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Introduction 

The twentieth century has been marred by extirpation and expulsion of 
national minorities on an unprecedented scale. Yet, as the century draws 
to a close, television screens relentlessly remind us that senseless and 
inhumane atrocities are not a thing of the past, that rabid ethnic preju
dices in the guise of nationalism lurk just beneath the surface in all too 
many places. I am haunted by the traumatized faces oflost innocence, of 
Muslim children from Bosnia and Kosovo, who have witnessed their 
homes burned, their fathers killed, and their sisters or mothers raped. 
We are tempted to point the finger at other places or peoples, but deep
seated ethnic prejudice is far more pervasive and plays itself out much 
closer to home. Its most vulnerable victims are the children. 

Indeed, there is a silent violence, not played out on TV news, about 
which most people are uninformed. For decades, children from Spanish
speaking homes in Texas were ridiculed and punished by their teachers 
for speaking Spanish in class or on the school grounds. As recently as the 
early 1980s, Hispanics and Mrican Americans were beaten to death in 
sheriffs' offices. Generations of people with Spanish surnames have been 
imbued with the stigma that their Mexican culture and biological her
itage were inferior. Undereducated, with few successful models to look 
up to, they could not shake the burden of shame, as they saw it. The 
spirit of countless children would be sapped, even before they entered 
high school, as they and their parents saw themselves culturally and 
genetically predetermined to failure in all but the most menial of roles. 

Ethnic prejudice, particularly in conjunction with incidents of vio
lence, is so cruel to the individual, in the form of an imposed collective 
guilt or ritual public denigration by the empowered group. Whether for 
personal gain or ideological zealotry, political, religious, and educa
tionalleaders have time and again sought to capitalize on societal inse
curities by identifYing ethnic scapegoats and fanning the flames oflatent 
prejudice or even mass hysteria. The results have sometimes been 
horrific, at whatever scale a pogrom or ethnic cleansing. 
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What burdens me just as much, however, is the endless hurt done to 
children the world over, in everyday situations, 'through the spite or care
less disdain of mainly "nice" people of a dominant group. Recently I was 
astounded, watching "The Great War" on public television, to see a film 
clip of 1917 showing U.S. schoolchildren carrying books about Germany 
out of a library to throw into a bonfire, with the smiling approval of the 
librarian and of their elders. One can only speculate how the social atti
tudes and values of those proud little grade-schoolers were twisted, or 
how a third-generation German-American pupil may have been scarred 
for life, by such a book burning. It is the defenseless and vulnerable child 
who must bear the pain of stigmatization, unequal opportunities, and 
hopelessness, ashamed of who he or she is. Such a childhood all too 
often projects into a demeaning life without higher goals or fulfillment. 

I come to this subject not as a Holocaust survivor but as a member of 
a German Catholic family that chose, and was able, to emigrate illegally in 
1937. As a six year old in England I experienced plainclothes police enter
ing our home, ransacking our library, and taking away my father. That 
trauma continued for ten years, as I grew up in wartime and postwar 
Canada. But unlike the voiceless child of an underclass, I received the 
support of my cohesive, middle-class family, which gave me the means 
and will to fight back and, above all, to compete and succeed. I later 
repressed most of the memories, but there was just enough scar tissue to 
make me hypersensitive to ethnic prejudice around me, whether it be a 
mere slight or a serious injustice to an "outsider," particularly if that per
son lacked the articulate family support and education that had sustained 
me. And at midlife I began a disciplinary shift from environmental history 
to cultural themes that eventually led to university courses on ethnicity. It 
was here that I recognized that I had come full circle, drawing now on my 
early experiences to try to instill tolerance in my students. 

But the purpose of this essay i~ didactic, not autobiographical. It 
attempts to use a personal narrative to illuminate the insidious nature of 
authoritarian repression, the experience of emigration, and the impact 
of ethnic pr~iudice and stereotyping on the children of minority groups. 

Cultural Conformity in the Nation-State 

The consolidation of the Western nation-state during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries went hand-in-hand with the direct or indirect 
reduction of "regional" variety in terms of custom, language, and culture 
or religion. The most effective tool was the system of public schools that 
enforced monolingual education and projected a monolithic national 
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identity. Acceptable cultural difference was reduced to the realm offolk
lore, be it the ethnic dinner-dance at the church or a parade. In some 
countries the transformation was incremental and peaceful, in others it 
was not. Homogenization from above and the elimination of cultural dif
ference are central to understanding the complexities of ethnicity, par
ticularly because most Anglo-Americans believe that the "ethnic succes
sion" of the melting-pot model is essentially a benign process. 

Long after most European countries had been transformed into 
nation-states, Germany had resisted unification under either the Cath
olic Hapsburgs (Austria) or the Protestant Hohenzollerns (Prussia). But 
between 1814 and 1866, Prussia acquired direct control, or hegemony, 
and in 1871 the king of Prussia became the German emperor. Berlin dis
placed Vienna as primate city, Austria was excluded from the new Ger
many, and "Prussia" came to represent both a powerful bureaucracy and 
a military caste that projected a nationalist ideology. We were Rhine
landers and Catholics, as well as Germans, but Prussians against our will. 
Our heritage included a century of resistance against centralization, first 
by Prussia, then by Prussia's Nazi successors. 

The distribution of Catholics and Protestants in the German-speak
ing part of Europe is grounded in the religious wars of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries that highlighted older cultural differences and 
led to divergent development after 1648. The west and south, including 
the Rhine country, Bavaria, and Austria, were Catholic, coinciding 
roughly with the former Roman provinces. Here the world outlook was 
distinctly western European. German Catholics remained loyal to a uni
versal church and, based on their traditional lore, recognized common 
roots with the Low Countries and France in the empire of Charlemagne. 
At the same time, the northern and eastern parts of Germany cut off 
their ties to Rome during the Reformation and reinforced their orienta
tion toward Scandinavia and the East. 

In 1815 the autonomous statelets of the Rhineland, which were 70 
percent Catholic, were incorporated into Protestant Prussia, with its tra
ditions of militarism and expansion. A vigorous policy ofPrussianization 
was soon implemented, designed to replace the civil service, to "appro
priate" the upper classes and so reduce Catholics to the same underclass 
they were to become in Prussian Poland. Unlike the French occupation 
of 1794-1814, which had abolished serfdom and created permanent 
rural leaseholders, Prussian rule was long perceived as foreign domina
tion. That helps explain the irony that my paternal grandparents had a 
print of Napoleon on their bedroom wall. 
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The smoldering resentment came to a hefld in 1872-79, after Ger
man unification under Prussia, to the total exclusion of Austria. Bis
marck first disbanded or expelled the Jesuits and other religious orders. 
He then demanded that all priests take government examinations 
before being able to exercise office and effectively closed down Catholic 
worship and education. The archbishop of Cologne was imprisoned and 
parts of the clergy exiled. Catholic resistance was mobilized by the Zen
trum, the Catholic Centrist Party that cut across socioeconomic class 
lines. Electoral solidarity was translated into political protest, the emer
gence of an articulate press, and civil disobedience by both clergy and 
laity. Known as the Kulturkampj or culture war, the confrontation rein
forced Rhenish identity in particular. Bismarck eventually came to rec
ognize that sustained confrontation with a third of the population made 
little political sense, and the penal laws against Catholics were finally 
removed in 1890. But the clergy and Catholic politicians continued to be 
scourged in the national press as "Roman" sympathizers, and Catholics 
were still bypassed for higher government appointments or university 
positions. The "establishment" was and remained German rather than 
European and was very much Protestant. 

Catholic mobilization continued after the culture war. Both the Zen
trum and the bishops joined the Polish clergy of Pruss ian Poland in their 
fight for Polish-language schools. Together with the socialists, they also 
opposed the ever-increasing military budgets. After World War I, Cath
olic voters did not join the growing ranks of support for the Nazi eco
nomic platform, custom tailored to a nation coping with six million 
unemployed during the Great Depression. 

Electoral analyses of the Nazi vote from 1928-33 consistently show 
that Nazism had little appeal for Catholics. l Nazism represented a bel
ligerent, antireligious movement, extolling a motley collage of "Ger
manic virtues" all too reminiscent of the Prussian past. Furthermore, 
Catholic society was strongly organized in socializing and supportive net
works for different age and occupational groups. Once in power, but 
holding only 35 percent of the popular vote, the Nazis gained absolute 
control through existing "emergency" laws. Whereas the socialists and 
communists were promptly battered with brutal efficiency, the Nazis 
chose a more subtle and insidious strategy to curb religious freedom and 
practice. Sunday worshipers were harassed and ridiculed by uniformed 
Nazis on church steps; crucifixes were removed from Catholic class
rooms; sermons were interrupted by organized hecklers; and outspoken 
preachers were threatened, placed under house arrest, or imprisoned. 
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Although some of the discourse on the ambiguous role of Pope Pius 
XII in regard to Nazi atrocities alleges that the German Catholic hierar
chy were accomplices by silence, this was far from the truth. Martin 
Niemoller and the Protestant "Confessing Church" are familiar abroad 
and justly so. Less well known but more broadly based was Catholic 
opposition. It included Bishop Clemens von Galen, who unleashed a 
strong protest against the new culture war in his Easter pastoral letter of 
1934. Despite all efforts to muzzle him, he and many others continued to 
speak out forcibly against totalitarianism, the persecution of Jews, and 
the campaign to undermine religion in society. In 1941, he was able to 
almost halt the Nazi eugenics program that had taken 70,000 victims. Yet 
von Galen is only one more familiar example of the testimony of con
science. Of the 12,100 Catholic priests in Germany, over half were in 
some way under surveillance, intimidated, arrested, fined, or imprisoned 
for "subversion." They served 2,400 jail sentences, and 417 of them, 
including army chaplains, were sent to concentration camps. One hun
dred seven lost their lives.2 

In the end, however, there was no winner against the police state, 
which operated through media control, intimidation, informants, and 
random denunciations. The Prussian penchant for by-the-book law 
enforcement, long the butt of Rhenish jokes, had a more disturbing 
downside: the middle class felt constrained to obey unjust or immoral 
laws, particularly when dependent on government salaries or support in 
any capacity. 3 Conformity became a matter of economic survival. Nazi 
sympathizers permeated some academic disciplines, and the acquies
cence or compromise of the establishment was achieved through various 
small perks. After twelve years of terror and an apocalypse, the many 
components of German society had been atomized, the traditional 
bonds of solidarity broken.4 

Despite a stream of Cold War movies on international espionage, the 
average North American has no clue what everyday life is like in a police 
state, such as Castro's Cuba, Ceausescu's Romania, or the Baltic states 
under the Soviet Union. He or she can relate to the protesters of Tien
anmen Square, but the long stream of refugees from Guatemala and El 
Salvador was mistrusted as a category of essentially "economic" migrants. 
Although each ideological "media dictatorship," of the left or the right, 
has different parameters, the common thread is physical intimidation by 
a state that assumes absolute control, muzzling freedom of thought and 
expression and leaving its populace impotent. Just how determined the 
Nazis were to dominate was obvious after the "Night of the Long Knives" 
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of mid-1934, when all perceived competitor,s from within were mur
dered, or in the vengeful vendetta after the attempt on Hitler's life a 
decade later that saw five thousand military and intellectuals, including 
the wives and children of mere suspects, tortured and condemned by 
"people's courts" or executed without the pretense oftria1.5 

My Parents 

The preceeding outline of the culture wars reflects the legacy of my 
father, Paul Anton Butzer (1893-1984). He was not a talkative man, but 
when I was in my teens he broached the subject frequently, developing 
various points that supported or elaborated the general argument. In 
retrospect, I realized that this was the most important thing he felt that I 
should know about himself and, by extension, about who I was. For him, 
the first culture war was living history. During the 1870s his grandfather, 
then a relatively prosperous farmer, had provided a safe house to hide 
fugitive priests, who were being secreted across the Prussian border. His 
family was politically aware and active and uncompromisingly anti-Prus
sian. My paternal grandmother, Margaretha, nee Brabender (1866-
1950), with no more than a primary school education, took after her 
father, as did my father; she was a strong and informed woman. Her 
brother, Wilhelm Brabender, was her counterpart, serving as an oblate 
missionary in rural Saskatchewan in 1905-31. He was my godfather, a 
burly and gregarious man who preached in English, French, and Cree 
and who reputedly never spoke ill of anyone. 

In the second culture war, the family was unflinchingly anti-Nazi, but 
there was very little they could do. Thirteen of them voted "no" in the 
plebiscite to confirm Hitler as president in 1934-which required 
the conspicuous use of a different voting booth for dissenters; but when 
the local election results were published, that precinct reported 100 per
cent "yes" votes. 

Years later, in a professional capacity, I recognized that the Catholic 
Rhinelanders of my father's memory and family heritage met all the cri
teria of mobilizing behavior in an ethnic group. A mythical origin in 
Charlemagne's "united Europe"-the goal of the visionary French politi
cian, Robert Schuman, in the 1950s-represented the primordial roots. 
During the early nineteenth century, in the absence of a unifying politi
cal structure, the Catholic institutions became a "popular" (rather than 

"established") church, which led and defended its communities. In the 
more complex political maelstrom after 1871, a parallel, secular organi-
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zation, the Zentrum, provided political organization and a voice III 

Berlin. Together, Zentrum and the popular church mobilized the vari
ous socioeconomic classes, all age cohorts, and both sexes to assure 
social reproduction. Religion was a matter of social bonding, not theo
logical imperative. 

It was my father who, through consistent example, taught me to 
respect "the other." Yet he came from an impoverished family that had 
lost its substantial farmland to speculators in one generation and was 
engulfed by the industrial revolution in the next. As the second of eleven 
children, he left school in 1907 at thirteen to work in a factory when his 
own father fell sick and later died with acid-corroded lungs. As fortune 
would have it, he did not end up in a production line but as an appren
tice in a company that manufactured parts for steel rolling mills: that 
offered opportunities for advancement. His mother raised the younger 
children, with the help of his meager wages, by growing flowers to sell at 
market in Benrath, now a suburb of Dusseldorf. Despite the long work
ing hours he arranged for private lessons at night, beginning with En
glish and French, a remarkable priority for a teenage factory apprentice 
in that day. On holidays he took the train to some starting point and 
went hiking, crossing the border to Belgium and perhaps France. Later 
in life he was nostalgic for the time before 1914, "when you could cross 
any border without a passport." 

Father was drafted soon after World War I broke out and received 
the Iron Cross (Third Class, of course) in France but then came down 
with typhoid in Poland, on the Russian front. Mter a long convalescence 
and garrison duty in Berlin, he was decommissioned inJuly 1916 ("the 
happiest day of my life"). He was returned to civilian life because his 
technical talents had been apparent in the steel mill, and he was now 
needed at a time when German industry was moved into high gear to 
meet the demands ofthe war. By 1921 he had taken a sufficient number 
of night courses to gain admittance to the Technological University 
(TH) of Aachen as a special student, receiving a three-year leave of 
absence from the Schloemann Steel Works in Dusseldorf. During that 
time he earned a high school equivalency on the side, while completing 
the work toward a university engineering degree in late 1924. He also 
met my mother, the first female student in mathematics at the TH, and 
they married in 1925. He was then thirty-two years old. 

Upward mobility was a formidable task in that time and place, which 
speaks for his determination. But that does not explain a young factory 
worker's fascination with history and politics. He once confessed to me 
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that in another life he would have become an archaeologist, to excavate , 
in Egypt or Greece, like Heinrich Schliemann. He was enthusiastic about 
Leo Frobenius, from which I infer that he attended a public lecture on 
African ethnography. He recalled conversations with the parish priest in 
Benrath, who was a local history buff. From his early efforts to learn Eng
lish, I speculate that he may have once thought of emigrating to the 
United States-or to Canada, from where his favorite uncle, Wilhelm, 
gave glowing reports. It truly was an unusual family, as I found out when 
I got to know them better in 1954: many of his siblings, despite their lim
ited education, read newspapers regularly and discussed political events 
in a big way. 

One of Father's stories impressed me greatly. He went to France in 
the 1930s to find the grave of my mother's oldest brother, Karl, who had 
fallen near Verdun in 1916. There, he related, he ran into a Frenchman 
who helped him, and they spent half an afternoon musing on the folly of 
war. I don't remember that my father ever spoke French, and he was by 
no means a gifted linguist. Like myself, he just went out and "communi
cated." But I still have his expensive French-German dictionary, which 
looks used, and he had a well-worn self-help book for Russian when I was 
growing up. His vision was global, as I always knew. My mother related to 

me that in 1925, when Field-Marshall Hindenburg (cosponsor of the mil
itary dictatorship in 1917-18) won the German presidency, Father pre
dicted that Hindenburg would favor the right-wing militarists, who in 
turn would bring on a second war. In 1933 it was indeed Hindenburg and 
his clique who invited Hitler to form the cabinet. 

My mother, Wilhelmine, nee Hansen (1902-86), also worked her 
way up in difficult times. Her father, Franz Hansen (1858-1914), was the 
last guild master of cabinetmakers and wood-carvers in Aachen and had 
sculpted altars for churches as far away as Hungary. But he went bank
rupt a year after her birth, too stubbprn to adapt to industrial furniture 
making. Yet, working as a school custodian, he was the impetus to get 
three of five children through the senior matriculation at elite schools, 
and Mother went on to break gender barriers at university, while her 
brother Karl received a teaching certificate before going to war. Whereas 
my father was staunchly anti Prussian, Mother had a residual nostalgia 
for the monarchy, perhaps because brother Karl had received a prize 
"from the Kaiser" upon his graduation. She spoke fluent English and 
French and greatly admired French culture. Her cooking, in fact, was 
more French than stereotypically German, reflecting the fact that 
Aachen is culturally midway between Cologne and Brussels. Mother was 
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fearlessly outspoken. That trait ran in her family, right or wrong. Her 
willingness to fight for what she believed was right significantly comple
mented my father's idealism. 

Whereas I learned my regional particularism and anti-establishmen
tarianism from my father, it was my mother who instilled a German eth
nicity in me before I was ten. She always talked about the fine, tall 
soldiers who had marched through Aachen at the outbreak of the war; 
they hao. 0.\\ o.ieo., as o.io. \,1':;( ta'lc)\:ite bwther. 'Those who came back after 

the armistice were small and emaciated or maimed. Being German to me 
became synonymous with sharing in a national tragedy, a collective loss 
that would never be healed. I suppose that my father had similarly 
resolved the contradictions between Rhenish loyalties and a broader 
German ethnicity. Much like the emergence of a single U.S. identity 
between the Civil War and 1945, the autonomous segments of Ger
many's intricate regional mosaic appear to have fused in the firestonn of 
two world wars. 6 

Emigration 

The early Nazi years were a looming disaster in my parents' eyes. Most 
people took the anti-Semitic rantings as a cheap political ploy or as a 
thunderstorm that would soon pass by. But as early as April 1 933, a care
fully formulated decree required expulsion of most Jewish Germans 
from the civil service and universities, and a second edict of September 
1935 stripped even people of partial Jewish ancestry of full citizenship. 
Mter that my father managed to persuade two good]ewish friends of his, 
J. Loewy and Hugo Lorant, then fellow engineers at Thyssen AG. in 
Miilheim an der Ruhr, to emigrate to England. They founded Loewy 
Engineering in London. Little did Father know how important that 
would prove to be. 

Other Germans also found their civil rights sharply curtailed. An 
insidious network of informants sowed suspicion everywhere, abetting 
the secret police, so that people who simply spoke their minds could be 
railroaded by "people's courts" for "endangering public welfare." The 
capitulation of the judiciary, as an institution, allowed a redefinition of 
'Justice" that left the accused little hope oflegal redress. Public pressures 
for conformity were intense, especially in the industrial and administra
tive centers.7 Even schoolchildren were encouraged to report on their 
teachers and classmates. My father, as an engineer at Thyssen-an indus
trial giant-was under constant peer and company pressure to "set a 
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good example" for the workforce, but every, morning he refused to 
return the "Heil Hitler" salute of the twelve-year-old Hitler Youth at the 
company gate. Neither did he march in the First of May worker parades. 

In 1935 the secret police inquired about his failure to do so, and in 1936 

they threatened action if he failed to march the next year. 
There had also been an incident at school, where my then eight-year

old brother, Paul, had loudly refused to stay when the Nazi flag was 
raised in the schoolyard, in front of the assembled children and the prin
cipal. A sympathetic teacher warned my parents that the principal was a 

militant Nazi and that the secret police would conclude that our parents 

had "the wrong attitude," a real liability because they intended to keep 
Paul from joining the Hitler Youth at age ten. Adamantly unwilling to 
compromise, my parents were deeply concerned about their children 
growing up in a police state environment, forced to repress themselves at 

every turn by fear. It would surely stunt our moral and intellectual 
growth. Added to that was the Nazi military occupation of the Rhineland 
in 1936, breaking the peace convention; Father was now convinced that 
another catastrophic war was only a matter of time and that his children 
would be consumed in it. 

Legal emigration was impossible, so flight was the only alternative. 
But that option was not for the fainthearted. Not only was it difficult and 
perilous, but it meant giving up an upper-middle-class lifestyle for total 
uncertainty-at a time of global unemployment. The countries of the 
free world were reluctant to admit emigrants, particularly those without 

visas and a clear prospect of employment. It is not necessary to elaborate 
upon how many Jewish refugees were refused admittance by England or 
the United States in the late 1930s, including a Jewish professor of my 

parents who subsequently died in a concentration camp. 
It was a very difficult decision, but my father decided to risk all. He 

resigned at Thyssen to take a fictive joq with a small company in Aachen, 
owned by one of my uncles. On Easter Saturday he went to the Nether

lands, with a briefcase and a one-day exit permit, to attend an electrical 
engineering exhibition in Arnhem. He had only been allowed to take 

ten marks and his return train ticket out of Germany. Once there he 
went to a modest hotel and wired to Loewy Engineering, asking whether 
they could provide him with ajob in England and arrange for his entry 
permit. But that London office was closed until the next Tuesday, 

because it was Saturday and the following Monday was a bank holiday. 
Penniless and already in default on his expected return to Germany, he 

waited with dwindling hopes. But on Tuesday a telegram arrived at the 
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hotel from London, telling him he had ajob and wiring him £80 for his 
trip. My father then paid his hotel bill and bought a one-way ticket to 
London. He did not march on May 1,1937. 

The first step in a great gamble had paid off. Father's]ewish friends in 
London, whom he had first contacted in November 1936, had come 
through for him. They had not only reciprocated with extreme generosity 
but over subsequent years provided loyal support and displayed great 
kindness. Mr. Loewy was a saint to us children. He died early, but Mr. 
Lorant and my father were still in touch by mail, exchanging photographs, 
for years after both had retired. They had been friends since 1913. 

Meanwhile, my mother and we children were sequestered in Grand
mother's home in Aachen until two weeks later she received a cryptic 
message, a signal that she could now join Father in London. The next 
day she crossed the Dutch border on a "short shopping trip" but went on 
to London. My brother and I were smuggled out, hidden under seats of 
a schoolgirls' bus, and taken to a nunnery in Gemmenich,just across the 
border in Belgium. Here arrangements had been made to keep us until 
Mother found a place to live in England. Grandmother used some pre
text to stay with the nuns for the duration, to keep an eye on us. 

Detailing the preconditions and the flight elucidates how difficult 
such decisions were. If anything had gone wrong, the outcome would 
have been disastrous. Lacking outside assistance, it would all have been 
impossible. Without their international outlook, my parents could not 
even have contemplated emigration. For the average German dissenter, 
emigration or flight simply was no option. 

Professionally, our emigration adventure left an indelible impression 
on me. I have a deep empathy for international refugees-who lose 
everything, with uncertain prospects-and sympathy for their plight. I 
accept current arguments that "economic" immigration, whether legal 
or illegal, strongly selects for people with vision, conviction, and initia
tive. It is a "good" selection, which will contribute richly to a host coun
try over generations to come. It also illustrates how vital support net
works are for vulnerable individual immigrants in a foreign land. And it 
angers me that immigrants almost everywhere continue to be scape
goated as salient contributors to economic or social problems. 

Trauma 

At two and a half years of age, I had no idea what was going on. That 
probably heightened my trauma of spending four months in a convent 

-
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with officious nuns, who would not let me sleep in the same room as my 
grandmother. It is the earliest coherent data set in my memory bank, 
and I still recall many details vividly. At night I cried and threw up regu
larly, desperately seeking motherly comfort. During the day I barely ate 
and felt resentment for my surroundings. My only beacon was my grand
mother, but she seems to have been powerless to intervene more effec
tively. 

Grandmother spent time in the mornings at the village church in 
Gemmenich, and occasionally she took me there for mass. My greatest 
independent feat was running away from the convent one morning. I 
well remember getting out onto the road, with some relief, and then 
deliberately honing in on the church tower perhaps a half mile away. 
There were cows grazing on one side of me, cars passing on the other, 
but I felt exultant rather than afraid. Eventually I got to the church and 
sat down in the pew next to my grandmother. She was dumbfounded. 
The nuns watched me even more closely thereafter, but I felt I had made 
a statement. 

In 1987 my brother took me to revisit the convent in Gemmenich, 
and I promptly got my bearings. He smilingly let me show him exactly 
where we had played together on the grounds and where I had taken off 
down the road as a toddler. But I also felt the anger resurface and then 
thought about how unfortunate orphans, be they ever so little, must feel 
under much more hostile circumstances. My father saved the Belgian 
stamps from the correspondence between my mother in London and 
Grandmother, mailing her letters from Gemmenich or nearby Mores
net. I still keep them, as mementos of a page in my life. 

My family reunited in a London suburb in mid-August 1937, and I 
went back to being a child. Then the war broke out. We crisscrossed 
masking tape across all glass windowpanes to impede flying glass, and 
when the bombs fell, we huddled together under the oak dining table. 
Who was bombing us? The Germans, I was told, our people. Why were 
they doing that? Because those are the bad Germans that we were run
ning away from. 

At the end of 1939, Loewy Engineering was relocated to Bourne
mouth, on the south coast of England, and we rented a nice little house 
in what seemed to be heaven. There were so much open space and 
nature, and on Sundays Father took us to the sandy beaches, especially on 
the Isle of Wight. The blitz was beginning to heat up, and every day I saw 
the clusters of little white fish in the sky-German planes with smoke 
screens-heading for London. I soon learned to distinguish English and 
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German aircraft by their distinctive engine noise. You could tell who was 
approaching, and from what direction, before you could see them, just 
from that distant but distinctive roar of motors. Those planes with the 
undulating engine noise were my people. But if they won and "got" us, my 
people would hurt us. So I hoped the raspy British engines would win. 

That simple analysis was shattered when the British secret police 

showed up at our door one morning while we were getting dressed for 
breakfast, probably in June 1940. They were tight lipped and unfriendly 
as they searched the house. They pulled the books out of our bookshelf 
until one of them waved one book in his hand. "Mein Kampf!" he 
gloated. Actually it was F. Dahn's history of the Visigoths, Ein Kampf um 
Rom. But that didn't matter. In a matter of minutes my father was hustled 
out carrying only a handbag. I ran screaming after the car, "My daddy!" 
But they had taken him away. 

German refugees were being "interned" as potential spies. Father's 
group was carried in open, flatbed trucks to camp out in tents on a soggy 
field somewhere in Lancashire. He was one of the lucky ones. He got out 
after three weeks, because Mr. Loewy was very persuasive to the wartime 
authorities that Father was indispensable for the British war industries. 
But when he arrived back in Bournemouth, we were gone. 

A week or two later "they" came back for us, again unannounced. 
Mother had an hour to pack one regular and two small suitcases. When 
I regained my bearings we were in a huge institutional basement in Bris
tol, together with some fifty other people. Except for an Englishwoman 
married to a German, with an infant child, they were all Jewish. My 
mother explained that the Jewish people shouldn't really be imprisoned, 
because Hitler had wanted to kill them. They were friends of England. I 
realized then that we somehow didn't fit that category. They were such 
friendly women that I was full of wonderment as to why they had been 
arrested. My brother remembers how Mother spoke indignantly to a 
warden, saying that someone should take the children outside so that the 
women could undress for bed. Eighteen of us youngsters were taken for 
a walk around the building, accompanied by twelve guards. The irony 

didn't escape my brother. We all got a sandwich and slept on the floor 
on what impressed me as thin mattresses. 

Mter a few days we were off to Liverpool, by train as my brother 
recalls. Since the carriage compartments all had doors, both to the cor
ridor and to the outside, an Englishwoman sat in each one, next to that 
outside door. Our Englishwoman served us a delightful box lunch. 
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When my mother expressed her appreCIatIOn fQr the care we were 
receiving, she was told that no food had actually been provided; the 
woman herself had decided to pack something to eat, just in case. That 
story has reminded me, in a small way, how in a hostile world there 
always are some humane people who see foreign women and children 
for the women and children they are. Many of the Jewish women went 
hungry that day, because their wardens hadn't brought a lunch. 

In Liverpool, our number had swelled to over two hundred, with 
detainees from elsewhere, and we were transported in a convoy of buses. 
But we could hardly make it to our destination, because the streets were 
jammed with people, raising their fists, faces distorted, screaming, "Kill 
them!" I couldn't know that Liverpool had recently been bombed by the 
Germans and that those angry people had sustained terrible losses. I was 
only a child, and I was horrified to see such livid hate for the first time. 
That image has never left me, and each time I cannot help reflecting on 
how that hate had been misdirected at two hundred .poor Jewish 
refugees. 

Eventually we were put up in a disused old sailors' home in the slums 
of Liverpool. There was dust everywhere, almost a quarter inch thick. 
Outside there still were chanting crowds, but I felt more secure once 
inside the building. We each got a slice of bread with peanut butter and 
jelly, but I was still very hungry. 

Days later we were taken by ship to the Isle of Man, in the middle of 
the Irish Sea. It was a lovely place, and we were distributed in a series of 
houses in what normally was a summer seaside resort. We were often hun
gry, but the woman who owned the house did what she could. Later she 
told my mother that after five weeks she still hadn't been paid anything by 
the government for the requisitioning of her house or for our upkeep. 
There was an old fisherman on the wharfwho had a white beard, and he 
was also very nice to me. But a block awaY' there was barbed wire. 

Mter perhaps six weeks of internment we were suddenly back in 
Bournemouth. Mr. Loewy had worked another miracle on our behalf. 
But those two hundred Jewish women and children didn't have a Mr. 
Loewy, and although they shouldn't have been there at all, they stayed 
on the island. When the weather turned cold and gales battered the 
Manx coast, the detainees were caught there without any winter cloth
ing. They froze, as one new friend had written my mother, who then sent 
them a big box of warm clothes, including her own winter coat. Mother 
was an impulsive giver. But those unfortunates on Man still had a long 
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trail of woe ahead of them, twice victims of prejudice. In 1942 they were 
shipped out to Australia, their husbands and fathers to Canada. So much 
for justice. 

Bournemouth was a changed place on our return. It was the height 
of the blitz. The beaches were empty, closed off with multiple rolls of 
barbed wire, to anticipate a possible German invasion. Day after day the 
German planes churned by overhead, and once a bomb was dropped 
near our place; the explosion was deafening, and later I tried to locate 
the impact spot but couldn't find it. I did find a German plane that had 
been shot down and was displayed next to the main road. I looked it over 
very carefully: it was so small and had an open cockpit (an observation or 
weather reporting plane). What shocked me was the primitive steel seat. 
Row uncomfortable and cold it must have been for the pilot. Re had 
bailed out and was badly wounded. He also was German like six-year-old 
me, and now it didn't matter whether he was a good or a bad German. I 
felt very sad about him. 

Every English person here seemed nice to us, despite the war, and 
there were good times again, because the family was together. Several 
small friends and I found an abandoned dugout encampment at the end 
of our block, and we combed over what little was left behind. Mother 
explained that Canadian soldiers had been posted there (during the 
summer of 1940) to protect England from invasion. But our neighbors 
had commented on how messy they were and that the English had to 
provide them with proper uniforms and train them. Mother thought it 
odd that young men who had volunteered to come out and help were 
put down like that, simply because they came "from the colonies." 

I added that impression to the growing list of inconsistencies of that 
first eventful year since the war began. Nothing seemed to make much 
sense, and nothing was predictable. Most English people were warm and 
kind, but police people were not, and a lot of people in Liverpool 
wanted to kill me. Jewish people were being hurt by English people, but 
they were poor refugees and should have been helped instead. Mr. 
Loewy and Mr. Lorant were Jewish and good to us, but the bad Germans 
were hurting Jewish people. I was German, but I was supposed to wish 
the bad Germans to lose the war. Canadian soldiers were good people 
and spoke English, but they were looked down upon. Daddy loved En
gland, but he didn't seem happy. I wondered about all these strange 
things a great deal. 

Much later it began to make sense. These were the ambiguities and 
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contradictions of ethnic behavior. There weren't any categories of 
"good" versus "bad" people. Individuals, some good, some not so good, 
were found in any group. And there were both bullies and victims. For 
me, 1939-40 was a formative year. I had had my first crash course in eth
nicity. Despite the trauma, I had been very fortunate. But my identity was 
being thrust upon me by events, at too early an age. 

Canada 

I had now learned where Canada was, and on my first day in school I was 
fascinated to hear about a Columbus who had sailed across the sea with 
a fleet of three small boats to discover the New World. The images in my 
mind then are still there, and of course it never dawned on me that fifty 
years later I would be doing research on Columbus as a scholar. The next 
thing I knew, my parents were talking about going overseas to that New 
World, to Canada. In reality, we didn't seem to have any choice. Loewy 
Engineering was opening a branch office in Montreal, Canada, and my 
father was to be transferred because of some government directive. 

It was an incredibly exciting journey. We saw endless shipbuilding 
yards as we embarked on the Warwick Castle in Glasgow, and we sailed 
straight into a howling midwinter gale. Father and I tried walking on 
deck every day, and for much of the trip we seemed to be the only guests 
in the dining room. We arrived in St. John, New Brunswick, during the 
night of January 24, 1941. I went on deck with all my clothes on, but it 
was bitingly cold-twenty degrees below zero. The next night we were on 
a train, rumbling between snowdrifts that were as high as the train. I 
understood that we had started a new life, and every year on January 24 
each of us, together or privately, remembered that day. It conferred on 
us the title of "Landed Immigrant," the Canadian equivalent of a "green 
card." " 

We moved out to a very simple home in western Notre Dame de 
Grace, on a street half built up by one of the Canadian railways before 
the Great Depression halted everything. Most of the neighbors 
identified themselves as "Scots" or "Irish," and few of them were friendly. 
I loved the big open spaces outdoors, but it was a social environment that 
we were not familiar with-lower middle class, unlike our former neigh
borhoods. My father found himself with an effective cut in salary, com
pared with England, and we bought used furniture. My parents read a lot 
of library books together and befriended some of the Jesuits who ran a 
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high school and college adjacent to the parish church. For two years the 
Jesuits came over for coffee and cakes and seemed to enjoy some good 
conversations. 

My father's new boss and his wife were Jewish, German speakers from 
Czechoslovakia. "Tante Clacha," as we called her, was nice and motherly, 
but the boss was no Mr. Loewy and did not appreciate Father's talents. 
The saving grace for my father was lmy Jaffe, who had come over from the 
London office with her parents, the Sachses, an old Jewish couple who 
had emigrated from Poznan and also spoke German at home. Mrs. Jaffe 
and the Sachses were our dear friends. They had relatives in Europe who 
had escaped via France to Madrid. Father was always given the Spanish 
stamps from their correspondence, and I still have them. Over the years I 
have looked at them several times with a curious feeling of affection. 

A kind of preview to our new social environment came during the 
one parish picnic that we attended in the spring of 1941. Father had 
entered a footrace and was about to win, when someone deliberately 
tripped him. As he fell, a lot of people broke out in cheers. It was appar
ent to all of us that the "rules" in Canada were different than in England. 
I connect this incident with my lifelong dislike for the puffed up, 
officious ushers I found at the Sunday masses in most old, established 
Catholic communities in Canada and the United States. 

Outside the home, things turned nasty in the fall ofl941. I was being 
called names in second grade, and then a gang of more than a dozen 
boys jumped me on my way back from school. I wasn't really physically 
hurt but was humiliated and terrified. I told the principal, and he 
scolded them in his office the next day. When the boys filed back into 
class, the young' teacher, Mrs. Brawley, asked if they had gotten the 
"strap." They replied no, and then she said, "Good. You didn't deserve 
it." That gave them the license to do what they wanted, and it became a 
year of terror. I became afraid to go out on the playground during the 
breaks, and after school I was stalked by a gang of boys who reg~larly fol
lowed me home to line up in front of the house, shouting, "Heil Hitler!" 
My grades plummeted, and I slipped [rom third in a class of twenty to 
second or third last: every month we shifted class seats according to rank, 
the best performers sitting up front. I was regularly sitting in the last row 
now and began to lose my sense of self-esteem. I became ashamed of my 
ongms. 

In the summer of 1942, my parents felt they had to get me into new 
surroundings. So we spent some weeks at a sort of vacation motel near 
Lachute. It was a relief, and we met a group of empathetic people who 
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were really nice to me. They were bilingual French Canadians, and I rec
ognized that they were different. My parents noticed that too, and later 
that summer we went to a small French hotel in Fourteen-Island Lake, in 
the Laurentian Mountains near Shawbridge (now named Prevost). The 
owners, the St. Pierres, were farm people and had five bilingual children. 
They became my first friends in the New World. 

That fall my parents kept me out of school, and I went to Mrs. Shaw, 
the retired principal of my school, for home tutoring. Totally isolated 
now, I really felt ostracized and finally told Mother that I wanted to go 
back to school, even if the kids beat me up. I did, and although I was still 
afraid to go out on the playground, the third grade teacher had her class 
under control, and there were no more incidents, despite the overt hos
tility of most of the boys. 

When she thought she was alone, Mother cried a lot. She explained 
that Aachen had been heavily bombed, and she was afraid that her own 
mother had been hurt. She might never see her again. My father was also 
in bad spirits. Later, I learned that he had deliberately switched from 
designing machines to sales. When he had started working for the war 
effort, he was helping save England from German attack. Now the mills 
were grinding out aluminum to build planes that killed civilians in Ger
man cities. He just couldn't handle that, as a matter of conscience. 

In the summers of 1943 and 1944 we rented a summer cottage in 
Fourteen-Island Lake, and I began to experience life as a child should. I 
played with the smaller St. Pierre boys and worked with the bigger ones 
on the farm. I learned how to cut and bale hay, milk cows, and fork 
manure. I learned to dance to the jukebox tune of "Stardust" at the Dew
Drop Inn with thirteen-year old Cecile, blonde and adorable to a nine
year old boy. I also learned to speak French. Our family became insiders 
in the little French Canadian community of five families. We were told 
about Mr. Dujardin, who always watched the door, that he was on the run 
for evading conscription. Once he jumped out of the back window of the 
Dew-Drop Inn as the police came in the front door. As French Canadi
ans, they told us, they didn't want to fight England's war, so we were not 
"the enemy." They tended to see us as friends, perhaps as fellow under
dogs. Our friendship with the St. Pierres lasted for life. The oldest boy, 
Raymond, later went to work in Montreal, and Father sometimes had 
lunch with him when they worked in the same district. The two of them 
remained in periodic correspondence until my father's death. Ironically 
the St. Pierres were bicultural too, as I comprehended later. Their grand
mother had been a vivacious Irishwoman. 
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In fourth grade a school inspector came into every class once a 
month. Mter rustling through some papers behind the teacher's desk, he 
would ask about the children's ethnicity. All the "English" children had to 
stand up, and so forth.s Finally he would ask, "Are there any foreigners?" 
Now I had to stand up in the aisle. "What are you?" he would ask. "Ger
man," I had to say. Every month the same routine, with the same effect. 
The other children were reminded, and the hostility, bullying, and name
calling flared up again. I remember wondering, with growing anger, why 
he had to do this even though he already knew the facts. 

There is another incident, one of only a few that I have recounted to 
others, that is very applicable. When a pencil or an eraser went "missing" 
in class, the teacher promptly came down to search through my desk and 
that of Paul Laberge, the only French Canadian in the class. But eventu
ally it turned out that Charlie Benson had the item. That happened not 
once but several times-the teacher predictably pounced on the desks of 
the only two minority students, but the stolen trinket was always in Char
lie's. This was a classic reflex-you're not one of us; therefore you must 
look dishonest and disreputable; and so you're the obvious suspect. That 
is probably why police selectively stop or pick up Mrican American 
motorists for "suspicious behavior." 

Whenever I was in Montreal I had nightmares about children beat
ing me up, and my mother started taking me to a chiropractor. He was 
French Canadian, and he was very kind. I enjoyed the visits and the 
manipulations and felt that they really calmed my jangled nerves. We 
began to use only French-speaking professionals; it made such a differ
ence. Some of them were unfriendly, but it wasn't directed at us. The 
English-speaking Jesuits no longer came over, leaving my mother won
dering why. Instead three German Jesuits, who had been in Canada 
when the war broke out, started visiting. One of them, who was a dread
ful bore, tried talking to me in German on his first visit. I understood 
perfectly but couldn't find the words to respond. It made me aware that 
I was always answering my parents in English, and that now irritated me 
so much that I began to try to speak in German again. 

It had become evident to all of us that we were socially isolated 
except for a very small circle of German, Jewish, and French Canadian 
friends. Something important happened after the Normandy invasion in 
1944. Father began listening closely to the radio when he was home; this 
was so unusual that Mother had to explain why he was on edge. Mter all 
those years of wishing for an Allied victory, the impending destruction of 
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Germany was quite another matter for him. It was a two-edged sword, , 
and I immediately understood. Having been told for as long as I could 
remember that the Nazis must be defeated, it gave me a palpable sense 
of relief to discover that my father was also tortured by the contradictions 
ofloving Germany while also hoping for victory over Nazi Germany. Yes, 
it was all right to feel for Germany. No matter how bad it was, it was my 
country. My ethnicity had become clear to me. 

Things also began to change at school. I had been an unaggressive 
child, never fighting back when picked on. At age eleven, beginning my 
preadolescent growth spurt, I was ragged once too often and threw a few 
punches. It was one of the stronger boys, and I was surprised to see that 
his nose was bloodied, because I had gone for his face, instead of his 
chest, as was conventional in schoolyard scuffles. He was shaken too, and 
we just stood there and looked at each other. After that, the class peck
ing order was turned topsy-turvy. 

One day the boringJesuit came in with a magazine that had pictures 
of piles of Jewish bodies in a death camp. I remember how stunned we 
were. On another occasion he had magazine pictures of raped German 
women, dead on the streets of Berlin. I didn't get to see those pictures, 
but hearing about it made me very angry. The next time Tante Clacha 
visited, for the last time, she told my mother that if any of her relatives in 
Prague proved to have been killed, she would go over and distribute poi
soned candy to German children. I was shaken but couldn't believe it. It 
was a loss of innocence for me, because she was such a kind person. Yet 
since I was already beginning to grasp the enormity of what was later 
called the Holocaust, I somehow understood that she was in anguish, 
had said something she didn't mean, and didn't intend to hurt us. 
Nonetheless I felt that our circle of friends was becoming smaller still. 

The postwar years were different in that I went from the defensive to 
the offensive. I was fighting a lot, gettipg good grades, and allowed to be 
chummy with some of the "holdover" teens retaking seventh grade. In 
high school I would get belligerent when somebody asked me about my 
nationality: "A bloody (expletive) German! What about it?" My alien
ation was turning into defiance. I put together a makeshift punching bag 
and spent hours, it seemed, in the basement pummeling it. Every sum
mer there were three glorious months at our country house, exploring 
the bush around Fourteen-Island Lake. I devoured Western novels and 
received a .22-caliber rifle that saw a lot of use. My nightmares of victim
ization turned into recurrent dreams of violence. At home I never 
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argued with my parents. For them it was an easy passage of adolescence 
within the house, except for the pounding in the basement. My anger 
was directed to the outside. 

Prejudice was now directed top-down. Two examples, both of whom 
happened to be Jesuits, will make the point. As a college junior, my 
brother heard his professor of philosophy make the following dramatic 
statement in class: "For the last century, no, for the last three hundred 
years-the Germans have been the curse of the world!" Then there was 
my third-year high school teacher, an American Jesuit, as it was empha
sized. Father Kelly constantly used body language and metaphors as ifhe 
were a Notre Dame football coach. One day, in theology class, he made 
eye contact with me and made some derisive remark about "German 
geniuses." Then he almost snarled, "Moral fortitude! The Germans 
didn't have moral fortitude, and that's why the Americans went out 
and"-some sort of euphemism for "beat the guts out of them" followed, 
while he continued glaring at me without a blink. He had no personal 
reason to be that spiteful, and the next day I was in the dean's office with 
my mother. 

The dean was a nice person, shy and soft spoken, and he always 
seemed to have a gentle twinkle in his eye when he saw me. He made no 
argument but immediately discussed alternative solutions. He recom
mended against switching me to another third-year class, because the 
same priest taught religion class (!) in all of them. Instead, the dean pro
posed moving me up to fourth year, skipping a year. It was tough, but I 
pulled through and actually found myself e~oying school. The new 
priest was a hard pusher but had a wry sense of humor, and my new class
mates were mature and sophisticated, in my eyes, and accepted me like a 
little brother. No reason was ever given for my move. The next year, 
Father Kelly had been transferred back across the border. 

By then we had moved to a more pleasant neighborhood, dominated 
by English Canadians. It was a friendlier place. Reserved, but people did 
at least greet you, and the neighbors next door didn't threaten to call the 
police when I stepped across the midpoint of the common driveway. 
Irish Catholics were at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder in Mon
treal, just above French Canadians. Why did so many of them seem to 
want to take it out on German Catholics? Why did some of their most 
educated people harbor such a grudge? It was the slashing prejudicial 
remarks of teachers, from Mrs. Brawley to Father Kelly, that hurt the 
most and that still resonate with me today. 

A final incident of another kind rounds out these examples of my 
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Canadian experience. In a third-year history co,urse at McGill University 
I had been getting straight "firsts" (As), when suddenly I got a "third" on 
my class paper. It was on Roman history, and, significantly, I can't 
remember my reasons for believing that this was another case of ethnic 
prejudice. But shaken, I went to the professor and complained, implying 
that I received that grade because I was a German. Sorrowfully he looked 
at me and then explained quietly why my paper had missed the mark. I 
was terribly embarrassed, and I still feel red in the face about it today. 
But I began to recognize that I was obsessed with victimization and was 
becoming paranoid. It proved to be an important step in growing up, in 
snapping out of that mind-set. 

That same embarrassment helped me a decade later, when I was a 
young instructor at the University of Wisconsin. ThreeJewish students, I 
heard by mail, had gone to the dean while I was away on research leave, 
attributing the Bs and Cs they had received in my course to my being a 
Nazi. Considering my life experience, it hurt me deeply. But I eventually 
saw the connection with my Roman history course. Those students, too, 
had been fighting prejudice all their lives, and they were vulnerable and 
suspicious. From then on, I made an extra effort when grading papers by 
minority students of any kind to spell out my criticisms in full and to do 
so gently. I have also reflected on what can happen to minority students 
who lack either the confidence or the articulacy to speak up and com
plain: that obsession, that cloud of suspicion can sap their will to suc
ceed, because they believe that merit has nothing to do with it; the sys
tem isn't fair; they haven't got a chance. Prejudice works like a poison on 
children and teens. Small but regular doses can also blind you about 
what is positive and well intended; they can take over your life and turn 
it into a nightmare. 

After Canada 

At twenty-one, master's degree in hand from McGill, I went back to Ger
many with a national scholarship to work on my Ph.D. It took me a while 
to match up the Germany of 1955 with the images recalled by my par
ents. The doctoral students I interacted with, some of whom had served 
in the military, were enthusiasts for a united Europe, without borders. 
Others were from Spain, Sri Lanka, Iran, and Japan, and all were given 
warm welcomes and genuine support. Up to two hundred students from 
all over faithfully attended several long slide shows on Japanese rural 
landscapes by our Japanese friend. Six hundred to nine hundred citizens 
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of Bonn could be expected to attend any popular lecture at the univer
sity on a foreign country. Mrican Americans, who could not sing in U.S. 
opera performances, starred in the town opera and were enthusiastically 
applauded. Whatever unreconstructed thoughts lurked somewhere 
among an older generation, those were heady times not only to be in 
Germany but to be anywhere in continental Europe. The era of obsessive 
consumerism and "guest workers" had not yet dawned, and it seemed as 
if everyone had just come up for pure oxygen after the years of repres
sion, war, or occupation. This all stood in contrast with the grim 
parochialism I had experienced in Montreal. 

I continued to cherish memories of the incomparable natural envi
ronment of my country home in the Laurentians, and I seriously thought 
about going back to study the failed farming venture of my French Cana
dian friends, whose families had moved into that inhospitable area in the 
1840s. But in the end I became a specialist on the Near East. I began to 
value my Canadian passport as a Commonwealth identification, in those 
two decades when the Commonwealth symbolized international cooper
ation rather than special-interest bickering. In 1959 I accepted a univer
sity appointment in the United States and married a German woman. 

The state of Wisconsin proved to be another felicitous choice. It was 
a friendly place with multicultural roots. Mter a month, the elevator 
operator in my university building asked me whether I was going to stay 
in Wisconsin. I said yes, a little hesitantly because I remembered in 
another life being sarcastically asked when I would be leaving. But the 
woman smiled at my answer and said, "Good!" That welcome never 
seemed to fade, and the four children that my German wife and I raised 
grew up without ostracism as authentic Americans, proud of their Old 
World roots. That is the healthy way for children to come to maturity. 

Looking Back 

Recalling and recording these events and emotions has not been done 
easily, if only because I am a private person. My generation was condi
tioned to be tight lipped about personal matters and had little toler
ance for what might be perceived as whining or complaining. Add to 
that the relatively benign ethnic prejudice that my family was exposed 
to, for I have never considered myself a victim. Yet over the years, 
despite my repression of the more painful memories, I found myself 
drawing intuitively upon these experiences in reaching out to "others" 
and in dealing with prejudice. Later, I found that these same experi-
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ences had come to dominate the issues central to my most important 
university courses. 

Immersing myself in recalling and sorting out the more salient mem
ories, the very fact of rearranging them in linear time with reference to 
occasional family or external happenings, brought back details I thought 
forgotten. Many such events had been captured by Father's camera and 
preserved in the photographic albums that he assembled, with dates, 
from the 1920s to 1952. In 1981 he also provided me with a chronology 
of his life between 1907 and 1941. Some missing details were supplied by 
my brother, who, six years my senior, did have a sequential memory bank 
for our years in England. For our parents' recounting of the flight from 
Germany and its antecedents, we pooled our recollections.9 I was sur
prised to reexperience emotions long forgotten and recalled some naive 
attempts to make sense of what was happening around me. 

As I began to write I found myself being more candid and explicit 
than I had intended to be, but only then did it become apparent to me 
that none of the literature I had read provided personal accounts of how 
commonplace prejudicial words or actions can impact a child. There 
seems to be silence about the countless "little" things that hurt, humili
ate, or provoke mute anger; the thoughtless or spiteful ways in which 
educators can make a mockery of their own vocations. If others with such 
power at their disposition are to learn what not to do, I had to spell out 
what it was like to be at the receiving end. 

My father had resisted the pressures to conform, as a matter of con
science. Unwilling to compromise, he had taken us abroad, as refugees 
from Nazi intolerance. But there we had found ourselves in an increas
ingly hostile world, unjustly branded as Nazis and for ten years subject to 
most of the gamut of biased behavior. Perhaps worst of all, our fellow 
Catholics and even some of the priests had rushed to judgment, scape
goating us-as children-for the tragedy unfolding thousands of miles 
from Canada's shores. It was only very much later that I would try to 
explain such behavior as the displaced aggression of a once-marginalized 
group, barely emerged from the ghettos of Montreal, Toronto, or Boston. 
For some, God was reduced to a tribal deity, but this did not shake my 
anchoring as a Catholic, and although I include several Jesuits among my 
early role models, it did leave a mixed taste in my mouth for that order. 

More difficult to explain was our almost total ostracism by virtually all 
the people who thought they knew who we were, specifically the Catholic 
community of St. Ignatius parish. For years, the four of us remained 
almost totally isolated, our own reactions to rejection probably reinforc-
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ing that rejection. The vital importance of support groups became 
apparent when European immigrants and visitors began to arrive in 
Montreal around 1950 and we also first met earlier immigrants from 
other parts of the city. At last we could compare experiences and talk 
things out. My brother went on to study at the University of Toronto in 
1948, and we traveled more widely as the restrictions on foreigners were 
lifted. Our morale picked up rapidly once we transcended the confines 
of the parish community, literally and figuratively. 

The lack of overt ethnic prejudice that I had discovered as an under
graduate at McGill, and the warm reception my brother had experi
enced as a graduate student at the University of Toronto, impressed all 
of us that socioeconomic background had a lot to do with it. These were 
elite institutions, where many of the best (and most gentlemanly) pro
fessors at the time were British. But as a graduate student, I also became 
aware of the other side of that coin-the favoritism displayed for stu
dents fresh from Britain, some of whom were less than gracious. 

The preferential treatment of British immigrants at some Canadian 
universities was not too popular among the Canadian students. I now 
befriended Canadians for the first time, as well as two West Indian stu
dents, preferring the company of a novel group of "outsiders." But the 
geography department at McGill provided my first institutional home, 
and I felt comfortable. I was competing on my own ground, in my own 
microcommunity, and I had full confidence in my own ability to do so. 
Unable to get a Canadian government fellowship for my doctoral stud
ies, I simply moved on to Germany. Four years later, unable to get a posi
tion in Canada, I joined countless others among the brain drain from 
Canada to the United States. But an attachment did persist, and I waited 
until 1991 to take out U.S. citizenship. 

Over the years I revisited Canada on various professional occasions 
and was surprised at how rapidly it had changed. Toronto and Vancou
ver had moved from post-Victorian provincial towns to multiethnic 
metropoles. Friendly, open young people had replaced their dour par
ents of Scottish heritage in the small towns of central Ontario. Canada 
had indeed opened itself up to the outside world. It had managed to 
become cosmopolitan without losing its distinctiveness. But Montreal 
had changed into a somewhat sad place, riven by ethnic hostility. The 
French Canadians, who so long had been reduced to hewers of wood 
and drawers of water by a dominant, anglophone minority, had turned 
the tables, but the outcome seemed ambiguous. At a faculty cocktail 
party at McGill I heard francophone universities reviled and was then 
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exposed to a French Canadian faculty member being ridiculed to his 
face with ethnic cliches by an English-speaking colleague. Small wonder, 
it seemed, that the Quebec legislature had curtailed funding for McGill 
University. On the subways, I found that people looked sullen, as if they 
had lost rather than won a majority voice in their own affairs. In victory, 
French Canadians seemed to have lost some of their graciousness. 

There seem to be no winners when ethnicity degenerates from posi
tive solidarity to the corrosive pathologies of resentment and conflict. 
Perhaps that is because the generosity of spirit, which gives us confi
dence in a shared humanity, is its first victim. 

Full Circle 

Dislocation, prejudice, and a partial awareness of international events 
during my early years influenced the decisions I made in graduate 
school. My home environment certainly whetted my interest in foreign 
countries and history. But my favorite childhood book was Richard Hal
liburton's Complete Book of Maroels, and I remember the sense of escape 
from a hostile environment as I read and reread it to lose myself in the 
past or in remote places. This was not some world of the imagination but 
was written about real events and places. During my teens that interest 
became increasingly directed, and I taught myself how to read German 
in Gothic type, giving me access to the wealth of historical and geo
graphical information in our twenty-volume Meyer encyclopedia of 
1897. During the summer that I turned nineteen I read Arnold Toyn
bee's Study of History in the abridged edition, fascinated by the normative 
approach to macro history and especially the notion of challenge and 
response as a prime mover. As a master's degree student I wrote a term 
paper on the problem of ethnicities in the Hapsburg Empire, and by 
then I had decided I would not do my doctorate on a Canadian topic. 

I 

A growing fascination with the Near East was combined with a curios-
ity about how people adapted their lifeways to a marginal, arid environ
ment that was unpredictable and prone to frequent change. To avoid 
the trap of determinism I would need a great deal of sophistication in 
the social sciences, so that the matter of interaction could only be tack
led incrementally. In regard to environmental history, short or long 
term, there were next to no reliable data. The first priority became to 
generate such hard data. To meet both objectives I regularly collabo
rated with archaeologists, most of them grounded in anthropology. 
Together, we formulated, discussed, and argued interdisciplinary ques-
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tions. My technical expertise derived from the natural sciences. Nomi
nally addressed to environmental reconstruction, the more intriguing 
questions for me concerned the patterning of human settlement and 
subsistence in environmental mosaics that changed over time. lO 

Eventually I devised the term geo-archaeology for such cross-disciplinary 
research and was drawn into a variety of projects from Spain and Egypt to 
eastern and southern Mrica. Depending on the area and issues, I worked 
on sites or in settings in a wide range of topographic and environmental 
settings, from architectural features and cemeteries to rock art, stone arti
fact horizons, and fossil beds. Observational skills are best honed not by 
endless repetition under similar parameters but by comparing and con
trasting. Paleolithic caves in Spain shed light on the formation of 
Pliocene cave breccias in South Mrica. The big river valleys and their 
modern indigenous settlements in Ethiopia helped explicate the mecha
nisms of the Egyptian flood cycle and early floodplain settlement along 
the Nile. The deserts of North Mrica were both similar to and different 
from the arid plains of South Mrica and Namibia. These complex data 
came together in a mental matrix that was turned into a number of 
regional and thematic articles and systematized in successive books. 

My audience was among anthropologists, human paleontologists, 
and Near Eastern specialists, rather than among the ranks of earth sci
entists, and for over a decade I mainly participated in anthropology and 
archaeology meetings. Research for a book directed primarily to social 
questions in ancient Egypt first convinced me that historical documen
tation is a great deal more insightful and nuanced, and hence more 
intellectually satisfYing, than the somewhat normative procedures typical 
of a "hard" science methodology. My lectures on earth processes and 
landforms refocused on people as geologic agents, emphasizing human 
impacts on the environment. A course on human geography was added, 
and I wrote an early article on the potential implications of global cli
matic change. To gain greater freedom to develop a new curriculum, I 
accepted a position in Switzerland in 1981. There I developed a course 
sequence that emphasized historical human ecology, including such 
themes as demography, long-term population cycles, famines, the Indus
trial Revolution, social justice, war and genocide, and Third World 
exploitation. Such an agenda was unprecedented in the conservative 
framework of Swiss geography. 

Twenty-five years of hands-on field experience with different peo
ples, in so many places, had become an inestimable resource. Anthropo
logical sensitivities developed across eighteen years of close, collabora-
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tive work could now be put to full use. The cOfllmand of scientific tech
nologies was an asset, and my penchant for comparative reflection, com
plexities, and diachronic thinking could be readily transferred. This was 
what I had once chosen to do, and at midlife I was consciously coming 
full circle. 

As I sensed the stimulus of new intellectual challenges, my research 
changed radically. My wife had been working on Islamic Spain, and 
together we had explored the layouts of medieval Islamic cities and 
countrysides on earlier occasions. In 1980 she and I began a long-term 
project to study several Islamic hill villages north of Valencia. She alter
nated between research in the main historical archives, to ferret out and 
decipher medieval documents about "our towns," and direct observa
tions as a "participant observer" in the village where we stayed. At the 
same time, I excavated in an abandoned Muslim hamlet, destroyed after 
a revolt in 1526, and later in two Islamic castles, one of which had been 
ravaged after another Muslim rising in the 1270s, shortly after the Chris
tian Reconquest. 

Halfway through our six seasons in the sierra I was also doing semi
structured interviews, using local informants to interpret the function of 
medieval features. I was impressed by the continuity of adaptations, 
despite ethnic replacement, and eventually privileged to hear the inner 
feelings of some of the young people on their rootedness in the frugal 
environment that they considered home. ll The monographic publica
tion that ensued relied heavily on medieval documents to bring to light 
the travails of a cluster of minority communities, chafing against cultural 
domination, subject to forced conversion, massacred after their unsuc
cessful rising in 1526 (for which we had uncovered the fired timbers in 
collapsed houses), and finally driven into exile in 1609.12 We began to 
grasp, emotionally, the scope of the tragedy of the Muslim minority, 
made accessible to us by being allowed to sense the nostalgic loyalty to 
"home" shared by modern emigres from a dying mountain community. 

It became increasingly evident to me that I was tapping directly into 
my earlier life experiences, even as the recurrent theme of human 
response to climatic change and environmental stress revealed a sub
conscious fascination with resistance and adaptation in the face of adver
sity (see also Peter Suedfeld's chapter, "A Generalist in Search of a Spe
cialty," in this volume)P I also believe that my lifelong penchant for 
crossing disciplinary boundaries and seeking other points of view owes 
much to early experiences where other "outsiders" were presumed to be 
interesting people and possible allies. Both my lectures and research 
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began to resonate with concerns about social responsibility and values, 
and I grew conscious of a deep-seated relativism, an unwillingness to 
reach premature closure, and a comfort with ambiguity. 

In deciding to take a new position in Texas, my wife and I were both 
strongly attracted by the vibrantly bicultural Hispanic world that began a 
few miles south of Austin and by the prospect of continuing our research 
in colonial Mexico. I remember standing in front of the Spanish gover
nor's house in San Antonio, wondering about how a young military con
script from our Valencian village would have felt, arriving on this former 
colonial frontier. Appropriate or not, that reflection somehow guided 
my next research focus, to try to understand nonstereotypic Spanish 
impressions of the New World. 

Sixteenth-century letters written by Spanish emigrants to relatives 
back home give no hint of obsessive greed or ambition. Instead the let
ters display everyday human concerns, apprehensions, and tenderness, 
as their writers attempt to rationalize family events within deeper cul
tural values. These ordinary people express the same emotions, hopes, 
sensitivities, and biases as do modern North Americans. Of course there 
were conquistadors who, beyond government oversight, were just as 
inhuman as the colonialist villains of Joseph Conrad's "Heart of Dark
ness," set in the Belgian Congo of the 1890s. But the contemporary 
writer Oviedo did distinguish between brutal and upright conquistadors. 
That does not excuse or legitimize wars of conquest and human subor
dination, but the "burden" of "civilizing" other peoples was still miscon
structed a century ago by Rudyard Kipling, whom I read in school. Hind
sight is a convenient tool for stigmatizing other people, as people, while 
forgetting the endless litany of horrors perpetrated by one's own nation. 
The polemic about the Columbian quincentenary largely missed its 
opportunity to reflect on prejudices, insensitivity, and intolerance toward 
the other,14 by simplistically condemning Spain and implicitly white
washing the Anglo-American pursuit of Manifest Destiny. 

The "critical theorists" have had a field day twisting the words of early 
writings on the "New" World, and even the faculty of departments of 
English have rushed out fearlessly to deconstruct history. But the obser
vations of the sixteenth century are instructive about the complexity of 
human emotions and intellectual processes of articulate writers, many 
with nonacademic backgrounds, when confronted with a new paradigm 
of two world hemispheres. Their efforts to comprehend differences and 
similarities, to devise logical explanations, and to learn to appreciate 
unfamiliar historical trajectories and cultural behaviors are illuminat-
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ing-if only because they mirror the life experiences of every individual 
at any time. 

It is also productive to look at documents such as indigenous artists' 
sculpture or maps as more than evidence of "resistance." There are over 
a thousand informal maps from sixteenth-century Mexico drawn locally 
for litigation purposes that reveal a continuous transition between 
indigenous and European conventions as used to represent physical and 
cultural topographies. These suggest efforts by both parties to find com
mon ground in representing the visible world. They point to "communi
cation" that, although incomplete and difficult to interpret, suggests 
how individual Spaniards and Indians might sporadically recognize each 
others' cognitive processes as comparable and hence grasp their shared 
humanity. Much the same can be argued for naturalists or missionaries 
who employed indigenous artists to paint zoological, botanical, or medi
cinal specimens; or for the master stonemason who carved European 
iconographic images on a church facade and gave them a distinctive 
indigenous imprint or added indigenous symbols as an expression of a 
personal search for a coherent synthesis of world views. 

At the same time, second and third generation European settlers 
were learning to see the biotic landscape through indigenous eyes,judg
ing by the rapid expansion of Nahuatl nomenclature in early Spanish 
documents to describe the native flora, even as Nahuatl speakers 
adapted their own language to accommodate Old World livestock. The 
voluntary exchange of crops is particularly tangible, with indigenous 
peoples adapting Old World fruit trees, while Spanish settlers preferred 
Mexican peppers to their own spices and shifted from wheat bread to 
maize tortillas. By the late 1700s, all ethnoracial classes in Mexico were 
formally intermarrying. These are examples of the complexities of the 
transculturation, the process by which different peoples learn from each 
other and become more alike. 

Reaching Out 

In trying to understand the finer grain of transculturation, we can' rec
ognize a creativity of the human spirit and perhaps even a sense of plea
sure or optimism in new aesthetic or intellectual accomplishments. Colo
nial domination and alienation clouded that process in Mexico, but we 
cannot let the ideologues reduce its complexity to an unmitigated saga 
of suppression, pain, and injustice. "Resistance" is a multifaceted thing, 
its motives and vitality probably more positive than negative. Then, and 
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now, mutual respect and collaboration can potentially draw upon suffi
cient goodwill among sullen minority groups to allow constructive 
engagement. Surely there must be better solutions than more "circum
scribing" legislation to deal with the seemingly "indigestible" minorities 
created by culturally distinctive immigrants within the industrialized 
nations of today. 

Raised in the tradition of national states, westerners have long been 
prone to the assumption that nationality and ethnicity are synonymous. 
Painfully, we have begun to learn that they are not, even when the stan
dard language is the same. The nation-state came together, often by 
manipulation or force, at the expense of vibrantly rich and distinctive 
regional traditions that represent centuries of cultural and historical 
experience. The attempted suppression or reduction of regional tradi
tions or ethnicities to folkloric curiosities, as in the case of the petit pays 
of France,15 would be a great cultural loss. "Conservative clerical nation
alism" helped save the Catholics of Ireland, the French Canadians, and 
the Belgian Flemings from cultural submersion. Beyond "mere" region
alism, it was the application of the same arbitrary concept of national 
state that has brought a heightened level of ethnic tension or conflict to 
the Balkans, culminating in ethnic cleansing in Turkey and Greece dur
ing the 1920s, various forced expatriations in the 1940s, and incredibly 
bloody conflict in Bosnia in 1941-45 and again in the 1990s. 

Beginning with the introduction of single-language public education 
in Europe during the 1850s, the national state has sought to homogenize 
its peoples directly or indirectly through centralization. 16 Whereas, in an 
earlier era, many cities or rural districts had thrived with interdigitated 
linguistic, religious, or ethnic tapestries,17 the nation-state insisted on 
standardizing one national language and based itself on a monoreligious 
(read: cultural) establishment. "Others" were increasingly marginalized, 
accentuating tensions and enforcing conformity at the price of ridicule 
or suppression,18 Among a dominant people conditioned to an un
healthy awareness of "difference," demagogic politicians and community 
leaders incited bigotry or violence, especially in times of crisis.19 That is 
what led to the pogroms of Russian Poland and eventually opened the 
door to the Holocaust as well as to other atrocities on a grand scale in 
Europe and Asia throughout that frightful decade of the 1940s. 

There is an urgent message here: that intolerance of diversity is noth
ing new and that we must find more equitable and constructive ways to 
demarginalize minorities, without requiring them to sacrifice their iden
tities or the cultural heritages that they embody. Traditional customs 
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and values are seriously at risk when minority il}dividuals reject their own 
society, without grasping the complexity of the majority culture, leaving 
themselves increasingly rootless. Such deculturation is accompanied by 
confusion and a spiritual anomie that threatens the social contract. It is 
not by accident that within the immigrant population of Texas the num
ber of teenage pregnancies is highest in the third and fourth genera
tions. The United States has yet to confront the reality that 9 percent of 
its population is of foreign birth and that 26 percent of the total is of 
non-European background, with that percentage increasing rapidly. 
Can the charter society accept a reasonable level of cultural pluralism 
within the ever changing quilt of an immigrant nation? 

That will be a daunting task, especially in the face of hardening mili
tancy, hypersensitivity, and mutual distrust. Education is critical here, 
and parents and teachers must instill respect for others at an early age. 
We see others through a filter of perception, learned from our parents, 
our teachers, our age cohorts, our media, as well as our religious con
gregations and secular leaders. Ethnic circumscription comes easily to 
humans, as they seek psychological comfort and find support in a famil
iar universe, particularly on those occasions on which they are con
fronted with difference. But ethnic behavior towards the other is learned 
at an early age, implicitly and explicitly, from our peers and elders. 
Whether that behavior emerges as pejorative and hostile depends largely 
on the innumerable signals we pick up as children, adolescents, and 
young adults. Such signals will eventually govern our innermost thoughts 
and spontaneous reactions, and will substantially affect how we deal with 
difference. 

Teachers at all levels have an open mandate to study our immigrant 
communities and their heritages so as to educate'the dominant group, 
influence policy-making, and ultimately help build transethnic bridges. 
The scale of crisis in failed integration continues, to build, with super
ficial acculturation more than offset by a disintegration of traditional val
ues among immigrant populations. The resulting social problems and 
insecurity exacerbate ethnic friction, setting in motion feedback pat
terns (all too familiar from the faltering accommodation of Mrican 
Americans into the mainstream) that tacitly institutionalize stratifi
cation. The challenge is to find ways to enable immigrant communities 
to hold on to their own cultural values, to reinforce their informal insti
tutions, and to retain their self-esteem as they seek acceptance rather 
than rejection by the dominant group. Once a minority has been totally 
deculturated-and before it can properly embrace the value system of 
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the dominant group-the social problems become almost intractable. If 
nothing else, the very scale of finding a new multicultural accommoda
tion between old minorities and new minorities, who will make up almost 
half of the American population within thirty or forty years, is a com
pelling reason for dealing constructively with the issues today rather 
than paying the incalculable costs of failure tomorrow. 

Most universities now offer broad curricula and ample options for a 
"multicultural" education, even if that tends to be inadequate in prac
tice. But rather than try to impose multicultural study from above, uni
versities should first of all support those scholars in ethnic studies who 
may be willing to offer constructive, quality courses aimed at mainstream 
students rather than "insiders." They should also identify the large, exist
ing menu of courses in other departments that have substantial multi
cultural content and provide students with appropriate incentives to 
sample some of them. Finally, they should encourage those departments 
that now offer the basic courses in "Western" history or civilization to 
bring in guest lecturers specializing in non-Western or "minority" fields, 
so as to broaden the agenda-on a regular basis. Above all, this task 
should not simply be turned over to militant polemicists. 

Cultural and other prejudices continue to play an unfortunate role 
on the international stage. Edward Said's Orientalism,2o argues that colo
nialism and its representation of other cultures-specifically the Middle 
East-continue to pervade intellectual, political, and social circles. 
While Said's indictment of political policies and popular attitudes is 
fairly close to the mark, his sweeping condemnation of Western scholar
ship on the Middle East is unfair and counterproductive. Through a 
rather selective study of a vast database, Said allowed himself to stereo
type scholarship and then, inexcusably, treated politics and research as 
the interchangeable but reinforcing points of a polemic argument. His 
underlying purpose may well be to challenge Western cultural stereotyp
ing of the Middle East. But in the process he rejects the hand reached 
out by countless genuine Orientalists to find common ground and make 
"the East" accessible to well-meaning readers among the educated and 
influential middle class. 

One of the more compelling international problems today is how to 
deal constructively with the Islamic world. That world is just as diverse as 
the entity we label "the West," and for over a century its many different 
peoples have been in turmoil over roughshod colonial intrusion and cul
tural westernization. In combination with the excesses of Islamic funda
mentalism, Said's rejectionism reinforces those sympathetic with Samuel 
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Huntington's The Clash of Civilizations,2l a trove of recipes for a new, cul
tural fascism. A Harvard historian, Huntingto~ paints the Islamic world 
as the post-Soviet enemy of Western civilization and recommends not 
only strict cultural containment but a purification of Western culture 
from within.22 To the contrary, I would argue that we must learn to 
understand the Islamic world and its historical experience. On seeing 
the traumatized faces of'the Muslim children in Bosnia and Kosovo, I am 
reminded of how much we need to discover and explain the shared roots 
and values that "East" and "West" hold in common. And we must build 
many different bridges of communication, based on mutual respect. 
Above all the academy must be drawn into the political process, at the 
highest levels of long-term policy making, focusing not on expediency, 
but on reconciliation and a shared vision for the future. 

In sum, these examples serve to illustrate applications of my child
hood experiences in my professional life. I deeply despise the arrogant 
and categorical Nazi ideology that caused so much human suffering, and 
for that reason I am fundamentally opposed to contemporary ideologues 
who stereotype with a broad brush and believe that a righteous cause 
justifies any means. Instead I persist in trying to promote understanding 
of others and so to find common ground. I see my childhood experiences 
with ethnic prejudice as indispensable, even as a privilege that allows me 
to feel some of the anguish and anger of those who have truly been mar
ginalized. That is what drives my efforts to link my research to a real but 
flawed world, in which there are many shades of gray and where pain is all 
too often inflicted carelessly. While I try to learn from the past, I am con
cerned about the future and hope that all our children may be able to 
grow up with dignity and equal opportunites. 

NOTES 

My brother, Paul, shared his recollections with me,just as he once instructed me 
about a larger world, and later inspired me with his willingness to speak up, as a 
mathematician and historian of science. My wife, Elisabeth, taught me much 
about anthropological practice as she led me to appreciate that people are fasci
nating in and of themselves. Our daughter Kieke provided helpful suggestions in 
regard to education. A number of students have stimulated me through their 
own insights or experiences: Pavel Kraus, Karl Offen, Natasha Barsotti, Adriana 
Olivares, and especially Christine Drennon. To all, my gratitude. This chapter 
was written for my children, and theirs, so that they will not forget why we didn't 
go with the flow. Perhaps it will also offer insight and understanding to the chil-
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dren of other emigres of conscience. It is dedicated to the memory of my par
ents, who through their example pointed me to a good path. 
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