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GGerman utlzenship, and h erroots

By Erla DREIFUS

ight years ago, some enl-
! lege friends and 1 were
" planning a frip to Europe.
1, the granddaughter of
German-Jewish refugees
who fled their homeland in 1937 and
1938, vetoed any stops in Germany.
Phis year - while retaining my
American citizenship - I took advap-. .
tage of a German law thatl allows de-
seendants of people like my grand-
parents to become Clerman eitizens,
Something had changed,

‘I first heard about the citizenship
possibility six years ago from an
Amemmn acquaintanes, like myself of
German-Jewish extraction, who teid
me that he and his family had recent.
Iy become German citizens. The no-
tiosr intrigued me, and T {elephoned
‘the Genmn Emhasby ‘Were your
: 'g'andparean vietims of persecution
“by thé Third Reich?” the vojee at the
other end asked. Old ifjages and sto-

" ries poiired mto my mmd and with

my heart beating very fant fre-

sponded; “Yes ™ o Ly

The embassy sent m%rrmhnn
that I shared with my futher, my .
grandparents’ only child, We learned

- that Article 116 (2)-of German Basic

Law provided that “FormerCGarmag
citizens who, between 30 J anuary

1933 and 8 May 1945, were deprived
of their citizenship on political, racial,
or religious grounds, and their do-

seenlinty,
citizenship: upon dpplz( ahf)r‘” (emp i

ges mina},

. But how German was I‘f P
All my life Phadunder smod my-.
self'in & varioty of rolesTan American,

- Reform Jew, a native New Yorker,

a Harvard student, a reader and a
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An American Jew gets a passport to her German past

B CITIZENSHIP
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writar. My parents’ child. My siste's sister) My grand-
parents’ granddasghter. These aspeets to my sell had
either been fixed sinee birth or had develnped mare or
jess nabwrally, Germanness was never central to this
pleture.

B4l T had usually theught of my prundparents,
whoar speech had never lost ils wrigingl aceent, more s

serman Jews than as Americans. As a child 1 heard
theiy own stories and the oves they read from Lhe grue-
some “Strewweipetor” book. Grardma seemed to faver
the, tale of Konrad, whe, like me, sucked his thumb,
Unlike Konrad, however, | escapord having my thurmbs
severed by the locul tatlor - Mipp und klapp — in the
untimely absence of Fraw Mamn

1 rame to know all my grendparents’ vefages
friends and refutives, I listenad as in their native lan-
puage they discussed matters they didn’t wanl me to
undprstand, 1 ate their German feods. 1 realized that
my names, first und lasl, were otterly Guermasle, and
learned that my grandmother, foo, would have been
called "Torika” had her father, in 1915, not disdained it
a3 “too modorn,”

Germany and things German had played some role
in my fife from the hepinning. Bul. these thin threads
soon retreated into the shadow cast by the Holoemisd

T remember hearing adnlis mention the nmne “Hit-
der” when T was u young ¢hlld Bving in a predominantly
Jewish Brooklyn neighbarhond, and 1 remember rond-
ingr Anne Frank’s diary when 1 was about 8 yoars ofd. 1t
was also around that time tht the minizerics “Hole-
caunt” gived on Lelovision, and visual mages of every-
thing from the prewar perseention o the gus rhambers
eonfronted me for the first tme.

Beon my family moved from Bracklyn Lo a mostly
non-Jewish New Jersoy soburb, where T resd overy
Rrloeaust navrative T could find. © recall in part

| one nutebingraphy, peoned by 4 German woman who
jhad prown up as n “Mischiing, second degree,” s chitd
Pwith one Jewish grandparent, her tainted anceslry
marking her wartime moloseonce,
|- Laber came the work by William Heyen in which he
. Es’su"riheﬁ the mass mreves al Bergen-Belsen: “You will
e

see thal the graves are rovored, as is the whole aven,
with Erika. Erilea, beft-heather, heide, a heath plant,
wild and strong. ... IE must ba vary beantifnl and very
terrible at Beisen when auch {all the Eriks hinsroms, 1
do ot think T will ever #ive a fall duy when 1 do not
think of Belsen .1 will think of Brika hlowing green
or hinoming vinlel-red over the dead.”

1 read such hooks agadn and again. 1 abaovhed ginre
of my grandparents’ stories, loarning abont why they
emtigated and who Uiey left bebind and the retatives
who suffered and died in places ealted Gars and Dachan
and Auschwitz,

But T alao learhed what came hefore, that my ghme
Father had been born in Alidmd, the same Black Forest
viliage his Gunily had lived in since the middle of the
18th enntury. | knew he had been orphened and then
denied an edueatien whon, still a_child, he began worke
ing full Lime in Uie Cumily's bukery,

Fearned ubount my gra hrr's bonrgosiz child.
fond ia the city of Manrheim, which stroelc me as idyllic
in ranmy ways, replete with o secoesn! father to speil
her and close Hnks with heor whed Tamily, Her own
parents were onasing whies ek Hved in the Ba-
dem region for wmore than a o Mm'\ Her curly Efe histo-
ry helghtonad the sardness of the losses she faced when
bourding an A un ship at, Hln\!w.ng at the uge Uf
23, alune and destined for a qviiu of joi
less fufilling than the €
tion and medies] career 'th h(ui planned.

Hub as 4 child | never pol words Lo my incres
fears, never lumnd an - spontinnge
cerlainly never menbioned the wmax:mg nightmurg in
whick the 8§ ievs wtormod inte my sobirhan
Tonrth-grade ¢ uw, bore me from my desi, and iso-
fated me ~ the ealy Jewish student in the elass - Lo be
taken away n o big black truck.

Murning always came befare the truek reached itg
destinelion. Only yewrs Btov, after § resd Tsrael pay-
chedn Dan Bar-On's 1905 hook, "Fear and Hope:
Thiree Generations ol the Holoeamd,™ did } wcih!,v LIl.l‘L
mine were not the only thivd geoeration nigt e

For o domg tine, somathing kept me from vis
Germany. My praniparents have revisited thefr home-
land twice, once in 1972 and again in 1988 - the same
year | orefused to go there wifh my friends. Neither

fam

time did they sleep fn Gormany, dhonuing instead to
erogs the Rhing and rest easier in the heme of French
eonsing,

But the next year, after the eollapsze of the Berlin
Wall, I was studying.in Europe. When the npportunity
arose, | traveled o Geymany. The six hours T spent
expinring Berite by mysell before meeting my Niiends
were tense ones. Clinging to my familiae “Lel’s Go B
rope” volurme, T was senlely aware of my o
disnrientation, my mabtlity to gpeck the lun

shurt, my w ces and valnerability - inop country
where 1 woult have been murdered only decndos o
er.

But, the trip proved plossant, and paved the way foe
two s ity pilgrim

birthydaces, where old neighbs
welesmed gs =1temily buck into the funily homes. Pho-
i the has
3 wimother had played as w chikd, ¢
“;_.tuvc me the chills” In Altdorf, one ¢ 3 revatlnd
most vividly the family's bakery and Grandpe's baly
brother - or, meve precksely, Unele Bols striking red
HEDS

Stif, my father, sister, and 1 did not
to start the process of becoming German
be we yealized our actions held mure =i
mape i ait-fing. Mayhe we weren'l p:
Iy ready; my visits to Germany and some study of L}w
e that T olid partly for acelomic roasor prr
ed the hure i

And on g practiced leved, my Dither tonk thme (o con-
sult hwyers sndd State Departiment officisd
and ensure pgain — that we would inno w
our U8 ¢itizenshiy. He learned that unie
outright thal we were renanning one US 3
were canvicled ol tresson, or accepiod a “policy lovel
pasition” in the other country's governmont, or conunit-
Led some other highly unlikely act, we Faced a0 danger,
Al he was ploesed [o dizgover that there \wm[si be ne
wilverse tax quences o other Ha o
hulhll

Alb three of us spend Lime Dn Burope in onr profes-
sions, and u Gernan pa towould make us Burope-
an, offoeths remeaving visa and other b s for me
as § worked and studied in France.

o said later,

5, My
than

Fes

There folimwed a process of application und doeu-
mentation and presenting mysell at the Genemonay-
lat in Copley Place to sign for my Finbuerge

Hie
Kierade and Lo be told, by a consular official with a e

fous half smile, “You are now a German eifizen” That ®

smpronaunecahle naturalization cortificate, ratified by
the appropriaie office in Altdorfs district, allowed me
ti fiie & formm, submit photograpbs, pay a fee - and re-
coive i B

And when that crim:
he this spring, Lhe proccss was complete. Complete,
but ot to be forgoetien or dsmissed, The current media
foens alone, on sbrugzles o recover lost hanke aceounts
and old inswrance pelicios and stolen art, keeps the sub-
Joet alive, though not 56 much for me persenally: | real-

ralcred Brisepens amived

Iy do not expeet anyone to replace the feather-fifled .

ermifrter
prundfather Ledridden beneath it~ on the Kristail-
nacht, the Night of Broken Glass in November 1438,
Whut eoneerns me waere, as far as publie policy
goes, is Lhe debate about Germuny's practice of extend
ing vitizenship Lo ethoie Germans all over the world
while withha!
prants, I deplore the injuslices confronting

“priest

Aoy

shieng - not cikizens — in their new conntry.
Still, my “hinodased” dual citizenzhip serves an

important, oegtive purpese, and its meaning ex-

tends fap beyond the political arena into a place where

thent

e

publie pnd privale history eonverge, The leader of the

Third Reich meant t0 vid Germany of its Jews. In a
seaall way, reclaiming the Gorman part of my horitage
defies Lhe nearly = that man attained,
Adding my name to the citizenshin rolls pleees one
more Jew among the Germans, and it recovers some-
thing taken from my grasdparents,

omplele

Antd then there's something that more L!mplv re-

aembles personal healing, My strugple with Germany
has heen lung, I'mm the navratives and pightmares to
the travel and hepuge less With my passpart

signed, sealed, ;ll}fi delivered, Germany and 1 have me-

the Nazis slashed apark - with my great .

ng it from many non-Gemnsn jrund-

e’ and their German-born chiltdven who remain

vived ab u triee, i not a gonuine peace. That may acver

happen. ¢



