honor with the glacial boulders was still standing, and in 

it the large block of granite placed there in '37 to honor 

the martyr. I am sure that was w hy Mother stayed in 

Schwerin with me. 

It 's still str iking that m those realms of the I nternet 

where I usually roamed nothing sti r red for a while once 

the ship's sinking had been celebrated retroactively, yet 

as if it  were a current event, and all the dead had been 

counted up, accounted for, made to count, depending on 

the accounting principles used, then compared with the 

number of survivors, and finally contrasted with the 

much smaller number of those who died on the Titanic. 

I was starting to think the server had crashed, had run 

out of ju ice, that my son h ad had enough, that Mother's 



prompting had nothing to add now that the ship had 

gone down. But the si lence was deceptive. Suddenly he 

was back, presenting the familiar material on a re

designed home page. 

This time pictures dominated the site. In fai rly grainy 

reproduction but captioned in bold letters, the towering 

block of granite presented itself for the whole world 

to admire, with the name of the martyr ch iseled into 

the rock beneath the jagged S-shaped rune for victory. 

The martyr's importance was illustrated by means of a 

chronology, a list of his organizational accomplishments, 

test imonials embel l ished with exclamation points, all in

corporated into the ongoing project, lead ing up to the 

day and hour of his murder in the famous health resort 

for tuberculosis sufferers, Davos. 

As if on command or under some other compulsion, 

David spoke up. Initially his topic was not the monu

ment but the martyr's murderer. David announced tri

umphantly that in March 1 945 things took a positive 

turn for David Frank furter, incarcerated for over nine 

years by then. After a futile attempt to have his case 

reopened , the Berne attorneys Brunschwig and Raas 

submitted a petition for clemency, addressed to the 

Graubunden parliament. My son's adversary had to con

cede that the request for reducing the eighteen-year sen

tence to time served was not granted until 1 June 1 945,  

in  other words, a fter the war was over. He explained that 

the decision had to wait until Switzerland's grandiose 

neighbor was brought to its knees. Because David Frank

furter was expelled from Switzerland after his release, 



he decided to go straight from the looms of Sennhof 

Prison to Palesti ne, hoping for a future Israel . 

On this topic the sniping between the two grim online 

opponents rema ined fairly moderate. Konny conceded 

generously, "Israel is okay. It was the per fect place for 

that murdering Jew. He could make himself useful,  on a 

kibbutz or something." All in al l ,  he had noth ing against 

Israel. He even admired the toughness of i ts army. And 

he completely supported the I sraelis' determination to 

take a hard l ine. They had no other choice. When deal

ing with Palestinians and such Musl ims, you couldn't 

give an inch. Sure, i f  al l  the Jews would j ust pack up and 

move to the Promised Land, like that murdering Jew 

Frankfurter, he would be all for it: "Then the rest of the 

world would be Jew-free ! "  

David accepted this horrendous notion; he agreed 

with my son in theory. Apparently he was wor r ied: as 

fa r as the safety of the Jewish citizens of Germany was 

concerned -and he included himself among them -he 

feared the worst; anti-Semitism was increasing by leaps 

and bounds. Once again one had to think about leaving 

the country. "I, too, will be packing my bags soon . . .  " 

Whereupon Konny wished him "Bon voyage" but then 

hinted that it  would give him pleasure if the occasion 

arose for h i m  to meet his bosom enemy before the latter's 

departure- not j ust online: "We should get together, 

check each other out, preferably sooner rather than 

later . . .  " 
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He even proposed a meeting place, but left the date 

for the desi red rendezvous open.  At the spot w here the 

block of granite had towered above the others in the me

morial grove, and where today hardly anything pre

served the memory of the ma rtyr, because desecrators 

had clea red away the rock and the hall of honor- in 

that very place where, in the not-too-distant future, a 

stone monument would have to be erected once more, in  

that  h istorically meaningful place they should meet. 

The sniping promptly resumed. David favored a 

meeting anywhere but in that accursed location. " I  abso

lutely reject your h istorical revisionism . . .  " My son added 

his own fuel to the fire: "He who forgets his people's past 

is not worthy of it ! "  David agreed with that. What fol

lowed was sheer si l l iness. They even allowed themselves 

to make jokes. To one of them -"What's the difference 

between e-mail and Emil ? "- I  unfortunately did not get 

the punch l ine. I logged out too soon. 

I 've been there numerous times. Most recently a few 

weeks back, as i f  I were the perpetrator, as i f  I had to 

keep returning to the scene of the crime, as if the father 

were running a fter the son. 

From Molin,  where neither Gabi nor I could find 

much to say to each other, to Ratzeburg. From there I 

d rove east, passing th rough Mustin, a tiny vi llage just 

beyond which the border had been located, com plete 

with death strip, cutting off the highway. One still  sees a 

three-hundred-meter gap in the chestnuts planted long 
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ago on either side of the road: not a tree to r ight or left. 

The place gives one a feel for the multitiered efforts the 

Workers'  and Peasants' State undertook to secure 1ts 

people. 

Once I left that sca r in the landscape behind me, 

Meck lenbu rg's sweeping farmland extended all the way 

to the horizon on both sides of the once more tree-lined 

highway. Hard ly any undulations, few larger stands of 

trees. On the outskirts of Gadebusch I took the new by

pass. A strip of home improvement stores, shopping cen

ters, Rat-roofed auto dealerships, try ing with str ings of 

d rooping pennants to rev ive business. The Wild East ! 

Not until close to Schwerin,  where the road was now 

lined with smaller varieties of trees, did the area become 

hil ly. I d rove past larger wooded stretches, the radio 

tuned to channel 3: the class ical request program. 

I then turned right onto Route 1 06, toward Lud

wigslust, and was soon approaching the G rosser Dreesch 

housing complex, th rown up in several stages and once 

home to fi fty thousand citizens of the GDR, and parked 

my Mazda by unit 3, r ight next to the Lenin monument 

in the curve at the end of Gagarinstrasse. The weather 

held; it didn't rain.  Now renovated and made present

able with pastel colors, the apa rtment buildings l ined up 

m a row. 

Every time I v isit Mother, I am amazed that this 

bronze statue, which grew so large under the hands of 

its Estonian creator, is sti l l  standing. Although Lenin is 

gazing westward, he was denied any gesture that might 

indicate a destination. With both hands in his coat pock -
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ets, he stands there l ike a man out for a stroll who is al

lowing himself to take a breather, his feet resting on the 

low granite platform that forms a pedestal .  The left cor

ner of its lowest step is clad in bronze. The inscription 

molded into the metal in capital letters recalls a revo

lutionary resolution: THE LAND REFORM DECREE. Only on 

the front does Lenin's overcoat reveal traces of color 

from some meaningless spray-can graffiti .  Pigeon d rop

pings on the shoulders. His  wrin kled trouse rs have re

mained clean. 

I did not l inger on Gagarinstrasse. Mother l ives on the 

eleventh floor, with a balcony and a v iew of the nearby 

broadcast tower. She insisted on se rving me coffee, which 

she always makes too strong. A fter the renovation of the 

concrete-slab buildings, the rents were raised - to man

ageable levels, Mother thinks. We talked about that, only 

that. Otherwise there was not much to say. She did not 

ask what had brought me to the city of many l akes, be

sides my brief visit  to her:  "Certainly not the Fuhre r's 

birthday ! "  The date of my a r rival must have given my 

destination away; she exclaimed as I entered her apart

ment-and a fter I had denied myself a glance into 

Konny's room: "What's there for you ?  Nothing to be 

done about it now." 

Taking Hamburger Allee, formerly Lenin-Allee, I 

d rove in the d irection of the zoo, then along Am Hexen

berg, and parked by the youth hostel, having found my 

way to the spot as if in a trance. A round the back of the 

gray stuccoed structure from the early fi fties, the wooded 

bank on the southe rn end of Lake Schwerin falls  off 
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steeply. Down below, almost at the water's edge, you see 

Franzosenweg, a favorite path for walkers and bicycle 

riders. 

A sunny day by now. Actually not typical April 

weather. When the sun came out, it had real warmth. At 

a s l ight distance from the entrance to the youth hostel, 

the moss-covered blocks of gran ite still  lay motionless, as 

though noth ing had happened, remnants of the memo

rial grove that had been cleared away, not very thor

oughly, decades earlier. A mong the trees once planted to 

form the grove, scanty underbrush. The square founda

tion of the hall of honor was easy to make out, because 

only a l ittle dirt  had been dumped over it, but the youth 

hostel faced the site, obstructing any sense of the original 

layout. To the left of the hostel's entrance, above which 

one could read in raised lettering the name of the hostel, 

"Kurt Burger," a Ping-Pong table on sawhorses was wait

ing for players. A sign on the door hung slightly crooked: 

CLOSED FROM 9 AM TO 4 PM. 

I stood for a long time amid the mossy blocks of 

granite, one of which even displayed fragments of an 

inscription and a chiseled rune. Lost property - from 

what century ? 

Back in the day when Mother and I found refuge r n  

Schwerin,  everything was still standing: boulder next to 

boulder, the Nazi hall of honor, and the massive piece of 

granite with the ma rtyr's name. When Mother first saw 

the memorial, it was already neglected, but still under 
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the care of the Party, which was crumbling from the out

side in.  She told me that she came upon the oaks and 

beeches, still  small at the ti me, while she was out looking 

for fi rewood: "Where they assigned us to, there wasn't 

a blessed thing to burn in the stove . . .  " Many other 

women and children were also out looking. By the time 

the American tanks reached Schwerin from their 

bridgehead on the Elbe southwest of Boizenburg, fol

lowed by the British -"They had genuine Scotch sol

diers . . .  "- we had been moved from the cel lar of the 

school to Lehmstrasse, in  the part of town known as 

the Schelfstadt; i t  must have been fairly run-down by 

the end of the war. We were assigned to a brick out

building with a tar-paper roof, located, of cou rse, to the 

rear of the building that fronted on the street. I t's still  

standing, that shack. We had two tiny rooms and a 

kitchen . You had to go out to the courtyard to use the 

toilet. They even put in a cylinder stove for us. The stove

pipe went through the kitchen wi ndow. And to feed the 

stove- Mother cooked on the cover plate- she had to 

hunt all over for firewood. 

That's how she happened upon the memorial grove. 

When the British pulled out in June and the Red Army 

came in,  and stayed for good, the boulders w ith various 

names and runes chiseled on them remai ned standing 

for a long time; the Russians didn't care. 

Since the Potsdam conference, where the v ictors di

vided up Germany, we were in the Soviet occupation 

zone, Mother even of her own free will ,  ever si nce she 



discovered, on the largest of the remammg stones, set 

close to the lakeshore, a name that was not unfamiliar: 

"That stone had the same name as our Yustloff . . . " 

On my last v isit to Schwerin, when I stood amid the 

mossy granite blocks in front of a spl i t  boulder and 

could puzzle out what was left of the name \Vilhelm 

Dahl in cuneiform script-of the fi rst name, only the 

syllable "helm" was left, next to the spl i t  edge - 1  suc

cumbed to the tempta tion to picture Mother out hunt

ing for firewood, and coming, with her a rm s  full of 

branches and twigs, upon the still intact grove and the 

open memorial hall. On the dozen o r  so glacial boulders 

l ined up there, she would have deciphered the names 

of Pa rty members unfamiliar to her but obv iously de

serving, among them the Kreisleiter of Wisma r, Wil

helm Dah l. I see her, small in stature and emaciated, too, 

standing astonished before the fou r-meter-high rock, 

but I can't guess her thoughts, which may have become 

tangled once she read the inscription on the martyr's 

stone. But if  I know Mother, she certainly didn't hesitate 

for a moment to step i nside the memorial hall  in the 

middle of the grove. 

Formed of square granite blocks, i t  had been built di

rectly on the ground. I nto the smooth outside surfaces of 

the square columns that supported the hall  on i ts open 

sides, a contemporary sculptor had chiseled SA standard

bearers in outl ine, larger than l ife. A ffixed to the walls 

on the interior of the roofless structure were also ten 

bronze plaques with the names of the dead who were 

honored there. Eight of the names carried the notation 



"murdered" a fter the date of death. The fl oor of the hall 

was fi lthy. Mother told me, "It was ful l  of dog shit . . .  " 

The granite block for Wilhelm Gustloff, however, 

stood apart  from the row of boulders,  at a spot that 

could be seen from the open memorial hall as particu

larly significant. From there one had a wide-angle view 

of the lake. Mother no doubt looked in a different di rec

tion. And I was never there when she was out hunting 

for wood. During her sea rch for anything burnable, a 

woman from the neighborhood was probably nu rsing 

me; her name was Frau Ku rbjun. Mother, after all ,  

hardly had a bosom, then or later, j ust two pointy l ittle 

pouches. 

That's how it goes with monuments. Some of them are 

put up too soon, and then, when the era of thei r par ticu

lar notion of heroism is past, have to be cleared away. 

Others, l ike the Lenin statue by the Grosser Dreesch 

complex, at the corner of Hambu rger Allee and Plater 

Strasse, remain standing. And the monument to the com

mander of submarine S-1 3 went up in St. Petersburg 

barely a decade ago, on 8 May 1 990, forty-five years a fter 

the end of the war and twenty-seven years a fter Mari

nesko's death: a triangular granite column supports the 

larger-than-life bareheaded bronze bust of the man be

latedly designated a "hero of the Soviet Union."  

Former naval officers, by then retired, had established 

committees in Odessa, Moscow, and elsewhere and per

sistently petitioned for recognition of the captain, who 

had died in '63 . In Konigsberg, as Kaliningrad was 



cal led until the end of the war, the bank of the Pregel 

River behind the Regional Museum was even named 

afte r him. That street still  bears his name, while the 

Schlossgartenallee in Schwerin, wh ich from '37 on was 

called Wilhelm-Gustloff-Ailee, stil l  leads to the v icinity 

of the former memorial grove, but under its old name; 

similarly, si nce the fal l  of the Wall ,  Lenin-AIIee has be

come Hamburge r Allee, and r uns through the Grosser 

Dreesch concrete-slab complex, past the steadfast statue 

of Lenin. On the other hand, Mother's add ress, which 

celebrates the cosmonaut Yuri  Gagarin, has remained 

true to itself. 

There is a notable omission. Nothing has been named 

a fter the medical student David Frankfurter. No street, 

no school bears his name. Nowhere was a mon ument 

erected to the murderer of Wilhelm Gustloff. No Web 

site campaigned for a David-and-Goliath sculptu re, per

haps in Davos, the scene of the crime. And if my son's 

bosom enemy had posted such a demand on the Net, the 

hate pages would ce rtainly have called for the monu

ment to be cleared away by a shaven-headed special op

erations commando. 

That's how it's always been. Nothing lasts forever. Yet 

the district administration of the NSDAP in Schwerin 

and the city's mayor went to great trouble after Gust

loff 's murder to design a memorial grove that would be 

there for eternity. As early as December 1 936, when the 

trial of Frankfu rter was wrapped up in Chur and the 

verdict reached, the search was under way in the fields 

of Mecklenbu rg for glacial boulders to form an enclo-



sure around the memorial grove. The instructions read, 

"For this purpose natural stones in every size are re

quired, of the sort found near buildings and on native 

soil around Schwerin . . .  " And a letter written by the 

Gau's coordinator of ideological training reveals that the 

regional capital felt  obl igated to support the Gau admin

istration financial ly, to the tune of "a subsidy of w,ooo 

reichsmarks." 

On 10 September 1 949, when the dismantling of the 

grove of honor and the relocation of the corpses and urns 

was as good as complete, the mayor wrote on his de

Nazified letterhead to the regional government, revealing 

that this operation had been less costly: "Expenditures of 

6,096.75 marks are hereby reported to the regional gov

ernment for purposes of reimbursement . . .  " 

One also discovers that the "residual ashes of Wilhelm 

Gustloff' could not be transferred to the municipa l  bur

ial ground: "According to the statement of master mason 

Kropelin, G.'s urn is located in the foundation of the 

stone memorial .  Removal of the urn is not possible at 

this time . . .  " 

The removal did not take place until  the early fi fties, 

shortly before the youth hostel was built  and named in 

memory of the antifascist Kurt Burger, recently de

ceased. Around this t ime, the U-boat hero Marinesko 

had already spent three years in Siberia. Right after S-13 

sailed into the Finnish harbor of Tu rku, and the crew 

went ashore, trouble began for the man who wanted to 

be celebrated as a hero.  Although the NK VD file and 

the misconduct that had not yet been dealt with in court 



continued to hang over him,  he did not cease, whether 

cold sober o r  disinhibited by vodka, to demand recogni

tion for his deeds. Al though S-1 3 was designated a Dis

ti nguished Red Banner Boat, and all the crew members 

received the Order of the Wa r for the Fatherland to 

pin on their chests, as well another medal, that of the 

Red Flag, whose moti f was the sta r, hammer, and sickle, 

Aleksand r Ma rinesko was not declared a Hero of the 

Soviet Union. Worse yet, the official bul letins of the 

Baltic Red Banner Fleet conti nued to make absolutely 

no mention of the sinking of the twenty-five-thousand

ton Wilhelm Gust/off, and not a word test ified to the 

rapid sinking of the General von Steuben. 

I t  was as if the tubes in the bow and stern of the sub

marine had fi red phantom torpedoes at nonexistent tar

gets. The twel ve thousand or more dead registered to his 

account did n't count. Was the naval high command em

barrassed because of the only roughly calculable number 

of drowned children, women, and severely wounded 

soldiers? Or had Marinesko's successes got lost in the in

toxication of victo ry that characterized the last months 

of the war, with their surfeit of heroic deeds? But now 

his loud insistence could not be ignored. Nothing could 

deter him from playing up his successes whenever the 

occasion presented itself. He became a nuisance. 

In September 1 945 he was relieved of the command of 

his submarine, and soon thereafter he was degraded to 

the rank of l ieutenant. In October he was discha rged 

from the Soviet navy. The justification given for this 



th ree-stage d ishonorable discharge was "an indifferent 

and negligent attitude toward his duties." 

When his application to the merchant marine was 

rejected - on the pretext that he was nearsighted in one 

eye- Marinesko found em ployment as the administra

tor of a supply depot responsible for the distribution of 

building materials. Before long he saw fit to accuse the 

di rector of the collective- with insufficient evidence

of having taken bribes, paid kickbacks to Party func

tionaries, and trafficked in materials, whereupon Mari

nesko came under suspicion of v iolating the law himself 

by being too generous in giving away only slightly dam

aged building materials.  A special court sentenced him 

to th ree years at hard l abor. He was deported to Kolyma 

on the East Sibe rian Sea, a place that belonged to the 

Gulag Archipelago, whose daily routine has been writ

ten about. Not until  two years after Stalin's death did he 

put Siberia behind him, in a topographical sense. He 

came back i l l .  But it wasn't until  the early sixties that the 

damaged U-boat hero was rehabilitated. He was re

stored to the rank of captain third class, reti red and en

titled to a pension. 

Now I must repeat myself by reverting to something al

ready mentioned. That is  why I write here: when Stalin's 

death was reported in the East and West, I saw Mother 

cry. She even lit candles. Eight years old at the ti me, I 

was standing at the kitchen table and didn't have to be in 

school, having j ust got over the measles or something 



else that itched, was peeling potatoes, which were sup

posed to go on the table with margarine and curd cheese, 

and saw Mother crying behind burning candles over 

Stalin's death. Potatoes, candles, and tears were scarce in 

those days. Throughout my child hood on Lehmstrasse, 

and as long as [ was in secondary school in Schwerin,  [ 
never saw her cry again.  When Mother had cried her 

eyes out, her face took on an absent expression, her l 'm

not-home look, which Aunt Jenny remembered from 

thei r early years. At the carpentry shop on Langfuhr's 

Elsenstrasse they would comment, "Tulia's gone and 

bashed in the windows again." 

After she had cried long enough for the death of the 

great comrade Stalin, and then had no expression for a 

while, we ate the boiled potatoes she had fixed, with 

curd cheese and a pat of margarine. 

Around this time Mother took her master's test and 

soon became the leader of a carpentry brigade in the 

Schwerin furniture plant, which produced bedroom 

furniture according to quota, with instructions to de

liver it  to the Soviet Union in the spi rit of friendship be

tween our peoples. Blurry though her image may have 

been at the time, to tell the truth, Mother has remained 

a Stal inist to this day, though when I bring this up in an 

argument, she tries to downplay her hero to appease his  

critics: "He was j ust a human being, you know . . .  " 

And around this time, while Marinesko remained at 

the mercy of the Siberian climate and conditions in the 

Soviet penal camps, while Mother kept faith with Stal in, 

and I took pride in my Young Pioneers' neckerchief, 



David Frankfurter, cured in the penitentiary of his sup

posedly chronic osteomyelitis, was making himself useful 

as an official in Israel's defense ministry. In the meantime 

he had married. Later two children came along. 

And something else ha ppened during these years: 

Hedwig Gustloff, the widow of the murdered Wilhelm, 

left Schwerin.  From then on she lived west of the border 

sepa rating the two Germanys, in Lubeck .  The glazed

brick house at 14 Sebastian-Bach-Strasse, which the 

couple built shortly before the murder, had been expro

priated soon a fter the war. I saw a picture of the build

ing, a typical solid single-family house, on the Internet. 

My son went so far as to post on his Web site the demand 

that the i l legally expropriated house be turned i nto a 

"Gustloff Museum" and opened to the inte rested public. 

Far beyond Schwerin the need existed for expertly dis

played factual information. For all  he cared, a bronze 

plaque could be mounted to the left of the window of 

the enclosed balcony, announcing that from 1 945 to 1 95 1  

the fi rst prime minister of Mecklenburg, a certain Wil

helm Hocker, had lived in the expropriated house. He 

would have no objection to including wording such as 

"after the crushing of Hitler-fascism." That was a fact, 

after all, as the martyr's murder remained a fact. 

My son was clever at positioning pictures and icons, 

tables and documents. Thus one could view on his Web 

site not only the front but also the back of the mighty 

granite boulder erected on the southern shore of Lake 

Schwerin. He had gone to the trouble of providing an 



enlargement of the chiseled inscription that was ba rely 

legible on the photograph showi ng the entire stone from 

the rea r. Th ree l ines, one above the other: LIVED FOR THE 

1\!0VEME!\'T - MURD ERED BY A JEW - DIED FOR GERMAI'Y. 

Si nce the middle l ine not only suppressed the name of 

the perpetrator but explicitly cha r:1cterized Jews generi

cally as murderers, i t  could be assumed that in zeroing 

in on this detai l - the interpretat ion offered later

Konny revealed that he had overcome his fixation on the 

historical David Frankfurter and wanted to demon

strate his hatred for "Jewry in toto." 

Yet this explanation, as well as fu rther searches for a 

motive, hardly shed any l ight on what occur red on the 

afternoon of 20 April ' 997· In front of the youth hostel, 

closed at this time of year and seemingly l ifeless, some

thing happened that was not predestined yet played 

itsel f out on the mossy foundation of the former memo

rial hall as if rehearsed. 

Whatever had induced the vi rtual David to respond 

to a vague inv itation and travel ,  in the flesh, by train all  

the way from Karlsruhe, where the eighteen-year-old 

schoolboy l ived with h is parents, the eldest of three 

sons? And what had got into Konny to make him seek 

an actual encounter that would convert  into a real ity a 

bosom-enemy relationship that had developed over the 

Internet and was essentially a fiction ? The inv itation to 

the meeting had been sl ipped so surreptitiously into the 

rubbish that constituted their  communication that i t  

could have been picked up only by the intimate adver

sary who signed himself David.  
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Once the youth hostel was rejected as a meeting place, 

the two of them accepted a compromise. They would 

meet where the martyr had been born. A good question 

for a quiz, because my son's Web site named neither a 

ci ty, nor a street, nor a house number. Nonetheless, the 

reference presented no problem to someone familiar 

with the material ;  and Dav id, like Konny, who cal led 

himself Wilhelm online, knew even the most banal de

tails of the damned Gust! off story. As would become ap

parent during the visit, he even knew that the secondary 

school Wilhelm Gustloff had attended and that had 

been named for him a fter his death was called Peace 

School since GDR times. My son not only respected his 

adversary's comprehensive expertise; he also admired 

him for being a "perfectionist." 

And so they met, on a beautiful spring day, on Mar

tinstrasse, in  front of number 2, at the corner of Wis

marsche Strasse. David had accepted without comment 

the particular date Wilhelm chose. Their meeting took 

place in front of a recently restored stucco facade, in

tended to make one forget the years and years of decay. 

They are said to have greeted each other with a hand

shake, a fter which David introduced himself to the tall, 

lanky Konrad Pok riefke as Dav id Stremplin. 

The next item on the agenda was a stroll th rough the 

town, on Konny's suggestion. During their visit to the 

Schelfstadt, whose name recalls the reeds that once grew 

thickly along the banks of the lake on which it  borders, 

the v isitor was even shown, as if it were a special attrac

tion, the brick shack with a tar-paper roof, located in a 
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rear courtyard on Lehmstrasse, where Mother and I 

l ived after the war; he was also shown the sti l l  crumbling 

and the al ready renovated half-timber houses in that 

picturesque quarter. Konny led David to all the sites and 

secret hiding places of my youth, as unerringly as though 

they had been his own. 

After St. Nicholas's, the Schelfstadt church, which 

they viewed from the inside and outside, they of course 

had to take in the castle on Castle I sland. There was no 

rush. My son made no attem pt to hurry things along. He 

even suggested that they visit the museum next to the 

castle, but his guest showed no interest, grew impatient, 

was now intent on seeing the site in front of the youth 

hostel.  

Nonetheless they took a break during their strol l 

through the town. At a I talian ice cream cafe each of 

them downed a good-sized portion of gelato. As the host, 

Konny picked up the tab. And David Stremplin is said to 

have talked amiably, but with ironic detachment, about 

his parents, a nuclear physicist and a music teacher. I am 

will ing to bet that my son said not a word about his fa

ther and mother; but no doubt the tale of his grand

mother's miraculous survival was important enough to 

be brought up. 

Then the two bosom enemies, unequal in height

Dav id tended more toward the horizontal,  and was a 

head shorter- made thei r way through the castle park, 

passed the grinding mil l ,  walked along Schlossgarten

allee, which had become an exclusive address, with villas 

spruced up in gleaming white, and then by way of 



Waldschulweg approached the scene of the cnme, a 

fai rly level area under t rees. Initially there was no ten

sion. David Stremplin is  said to have praised the view of 

the lake. If a bal l and rackets had been lying on the Ping

Pong table in front of the youth hostel ,  they might have 

played; Konny and David were both passionate about 

table tennis and would hardly have missed such an op

portunity. Perhaps a quick vol ley ove r the net would 

have proved relaxing, and the afternoon might have 

taken a different course. 

Then they were standing on historic ground, so to 

speak.  Yet even the moss-covered blocks of granite and 

the fragment of the boulder with the chiseled r une and 

traces of a name did not provide sufficient pretext for a 

quarrel . The two even laughed in two-part harmony at 

a squi rrel  leaping from beech tree to beech tree. Not 

until they were standing on the foundation of the old 

hall of honor, and my son explained to his guest exactly 

where the l arge memorial stone had stood - behind the 

youth hostel,  which had not been there in those days

only then, when he indicated the sight line for the gran

ite boulder, and recited the ma rtyr's name on the front of 

the stone and then, word for word, the three lines in

scribed on the back ,  did David Stremplin allegedly say, 

"As a Jew, I have only this to say," whereupon he spat 

three times on the mossy foundation-thereby, as my 

son later testified, "desecrating" the memorial site. 

Right a fter that, shots were fired . In spite of the sunny 

day, Konny was wearing a parka. From one of its roomy 

pockets, the one on the r ight, he pulled the weapon and 
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fired four times. I t  was a Russian-made pistol. The fi rst 

shot struck the stomach, the following ones the head. 

David Stremplin tumbled backward without a word. 

Later my son made a poi nt of saying that he had struck 

his victim as many times as the Jew Frankfurter, long 

ago in Davos. And like him, he went to the nearest tele

phone booth, dialed the emergency number, and re

ported his cri me. Wi thout returning to the scene, he set 

out for the police station, where he turned himself in 

with the words, "I fi red because I am a German." 

On his way there, he saw a patrol car and an ambu

lance approaching, blue lights flashing. But help arrived 

too late for David Stremplin. 
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H E ,  W H O  C L A I M S TO K N OW M E ,  C O N T E N DS T H A T  I 
don't know my own flesh and blood. Maybe it is true 

that I had no access to his innermost torture chambers. 

That I was not smart enough to decipher my son's secrets. 

Not until the trial began did I get closer to Konny

i f  not an arm's length away, at least within shouting 

distance- but I couldn't br ing myself to cal l  out to him 

on the witness stand helpful things l ike, "Your father 

stands by you ! "  or, "Don't lecture them, son. Cut it  short ! " 

That's probably why a certain someone insists on call

ing me a "Johnny-come-lately father." Everything that I 

try to crabwalk away from, or admit to in relative prox

imity to the truth, or reveal as if under duress, comes out, 

as he sees it, "after the fact and from a guilty conscience." 

And now that all my efforts have been stamped Too 

LATE, he is combing through my messy piles of docu

ments, this hodgepodge of note ca rds, and wants to 

know what became of Mother's fox stole. This postscript 

I still  owe him seems particularly important to him, the 

boss; he tells  me not to withhold any of the details I 



know, but to tell the story of Tulla's fox blow by blow, no 

matter how I hate that now unfashionable piece of 

clothing. 

It 's true. Mother owned one from the beginning, and 

still wears it. She was about sixteen, a streetcar conduc

tor with a two-pointed cap and a block of tickets, doing 

her shift on l ines 5 and 2, when, at the Hochstriess stop, 

she received a gift from a corporal who is another of my 

possible fathers: the complete fox pelt, al ready prepared 

by the fu rrier. "He came back wounded from the A rctic 

front, and now he was in Oliva on leave to recuperate," 

was and is her shorthand depiction of the man who may 

have fathered me, for neither the sinister Harry L iebe

nau nor some immature Luftwaffe auxiliary could have 

come up with the idea of giving Mother a fox stole. 

It was with this warm stole around her neck that she 

boarded the Gust/off when the Pok r iefkes were allowed 

to get on. Shortly after the ship cast off, when the preg

nant girl ,  leaning on a d read fully young naval recruit, 

ventured onto the ice-coated sundeck, taking one step a t  

a time, s h e  w a s  wearing the fur. The fox w a s  close a t  

hand, next t o  t h e  l ife j acket, as s h e  l a y  i n  the maternity 

ward and Dr. Richter  gave her an i nj ection, r ight a fter 

the third torpedo struck and the contractions began. 

And with nothing else - the rucksack was left be

hind - but the l i fe j acket buckled on and the fox around 

her neck, Mother-who wasn't Mother yet-scrambled 

into the l i feboat and claims she had reached for the fox 

before the l ife j acket. 

That was how she came on board the torpedo boat 



Lowe, shoeless but warmed by the fur. And only during 

the bi rth, which began soon a fterward, that is, at the 

very m inute when the Gust/off sank, fi rst the bow and 

then capsizing to the port side, whereupon the cry of the 

countless thousands blended with my first cry, only then 

did the fur again l ie next to her, rolled up. But when she 

left the torpedo boat in Kolberg, her hair having turned 

white at one blow, Mother m ight have been wearing 

only stockings as she carried her baby, but she had the 

fox, which no shock had bleached, wound around her 

neck l ike a choker. 

She claims that during the long flight from the Rus

sians she wrapped me in the fur to protect me against the 

bitter cold.  Without the fox I would ce rtainly have frozen 

to death in the horde of refugees backed up at the bridge 

over the Oder. I owe my l ife to the fox alone- not to the 

women with surplus milk.  "Without that there you'd've 

been a lump of ice . . .  " And the corporal who had con

ferred the fur on her-a llegedly the work of a fur rier in 

Warsaw-is said to have remarked in parti ng, "Who 

knows what i t' l l  be good for someday, girl ." 

I n  peacetime, however, when we no longer had to 

freeze, the fox-red fur belonged only to her, lay in the 

wardrobe in a shoe box. She wore i t  on suitable and un

suitable occasions. For instance, when she received her 

master's d iploma, then when she earned recognition as a 

"deserving activ ist," even at company celebrations, when 

"evening entertainment" was on the schedule. And when 

I had had my fill of the Workers' and Peasants' State and 

wanted to go to the West by way of East Berlin, she came 



with me to the station with the fox around her neck. 

Later, much later, when, a fter a small  eternity, the bor

der was gone and Mothe r was receiving her pension, she 

appeared at the survivors' reunion in the Baltic coastal 

resort of Damp with her always-well-cared-for fox; she 

certai nly looked unusual among the other women her 

age, who were rigged out in the latest styles. 

And on the fi rst day of the trial,  when all that hap

pened was that the charges were read and my son ad

mitted everything without reservation, but saw himself 

as beyond guilt-"I did what I had to do! "-and 

Mother did not join Gabi and me, who had to sit to

gether, wil ly-nilly, but made a show of going to sit with 

the pa rents of David, mortally wounded by four shots, 

she was of course wearing the fox nestled a round her 

neck l ike a noose. Its pointed l ittle snout had its teeth 

buried in the skin above the root of the tai l ,  and the de

ceptively real glass eyes, one of which had been lost dur

ing the flight and had to be replaced, l ay at an oblique 

angle to Mother's l ight gray eyes, with the result that a 

double gaze fastened on the accused or the judge's bench. 

It always embarrassed me to see her in this old

fashioned getup, the more so because the fox did not 

smell of Mother's favorite per fume, Tasca, but insistently 

and at all seasons of mothballs; and by now the creature 

looked fai rly scruffy, too. But when she was called on the 

second day as a witness for the defense and stepped up to 

the witness stand, even I was impressed: l ike an anorexic 

diva, she wore the colorful  fur to contrast with her blaz

ing white hair, and introduced her fi rst answers with the 
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formula " I  swear . . .  ," even though she had not been put 

under oath, a fter which she said everything she had to 

say with seeming e ffortlessness, if  a bit stiltedly, in H igh 

German. 

In contrast to Gabi and me, who took advantage of our 

right as parents to refuse to provide any information, 

Mother had plenty to say. Before the entire court- that 

is, before three j udges - the presiding j udge and the as

sociate j udges-as well as the two juvenile court magis

trates, she spoke as if she were at a religious revival .  

People l istened to her as she crucified the state's attorney 

for j uvenile cases. Basically, this terr ible deed had hit  her 

hard, too. Since i t  occur red, her heart had been torn 

asunder. A fiery sword had sl iced through her. She had 

been crushed by a m ighty fist. 

On Demmlerplatz, where the trial was taking place 

in the regional cou rthouse's large j uvenile courtroom, 

Mother presented herself as emotionally and spi ritually 

devastated. After cursing fate, she generously dispensed 

praise and blame. She blamed the parents for being inca

pable of lovi ng their child, and praised her grandson, 

misled by forces of evi l  and that devil ish invention, "that 

computer thingamabob," as hardworking and poli te, 

cleaner than clean, always helpful and remarkably punc

tual, and not only when it was a question of coming to 

supper. She swore that si nce her grandson Konrad had 

been around-and she had had this joy since his fi f

teenth year- even she had taken to organizing her day 

down to the minute. Yes, she had to admit it: she had 



been the one who gave h i m  the computer thingamabob, 

with a l l  the bel ls  and whistles. Not that the boy had been 

spoi led by his  grand mother, on the contra ry. It was be

cause he had turned out to be so exceptionally unde

manding that she had been glad to fulfil l  his desire for 

this "modern contraption."  " He never asked for any

thing else ! "  she exclaimed, and recalled, "My Konrad

chen could keep h imself entertained for hours with that 

thing." 

Then, a fter she had cursed all that seductive modern 

stuff, she came to her real topic. The ship, that is, which 

not a soul had wanted to hear about, had i nspi red her 

grandson to ask countless questions. But "Konradchen" 

had not merely shown an interest i n  the sinking "of the 

beautiful KDF steamer ful l  of women and l ittle chil

d ren," and it  was not about that alone that he had inter

rogated his grandmother, the survivor; rather he had 

been eager, and not least in response to her expressed de

si re, to spread his vast knowledge, "the whole kit and ca

boodle," by means of the computer she had given him, 

al l  the way to Austral ia and Alaska. "That is  not prohib

ited, Your Honor, is i t ? "  Mother exclai med, and j erked 

the fox's head to the middle of her chest. 

Then she got around to speaking of the victim,  almost 

in passing. It had pleased her that her "Konradchen" 

had made fr iends this way-"through that computer 

thingamabob, I mean"- with another boy, without 

knowing him personally, even if the two often disagreed, 

because otherwise her belO\·ed grandchild was generally 

considered a loner. And that's what he was. Even his re-
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lationship with his l ittle g irlfriend from Ratzeburg

"she helps out at a dentist's"- had to be seen as not too 

serious-"There hasn't been any sex and such," of that 

she was sure. 

All that and more Mother said in  fai rly cor rect H igh 

German as a witness for the defense, making an obv ious 

effort to sound refined. Konrad's "sensitive approach to 

questions of conscience," his "unbending love of the 

truth," and his "unswerving pride in  Germany" were 

lauded to the court. But when Mother a ffirmed how 

l i ttle it mattered to her that Kon rad's computer friend 

had been a Jewish boy, the state's attorney for j uvenile 

cases assured her that i t  had been known for quite a 

while, and documented as well, that the murdered boy's 

parents had no Jewish blood; rather, Father Stremplin's 

father had been a pastor i n  Wiirttemberg and his  wife 

came from a farm family that h ad had roots in Baden for 

generations. A t  that Mother became v isibly agitated. She 

plucked at the fur, displayed for a few seconds her ''I 'm

not-home" look, then abandoned all  efforts to speak 

H igh German, shouting, "What a swindle ! How was 

my Konradchen supposed to know that this David was 

a fake Yid ? So he was fooling himself and other folks, 

presenting h imself al l  the time as a real Yid and going 

on and on about our guilt . . .  " 

When she castigated the murder v ictim as a "com

mon liar" and "l ike one of them phonies from the fifties," 

the presiding j udge ordered her to step down. Of course 

Konny, who up to that point had been l istening to 

Mother's foxy affi rmations with a delicate smile, seemed 



by no means startled, though possibly disappointed, 

when the juvenile prosecutor presented for Wolfgang 

Stremplin- who had called himself David online

"proof of A ryan l ineage," as he put it, assuming an i ronic 

a ir. My son commented with cal m confidence on what 

he al ready knew: "That doesn't change the situation in 

the least. It  was up to me to decide whether the person 

known to me as David was speaking as a Jew and be

having as such." When the presiding j udge asked him 

whether he had ever met a real Jew, in Molin or in 

Schwerin,  he replied with a clear no, but added, "That 

wasn't relevant to my decision. I fired as a matter of 

principle." 

A fter that the quest ioning focused on the pistol, 

which a fter the deed my son had hu rled down the steep 

bank into Lake Schwerin;  on this subject Mother com

mented only briefly: "How could I have found the thing, 

Herr Staatsanwalt? My Konradchen always cleaned his 

own room. That was a point of pride with him."  

Asked about the murder weapon, my son said that he 

had had the gun available-it  was a 7-mm Tokarev, So

viet army surplus- for a year and a half. That had been 

necessary because radical right-wing youths from the 

surrounding Mecklenburg countryside had threatened 

him. No, he didn't want to and wouldn't name any 

names. "I refuse to betray former comrades ! "  The occa

sion fo r the threats had been a lecture that he gave on the 

invitation of a national ist sol idarity organization. The 

topic, "The Fate of the KDF Ship Wilhelm Gust/off, from 

the Laying of the Keel to the Sinking," had presumably 
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been pitched too high for some in the audience, "among 

them some dumbskulls excessively fond of beer drink

ing." The baldies had been particularly outraged when 

he objectively acknowledged the mil itary achievement 

of the Soviet U-boat commander, who had torpedoed 

the boat from a risky position. He was later harassed in 

publ ic by various tough guys as a " Russian-lover," and 

even physically attacked. "From then on, it was clear to 

me that you couldn't confront these types, with thei r 

pri mitive Nazism, without bei ng armed. Arguing with 

them got you nowhere." 

The lecture, which was del ivered one weekend early 

in '96 in a Schwerin restaurant, the meeting place for the 

a forementioned solidarity organization, and two fur

ther lectures he was not given permission to deliver, but 

which were prov ided to the court in hard copy, would 

play a role in the further course of the hearing. 

As for his oral report, both of us had fai led him.  Gabi 

and I should have been aware of what had happened in 

Molin,  but we had both been looking the other way. 

Even though she taught at another school , word had to 

have reached Gabi that her son had been forbidden to 

give a report on a controversial topic because the subject 

matter was deemed "inappropriate." Admittedly, I too 

should have taken a greater interest in my son. 

For i nstance, it would have been possible for me to 

schedule my v isits to Mol l n - which were unfortunately 

i rregular, due to my professional obl igations-so that I 
could have asked questions on parents' night, even i f  



that had resulted in a con frontation with one of these 

narrow-minded pedants. I could have interjected, 

"What's this about banning a report?  Don't you believe 

in free speech ? "  or something of the sort. Perhaps Konny's 

report, subtitled 'The Positive Aspects of the Nazi 

Organization Strength through Joy," might have added 

some spice to the bland social studies curriculum. But 

I didn't make it to any parents' nights, and Gabi felt  it 

would be wrong to complicate her col leagues' a lready 

difficult situation further by interfering, in her subjec

tive role as a mother, the more so since she had declared 

herself "strictly opposed to any attempt to portray the 

Nazi pseudo-ideology as innocuous," and had always 

defended her leftist position to her son, often too impa

tiently, as she conceded. 

Nothing absolves us. One can't blame everything on 

Mother or on the teachers' moral istic r igidity. During 

the proceedings, my ex and I - she rather hesitantly, and 

constantly invoking the l imits of what can be expected of 

education - had to admit to our mutual fai lure. Oh, if 

only I ,  born fatherless, had never become a fathe r !  

I t  turned out that the parents o f  poor David- whose 

real name was Wolfgang and whose philo-Semitic pos

turing had apparently provoked our Konny- were re

proaching themselves in much the same terms. At any 

rate, during a recess, when Gabi and I had an initially 

awkward but then fai rly frank conversation with the 

couple, Herr Stremplin told me that it had probably 

been his purely theoretical sc ientific work at the nuclea r 
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research center and certainly also his overly detached at

ti tude toward certain historical events that had resul ted 

in the al ienation between h i m  and his  son - which had 

reached the point that they stopped speaking to one an

other. In particular, his relatively dispassionate view of 

the period of National Socialist rule had been beyond 

his son's comprehension. "Well ,  the result was i ncreasing 

distance between us." 

And Frau Stremplin expressed the opinion that Wolf

gang had a lways been an oddball .  His only contact with 

boys his  own age had come through Ping-Pong. She had 

never picked up any indication of relationshi ps with 

gi rls. But relatively early, at the age of fourteen, her son 

adopted the name David and became so obsessed with 

thoughts of atonemen t  for the wartime a troci ties and 

mass kil l ings, which, God knows, were constantly harped 

on in our society, that eventually everything Jewish be

came somehow sacred to him.  Last year for Christmas 

he asked for a menorah, of all things. And i t  had been 

somehow off-putting to see h i m  sitting in h is  room at his  

one and only love, the computer, wearing one of those 

l ittle caps religious Jews wore. "He kept asking me to 

cook koshe r ! "  That, at any rate, was her explanation as 

to w hy Wol fgang had represented himself i n  his  com

puter games as a person of the Mosaic faith. When she 

objected that at some point there somehow had to be an 

end to these neverending accusations, she was ignored. 

"In the last few months our boy became unreachable." 

For that reason she had no idea how her son had come 

upon this dreadful Nazi functionary and his murderer, a 
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medical student named Frankfurter. "Did we g1ve up 

trying to have an i nfluence on him too soon ? "  

Frau Strempl i n  spoke i n  bursts. Her husband nodded 

by way of confirmation. \Vol fgang had worshipped this 

David Frankfurter, he said.  His endless talk of David 

and Goliath had been sil ly, but apparently it was a seri

ous matter to him. His younger brothers, Jobst and To

bias, teased him for this cult he had created. On his desk 

he even had a framed photo of the young man, taken 

shortly before the murder in Davos. And then those 

books, newspaper clippings, and computer printouts. 

Appa rently it was all connected with that man Gustloff 

and the ship named afte r him.  " I t  was somehow d read

ful what happened when that ship went down. All those 

children. We didn't know anything about it. Not even 

my husband, and his hobby is  research on recent Ger

man history. Even he didn't have any i n formation on the 

Gustloff case, unfortunately, until . . .  " 

She cried. Gabi cr ied , too, and in her helplessness put 

her hand on Frau Stremplin's shoulder. I could have 

wailed, too, but the fathers made do with exchanging 

glances intended to signal mutual understanding. We 

got together with Wolfgang's pa rents several more times, 

outside the courthouse as wel l .  Decent l iberals who re

proached themselves rather than us. Always making an 

effort to understand. I t  seemed to me that during the 

trial they listened intently to Konny's usually long-winded 

speeches, as if they were hoping to gain some insight 

from him, their son's murderer. 

I found the Stremplins quite l ikable. He, around fi fty, 
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with glasses and wel l-groomed gray hair, looked like the 

type who sees everything as relative, even hard and fast 

facts. She, in her mid-forties but looking younger than 

that, tended to find things somehow inexplicable. When 

the conversation came around to Mother, she said,  "Your 

son's grandmother is certainly a remarkable person, but 

she makes an uncanny impression on me, somehow . . .  " 

We learned that Wol fgang's younger brothers were 

cut from a different cloth. And she was still wor rying 

about her eldest son's per formance in school , specifically 

his weakness in mathematics and physics, as if he were 

sti l l  al ive, "somehow," and would soon be taking the uni

versity qualifying exams. 

We sat in one of Schwerin's new upscale cafes, on bar 

stools at a round table that was a l i ttle too high. As if by 

prearrangement, we had all ordered cappucci nos. No 

pastry to go with them. Sometimes we drifted away from 

the topic, for instance when we felt  we had to admit to 

the Stremplins, who were about our age, the reasons for 

our early divorce. Gabi maintained that it was normal 

nowadays for people to separate when things didn't work 

out, and there was no need to assign blame. I held back 

and let my ex deal with everything halfway explicable, 

but then I changed the subject, bringing up in a fai rly 

confused fashion the oral reports that had been banned 

in Konny's schools in Molin and Schwerin. Immediately 

Gabi and I were fighting again, j ust we had eons ago 

during our marriage. I argued that our son's unhappi

ness- and its d readful consequences-started when he 

was prohibited from presenting his view of 30 January 
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1 933, and also the social significance of the Nazi organi

zation Strength through Joy, but Gabi interrupted me: 

"Perfectly understandable that the teacher had to put a 

stop to i t. A fter all ,  i n  terms of that date, i ts real signifi

cance was that i t  was the day of Hitler's takeover, not that 

it happened to be the birthday of a minor figure, about 

whose i m portance our son wanted to go on and on, espe

cially in conjunction with his subtopic, 'The Neglect of 

Monuments' . . .  " 

I n  court, this is what happened: the reports that were 

never given i n  Molin and Schwer i n  were dealt with 

i n  the testi mony of two teachers, both of whom con

firmed that the defendant had been an excellent student. 

Unanimously - and in this respect in pan-German 

agreement- the two educators said that the banned re

ports had been severely i n fected with National Socialist 

thinki ng, which, to be sure, had been expressed with in

telligent subtlety, for i nstance i n  the advocacy for a 

"classless Vol k  community," but also in the demand for 

an "ideology-free preservation of monuments," which 

he ski l lfully slipped in,  mentioning the eliminated grave 

marker of the former Nazi functionary Wilhelm Gust

loff, whom the schoolboy Konrad Pokriefke had planned 

to i ntroduce in his second, also banned, presentation as a 

"great son of the city of Schwerin." For reasons of edu

cational responsibility it had been necessary to prevent 

the spread of such dangerous nonsense, the more so be

cause there was a growing number of boys and g irls, in 
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both schools, with radical r ight-wing tendencies. The 

East German teacher emphasized in his concl uding re

marks his school 's "antifascist tradition," while all that 

occurred to the West German teacher was the fai rly 

overused Ovid quotation, "Principiis  obsta ! - Beware 

the beginnings ! "  

All  i n  a l l ,  the hea ring o f  witnesses went smoothly, 

with the exception of Mother's outbursts, as well as those 

of the witness Rosi, who tearfully affirmed again and 

again that she woul d  remai n  true to her "comrade, Kon

rad Pok riefke." Because proceedings in juvenile court 

a re closed to the public, they were not held in chambers 

where effective speeches could be delivered. But then 

the presiding j udge, who sometimes al lowed hi msel f 

l i ttle jokes, as if he wanted to introduce some levity into 

the deadly ea rnest background of this trial ,  gave my son 

an opportunity to i l lum inate the motivation for his  deed, 

which Konny was all too glad to do, and at length, in an 

impromptu speech. 

He began,  of course, at the beginning, that is, with 

the bi rth o f  the later Landesgruppenleiter of the Nazi 

Party. H ighlighting his organizational accomplishments 

in Switzerland and decla ring his v ictory over tubercu

losis "a victory of strength over weak ness," he pro

ceeded to sculpt a l ikeness of a hero. Thus he found a n 

oppo rtun ity to celebra te, at long last, the "grea t son o f  

the capital city of Sch we r i n . "  I f  t he public had bee n  ad

mitted, approv i ng m u r m u rs might have bee n  hea rd 

from the back rows.  



When he reached the point where he dealt with the 

preparation and execution of the murder in Davos

Konrad soon abandoned his notes and quoted materials

he stressed the legal acquisition of the weapon and the 

number of shots that had been fi red: "Like me, David 

Frankfurter scored fou r  hits." My son also establ ished a 

parallel to the motive that Frankfurter had articulated 

in the cantonal cou rt, but expanded the statement: " I  

shot because I a m  a German- and because the eternal 

Jew spoke through David." 

He passed quickly over the trial before the cantonal 

court in  Chur, al though he did say that he, in  contrast to 

Professor Grimm and Party speaker Diewerge, did not 

bel ieve Jewish instigators had been involved in the 

crime. For reasons of fai r ness, he added ,  it had to be said: 

l ike him, Frankfurter had acted "solely out of a personal 

sense of necessity." 

After that Konrad offered a fai rly vivid account of the 

state funeral rites in  Sch werin,  even providing informa

tion on the weather-"light snowfall"- and did not 

omit a single street name from his  description of the pa

rade. Then, after an excursus on the meaning, m ission, 

and accomplishments of the NS organization Strength 

th rough Joy, which even the patient presiding judge 

found ti resome, he came to the laying of the ship's keel . 

My son obviously enjoyed this portion of his speech to 

the court. Using his  hands, he prov ided the statistics on 

the ship's length, breadth, and draft. And in connection 

with the launching and christening of the ship by the 

"martyr's widow," as he cal led her, he took the opportu-



nity to exclaim reproachful ly, "Here in Schwerin Frau 

Hedwig Gustloff 's house was i l legally expropriated 

after the collapse of the G reater German Reich, and 

later she was d riven from the city ! "  

Then he began to speak of the i nner l i fe o f  the chris

tened ship. He provided information on the reception 

and dining rooms, the number of cabi ns, the swimming 

pool on E deck. Finally he summarized, "The classless 

l i ner Wilhelm Gust/off was and remains the l iv ing ex

pression of nationalist socialism, a model to this day, and 

truly exemplary for all t imes to come ! "  

I t  seemed to me that m y  son was l i stening to the ap

plause of a n  i maginary audience after that last exclama

tion point; but at the same time he must have noticed the 

gaze of the j udge, stern and warning him to cut i t  short. 

Relatively quickly, as Herr Strempl in might have said,  

Konny came to the final  journey and the torpedoi ng of 

the ship. He character ized the appal l ingly large number 

of those who d rowned a nd froze to death as a "rough es

timate," and compared i t  to the far smaller number of 

v ictims of other ship s inkings. Then he gave the number 

of survivors, expressed gratitude to the captains,  ski pped 

over me, his  father, completely, but mentioned h is grand

mother:  "Present in  this cou rtroom is seventy-yea r-old 

Ursula Pok riefke, in whose name I bear w itness today," 

whereupon Mother stood up, white hair  blazing and the 

fox around her neck, and took a bow. She, too, seemed to 

be appearing before a large audience. 

As if  Kon ny wanted to put an end to the applause au

dible only to him,  he now assumed a very matter-of-fact 
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tone, expressing appreciation for the "valuable attention 

to detail" manifested by the former purser's assistant 

Heinz Schon, and regret for the continuing destruction, 

during the postwar years, of the Gustloff wreck by divers 

searching for treasure: "But fortunately these barba rians 

found neither the Reichsbank gold nor the legendary 

amber room . . .  " 

A t  this point I thought I saw the all-too-patient judge 

nodding in agreement; but my son's speech sped on, as i f  

under i ts own steam.  Now h e  talked about the com

mander of the Soviet U-boat 5- IJ. A fter his long impris

onment in Siberia, Aleksandr Marinesko had finally 

been rehabi litated. "Unfortunately he could enjoy the 

belated honor for only a short time. Not long after, he 

died of cancer . . .  " 

Not a single accusatory word. Nothing along the l ines 

of what he had posted on the Internet about "subhuman 

Russians." On the contrary, my son surprised the j udges 

and the juvenile magistrates, and probably even the 

prosecutor, by asking his  murder v ictim Wol fgang 

Stremplin, as David, for forgiveness. For too long he had 

portrayed the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff on his Web 

site exclusively as a case of murder of women and chil

dren. Thanks to Dav id, however, he had come to realize 

that the commander of 5-IJ had properly considered the 

nameless ship a mil itary target. " I f  there is any guilt to be 

assigned here," he exclaimed, "the supreme command of 

the navy, the admiral of the fleet must be indicted. He al

lowed a large number of military personnel to be put on 
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board along with the refugees. The cr iminal here is 

Donitz ! "  

Konrad paused, as i f  h e  had to wait for unrest and 

shouts in the courtroom to settle down. But perhaps he 

was searching for words with which to conclude. Finally 

he said, " I  stand by my deed. But I ask the high court 

to recognize the execution I car ried out as something 

that can be understood only in a larger context. I know: 

Wol fgang Stremplin was about to sit for his university 

qual ifying exams. Unfortunately I could not take that 

into consideration. A matter of greater import was, and 

is, at  stake. The regional capital Schwerin must honor i ts 

great son at long last. I call for the erection of a memo

rial on the southern bank of the lake, in the place where 

I honored the martyr's memory in my own way, a me

morial that will remind us and coming generations of 

that Wilhelm Gustloff who was treacherously mur

dered by Jews. Just as the U-boat com mander Alek

sandr Marinesko was finally honored as a hero of the 

Soviet Union a few years ago with a monument i n  St. 

Petersburg, i t  is imperative that we honor a man who 

gave his l i fe on 4 February 1 936 so that Germany m ight 

fi nally be freed from the Jewish yoke. I do not hesitate 

to say that there a re l ikewise reasons on the Jewish side 

to honor the medical student who gave a signal to his  

people with four shots- by means of a scul pture either 

in I srael , where David Frankfurter  died at the age of 

eighty-two, or in Davos. Or j ust a bronze plaque, that 

would be okay too." 



208 

Finally the presiding judge pulled hi mself together: 

"That will do ! '' Silence settled ove r the courtroom. My 

son's explanations, or rather his outpouring, had not re

mained without effect; but his speech could not a ffect 

the severity or leniency of the finding, for the court must 

have recognized the coherent insanity floating in the 

flood of his  speech , delusional notions that had been sub

ject to more or less convincing analysis by experts. 

On the whole I don't have much respect for this pseudo

scientific babble. But it's possible that one of the psychol

ogists, a man who specialized in dysfunctional families, 

was not enti rely off the mark when he attributed what 

he called Konny's "lonely act of desperation" to the de

fendant's growing up without a father, and dragged in 

my own fatherless or igin and youth as a causative factor. 

The two other expert opinions pursued similar paths. 

Digging for d irt in the family backyard. In the end, the 

father is always to blame. Yet it was Gabi, with sole cus

tody of the child,  who did not stop h i m  from moving 

from Molin to Schwerin,  where he ended up i n  Mother's 

clutches. 

She, and she alone, is to blame. The witch with the fox 

stole around her neck. Always a wi ll-o'-the-wisp, as a 

certain someone is well awa re; he knew her from before, 

and I 'm sure it was more than a casual acquaintance. 

Whenever he ta lks about Tulia . . .  he gets all worked 

up . . .  brings up mystical stuff . . .  Some Kashubian or 

Koshavian water sprite, Thula,  Duller, or Tul ,  i s  sup

posed to have been her godparent. 



Her l ittle head cocked , so that her stone-gray gaze 

l i ned up with the fox's glass eyes, Mother stared at the 

experts as they presented their findings. Sat there and 

listened unmoved as my fail i ngs as a father emerged as 

the pervasive theme of all the paper rustl ing- music 

to her ears. In the evaluations she appeared only in  the 

margins. One assessment read , "The fundamentally 

wel l-i ntentioned care provided by the grandmother 

could not compensate for this at-risk youth's need for 

parental attention. I t  seems probable that the grand

mother's traumatic experiences, such as her survival of 

the disaster while pregnant, as well as her delivery in 

sight of the s inking ship, on the one hand made a pow

erful impression on her grandson Konrad Pok riefke, 

while on the other hand they had a disquieting e ffect be

cause of his powerful imaginative participation in these 

events . . .  " 

The defense attorney attem pted to extend the l ine 

taken by the expert witnesses. This earnest man of my 

own age, hi red by my ex, had not succeeded in gain

ing Konny's confidence. Whenever he spoke of an "un

premeditated, unintentional act," and attempted to 

downgrade the murder to mere manslaughter, my son 

negated all his defender's efforts by offering up volun

tary confessions: "I  took my time and was per fectly 

cal m.  No, hate played no part in this.  My thoughts were 

enti rely practical .  After the first shot to the stomach, 

which was ai med too low, I ai med the other three shots 

very carefully. Unfortunately with a pistol. I would have 

l iked to have a revolver, l i ke Frankfurter."  
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Konny presented himself a s  the responsible party. A 

gangly youth who had shot up too quickly, he stood 

there, with his glasses and curly hair, as his own accuser. 

He looked younger than seventeen but spoke as preco

ciously as if he had taken a crash course in l ife. For in

stance, he refused to accept the notion that his parents 

shared his guilt.  Smiling considerately, he said, "My 

mother is okay, even if she did get on my nerves with 

her consta nt harping on Auschwitz. And the court 

should quickly put my father out of its mind, as I 've 

been doing for years - j ust forget him." 

Did my son hate me ? Was Konny even capable of 

hate ? Several times he denied hating the Jews. I am in

cli ned to speak of Konny's matte r-of-fact hate. Hate 

turned down low. An eternal flame. A hate devoid of 

passion, reproduci ng itself asexually. 

Or perhaps the defense attor ney was not mistaken 

when he presented the fixation on Wilhelm Gustloff 

that Mother had caused as a search for a father substi

tute ? He offered the fact that the Gustloffs had remained 

childless. To a needy Konrad Pokriefke, this discovery 

had offered a gap that could be filled v irtually. The new 

technology, the I nternet in particular, permitted such an 

escape from youthful loneliness. 

I t  seemed to speak for the accuracy of this portrayal 

that when the judge allowed Konny to add ress this 

point, Konny spoke with enthusiasm, even warmth, of 

the "martyr."  He said, "After my research revealed that 

Wilhelm Gustloff 's commitment to societal change was 
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influenced more by Gregor Strasser than by Hitler, I saw 

h i m  as my sole model, which was expressed many t imes 

and unmistakably on my Web site. It is to the martyr 

that I owe my inner d iscipline. To avenge him was my 

sacred duty ! "  

When the prosecutor then questioned h i m  quite insis

tently about the reasons for h is despising the Jews, he 

said , "You have that all  wrong. In theory I have nothing 

against the Jews. But l ike Wilhelm Gustloff, I hold the 

conviction that the Jew is a foreign body among the 

A ryan peoples. Let them all  go to I srael,  where they be

long. Here they cannot be tolerated, and there they are 

urgently needed in the str uggle against a hostile world 

around them. Dav i d  Frankfu rter was totally right when 

he made the decision to go to Palestine as soon as he was 

released. It was perfectly fi tting that he found a job in 

the Israeli m inistry of defense later."  

In the course of the tr ia l  one could gain the i mpres

sion that of all those who spoke, only my son was speak

ing h is mind. He got to the point quickly, kept sight of 

the larger issues, had a solution for everyth i ng, and 

brought the case i nto focus, while the prosecution and 

the defense, the trinity of expert witnesses, as well as the 

presiding j udge, the associate judges, and the juvenile 

magistrates were all  groping around, searching for mo

tives, invoking God and Freud as guides. They tried re

peatedly to portray the "poor young man" as a v ictim 

of social circumstances- a  failed marriage, a skewed 

school curriculum, and a godless world -and finally 
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even to declare him guilty of "the genes passed down to 

Konrad from his grandmother, by way of his father," as 

my ex had the gall to theorize. 

Next to nothing was said about the actual v ictim, the 

almost-graduate Wol fgang Stremplin, who had trans

formed himself online into the Jew David. He was left 

out of the picture in embar rassment, figuring only as 

a target. The defense attorney even suggested that he 

could be charged with provoking trouble by misrepre

senting the facts. Although the idea that Stremplin had 

only himself to blame remained unspoken, it lurked be

hind casual remarks such as, "The v ictim ver itably of

fered himself," or, " I t  was more than i r responsible to 

translate the I nternet conflict into real l ife ."  

At any rate, the perpetrator received sizable doses of 

compassion. That probably explains why the Stremplins 

left town before the verdict was announced, but not be

fore they had assured Gabi and me, in a cafe across from 

the courthouse, that they certainly did not want to see 

Konrad punished too harshly, and their son would no 

doubt have concurred. "We see ourselves as completely 

free of anything that m ight amount to a desire for re

venge," Frau Stremplin said. 

If I had been there simply on a professional basis,  as a 

journalist, I would have criticized the reduced finding of 

manslaughter as "too lenient," if not as a "miscarriage of 

j ustice." As it was, leaving my obl igation as a journalist 

aside and concentrating entirely on my son, who re

ceived his sentence of seven years in juvenile detention 



2 1 3  

without emotion, I was horrified. Lost years !  He will  be 

twenty-four if  he has to serve the entire ti me. The daily 

contact with criminals and genuine right-'vvi ngcrs wi l l  

harden him,  and once he is freed, he wi l l  presumably 

commit another crime and land in jail again.  No ! This 

verdict cannot be accepted. 

But Konny refused to take adva ntage of the opportu

nity to appeal that his lawyer pointed out to him.  I can 

only repeat what he is supposed to have said to Gabi: 

"Hard to believe that I got only seven yea rs. They sla pped 

eighteen years on the Jew Frankfu rter, though of cou rse 

he served only nine and a half . . .  " 

He didn't want to see me before he was taken away. 

And while still  in the cou rtroom, he hugged not his 

mother but his grandmother, who reached only to his 

chest, even in her spike heels .  When he had to go, he 

glanced a round one more time; perhaps he was looking 

for David's or Wolfgang's pa rents and realized they 

were m!ssmg. 

When we found ourselves standing outside the re

gional courthouse on Dremmlerplatz, and I coul d  fi

nally light up a cigarette, i t  turned out that Mother was 

furious. She had taken off the fox, and with that neck 

decoration for official occasions she had also d ropped 

her stilted High German: "You can't call that justice ! "  

Fu riously she ripped the cigarette out of m y  mouth and 

stomped on i t, as a substitute for something else she 

wanted to destroy, yel led for a while, and then talked 

herself i nto a frenzy: "That's a crime ! There's no justice 

anymore. They should've nailed me, not the boy. No, no, 
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I was the one w h o  gave h i m  that computer thinga

mabob, and then gave him that gun last Easter, because 

they personally threatened my Konradchen, them skin

heads. One time he came home bleeding- they'd 

beaten h i m  up. But he didn't cry, not one bit. No, no. I 

had that i n  my d rawer for ages. Bought it r ight a fter the 

changeover at the Russki mart.  Real cheap. But in court 

not a soul asked me where the thing came from . . .  " 
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TH E  D O  N O T E N T E R  S I G N  H E  P O S T E D  AT T H E  V E R Y  

beginning. He str ictly enjoined me from speculating 

about Konny's thoughts, from creating scenarios based 

on what he might be thinking, perhaps even writing 

down what m ight be going on in his head and present

ing it as suitable for quoting. 

He said, "No one k nows what he was thinking and is 

thinking now. Every m ind is  sealed, not j ust h is. A no

man's-land for word hunters. No point to opening up 

the skull .  Besides, no one says out loud what he thinks. 

And anyone who tr ies to is already lying in the first 

words that come out. Sentences sta rting with 'At that 

moment he was thinking . .  . '  have never been anything 

but crutches. Nothing is locked tighter than a m ind. 

Even progressively harsher tor ture doesn't produce 

complete confessions. Even in the moment of death, a 

person can cheat in his  thoughts. That's why we can't 

know what Wol fgang Stremplin was thinking when the 

decision to play the Jew David on the I nternet was 

r ipening within him, or what literally was going on in 

2 1 5  
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his head as he stood in front o f  the Kurt Burger Youth 

Hostel and saw his bosom enemy, who had called him

sel f Wilhelm on l ine, and now, as Konrad Pokriefke, 

pulled a pistol from the r ight pocket of his parka and 

a fter the fi rst shot to the stomach fi red three more shots 

that hit his head and i ts sealed-in thoughts. We see only 

what we see. The surface doesn't tell everything, but 

enough . So no thoughts, including none thought out ex 

post facto. I f  we use words sparingly, we'll get to the end 

more quickly." 

It 's a good thing he can't guess the thoughts that 

against my will come creeping out of the left and right 

hemispheres of my brain, mak ing ter rible sense, reveal

ing anxiously guarded secrets, exposing me, so that I am 

horrified, and quickly try to think about something else. 

For instance, I thought about a gift I could bring my son 

in Neustrelitz, something to show I cared, suitable for 

my first v isit. 

Since I had had all the newspaper coverage of the tr ial 

sent to me by a clipping service, I had in my possession a 

photo of Wol fgang Stremplin that appeared in the 

Badische Zeitung. He looked nice, but not distinctive. A 

boy about to leave school for the university, perhaps, cer

tainly old enough for m il i tary service. While his mouth 

smiled, his eyes had a slightly mournful expression. He 

wore his dark-blond hair unparted and slightly wavy. A 

young man whose head t ilted to the left above his  open 

collar. Possibly an idealist, thinking who knows what. 

I might add that the press coverage of my son's trial 

was d isappointingly slim. Around the time of the pro-
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ceedings, both parts o f  the now united Germany were 

experiencing a ser ies of r ight-wing extremist criminal 

acts, among them the attempted k i l l ing of a Hungarian 

in Potsdam w ith baseball bats and the beating of a re

tiree in Bochum that led to his death. Skinheads were 

striking everywhere, relentlessly. Pol i tically motivated 

v iolence had come to seem routine, l ikewise appeals ad

d ressed to the right and expressions of regret by pol iti

cians who suppl ied those committ ing acts of v iolence 

with tinder, concealed in asides. But perhaps it was 

the undeniable fact that Wol fgang Stremplin was not a 

Jew that diminished inte rest in the trial,  for in i ti ally, 

r ight a fter the deed , there had been banner headl ines all 

over the COUntry: JEWISH FELLOW CITIZEN SHOT ! and 

COWARDLY MURDER MOTIVATED BY ANTI-SEMITISM ! The 

caption to the photo of Wolfgang echoed this sensation

alism: "The v ictim of the most recent act of anti-Semitic 

v iolence." I snipped off this caption. 

So when I paid my fi rst v isit  to the j uvenile detention 

center-a pretty run-down place that seemed r ipe for 

demol it ion - I had the newspaper photo of Wolfgang 

Stremplin tucked into my breast pocket. Konny even 

thanked me when I pushed the piece of newsprint, folded 

only once, toward him.  He smoothed it with his hand, 

and smiled. Our conversation dragged , but at least he 

was speak ing to me. In the v isitation room we sat oppo

site each other; at other tables other juvenile detainees 

also had v is itors. 

Since I have been forbidden to try to read my son's 

thoughts from his forehead, al l  that remains to be said is 
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that face-to-face with his father h e  was closemouthed as 

always, but did not give me the cold shoulder. He even 

favored me with a question about my journalistic work. 

When I told him about a story I was doing on Dolly, the 

miracle sheep cloned in Scotland, and her creator, I saw 

him smile. "Mama will  certainly be interested in that. 

She's fascinated by genes. especially m ine." 

Then I heard about the option of playing Ping-Pong 

in the recreation area, and lea rned that he shared a 

cell with th ree other youths-"pretty screwed-up, but 

harmless." He had his own corner, with a table and 

bookshelf. Distance learning was also available. "That'll 

be something new ! "  he exclaimed. '' I ' l l  do my university 

qualifying exams behind prison walls, proctored indefi

nitely, so to speak.'' I didn't particularly like to see 

Konny attempting to be witty. 

\Vhen I left, I saw his girlfr iend Rosi waiting to take 

my place. She looked as though she had been crying, and 

was dressed all in black, as if in mourning. A general 

coming and going was characte ristic of ,· isiting day: 

sobbing mothers, embarrassed fathers. The guard who 

checked the gifts fai rly casually allowed me to bring in 

the photo of Wol fgang as Da\' id .  Before me, i\lother had 

no doubt already been there, perhaps with Gabi; or had 

the two visited Konny one a fter the other ?  

Time passed. I was n o  longer feeding Dolly the m i r

acle sheep with high-cellulose-content paper, but was hot 

on the heels of other sensational stories. Meanwhile one 

of my short-l ived relationships - this time it was with a 

photographer who specialized in cloud formations-
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happened t o  come t o  a n  end, without any hue and cry. 

Then another v isiting day was marked on the calendar. 

We had hardly sat down facing each other when my 

son told me that he had made frames for several photos, 

which he now had behind glass and mounted under his 

bookshelf: "The one of David, too, of course." He had 

also framed two photos that had been part of his Web 

site material;  Mother must have brought them at his re

quest. They were two images of Captain Thi rd Class 

Aleksand r Marinesko, which, however, as my son said,  

could not have been more different. He had fished the 

images out of the I nternet. Two Marinesko fans h ad 

claimed separately that they had the true l ikeness in thei r 

frames. "A comical quarrel," Konny said,  and pulled the 

two pictures, like family photos, out from under his 

indestructible Norwegian sweater. 

He lectu red me in a factual tone: "The round-faced 

one next to the periscope is on display at the St. Peters

burg Naval Museum. This one here, with the angular 

face, standing in the tower of his boat, is  supposed to be 

the real Marinesko. A t  any rate, there's written evidence 

indicating that the original of this photo was given to a 

Finnish whore who serviced Marinesko regularly. Mari

nesko had a thing for women, as we know. I nteresting to 

see what kind of traces a person l ike that leaves . . .  " 

My son tal ked for a long time about his l i ttle picture 

gal lery, which included an ea rly and a late photograph 

of David Frankfu rter; the late one showed him as an old 

man and relapsed smoker. One picture was missing. I 

was a lready feeling somewhat hopeful when Konny, as 
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if  he could read h is father's thoughts, gave me to under

stand that the detention center's administration had un

fortunately forbidden him to adorn the wall of h is cell 

with his "really cool picture of the martyr in uniform." 

Mother was his most frequent v isitor, or at least she 

came more often than I did.  Gabi was usually too busy 

with "teachers' union stuff' to get away; she's thrown 

herself into the committee studying "Research on Child 

Rearing," on a voluntary basis, of course. Not to forget 

Rosi: she visited fai rly regula rly, soon no longer looki ng 

tea rful. 

In the current yea r I was taken up with the election 

hysteria, which broke out early and throughout the Fed

eral Republic. Like the rest of the media hyenas, I was 

trying to read the entrails of the nonstop polls ;  content

wise, they had l ittle to offer. What did become clear was 

that the Christian Democrat Pastor Hintze with his  

" Red Sock Campaign" would give the Party of German 

Social ists, successor to the East German Socialist Unity 

Party, a black eye, but he could not save the fat man, who 

ended up losing the election. I traveled a lot, interview

ing Bundestag members, m id-level big shots in business, 

even some Republikane1; for the forecasts suggested that 

this r ight-wing party would gai n  more than the five per

cent needed for Bundestag representation. It was partic

ularly active in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, if  with only 

moderate success. 

I did not get to Neustrelitz, but I learned from a tele

phone conversation with Mother that her "Konradchen" 
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was thriv ing. He had even gained "a couple pounds." He 

had also been "promoted," as she put it, to instructor of a 

com puting course for young delinquents. "Well ,  you 

know, he always was a whizz at that kind of stuff .  . .  " 

So I pictured my son, now with chubby cheeks, teach

ing his fellow prisoners the ABCs of the latest softwa re, 

although I assumed that the inmates at the detention 

center would not be al lowed to connect to the Inte rnet; 

otherwise some of them would be able, under the guid

ance of Konrad Pokriefke, to find a v i rtual escape route: 

a collective jailbreak into cyberspace. 

I also learned that a Neustrelitz Ping-Pong team to 

which my son belonged had played a team from the 

Plotzensee detention cente r, and won. To sum up: this 

jou rnalist's son, who had been convicted of manslaugh

ter and had meanwhile come of age, was busy around 

the clock . In early summer he passed his university qual

ifying examinations by cor respondence, receiv ing the 

excellent score of 1 .6; I sent a telegram: "Congratula

tions, Konny ! "  

And then I hea rd from Mother: she had been i n  Pol

ish Gdansk for more than a week. When I v isited her 

back in Schwerin,  this  was her account:  "Cou rse I also 

ran a round in Danzig, but mostly I spent my time in 

Langfuhr. I t's al l  changed. But the house on Elsen

strasse's sti l l  standing. Even the balconies with flower 

boxes are still there . . .  " 

She'd signed up for a bus tour. "Real reasonable it  

was for us ! "  A group of expellees, women and men of 

Mother's age, had responded to an ad put out by a travel 
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agency that organized "nostalgia tours." Mother com

mented, "It was nice there. You've got to give the Polacks 

cred it- they've rebuilt  a whole lot, al l  the churches and 

such. Except the statue of Gutenberg - we kids used to 

call him Kuddenpach, and it was in the Jaschkental 

Woods, right behind the Erbsberg- it's not there any

more. But in Brosen - 1  used to go there in good 

weather-there's a real nice beach, j ust like there used 

to be . . .  " 

Then her I 'm-not-home look. But soon the broken 

record started up again:  the way it used to be long ago, 

even longer ago, long, long ago, in the courtyard of the 

carpentry shop, or the way they'd built a snowman in 

the woods, or what went on during the summer holi

days at the Baltic shore, "when I was skinny as a rail . . .  " 

With a bunch of boys she had swum out to a shipwreck, 

whose superstructure had stuck up out of the water 

since the beginning of the wa r. "We'd dive way, way 

down into that old rusty crate. And one of the boys, the 

one who went in the deepest, he was called Jochen . .  . '' 

I forgot to ask Mother whether she'd taken her 

fox along on the nostalgia tour, in spite of the summer 

weather. But I did ask whether Aunt Jenny had gone 

with her to Danzig-Langfuhr and other places. "l\'"ah," 

Mother said, "she did n't want to go, 'cause of her legs, 

and what have you. Too painful,  she said i t'd be. But the 

route we used to take to school, me and my girlfriend, I 

walked it a couple of times. I t  felt much shorter than it  

used to . . .  " 

Mother must have ser\'ed other travel impressions, 
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piping hot, to my son, including all the detai ls  of what 

she confessed to me, in  a whisper: " I  was in Gotenhafen, 

too, by myself. Right where they put us on board . In 

my mind I pictured the whole thing, al l  those l i ttle 

kids, head down in the icy water. Wanted to cry, but I 

couldn't . . .  " Again that l 'm -not-home look. And then 

the KDF refrain: "That was one beautiful ship . . .  " 

Accordingly I was not surprised that on my next visit  

in  Neustrelitz, right a fter the elections, I was con fronted 

with a piece of obsessive handiwork. The construction 

kit my son had used was a gift,  no doubt paid for out of 

Mother's pocketbook. 

You find things l ike this in the toy section of large de

partment stores, where they have shelves and shelves of 

neatly organized models, representing famous originals 

that fly, d rive, or float. I doubt she found it  in  Schwerin.  

She probably went looking in Hambu rg in the Alster

haus or in Berlin at KdW, the Kaufhaus des Westens, 

and found what she wanted. She got to Berlin often. 

These days she was driving a VW Golf and was on the 

road a lot. She was a terror behind the wheel, passing 

other cars as a matter of principle. 

When she came to Berlin, i t  wasn't to v isit me in my 

messy bachelor pad in Kreuzberg but to "chew the fat" 

in Schmargendorf with her old girlfr iend Jenny, eating 

pastry and drinking Red Riding Hood champagne. 

Since the changeover, the two of them saw each other 

often, as if they had to compensate for time lost a fter the 

Wall went up. They made a strange pai r. 



When Mother visited Aunt Jenny -on the occasions 

when I was al lowed to sit in-she acted bashful,  as if she 

were stil l  a l ittle girl who had j ust played a mean trick 

on Jenny and now wanted to undo the damage. Aunt 

Jenny, on the other hand, seemed to have forgiven her 

for all the awfu l  things she did to her long ago. I saw 

her stroke Mother's head as Mother hobbled past her, 

whispering, "I t's all  right, Tulia, it's al l  r ight." Then the 

two of them fell silent. And Aunt Jenny sipped her hot 

lemonade. Aside from Konrad, who had drowned while 

swi mming, and Konny, who had committed a cri me, 

if there was anyone else Mother loved , it  was her old 

school friend. 

Since the days when I had occupied that l ittle room in 

the Schmargendorf apartment under the eaves, not a 

single piece of furniture has been moved . All  the knick

knacks standing about, yet not covered with dust, looked 

like survivals from yesteryear. And j ust as all the walls at 

Aunt Jenny's, even the sloping ones, are plastered with 

ballet photos-Aunt Jenny, who became known under 

the nom d'artiste of Angustri ,  sylphlike as Giselle, in Swan 

Lake and Coppelia, solo or posing next to her equally del

icate ballet master- Mother too is plastered inside and 

out with memories. And i f  people can trade memories, 

as the expression goes, Karlsbader Strasse was and is the 

trading floor for these durable goods. 

So on one of these trips to Berl in-before or a fter her 

visit  to Aunt Jenny - she must have picked out a very 

special model from the assortment at KdW Not the 



225 

Dornier hyd roplane Do X, not a King Tiger tank model, 

not the battleship Bismarc� which was sunk as early 

as 
'
4 r, or the heavy cruiser Admiral Hippe1; which was 

j unked after the war, seemed suitable as a present. It was 

not something mil itary she selected; it  was the passenger 

vessel Wilhelm Gust/off on which she had her heart set. I 

doubt she let any salesclerk help her; Mother has always 

known what she wants. 

My son must have been given special permission to show 

off this particular object in the v isiting room. At any 

rate, the guard on duty nodded benevolently when the 

inmate Konrad arrived ,  loaded down with the model 

ship. The sight started a reel of thoughts unwinding in 

me that soon formed an impenetrable tangle. Is  this never 

going to end ? Must this story keep repeating i tself?  

Can't Mother get over i t ?  What in the  world was  she 

thinking of? 

To Konny, now of age, I said, "That's very nice. But 

aren't you too old for this k ind of thing now ? "  He ad

mitted that I had a point. "I  know. But i f  you'd given me 

the Gust/off for my birthday when I was thir teen or 

fou rteen, I wouldn't have to make up for missing out on 

this kid's stuff. I had fun doing it, though. And I have 

plenty of ti me, right ? "  

The reproach hit  home. And while I was still trying to 

recover, asking myself whether playing with the damned 

ship as a model, while he was still a boy and also under 

his father's supervision, might have averted the worst, he 

said, "I asked Grandma Tulia to get it for me. I wanted 
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to see with my own eyes how the ship looked. Came out 

pretty well, did n't i t ? "  

From stem t o  stern, the Strength th rough Joy ship 

showed itself in all  its beauty. From the thousands of 

parts my son had fash ioned the vacat ioner's classless 

dream boat. How spacious the sundeck was, not chopped 

up by any superstructures ! How elegantly the single 

funnel rose amidships, slightly incl ined toward the 

stern ! Clearly recognizable the glassed -in promenade 

deck ! Beneath the bridge the winter ga rden, known as 

the Bower. I considered where inside the ship the E deck 

with the swimming pool might be, and counted the 

l ifeboats: none was missing. 

Konny had placed the gleaming white model in 

a wire rack of his own devising. The hull was v isible 

down to the keel . I expressed my admiration, though 

with a touch of irony, for the skil l ful hobbyist. He re

acted to my praise with laughter that was more a giggle, 

then whipped out of his pocket a l ittle tin that had 

once held peppermint d rops and in which he now had 

three red paste-on dots, about the size of a pfennig. With 

the three dots he marked the places in the hull where the 

torpedoes hit their mark: one dot on the port side of the 

forecastle, the next on the spot where I had guessed 

the swimming pool must be, the third at the location of 

the engine room . Konrad per formed this task solemnly. 

After applying these stigmata to the ship's body, he 

stepped back to observe the effect, was apparently satis

fied, and said, "Nice work." Then he abruptly changed 

the subject. 
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My son wanted to know how I had voted in the elec

tion. I said, "Certainly not for the Republikane�; " and 

then admitted that it  had been years since I 'd gone near 

a pol l ing place. "That's typical of you, not to have any 

real convictions," he said, but wouldn't reveal how he 

had voted on his mail-in ballot. Suspecting Mother's in

fluence, I guessed that he might have gone for the PDS. 

But he merely smiled, and then began to fasten to the 

model ship small flags, which he had apparently made 

himself and which had been waiting in another li ttle tin, 

to be a ffixed to the bow, the stern, and the tops of the 

two masts. He had even produced miniature versions of 

the KDF emblem and the flag of the German Labor 

Front, nor was the one with the swastika missing. The 

fully d ressed ship. Everything was just r ight, but with 

him nothing was right. 

What can be done when a son takes possession of his fa

ther's thoughts, thoughts that have been festering for 

years under a l id,  and even translates them into action ? 

All my l ife I have tried to take the right tack ,  at least po

l itically, not to say the wrong thing, to appear cor rect on 

the outside. That's called self-discipline. Whether for the 

Springer papers or the Tageszeitung, I always sang along. 

Even had myself convinced by the stuff I turned out. 

Whipping up hatred, cynical ly sli nging the l ingo- two 

courses of action I practiced alternately without any d i f

ficulty. But I never took the lead, never set the di rection 

in editorials. Others picked the topics. I steered a middle 

course, never slid all the way to the right or the left, 
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didn't cause any col lisions, swam with the current, let 

myself drift, kept my head above water. Wel l ,  that prob

ably had to do with the ci rcumstances of my birth; that 

could explain al most e,·e rything. 

But then my son kicked up a storm. No surprise, ac

tual ly. Was bound to happen. A fter everything Konny 

had posted on the Internet, blathered in the chat room, 

proclai med on his \Veb si re, those carefully ai med shots 

fired on the southern bank of Lake Schwerin were ab

solutely consistent. Now he was locked up, had gained 

respect by winning at Pi ng-Pong and running a com

puting course, could boast of passing his exams with 

flying colors, and, as Mother had sha red with me, was 

al ready receiving job offers from busi nesses for later on: 

the new technologies! He seemed to ha,·e a future in the 

new century that was j ust around the bend . He made a 

cheerful impression, looked well fed ,  and talked fairly 

rational ly, but was still waving the flag-in the form of 

a mi niature. This wil l  end badly, I thought confusedly, 

and went looki ng for advice. 

First, because I was really at a loss, I even went to 

Aunt Jenny. The old lady in her doll's house sat there, 

her head trembling slighrly, and l istened to everything I 

came out with, more or less honesrly. You could unload 

with her. She was used to this, presumably si nce her 

youth. After I had dumped most of the tangle at her feet, 

she presented me with her frozen smile and said, "It 's 

the evil that needs to come out. �1y old gi rlfriend, your 

dear mother, knows this problem well .  Dear me, when I 

think how I used to suffer as a l itrle girl when she had 
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those outbursts. And my adoptive father, too - I ' m  sup

posed to be the child of real Gypsies, which had to be 

kept secret in those days- well,  that rathe r eccentric 

schoolteacher, whose name, Brunies, I was a llowed to 

take, got to know Tulia from her evi l  side. It was pure 

m ischief on her part. But i t  turned out badly. After the 

denunciation, they came for Papa Brunies . . .  He was 

sent to Stutthof . . .  But in the end things turned out 

a lmost all  r ight. You should tal k  to her about your wor

ries. Tul ia  knows from her own expe rience how com

pletely a person can change . . .  " 

So I took A24 and floored the pedal to the Schwerin 

exit .  Yes,  I talked to Mother, to the extent i t  was pos

sible to share with her these thoughts of mine that were 

scuttling this way and that. We sat on the balcony of her 

eleventh-floor apartment i n  the renovated concrete-slab 

building on Gagarinstrasse, with its v iew of the broad

cast tower; down below, Lenin was sti l l  standing, gazing 

westward. Her place seemed unchanged, but recently 

Mother had rediscovered the faith of her youth. She was 

playing the Cathol ic and had set up a sort of home altar 

in one corner of the l iv ing room, where, between candles 

and plastic flowers- wh ite l i l ies- a  small picture of the 

Blessed Vi rgin was displayed; the photo next to it, show

ing Comrade Stal in in d ress whites and genially smok

i ng a pipe, made an odd impression. I t  was difficult to 

stare at this altar and not make some remark. 

I had brought honey squares and poppy-seed bars, 

which I knew Mother liked. When I had spilled my 

guts, she said, "You needn't worry too much about our 
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Konradchen. He's paying for what he got himself into. 

And when he's free again, I'm sure he'll be a genuine 

rad ical, l ike I used to be when my own comrades gave 

me a hard time for being Stalin's last faithful follower. 

No, you won't see any more bad things ha ppening to 

him. Our Kon radchen's always had a gua rdian angel 

hovering 0\·er him . . .  " 

She displayed "bashed-in windows," then resumed 

her normal expression and confi rmed what her friend 

Jenny with unfailing instinct had said: ''The stuff we 

have in our heads and everywhere, al l  tha t evil has to 

come out . . .  " 

::\"o, :\lother had no helpful adv ice for me. Her white

hai red ideas were shorn too close. But where else could I 

go ? To Gabi , by any chance ? 

Once more I took the beaten path from Schwerin to 

Molin,  and, as always happened, was struck by the un

pretentious beauty of the town, which , going back in 

history, inmkes Till Eulenspiegel , but could hardly 

stand his pranks today. Because my ex had recently ac

qui red a live-in boyfriend, a "dear, gentle person, easily 

hurt," as she said, we met in nearby Ratzeburg and ate at 

the Seehof. with a view of swans and ducks, among 

them an indefatigable diving duck. She ordered vegetar

ian, and I had the \Viener schnitzel . 

She led with the statement, "God knows, I don't want 

to hurt your feelings," then proceeded to blame me for 

e\·erything that had gone wrong with our son . Finally 

she said, "You know, I haven't been able to get anywhere 
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with the boy for a long time now. He shuts himself off. 

He's not receptive to love and that kind of attention. 

Lately I 've reached the conclusion that deep inside him, 

and that  includes his innermost thoughts, everything's 

ruined. But when I take your mother into consideration, 

I get a sense of what she passed on to her own fine 

son and from him to Konrad. That can 't be changed. By 

the way, on my last visit  your son broke off al l  contact 

with me." 

Then she gave me to understand that she wanted to 

start a new l i fe with her "warmhearted yet smart and 

sophisticated " partner. She deserved this "modest op

por tunity" a fter everything she had been through. "And 

j ust think, Paul :  at last I 've found the strength to stop 

smoking." We skipped dessert.  Out of consideration for 

her I refrained from l ighting up another cigarette. My ex 

insisted on paying for her own meal. 

In retrospect, my attempt to get advice from Rosi, my 

son's devoted girl fr iend, strikes me as ludicrous, but  also 

reveal ing of what the future held. The very next day, 

which was visiting day, we met at a cafe in Neustrelitz, 

shortly a fter she had seen Konny. Her eyes were no 

longer red. Her hai r, which before had fallen loose to her 

shoulders, was now pinned up in a neat bun. Her pos

ture, previously self-abnegating, had stiffened .  Even her 

hands, which before had moved restlessly, as though 

searching for something to hold on to, now rested on the 

table, firmly clenched . She assured me, "How you choose 

to conduct yourself as a father is up to you. As for me, I 'l l  



always believe in the good in Konny, no matter what. 

He's so strong, such a model of strength. And I'm not the 

only one who bel ieves in him firmly, absolutely firmly

and not only in thoughts." 

I told her she was right about his good core. Theoreti

cally that was my belief, too. I wanted to say more, but 

she said, as if to bring the conversation to a close, "It's not 

him but the world that's evil ."  The moment had come for 

me to annou nce my v isit at the juvenile detention center. 

For the first time I was al lowed to visit him in his cel l .  

Apparently Konrad Pokriefke had won this  onetime 

special priv ilege as a rewa rd for good behavior and ex

emplary social conduct. His fellow inmates were out

doors, I heard , working in the ga rdens. Konny was 

waiting for me in the corner he called his own. 

I t  was an old dump, this facil ity, but word had it  that 

a modern replacement was in the works. On the one 

hand I thought I was immune to surprises by now, on 

the other I was afraid of my son 's sudden inspirations. 

As I entered and at first saw only stained walls, he was 

sitting in his Norwegian sweater at a table shoved against 

the wall ,  and said, without look ing up, "Well ,  Dad ? "  

With a casual gestu re. My son, who had caught me 

unawares with his "Dad," indicated the bookshelf, 

where all the framed photos were gone, removed from 

the wal l - those of David as Wol fgang, Frank furter 

young and old,  the two purported images of the U-boat 

commander Marinesko. Nothing new had taken thei r 

place. I ran a quick eye over the spines of the books on 
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the shel f: what one might expect- a lot of history, some 

works on the new technologies, in thei r midst two vol

umes of Kafka. 

I did not comment on the vanished photos. And he 

didn't seem to have expected any com ment. What hap

pened next went quickly. Konrad stood up, l ifted from 

its wire rack in the middle of the table the model of the 

ship named for Wilhelm Gustloff and marked with 

three red dots.  He leaned the ship against the rack as i f  i t  

were listing, and then began, not i n  haste o r  in anger, but 

rather with premediated deliberateness, to smash with 

his bare fist his  carefully pieced-together creation. 

That must have hurt. A fter four or five blows, the 

side of his right fist began to bleed. He had probably cut 

hi mself on the funnel, the l i feboats, the two masts. But 

he kept going. When the hull refused to give way be

neath his blows, he picked up the w reck in both hands, 

swung it to one side, raised i t  to eye level, and then let it 

fal l  to the floor, which was made of oiled planks. He 

then tram pled what was left of the model Wilhelm Gust

/off, the last thing bei ng the remaining l ifeboats, which 

had popped out of thei r davits. 

"Satisfied now, Dad ? "  A fter that, not a word. His gaze 

went to the barred wi ndow, and remained fixed on it. I 

babbled something, I no longer recal l  what. Something 

positive. "Never give up," or, "Let's make a fresh start to

gether," or some such rubbish from American movies: 

''I 'm proud of you, son." When I left, my son had nothing 

more to say. 

A few days later, no, the next day, someone- the 



same someone 10 whose name I have been doing this 

crabwalk and making some progress-urged me to go 

online. He said the mouse might lead me to a suitable 

conclusion. Until then I 'd practiced restraint: only what I 

needed professional ly, occasional porno, that was it. Since 

Konny had been locked up, the ether was silent. And 

David was gone, of course. 

I had to surf for a long time. The name of the ac

cu rsed ship appeared on the screen numerous times, 

but nothing new, nothing final and conclusive. Then it 

turned out to be worse than I had fea red . At the URL 

www.kameradschaft-konrad -pok riefke.de, a Web site 

introduced itself in German and English, campaigning 

for someone whose conduct and think ing it held up as 

exem plary, someone whom the hated system had for 

that very reason locked up. "We believe in you, we will  

wait for you, we will  fol low you . . .  " And so on and so 

forth.  

I t  doesn't end. Never wil l  it  end. 
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