| Our Secret

The nucleus of the cell derives its name from the Latin nux, meaning nut. Like
the stone in a cherry, it is found in the center of the cell, and like this stone, keeps
its precious kernel in a shell.

She is across the room from me. I am in a chair facing her. We sit to-
gether in the late darkness of a summer night. As she speaks the space be-
tween us grows larger. She has entered her past. She is speaking of her
childhood. Her father. The war. Did I know her father fought in the Battle
of the Bulge? What was it for him, this great and terrible battle? She cannot
say. He never spoke of it at home. They knew so little, her mother, her
brothers, herself. Qutside, the sea has disappeared. One finds the water
now only by the city lights that cease to shine at its edges. California. She
moved here with her family when her father became the commander of a
military base. There were nuclear missiles standing just blocks from where
she lived. But her father never spoke about them, Only after many years
away from home did she learn what these weapons were.

The first guided missile is developed in Germany, during World War I1. Itis
known as the Vergeltungswaffe, or the Vengeance weapon. Later, it will be called
the V-1 rocket.

She is speaking of another life, another way of living. 1 give her the
name Laura here. She speaks of the time after the war, when the cold war
was just beginning. The way we are talking now, Laura tells me, was not
possible in her family. I nod in recognition. Certain questions were never
answered. She learned what not to ask. She begins to tell me a story. Once
when she was six years old she went out with her father on a long trip. It
was not even a year since the war ended. They were living in Germany.

They drove for miles and miles. Finaily they turned into a small road at
the edge of a village and drove through a wide gate in a high wall. The sur-
vivors were all gone. But there were other signs of this event beyond and yet
still within her comprehension. Shoes in great piles. Bones. Women's hair,
clothes, stains, a terrible odor. She began to cry a child’s frightened tears and
then to scream. She had no words for what she saw. Her father admonished
her to be still. Only years later, and in a classroom, did she find out the name
of this place and what had happened here.

The shell surrounding the nucleus is not hard and vigid; it is a porous mem-
Brane. These pores allow only some substances to pass through them, mediating the
movement of materials in and out of the nucleus.

Often I have looked back into my past with a new insight only to find
that some old, hardly recollected feeling fits into a larger pattern of meaning.
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Time can be measured in many ways. We see time as moving forward and
hope that by our efforts this motion is toward improvement. When the
atomic bomb exploded, many who survived the blast say time stopped
with the flash of light and was held suspended until the ash began to de-
scend. Now, in my mind, I can feel myself moving backward in time. Iam
as if on a train. And the train pushes into history. This history seems to exist
somewhere, waiting, a foreign country behind a border and, perhaps, also
inside me. From the windows of my train, I can see what those outside do
not see. They do not see each other, or the whole landscape through which
the track is laid. This is a straight track, but still there are bends to fit the
shape of the earth. There are even circles. And returns.

The missile is guided by a programmed mechanism. There is no electronic de-
vice that can be jammed. Once it is fired it cannot stop.

Tt is 1945 and a film is released in Germany. This film has been made for
other nations to see. On the screen a train pulls into a station. The train is
full of children. A man in a uniform greets the children warmly as they step
off the train. Then the camera cuts to boys and girls who are swimming.
The boys and girls race to see who can reach the other side of the pool first.
Then a woman goes to a post office. A man goes to a bank. Men and women
sit drinking coffee at a cafe. The film is called The Féhrer Presents the Jews
with a City. It has been made at Terezin concentration camp.

Through the pores of the nuclear membrane a steady stream of ribonucleic acid,
RNA, the basic material from which the cell is made, flows out.

It is wartime and a woman is writing a letter. Everyone is on the brink of
starvation, she says. In the right-hand corner of the page she has written
Nordhausen, Germany 1944. She is writing to Hans. Do you remember, she
asks, the day this war was declared? The beauty of the place. The beauty of
the sea. And I bathed in it that day, for the last time.

In the same year, someone else is also writing a letter. In the right-hand
corner he has put his name followed by a title. Heinrich Himmler. Reichs-
fiihrer, S5. Make no mention of the special treatment of the Jews, he says, use
only the words Transportation of the Jews toward the Russian East.

A few months later this man will deliver a speech to a secret meeting of
leaders in the district of Posen. Now you know all about it, and you will keep
quiet, he will tell them. Now we share a secret and we should take our secret to
Dur graves.

The missile flies from Hiree to four thousand feet above the earth and this makes
it difficult to attack from the ground.

The woman who writes of starvation is a painter in her seventy-seventh
year, She has Jost one grandchild to this war. And a son to the war before.
Both boys were named Peter. Among the drawings she makes which have
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already become famous: a terrified mother grasps a child, Death Seizes Chil-
dren; an old man curls over the bent body of an old woman, Parents; a thin
face emerges white from charcoal, Beggars.

A small but critical part of the RNA flowing out of the pores holds most of the
knowledge issued by the nucleus. These threads of RNA act as messengers.

Encountering such images, one is grateful to be spared. But is one ever
really free of the fate of others? I was born in 1943, in the midst of this war.
And T sense now that my life is still bound up with the lives of those who
lived and died in this time. Even with Heinrich Himmler. All the details of
his existence, his birth, childhood, adult years, death, still resonate here on
earth. ’

The V-1 rocket is a winged plane powered by a duct motor with a pulsating flow
of fuel.

1t is April 1943, Heinrich Himmler, Reichsfiihrer 55, has gained control
of the production of rockets for the Third Reich. The S5 Totenkampt stand
guard with machine guns trained at the entrance to a long tunnel, two miles
deep, fourteen yards wide and ten yards high, sequestered in the Harz
Mountains near Nordhausen. Once an old mining shaft, this tunnel serves
now as a secret factory for the manufacture of V-1 and V-2 missiles, The
guards aim their machine guns at the factory workers who are inmates of
concentration camp Dora.

Most of the RNA flowing out of the cell is destined for the construction of a
substance needed to compensate for the continual wearing away of the cell.

It is 1925. Heinrich Himmler, who is now twenty-five years old, has
been hired as a secretary by the chief of the Nazi Party in Landshut. He
sits behind a small desk in a room overcrowded with party records, corre-
spondence, and newspaper files. On the wall facing him he can see a por-
trait of Adolf Hitler. He hopes one day to meet the Fiihrer. In anticipation
of that day, while he believes no one watches, he practices speaking to this
portrait.

1t is 1922, Heinrich visits friends who have a three-year-old child. Be-
fore going to bed this child is allowed to run about naked. And this dis-
turbs Heinrich. He writes in his diary, One should teach a child a sense of
shame.

It is the summer of 1910. Heinrich begins his first diary. He is ten years
old. He has just completed elementary school. His father tells him his child-
hood is over now. In the fall he will enter Wilhelms Gymmnasium. There the
grades he earns will determine his prospects for the future. From now on he
must learn to take himself seriously.
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Light out of ten of the guided missiles will land within eight miles of their
targels.

His father Gebhard is a schoolmaster. He knows the requirements. He
provides the boy with pen and ink. Gebhard was once a tutor for Prince
Heinrich of Wittelsbach. He has named his son Heinrich after this prince.
He is grateful that the prince consented to be Heinrich’s godparent. Hein-
rich is to write in his diary every day. Gebhard writes the first entry in his
son’s diary, to show the boy how it is to be done.

July 13, Departed at 11:50 and arrive safely on the bus in L. We have a very
pretty house. In the afternoon we drink coffee at the coffee house.

[ open the cover of the journal I began to keep just as I started my work on
this book. I want to see what is on the first page. It is here I begin a new life, 1
wrote. Suffering many losses at once, I was alone and lonely. Yet suddenly I
felt a new responsibility for myself. The very act of keeping a journal, 1 sensed,
would help me into this life that would now be my own.

Inside the nucleus is the nucleolus where the synthesils of RNA takes place.
Each nucleclus is filled with a small jungle of fern-like structures all of whose
fronds and stalks move and rotate in perfect synchrony.

It is 1910. The twenty-second of July. Gebhard adds the words first swim
to his son's brief entry, thirteenth wedding anniversary of my dear parents.
1911. Over several entries Heinrich lists each of thirty-seven times he takes
a swim, in chronological order. 11:37 a.m. Departed for Lindau. He does not
write of his feelings. August 8, Walk in the park. Or dreams. August 10, Bad
weather.

In the last few years | have been searching, though for what precisely [
cannot say. Something still hidden which lies in the direction of Heinrich
Himmler’s life. I have been to Berlin and Munich on this search, and [ have
walked over the gravel at Dachau. Now as I sit here I read once again the
fragments from Heinrich’s boyhood diary that exist in English. 1 have
begun to think of these words as ciphers. Repeat them to myself, hoping to
find a door into the mind of this man, even as his character first forms so
that I might learn how it is he becomes himself.

The task is not easy. The earliest entries in this diary betray so little. Like
the words of a schoolboy commanded to write what the teacher requires of
him, they are wooden and stiff. The stamp of his father's character is so
heavy on this language that I catch not even a breath of a self here. It is easy
to see how this would be true. One simply has to imagine Gebhard standing
behind Heinrich and tapping his foot.
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His father must have loomed large to him. Did Gebhard lay kis hand on
Hejnrich's shoulder? The weight of that hand would not be comforting. It
would be a warning. A reminder. Heinrich must straighten up now and be
still. Yet perhaps he turns his head. Maybe thereisa sound outside. A bird.
Or his brother Gebhard’s voice. But from the dark form behind him he
hears a name pronounced. This is his name, Heinrich. The sound rolls
sharply off his father’s tongue. He turns his head back. He does not know
what to write. He wants to turn to this form and beseech him, but this man
who is his father is more silent than stone. And now when Heinrich can feel
impatience all around him, he wants to ask, What should Lwrite? The edge of
his father’s voice has gotten sharper. Why can’t you remember? Just write
what happened yesterday. And make sure you get the date right. Don’t you
remember? We took a walk in the park together and we ran into the duchess.
Be certain you spell her name correctly. And look here, you must get the
title right. That is extremely important. Cross it out. Do it again. The title.

The boy is relieved. His mind has not been working. His thoughts
were like paralyzed limbs, immobile. Now he is in motion again. He writes
the sentences as they are dictated to him. The park. He crosses out the name.
He writes it again. Spelling it right. The duchess. And his father makes one
more correction. The boy has not put down the correct time for their walk
in the park. '

And who is the man standing behind? In a photograph I have before me
of the aging Professor and Frau Himmler, as they pose before a wall care-
fully composed with paintings and family portraits, Frau Himmler adorned
with a demure lace collar, both she and the professor smiling kindly from
behind steel-rimmed glasses, the professor somewhat rounded with age, in
a dark three-piece suit and polka-dot tie, looks so ordinary.

The missile carries a warkead weighing 1,870 pounds. It has three different
fuses to insure detonation,

Ordinary. What an astonishing array of images hide behind this word.
The ordinary is of course never ordinary. I think of it now as a kind of
mask, not an animated mask that expresses the essence of an inner truth,
but a mask that falls like dead weight over the human face, making flesh
a stationary object. One has difficulty penetrating the heavy mask that
Gebhard and his family wore, difficulty piercing through to the creatures
behind.

It must not have been an easy task to create this mask. One detects the
dimensions of the struggle in the advice of German child-rearing experts
from this and the last century. Crush the will, they write. Establish dominance.
Permit no disobedience. Suppress everything in the child.

I have seen illustrations from the books of one of these experts, perhaps
the most famous of these pedagogues, Dr. Daniel Gottlieb Moritz Schreber.
At first glance these pictures recall images of torture. But they are instead
pictures of children whose posture or behavior is being corrected. A brace
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up the spine, a belt tied to a waist and the hair at the back of the neck so the
child will be discouraged from slumping, a metal plate at the edge of a desk
keeping the child from curling over her work, a child tied to a bed to pre-
vent poor sleeping posture or masturbation. And there are other methods
recommended in the text. An enema to be given before bedtime. The chiid
immersed in ice-cold water up to the hips, before sleep.

The nightmare images of the German child-rearing practices that one dis-
covers in this book call to mind the catastrophic events of recent German his-
tory. 1 first encountered this pedagogy in the writing of Alice Miller. At one
time a psychoanalyst, she was haunted by the question, What could make a
person conceive the plan of gassing millions of human beings fo death? In her work,
she traces the origins of this violence to childhood.

Of course there cannot be one answer to such a monumental riddle,
nor does any event in history have a single cause. Rather a field exists, like
a field of gravity that is created by the movements of many bodies. Each
life is influenced and it in turn becomes an influence. Whatever is a cause
is also an effect. Childhood experience is just one element in the determin-
ing field.

As a man who made history, Heinrich Himmler shaped many child-
hoods, inciuding, in the most subtle of ways, my own. And an eariier history,
a history of governments, of wars, of social customns, an idea of gender, the
history of a religion leading to the idea of original sin, shaped Heinrich
Himmler’s childhood as certainly as any philosophy of child raising. One can
take for instance any formative condition of his private life, the fact that he
was a frail child, for example, favored by his mother, who could not
meet masculine standards, and show that this circumstance derived its
real meaning from a larger social system that gave inordinate significance to
masculinity.

Yet to enter history through childhood experience shifts one’s perspec-
tive not away from history but instead to an earlier time just before history
has finally shaped us. Is there a child who existed before the conventional
history that we tell of ourselves, one who, though invisible to us, still shapes
events, even through this absence? How does our sense of history change
when we consider childhood, and perhaps more important, why is it that
until now we have chosen to ignore this point of origination, the birthplace
and womb of ourselves, in our consideration of public events?

In the silence that reverberates around this question, an image is born
in my mind. I can see a child’s body, small, curled into itself, knees bent
toward the chest, head bending softly into pillows and blankets, in a pos-
fure thought unhealthy by Dr. Schreber, hand raised to the face, delicate
mouth making a circle around the thumb. There is comfort as well as sad-
ness in this image. It is a kind of a self-portrait, drawn both from memory
and from a feeling that is still inside me. As I dwell for a moment with this
image 1 can imagine Heinrich in this posture, silent, curled, fetal, giving
comfort to himself.
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But now, alongside this earlier image, another is born. It is as if these
two images were twins, aiways traveling in the world of thought together.
One does not come to mind without the other. In this second portrait, which
is also made of feeling and memory, a child’s hands are tied into mittens.
And by a string extending from one of the mittens, her hand is tied to the
bars of her crib. She is not supposed to be putting her finger in her mouth.
And she is crying out in rage while she yanks her hand violently trying to
free herself of her bonds.

To most of existence there is an inner and an outer world. Skin, bark,
surface of the ocean open to reveal other realities. What is inside shapes
and sustains what appears. So it is too with human consciousness. And yet
the mind rarely has a simple connection to the inner life. At a certain age
we begin to define ourselves, to choose an image of who we are. I amn this
and not that, we say, attempting thus to erase whatever s within us that
does not fit our idea of who we shouid be. In time we forget our earliest
selves and replace that memory with the image we have constructed at the
bidding of others.

One can see this process occur in the language of Heinrich’s diaries. If
in the earliest entries, except for the wooden style of a boy who obeys au-
thority, Heinrich’s character is hardly apparent, over time this stilted style
becomes his own. As one reads on, one no longer thinks of a boy who is
forced to the task, but of a prudish and rigid young man.

In Heinrich’s boyhood diaries no one has been able to find any record of
rage or of events that inspire such rage. Yet one cannot assume from this
evidence that such did not exist. His father would have permitted neither
anger nor even the memory of it to enter these pages. That there must be no
visible trace of resentment toward the parent was the pedagogy of the age.
Dr. Schreber believed that children should learn to be grateful. The pain
and humiliation children endure are meant to benefit them. The parent is
only trying to save the child’s soul.

Now, for different reasons, [ too find myself on the track of a child’s soul.
The dimensions of Heinrich Himmlex's life have put me on this track. [ am
trying to grasp the inner state of his being. For a time the soul ceased to exist
in the modern mind. One thought of a human being as a kind of machine, or
as a cog in the greater mechanism of society, operating within another ma-
chine, the earth, which itself operates within the greater mechanical design
of the universe.

When I was in Berlin, I spoke to a rabbi who had, it seemed to me, lost
his faith. When I asked him if he still believed in God, he simply shook his
head and widened his eyes as if to say, How is this possible? He had been
telling me about his congregation: older people, many of Polish origin, sur-
vivors of the holocaust who were not able to leave Germany after the war
because they were too ilt to travel. He was poised in this painful place by
choice. He had come to lead this congregation only temporarily but, once
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feeling the condition of his people, decided to stay. Still, despite his answer,
and as much as the holocaust made a terrible argument for the death of the
spirit, talking in that small study with this man, I could feel from him the
light of something surviving.

The religious tradition that shaped Heinrich’s childhood argues that
the soul is not part of flesh but is instead a prisoner of the body. But sup-
pose the soul is meant to live in and through the body and to know itself in
the heart of earthly existence?

Then the soul is an integral part of the child’s whole being, and its
growth is thus part of the child’s growth. It is, for example, like a seed
planted underground in the soil, naturally moving toward the light. And it
comes into its fullest manifestation thus only when seen, especially when
self meeting self returns a gaze.

What then occurs if the soul in its small beginnings is forced to take on
a secret life? A boy learns, for instance, to hide his thoughts from his father
simply by failing to record them in his journals. He harbors his secrets in
fear and guilt, confessing them to no one until in time the voice of his father
chastising him becomes his own. A small war is waged in his mind. Daily
implosions take place under his skin, by which in increments something in
him seems to disappear. Gradually his father’s voice subsumes the vitality
of all his desires and even his rage, so that now what he wants most pas-
sionately is his own obedience, and his rage is aimed at his own failures. As
over time his secrets fade from memory, he ceases to tell them, even to him-
self, so that finally a day arrives when he believes the image he has made of
himself in his diaries is true.

The child, Dr. Schreber advised, should be permeated by the impossibility of
locking something in his heart. The doctor who gave this advice had a son who
was hospitalized for disabling schizophrenia. Another of his children com-
mitted suicide. But this was not taken as a warning against his approach. His
methods of educating children were so much a part of the canon of everyday
life in Germany that they were introduced into the state school system.

That this philosophy was taught in school gives me an interior view of
the catastrophe to follow. It adds a certain dimension to my image of these
events to know that a nation of citizens learned that no part of themselves
could be safe from the scrutiny of authority, nothing locked in the heart,
and at the same time to discover that the head of the secret police of this na-
tion was the son of a schoolmaster. It was this man, after ail, Heinrich
Himmier, Reichsfiihrer S5, who was later to say, speaking of the mass ar-
rests of Jews, Protective custody is an act of care,

The polite manner of young Heinrich's diaries reminds me of life in my
grandmother’s home. Not the grandmother I lost and later found, but the
one who, for many years, raised me, She was my mother’s mother. The
family would assemble in the living room together, sitting with a certain
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reserve, afraid to soil the surfaces. What was it that by accident might have
been made visible?

All our family photographs were posed. We stood together in groups of
three or four and squinted into the sun. My grandmother directed us to
smile. T have carried one of these photographs with me for years without
acknowledging to myself that in it my mother has the look she always had
when she drank too much. In another photograph, taken near the time of
my parents’ divorce, I can see that my father is almost crying, though 1
could not see this earlier. I must have felt obliged to see only what my
grandmother wanted us to see. Tranquil, domestic scenes.

Int the matrix of the mitochondria all the processes of transformation join to-
gether in a central vorfex.

We were not comfortable with ourselves as a family. There was a great
shared suffering and yet we never wept together, except for my mother,
who would alternately weep and then rage when she was drunk. Together,
under my grandmother’s tutelage, we kept up appearances. Her effort was
ceaseless,

When at the age of six | went to live with her, my grandmother worked
to reshape me. | learned what she thought was correct grammar. The man-
ners she had studied in books of etiquette were passed on to me, not by
casual example but through anxious memorization and drill. Napkin to be
lifted by the corner and swept onto the lap. Hand to be clasped firmly but
not too firmly,

We were not to the manner born. On one side my great-grandfather
was a farmer, and on the other a butcher newly emigrated from Ireland,
who still spoke with a brogue. Both great-grandfathers drank too much,
the one in public houses, the other more quietly at home. The great-
grandfather who farmed was my grandmother’s father, He was not wealthy
but he aspired to gentility. My grandmother inherited both his aspiration
and his failure,

We considered ourselves finer than the neighbors to our left with their
chaotic household. But when certain visitors came, we were as if driven by
an inward, secret panic that who we really were might be discovered. Inad-
vertently, by some careless gesture, we might reveal to these visitors who
were our betters that we did not belong with them, that we were not real.
Though of course we never spoke of this, to anyone, not even ourselves.

Gebhard Himmier’s family was newly risen from poverty. Just as in my
family, the Himmlers' gentility was a thinly laid surface, maintained no
doubt only with great effort. Gebhard’s father had come from a family of
peasants and small artisans. Such a living etched from the soil, and by one’s
hands, is tenuous and hard. As is frequently the case with young men born
to poverty, Johann became a soldier. And, like many young soldiers, he got
himself into trouble more than once for brawling and general mischief. On
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one occasion he was reproved for what was called immoral behavior with a low
worman, But nothing of this history survived in his son’s version of him. By
the time Gebhard was born, Johann was fifty-six vears old and had re-
formed his ways. Having joined the royal police force of Bavaria, over the
years he rose to the rank of sergeant. He was a respectable man, with a re-
spectable position.

Perhaps Gebhard never learned of his father’s less than respectable
past. He was only three years old when Johann died. If he had the slightest
notion, he did not breathe a word to his own children. Johann became the
icon of the Himmler family, the heroic soldier who single-handedly
brought his family from the ebscurity of poverty into the warm light of the
favored. Yet obscure histories have a way of casting a shadow over the
present. Those who are born to propriety have a sense of entitlement, and
this affords them some ease as they execute the correct mannerisms of their
class. More recent members of the elect are less certain of themselves;
around the edges of newly minted refinement one discerns a certain fear-
fulness, expressed perhaps as uncertainty, or as its opposite, rigidity.

One can sense that rigidity in Gebhard’s face as a younger man. In a
photograph of the Himmiler family, Gebhard, who towers in the back-
ground, seems severe. He has the face of one who looks for mistakes. He is
vigilant. Heinrich’s mother looks very small next to him, aimost as if she is
cowering. She has that look I have seen many times on my father’s face,
which one can only describe as ameliorating. Heinrich is very small. He
stands closest to the camera, shimmering in a white dress. His face is
pretty, even delicate.

I am looking now at the etching called Poverty, made in 1897. Near the
center, calling my attention, a woman holds her head in her hands. She
stares through her hands into the face of a sleeping infant. Though the in-
fant and the sheet and pillow around are filled with light, one recognizes
that the child is dying. In a darker corner, two worried figures huddle, a fa-
ther and another child. Room, mother, father, child exist in lines, a multi-
tude of lines, and each line is filled with a rare intelligence.

Just as the physicist’s scrutiny changes the object of perception, so does
art transmute experience. One cannot look upon what Kéathe Kollwitz has
drawn without feeling. The lines around the child are bleak with unreason.
Never have { seen so clearly that what we call poverty is simply a raw expo-
sure to the terror and fragility of life. But there is more in this image. There
is meaning in the frame. One can feel the artist’s eyes. Her gaze is in one
place soft, in another intense. Like the light around the infant, her attention
interrupts the shadow that falls across the room.

The artist’s choice of subject and the way she saw it were both radical
departures, not only from certain acceptable assumptions in the world
of art, but also from established soctal ideas because the poor were
thought of as less than human. The death of a child to a poor parent was






