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“Gesundheit!”

I would be sitting nearby, head in a book. Or in the kitchen, fixing a snack. I'd be rid-
ing in the back seat of the car, or in my room readying for bed. Each time I let out a
sneeze, my mother called back “Gesundheit.” The gesture was an automatism. A habit of
language. Verbal muscle memory. My mother didn’t choose the word, didn’t think before
she spoke it. The expression sprung from deep within her, as reflexive as how, when she
let out an “achoo,” her hands lifted up to cover her mouth.

Soon I imitated my mother, never asking why. “Gesundheit” is the sort of utterance
that was just in the air. I liked the way it felt on my tongue, in my throat. It came naturally,
not at all like T was speaking a foreign language. I heard kids on my block respond with
another phrase — “Bless you” — and began to understand that my mother’s habit was ours
alone. What followed was my first effort at code-switching: “Gesundheit” at home; “Bless
you” on the street.

I never asked my mother why we warded off evil — the Devil or a cold — with that word.
Today I understand that “Gesundheit” is a German term. Roughly translating to “health.” I've

occasionally heard its echoes. One friend, after a summer visit, always gives me a hug and then
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wishes me a safe journey with, in Yiddish: “Zay gezunt un kum gezunt.” It’s an expression
passed down from Eastern European Jewish culture, inherited from parents and grandpar-
ents. My mother didn’t pass along to me much culture. I am the heir of just one word.

I recently heard myself blurt out “Gesundheit.” I was on a fellowship in Germany at
the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin, along with my husband. “You are so German,” he re-
marked when I wished him good health in the local tongue. He commented on this fre-
quently, such as when watching me slurp potato and sausage soup in the market, or impa-
tiently checking my watch when the M19 bus was running late. Like when I wrestled
with a knife while cutting thick slices of brown bread for lunch, or stored away my Stuart
Weitzman heels in favor of boots with soles made for ice and muck. Like when Christmas
season began in early November, and I happily strolled through every market, mesmer-
ized by hot, spicy wine, handcrafted ornaments, and carols humming from loudspeakers.
My husband meant to say that I appeared to be at home.

I was not. It was my mother, she was German: raised in the home of a nineteenth-cen-
tury migrant grandmother who settled in the upstate New York city of Buffalo. When
she recounted tales from that place, my mother also taught me that being white in Amer-
ica was never simply that. White people came in many guises, and hers were German-
speaking peasants from Bavaria and Austria. The rooms of my mother’s tarpaper-covered
childhood home were filled with the voices of older generations that spoke German like a
secret code, one that she and her brother, my Uncle Chuck, were never properly taught.
Their world orbited around St. Anne’s Catholic parish on the East Side where the ba-
roque-styled sanctuary was decorated with the stone and plasterwork of German crafts-
men, showing off their talents for the faithful while also advertising for customers. A fa-
vorite holiday tune there, later sung in our living room in suburban Long Island, started
not “Silent night,” but instead “Stille Nacht.”

I knew I came from German people. Still, already as a girl I'd learned to signal that
my mother’s family immigrated to America in the 1890s. They entered the United States
via New York Harbor and Ellis Island and then settled up north near Niagara Falls. Her
people had not been in Germany during the Nazi era, I meant to convey, had not been
agents of the Holocaust. By the mid-twentieth century, they were Americans, among
them young men who served the Allies during World War II. Still, their ideas about oth-
ers, and their own special if not superior ranking among the human races, persisted in the
New World. My mother came from people so American, so German, that they hated the

Irish and the Poles, the Italians and the Puerto Ricans. Protestants they despised.
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What then did it mean to be German? I came to believe that to be of my mother’s clan
was, above all, to be racist. I did not yet know how connected the antisemitism of Hitler’s
regime was to anti-Black Jim Crow ideas in the U.S. 1 did know that in Buffalo my moth-
er’s family and friends deplored, feared, and notoriously distanced themselves from Black
people. Foremost, from my father. He’d captured my mother’s heart in the mid-1950s
when they were neighbors living in the rooms of an upper-Manhattan settlement house.
Her family schemed, conspired, pleaded, and finally boycotted my mother, all to discour-
age the marriage that she was dead set upon entering into. Only her brother made the
trek down from Buffalo to Manhattan for the celebration. With his solemn expression
and drooped shoulders, he appeared more like a member of a funeral party, my mother
always said. She, on the other hand, was radiant.

By then, the two — my mother and her brother Chuck — had been separated for years.
She’d run away to Manhattan, dreaming of college, while he stayed back in Buffalo, mar-
ried, worked the steel mill, toyed with being a writer, and began to put paint on canvas.
He remained for the rest of his life a poet and painter at heart. From Chuck’s letters — lyr-
ical, rambling, occasionally alcohol-fueled — I learned that German was their secret lan-
guage. At least snippets of it. In the early years of their long-distance life, he sprinkled in
German phrases, sentimental touches that softened his otherwise acerbic tones. “Good-
bye for now, meine Frau und Kind und ich,” he signed off in a letter that mostly reported
on the fate of their family home — rented out for the time being — and his success during a
short stint as a student at the University of Buffalo. “Meine liebe Schwester,” began an-
other note, this one a bit philosophical: “Most people are dead but refuse to assume the
position of the dead,” he droned. “Guten Tag!” brightly began a note about an afternoon
spent on the sidelines, watching local soccer matches.

Questions about their sort of Germanness — their particular Deutschtum — surfaced for
me during a weekend trip away from Berlin, as my husband and I wandered with friends
through the endless maze that was Leipzig’s Christmas markets. Snow threatened and the
air filled with the sweet smell of mulled wine and roasting chestnuts. Holidayers crowded
into chalet-styled stalls that overflowed with candies, trinkets, and gift ideas. The long line
for freshly griddled waffles, topped with sweet whipped cream, was too long to bear. That
afternoon, memories of my mother flooded back. Fifteen years earlier, when I'd visited
Germany as an adult on business, she had asked for only one thing: a stollen. Dutifully,
I squeezed a five-pound loaf of dried fruit, nuts, spices, and marzipan all coated in sugar

into my suitcase, a precious taste from her childhood. She was, my mother, so German.
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Nearly all of my mother’s Christmas decorations were imported from her family’s
motherland. This I learned only by browsing Berlin’s Christmas markets where versions
of my childhood holidays were on display. Delicately woven straw angels and stars. Intri-
cately crafted tin ornaments, painted bright. Wooden carousels with spinning figurines,
turning by the warm air of small candles. In my mother’s home, she displayed one each
year: [t inevitably went up in a blaze as the wicks burned down to their ends. There were
Advent calendars of every size and shape and, after I'd paused a bit too long fascinated by
their mysterious doors, friends gifted me one to take home. I giggled a bit each morning
as I carefully opened the day’s tiny compartment at our Berlin breakfast table. “You are so
German,” my husband insisted.

Still, I am not German. I am sure. It is one thing to be irresistibly drawn to souvenirs
from one’s childhood. Call it nostalgia or the long clutches of consumer capitalism, we
need not be of a culture to find it beautiful, compelling, and even give in to a need to
make its artifacts our own. Germany’s culture is not mine. I looked around at the faces,
my ear listened for the voices. I walked beside, clustered among, and even shared a smile,
nod, or “danke” there in the bustle of the Christmas market. I felt many things immersed
in these sights, sounds, and smells. But they didn’t add up to kinship.

My mother could have made me in her own image, or in the image of her people she’d
left behind in Buffalo. She might have made me German, but did not. Her brother,
Chuck, in the year I was born, was preoccupied with what their links to the old country
meant after the war. Just before Thanksgiving 1958, I was an infant, five months old. We
lived in an 104th Street walk-up. Chuck wrote from Buffalo and Germany was on his
mind: “I am reading a book about Hitler and find that he is not such a bad fellow. Should
I qualify that, I don’t think that I could. The thing I dislike most about him is that he
made people call him ‘Fiihrer.” That was a little ridiculous and insane.” By the time I read
his letter, a grown woman living in Berlin, I already knew my uncle’s dry, dark wit.
I knew he played the provocateur and liked to ruffle feathers. For my mother, had he
gone too far?

The next fall, he wrote again, this time starting with a light lament about how his
“Germans” had lost during local soccer matches, against the Italians and then the Poles.
In his world, sports were still organized along those white, ethnic lines. And then he im-
posed a favor on my mother: “You mentioned a source that will sell you books at a re-
duced rate. I am trying to get a copy of Adolf Hitler: The Middle Years ... It has been re-
cently published. Do not go to a lot of trouble. Merely inquire. I will not die if I have to
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wait for a copy.” He was weighing things and reading helped him do that: “If history
must wait to judge Hitler, who am I to be anxious?” Chuck was an intellectual, largely
self-taught, much like my mother. She never mentioned to me this strain of his curiosity.
It remained contained by the envelope in which it arrived, never entering the intimate
spaces of our home.

I was already four, almost five, when I began to notice my mother’s books. Nestled
underneath the staircase, above a shallow coat closet, they reflected how she got past the
questions that vexed her brother. My favorite was Edward Steichen’s The Family of Man,
with its more than 500 photographs from the Museum of Modern Art exhibition of the
same title. The project was a retort to the racism and genocide of the Second World War
through a portrait of universal humanity knit together through values including family,
love, children, and peace. The success of the exhibit, which traveled the globe, was
attributable to its view that all humankind was one. My mother, the child of German
immigrants, embraced Steichen’s rebuttal to Buffalo’s ethnic lines and the war’s atrocities.
She lived it when she married my father and then raised us, her children, by Steichen’s
creed: The world was knit together into one “family of man.”

Alongside Steichen’s MoMA catalog was my mother’s copy of The Rise and Fall of the
Third Reich by journalist William Shirer. She shared, it seems, her brother’s interest in the
history of Germany’s Nazi period, though not his preoccupation with Adolf Hitler. Pub-
lished in 1960, Shirer’s book was an indictment of the National Socialist regime and, after
years embedded for U.S. news outlets, he attributed the war’s atrocities to the longstanding
nature of German culture. Its long-time fascination with authoritarians, in his view, al-
lowed for Hitler’s rise. The book was a tremendous commercial success and, despite
criticisms from academic historians, became the text that many, many in the United States
turned to for insight into what made the war possible and for what made them as Amer-
icans different. My mother was among them.

We did not see much of Chuck in those years. Still, my mother loved him enough that
she kept up their correspondence. And without her letters, which he did not save, I can-
not know precisely what passed between them. She did, I know, wait her beloved brother
out. If Germanness was merely her past, a long-ago chapter that occasionally surfaced at
holidays or with a sneeze, she let her brother work through his own dilemma about who
they were and what it meant. And he did. By 1968, that fall, when he wrote her again, her
only sibling shared with my mother a list titled “Chuck’s Heroes.” My uncle penned a

pantheon that included two Jewish artists of the era’s counterculture, Leonard Cohen and

86 Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin JAHRBUCH 2023/2024



Bob Dylan. He listed the French-styled television chef, Julia Child. I can’t say whether he
admired more her facility in the kitchen or how as a woman she’d broken a mold.

On the list of those Chuck admired most, Adolf Hitler was nowhere to be found. In
his place, perhaps, my uncle listed the German writer Thomas Mann. Chuck may have
admired Mann’s prose; he’d after all once dreamed of being a writer himself. He might
have longed for the sort of cosmopolitan style of living that Mann adopted after flecing
Germany in 1939. Chuck barely got much beyond Buffalo and its environs, though his
imagination took him far, far away. I'd like to think that Chuck, like Thomas Mann, took
seriously how history demanded he rethink his homeland and who he was in relation to
it. In exile, across generations and continents, in their pursuit of an answer, both men re-

mained so very German.
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