THE ERRORS OF MANKIND

Mistaking the True Conditions for Our Well-Being

A Novel by Curt A. Canfield

I no longer have the luxury of believing there are evil
people and good people: these two possibilities lie very
close together and this means we are all much more
defenceless. You cannot simply ‘screen out’ the evil
people. The important thing is to make sure you do not
create the circumstances where this side of human nature
can thrive.

~ Dan Bar-On
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CYCLE I: THE PATH TO REDRESS

Great Lords, wise men never sit and wail their loss,

but cheerily seek how to redress their harms.

William Shakespeare, Henry VI, Act 5, Scene 4



~ 1t VISIT ~

CHAPTER 1: THE UNEXAMINED LIFE

We first met in 2017. I had recently retired and was
compiling my mother’s genealogy when a branch led
me to Johann, a distant relative who I later learned was
a 9l-year-old World War II German veteran. After
spending time with him, I realized that Socrates was
correct when he said that an unexamined life is not
worth living. However, he should have added that it
could prove fatal to the lives of others.

I planned to take notes on our family history when
I first visited him. But after one visit turned into several,
they read more like an accounting of human nature
than any type of genealogy. After my last visit, I was
inspired to write this book. It was no easy task to
reconcile his history with mine.

I almost gave up when a friend of mine read an
early draft and wrote me a convincing note to finish the
work: Anyone who reads this from the position of a Nazi
sympathizer is doing the work a disservice. .. For whatever



reason, we as a society have lost our ability to listen and
apprectate points of view that conflict with our own ... Your
book presents the complete opposite of that by putting
people together who should hate each other but have come
to appreciate a different facet of the story and events that
have led to that expected hatred.

Johann was born a year earlier than my mother. He
had the same first name as her great-grandfather. Both
men were born in Silesia, which was then part of
Germany.

I had never heard of Silesia before. In fact, before I
started my family history, I never knew my mother had
German roots. She never spoke about it, and we rarely
interacted with her side of the family while I was
growing up.

Her descendants left Europe in 1852 from
Schlawentzig, a village about -eighty-four miles
southeast of Breslau, which was then the capital of
Silesia, a province within the Kingdom of Prussia.
Prussia later united with other German-speaking states
to form the modern state of Germany.

Breslau cannot be found on a map today. It is now
called Wroctaw. Schlawentzig cannot be found either;
it is now called Stawiecice. After World War II, the
Allies carved off the eastern part of Germany and gave
it to Poland; all things German, including the people
and place names, were removed.

When I found that Johann came to America in
1956 and lived only ninety miles away, you could have



knocked me over with a feather. I quickly arranged to
visit him to get information about my mother’s line,
but I was also interested in hearing what it was like to
grow up in Nazi Germany.

I didn’t know how our first visit would go, so I
didn’t prepare much. I spent the two-hour drive
thinking about my introduction and what questions to
ask him. When I arrived at the entrance to the assisted
living facility, I was pleasantly surprised by the well-
manicured grounds leading up to a sprawling, one-
story building. Both sat inside of a luxuriant forest that
circled the property.

I went inside to the reception desk, asked for him,
and they escorted me to the Garden Room. They said
he spent every morning there. He was sitting there
reading a book. The title was 1924. There was a picture
of Hitler on the front cover. A cup of coffee was placed
on the table next to him.

The nurse approached him and said he had a
visitor. He stood up quickly and had only a slight
slouch for a man his age. He presented a deadpan
expression and extended his hand to shake mine with a
firm clasp. We were about the same height. Unlike me,
he had a full head of hair and a slender build. I looked
down and saw he took his coffee as I did — black.

“Mr. Knoske?” I asked with what I hoped was a
disarming smile. “My name is Will Barnes. My mother
is Emma Knoske, and I'm researching her family
history. I believe you two are related.”



He looked at me nonplussed. “Have I met you
before?” There was no mistaking his German accent.

“No. I found your name while researching the
family tree and thought I would come up and visit
you.”

He told me to have a seat but didn’t appear
interested as I rattled off dates, places, and names. After
a while, his eyes began to wander around the room,
always returning to his book on the table.

It was beginning to feel like this might be a short
visit when a thought occurred to me. I told him that
my father was born in 1926, the same year as he, and
went to Europe in late 1944 during the closing days of
the Battle of the Bulge. I asked if he also served in the
war.

He looked at me carefully; his eyes were clear blue
and piercing. They looked as if he questioned my
intentions in switching to a discussion about the war.
He finally answered, saying he joined the German army
when he was seventeen, fought on the Western Front
and then on the Eastern Front until the war’s end.

And then he clammed up. He gave no further
details. He sat there and waited, eyeing me carefully.
The silence became heavy between us until he leaned
forward. “Were you ever in the military?”

I suppressed a chuckle. Was I ever in the military? I
was in it right up to my ass, enlisting right out of high
school. “I was in the Marines for three years. I served in

Vietnam and came out a sergeant.”



“A Marine?” He looked at me with a surprised
expression, and his eyes lit up. “Your motto was Semper
Fidelis. Always Faithful, ja?”

“That’s right. The few. The proud. That was us.”

He suddenly sat up straight while his eyes engaged
mine. He turned to grab his coffee cup, took a sip, and
then swiveled back to face me. “How would you like
me to address you, Mr. Barnes? You can call me
Johann.”

I must have hit paydirt. “You can call me Will. Most
people do.”

He thought about that momentarily, then cocked
his head and smiled. “How would it be if I called you
Willi? That was the name of a comrade of mine.”

“No one’s ever called me that before.” I was pleased
that he suddenly was taking an interest in me. “I
wouldn’t mind that one bit.”

“Well, good. It was meant to be a compliment.” He
paused a moment before asking his next question. “Tell
me, Willi, are you religious?”

“I believe in God if that’s what you mean.”

“That’s exactly what I mean.” Johann put the cup
back down on the table, smiling at me. “Did you know
what the German army had inscribed on its belt buckle,
Willi?”

He knocked me off balance with that question. “I
have no idea.”

“Gott mit Uns. Do you know what that means?”

I shook my head.



“No? Ach, you don’t speak German—shame on
your mother. Well, Willi, it means: God is with us.
Does that surprise you?”

He paused, waiting for my reaction. He was right. I
was surprised. I was also taken aback by it.

He quickly followed that question with another.
“Tell me, do you think that a country that has been
portrayed as so evil would put that on all their soldiers®
belt buckles?”

I was still too confounded by his first revelation to
answer. Besides, I saw it was a rhetorical question and
decided to turn it around by asking him a simple
question. “Was that on your belt buckle as well,
Johann?”

“Well, I was not in the army per se,” he said
hesitantly. He leaned forward and whispered, “I was in
the Waften-SS, Willi. Our belt buckles had the party’s
insignia.”

An image of the swastika appeared in my mind, and
my skin began to crawl. His tone or expression was not
sinister, but there was something ominous coming on
that I knew couldn’t be undone. I had the same queasy
feeling when I signed my enlistment papers, and that
experience didn’t end well for me.

He sat back and continued in a normal tone. “But,
even so, most of us did believe in God. Do you see any
contradiction between the two, Willi?”

It was my turn to eye him carefully. I assumed he
was talking about the coexistence of Good and Evil, an



internal struggle that had plagued me for years. I
instinctively drew away from him. I wasn’t about to let
the presence of evil shadow my life again.

He must have seen my face tighten up in reaction
to his question. “Don’t let the SS fool you, Willi. The
Waften-SS had nothing to do with the camps. We were
purely a military combat unit.”

I didn’t care. I was disgusted with his being part of
the SS and looked away, but he continued. “You know,
I can already tell that we are related. We both enlisted
when we were teenagers, and we both joined the best
fighting units. I even became a sergeant just as you did;
[ was an Unterscharfiibrer. And we even had a motto like
your Marine Corps: Meine Ebre heifst Treue, which
translates to My Honor is my Loyalty. It’s awfully close
to Always Faithful, don’t you think?”

His comparison repelled me, and also that he was
proud of serving in the SS. He was watching me and
must have sensed my feelings. His smile vanished, and
his eyes latched onto mine. “We were not part of the
Totenkopf SS if that’s what you’re thinking, Willi. They
were a separate branch of the SS and the ones in the
camps. We were on the front lines.”

I never knew there were separate parts of the SS. I
had brought along my notebook to record family
history, but now I began to write a list of things to
check out after I got home.
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He watched me write as he took another sip of
coffee. After I finished and looked up, he tapped his
book.

“In the end, Hitler had neither loyalty nor honor,
Willi. He only thought of himself.” He squinted as if he
had painful memories. “But, in the end, none of them
did...not Churchill, not Roosevelt or Stalin.”

I raised an eyebrow at his inclusion of Churchill
and Roosevelt, but I didn’t object; I wasn’t too fond of
politicians either. “I know what you mean, Johann. In
Vietnam, we were left high and dry by our government.
Any honor or loyalty left in that war was gone by the
time I got there.”

I was surprised by the bitterness that came out in
my reply. I paused for a moment to let it dissipate.
“Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon ... none of them did our
country any good in pursuing that war.” A taste of bile
began to rise in my throat, and my eyes moistened.
Feelings returned that I hadn’t had for many years, and
it was unsettling.

Johann became strangely quiet. I paused to watch
his face change from one of engagement to one of
reflection. He seemed to be looking back on his past. I
suddenly empathized with him. “Was Willi with you
during the war, Johann?”

He nodded. “Yes. We were like brothers. We
trained together and fought in Normandy. We were in
the 12" SS Hitlerjugend Division. Our division was
formed in 1944 from Hitler Youth groups all around
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the country. All the recruits were only seventeen years
old.”

He leaned back in his chair and slowly exhaled his
memories. “Our division commander wrote a book
about the 12th and mentioned one episode during the
Normandy campaign when Willi was ordered to serve
as the forward observer for our company’s command
post.

“He was placed on a slight rise under a clump of
trees. He had good cover with a wide view of the
ground in front of him. He took an armor plate from a
destroyed Panzer to shield him. He used an opening in
it to steady his rifle. He shot a number of English that
day. His company commander was watching him with
scissor glasses. Our division commander wrote that
thirty dead British were lying in front of Willi before
he ran out of ammunition. He watched as Willi stood
up, smashed his rifle against a tree, and then placed his
arms up to surrender.”

He paused briefly to rub his eyes. “After that, the
English came out. One of them went right up to Willi.
He grabbed Willi’s jacket in his left hand, pulled out
his pistol with his right, and shot Willi in the head.”
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CHAPTER 2: CORE CURRICULUM

I was leaning forward, listening in rapt attention,
until he spoke about the fate of my namesake. I fell
back into my chair, momentarily stunned, and started
writing. This was far more interesting than any family
history.

“Ach, Willi, he was a good man. That was no way
for a soldier to die.” He sighed and looked away for a
moment.

I sympathized with him, but that’s war. It’s hard
not to get pissed off when some guy shoots all your
buddies and then comes out with his hands up,
expecting to be treated well. But Willi was only a young
kid. He probably didn’t know any better, so I kept my
thoughts to myself.

“There is a song in Germany used at all military
tunerals: Ich hatt’ einen Kameraden. 1 don’t suppose you
ever heard of it?”

“Sorry, no. I recognize the word Kamerad though,
that means ‘friend,” doesn’t it?”

“Richtig.” His head bobbed up and down, which I
took as confirmation. “I haven’t heard that song for
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some time now, but it leaves an impression that you
don’t soon forget. Let me try and translate for you.”

The tone of his voice lowered and became
melancholy as he read: “I once had a comrade; you will
find none better. The drum called us to battle; he walked by
my side, in the same pace and step.”

He paused to gather his thoughts and, it seemed,
his dead comrades as well. “A bullet came flying; is it my
turn or yours? He was swept away; he lies now at my feet as
if be were a part of me. He still reaches out his hand to me
while I am about to reload. I cannot hold onto your hand.
Rest you in eternal life, my good comrade.”

He brushed away the tears that began to well up in
his eyes. “The music makes it even more moving, Willi.
You must look it up when you get home.”

I did listen to it later in German. I couldn’t
understand a word of it, but the pace and mournful
singing made it sound like a dirge. I was almost moved
to tears myself.

He knitted his white brows. “You know, Willi,” he
said softly, “we were always painted as evil, but we were
only human, trying to save our country as best as we
knew how.

“Germany was devastated by the Allies after the
First World War. They took away our lands and handed
them over to foreign governments. The Germans left
behind were disenfranchised and persecuted for years.
The Allies also occupied our country for several years.
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“The 1920s were a terrible time of disruption for us
until Hitler showed a way out with National Socialism.
The party gave us purpose and restored our country
during the Thirties while the rest of the world suffered
from the Depression. Our progress was so rapid that we
felt God must be with us. We had no hint of what was
to come.”

I didn’t know how to respond. I had never heard
anyone associate God with Hitler, and a cold wave of
caution washed over me. I thought again about leaving
before he dug any deeper into this vein.

“You look puzzled, Willi. Here’s something for you
to write down: Volksgemeinschaft. 1t’s the term we used
to define our culture and our way of life back then. It’s
like you saying the ‘American Way’ to describe what
makes you proud of your country. We used that term
during the Thirties to give us unity and a sense of
purpose as Capitalists started coming in from the West
and Communists from the East to threaten the stability
of our society, our government, and our economy. We
had to sacrifice and work hard to keep them from
overcoming our country.”

I raised my eyebrows in disbelief. It seemed he was
trying to pull me into supporting his argument for
Nazism.

Johann winced as he saw my expression. “Ach, you
may think I'm getting out of line here, Willi. You tell
me if you think so.”
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I smiled in deference to his apology. “I never heard
it put that way before, Johann,” I admitted. His display
of thoughtfulness was unexpected. It made me feel
comfortable enough to stay a while longer. “Anyway,
that’s why I’'m here, Johann, to hear your story and
learn as much as I can about my mother’s roots.”

“Ha!” he laughed. “You remind me of my son
Auggie. He is always plugging me for information
about the old times.” He pulled something from under
his book. “Do you see this, Willi?”

I couldn’t quite believe my eyes. He held up an
iPad. I looked at it and couldn’t help but return the
wide grin on his face despite my lingering sense of
discomfort.

“Surprised at the old man, huh? Auggie gave me
this as a Christmas present. When I retired twenty-five
years ago, I devoted myself to understanding what
brought about the war. I always felt we were good
people, but when I came to America, we were
portrayed so badly in all the history books, television,
and movies. I wanted to understand what happened to
our people. I gathered so many notes and copied so
many documents over the years that it became hard to
find anything!

“So, Auggie bought me an Apple Mac to help me
organize things. He taught me how to use it while I
took a typing class. Then, he helped me move
everything on paper over to the computer. But most
importantly, he introduced me to the Internet. And
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then, this year, he got me this iPad!” He brought it back
down to his lap and patted it lovingly.

“He set it up so when I came here to read and found
something interesting, I can look it up on the Internet
and download it. Then, when I return to my room, it
syncs up with my Mac.”

He leaned back with a self-satisfied expression. “So,
anyway, everything I found is stored in this iPad. This
is my story. Would you like to hear it?”

I nodded a cautious assent, and he slapped my knee
in affirmation.

“Gut! Well, as I mentioned earlier, Willi, when I
was growing up, Germany was in terrible condition
after the first world war. Foreign systems from the East
and the West were coming into our country and
ruining us! Speculators from the Capitalist West
squeezed whatever profits they could from our
depressed economy and caused crippling inflation,
while Communists from the East came in and tried to
overthrow our new republic and our culture with
revolution.”

He leaned forward and whispered in a low,
conspiratorial tone. “You might also be interested to
know, Willi, that FDR was one of those speculators. He
was involved in all the profiteering at our expense
during the Twenties. He and the other Western
investors came here, bought properties from
impoverished families for a steal, and then rented or
sold them at an exorbitant profit. Their activities fueled
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the hyperinflation that caused so much civil unrest
after the war.”

I was jotting down notes and underlined the part
about FDR profiteering from the destitute German
people. This was an interesting piece of history, if true.
I knew he was from a wealthy family but had no idea
what he did before becoming governor of New York.

“Well, you can understand that if we were ever to
rebuild our economy and hold onto our culture, then
both of these foreign systems had to be brought under
control. Hitler said as much, but no one noticed him
during the Twenties. The National Socialist party only
got six percent of the votes in the 1924 national
elections, which fell even lower in 1928 to two and a
half percent. The Nazis didn’t get anywhere until the
Depression hit, and even then, they only got 18% in the
1930 elections, but we’ll talk more about that later.”

Later? Was he thinking that I would be coming
back? While Johann paused to look at something on his
iPad, I noticed an older woman in a wheelchair. She
was glaring at us over her reading glasses. There was a
book on her lap. It was obvious our conversation
distracted her. She did not look pleased.

I quickly looked away from her. I didn’t want to get
drawn into any scene in an old folk’s home involving
the ramblings of an old ex-Nazi. It was then that I began
to realize why we never spent much time with my

mother’s side of the family.
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CYCLE II: THE WAY OF PRIDE

The Lord detests all the proud of heart.
Be sure of this: They will not go unpunished.
Psalms 16:5
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~ 3RD VISIT ~

CHAPTER 18: EXPLORING COMMON
GROUND

When I arrived the next morning, there was no sign
of Lena. However, Johann was sitting in the Garden
Room at his usual spot. His eyes were closed, and wires
dangled down from his ears to the iPad. He hadn’t
graduated to earbuds — yet.

I touched his shoulder and said hello. He opened
his eyes and looked up as he tore off the earphones.
“Willi! Good to see you. How’s the boy today?”

“Fine and yourself, Johann?”

“Sebr Gut...just resting and listening to Enya. She
has a very relaxing voice.”

I had to stop myself from laughing. “Enya?”

“Have you ever listened to her, Willi?”

“I have. I have all her recordings and play them
while ’'m writing.”

“What are you writing, Willi?”
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“Our family history, and now, I'm focused on your
life and mine as well.”

He chuckled. “Well, mine will be more work than
yours, my friend. Twenty-five years more!”

“I know. That’s why I'm here.” I sat down and
opened my notebook. “Listen, Johann, I went back and
read more about the 12%. I discovered your unit was
involved in two big war crimes: one was at Ascq where
civilians were rounded up and shot; and the other was
at the Ardennes Abbey, where POWs were executed.
Were you involved in either of those?”

He raised himself in the chair and leaned forward.
“No, I wasn’t, but I heard about them. At Ascq, one of
our trains was attacked by partisans. The French
Resistance fought a vicious guerilla war against us.
They weren’t trained in wartime conventions or
military law. They were savages. You should
understand, Willi, you were in Vietnam.”

I nodded. We were trained on what to expect in
Vietnam. We were told stories of guys who died after
swallowing ground glass in Coke bottles, about
prostitutes who were infected with the “black” syphilis
to take us out of service, and the dangers of being
isolated from our units both in and out of combat.

“I understand what you’re saying, Johann, but that
doesn’t excuse your soldiers for grabbing and shooting
people.”

He gave me a harsh look. I remembered what he
said about the fate of my namesake and quickly
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continued. “I read where your division went around
the village gathering up people and then just shot
them. Is that true?”

“Let me tell you what I heard about this shortly
after it happened. The troop train pulled into the
station, and then the explosion went off. Several cars
were derailed, and then the partisans began shooting.
There had been a similar attack there two days earlier,
and guards were stationed to prevent another, but that
didn’t stop them.

“Hubert Meyer, our division commander, wrote
about this after the war, and his words follow what I
heard. Our troops were ordered off the train and
worked with the local guards and police to detain every
male found near the station. They were lined up and
searched, but nobody was hurt.

“However, several men broke loose and tried to
escape. The guards opened fire, and a panic broke out.!
After it ended, eighty-six civilians were killed and eight
more wounded. And that is what happens when
civilians take up arms against the military, Willi. It’s
impossible to separate the partisans from innocent
civilians, and it all becomes very tragic.”

He got out of his chair to stretch. His account was
more complete than I had read, and it sounded more
likely. “You’re right, Johann. It is tragic.” I wouldn’t say
anything more because I knew our troops committed

similar war crimes in Vietnam.
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“I’ll tell you, Willi; it doesn’t surprise me at all that
you only read how our troops lined up those civilians
and shot them. The West never had anything good to
say about us. They never wrote how hard we worked
before the war to expand our social services, to provide
parity for our workers, and to rebuild our country. At
first, I wondered why that was, but then I realized it’s
just human nature. We did the same with our
propaganda.”

He sat back down and then leaned forward. “The
fact of the matter is that the crimes we committed
during the war were no different than those committed
by America, England, France, and Russia for years
before the war and years after, as well. But you never
read or see movies about that, do you?”

He didn’t wait for me to respond. “And this brings
up my second point, Willi: at the end of the day, all
men are alike. Remember what I told you at our first
meeting? This was an ideological war. It started years
before any shooting began. The Allies were discrediting
National Socialism as soon as the party came into
power. The Allied government leaders were never
objective about our system. They feared it would be an
attractive alternative to their system and cause a revolt
during the Depression. So, all the history books and
movies painted us as evil while they portrayed
themselves as shining knights.”
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He leaned back into his chair to take a sip of coffee.
I stopped writing to think about the truth of what he
just said. Somehow, it didn’t seem unlikely.

“I see you’re thinking, Willi. That’s good. And
here’s something else for you to think about. Did you
know that the Allies tortured German prisoners to
provide self-incriminating testimony at Nuremberg? Or
that the Allies submitted forged German documents
and photographs as incriminating evidence to the
Tribunal? Tell me, Willi, why do you think they needed
to do that?”

The impact of what he said hit me squarely
between the eyes. I never heard anything about torture
or forgery being used at Nuremberg. I thought of all
the photos taken at the death camps and took a hard
shot at him.

“You’ve been saying since our first visit that the two
of us are alike, and our two countries are as well, but I
think you are way off on this, Johann. What about
everything Nazi Germany did to the Jewish people?
You can’t begin to compare our two countries.”

He stared at me with that familiar, focused look in
his eyes. “If you feel that way, Willi, then you’re not
familiar with your own American history or ours.” He
said this calmly and took another sip of coffee. You
won’t like what I'm going to say, Willi, but the Western
powers invaded North America and then murdered,
massacred, and pillaged the native people from the first
day they arrived.
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“American leaders continued to do the same until
they reached the Western shore. After that, they began
expanding beyond their shore by entering a
questionable war against Spain. Very few historians
questioned the morality of this nation-building.
Instead, most of them praised America’s pioneering
spirit, the bravery, and vigor which grew your nation.”

My hackles were rising as his voice grew louder.
“But not all of us were involved in that, Johann. You
can’t blame all of us. Most of us were just trying to carve
out a life and survive.”

“That may be so, Willi. But it was all done at the
expense of others. Consciously or not, your people
benefitted from the actions of your leaders as they
orchestrated all those crimes in the name of
civilization. Those leaders provided the land and
resources that your people needed to grow and prosper
and then they supplied the security to maintain it. Your
people benefitted from that genocide and from the
forced removal of those people. It was okay for America

'”

to do it, but not for Germany. What arrogance
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CHAPTER 19: WE'RE ONLY HUMAN

“Genocide? What the hell are you talking about,
Johann?” I blurted that out, expecting him to counter
in kind, but he only went back to his iPad and kept
scrolling until he calmly tapped open a document.

“Well, here are some estimates. One source says the
population of Native Americans living in North
America in 1492 ranged from a low of two million to a
high of eighteen million. Don’t ask me how they made
these estimates, Willi. But by 1900, the U.S. census
showed only two-hundred and fifty-thousand left. If
you use the midpoint of that population range in 1492,
which is ten million, then that means that over nine
million were eliminated over five hundred years. That
sounds like genocide to me, and this doesn’t consider
the number of Blacks who died from slavery and its
legacy, nor all the Chinese who died building your
railroads. There are literally millions of victims who
died so you Americans could build your lebensraum

from shore to shore.”

26



I was uncomfortable with where he was going with
this, but I wasn’t quick enough to counter him; my
brain didn’t work as fast as it did before the stroke.

“Willi, your government did the same type of evil
things that we did during the war; they removed and
executed Native Americans just like we did with the
Jews. Our Einsatzgruppen did the same thing in Russia
that your cavalry did in the 1800s. While one unit was
out fighting the braves, another went into the villages
and murdered the women, children, and elderly and
then burned their villages. You must have heard about
the incidents at Sand Creek and Wounded Knee.”

I nodded. I read Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee
after returning home from Vietnam. It left me
wondering what sort of people we were after learning
our troops were doing the same thing in Vietnam a
hundred years later.

“And listen to this. I found this quote from Colonel
Chivington, who ordered his troops at Sand Creek to
execute over a hundred Cheyenne and Arapaho, most
of whom were women, children, and babies: Damn any
man who sympathizes with Indians! I have come to kill
Indians, and believe 1t is right and honorable to use any
means under God’s heaven to kill Indians ... Kill and scalp
all, big and little; nits make lice.”

Johann continued, “There were no movies or photo
magazines on the frontier to document these atrocities
for the world. Not that it would have mattered anyway.
Nobody ever asked the Indians for their side of the

27



story. They had no advocates. You know the old saying
that the only good redskin is a dead redskin. Right?”

He was right. The glory of conquering the West was
passed down to us kids through movies and television.
Everyone cheered when the Indians were mowed
down, and we never thought twice about it while
playing Cowboys and Indians.

Johann cooled down after he took a sip of coffee
and began speaking in a steady, well-modulated tone.
“After I came here and read all your history, it was hard
to understand why Germany was so maligned. I knew
in my heart that we, in the twelve years under National
Socialism, had behaved no better or worse than
America did over the last several hundred years. Our
cause in building our nation seemed just as righteous
to us as yours was to your people.”

I looked up from my notebook and saw Lena
wheeling into the room. Talk about timing. I turned
my head and gave her a brief wave. She acknowledged
with a nod.

Johann saw me wave and turned his head in her
direction. He nodded to her but quickly turned to
continue his lecture, raising his voice to reel me in.
“When America’s military invaded the West, they had
the same problem as we had in invading France and
Russia; they not only had to defeat the braves in battle,
but they also had to eliminate the others who helped
them to fight, including the women, the elderly and
young children. With non-uniformed enemies, you
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never know who to trust or who might shoot you in the
back. You lose all humanity in that type of situation.”
He sat back, scratched his head, and said softly, “We
have no monopoly on wartime atrocities, Willi.”

He stretched back in his chair, rubbed his eyes, and
sighed as if to signal an end to this topic. “Ach, but
what’s the difference? We lost the war. We were
punished for what we did. It’s all water under the
bridge. But America,” he said with a rising tone as he
sat up in the chair, “was never punished for its crimes.
It always had the luxury of winning its wars.”

“But we never won in Vietnam!”

“That may be the case, but you didn’t lose either;
you just picked up your bags and left. No one held you
accountable for what you did there. You were never
defeated or occupied.” He paused for dramatic effect as
he let his words sink in. “Or judged.”

My thoughts returned to all the devastation we
imposed on Vietnam and elsewhere during our many
wars. There was a trail of bodies leading all the way
back to the pilgrims. Undoubtedly, our system had
been good to us, but what about everyone else who
lived outside of it or got in our way? Did they have to
suffer and bear the burden for our benefit?

Johann must have seen my expression change from
anger to pensiveness and quickly seized the
opportunity to interject one more thing. “I'm not
proud of what my country did out of desperation
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during the war, but I am proud of all the good we
accomplished before the war. What do you think?”

“I don’t know what to think, Johann. Maybe, the
Allies wanted to make an example out of Germany, so
people would focus on their crimes and forget about
the past. Maybe, they wanted people to concentrate on
the future and the new world order.”

“I'm sure they did! Why would they want to do
otherwise?” He looked tired and started to rub his eyes.
He opened them wide and then said sternly, “But I'm
equally sure the people on the losing end haven’t
forgotten what was done to them. They’re probably still
waiting for a chance to recover what was lost to the
imperial powers.”

His tone of voice and choice of words became
threatening. He paused for effect, waiting to see how I
reacted. “How about you, Willi? Have you ever done
anything in your life that you wished could be
whitewashed or rationalized away?” He stared at me
like a hawk before diving in for the kill. “Wouldn’t that
be nice?”

I was caught like a deer in headlights. There were a
few things that I wished could be erased. They weighed
on me like millstones around my neck.

Johann saved me from responding. “Ach, you
shouldn’t worry about it. As I said, we all make
mistakes. After all, we’re only human.”

This discussion drained me. I no longer knew what
to think about him. He was hard as nails one moment
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and compassionate the next. His insights were
compelling but also repelling. If the last two visits had
shocked and uprooted me, then this visit had planted
me on foreign ground without any bearings.

Something caught my eye. Lena was wheeling over
to us. Johann caught my glance and watched her
approach with a wary expression.
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