Sitting cross-legged under the table I would look down at the row of women’s calves covered with thick stockings and men’s legs clothed in wool trousers tapping rhythmically to the polka music.  I wanted to soak in the spirited mood that surrounded me from all levels.  Above the table the view was of men and women clustered together linked by a seemingly singular festive mood, swinging their beer mugs to the music and slapping them together, beer sloshing casually over the rim of the glass.  My brother and I, our legs dangling from the folding chairs and half the size of those that surrounded us would hold our own mugs full of soda precariously above our heads.  In an effort to mimic the wild mood of the adults around us we would join in yelling “eins, zwei, drei zufah” while smashing our glasses together and throwing down a gulp of our drink in one swooping overdone gesture.   After quenching our thirst we would race back to the dance floor and clasping our hands tightly together we would reel about, heads back with rosy cheeks from exertion, intoxicated with pleasure as we tried our hand at the polka.  Then my father would rescue our neighboring dancers that we would inevitably be bouncing off of by tapping me on the shoulder and having me place my feet on top of his.  With a sudden burst into a hearty gait the room became a blur of perpetual motion as my father spun me about in a series of fast dips and swirls.   My brother and I normally constrained by the many rules of a strictly run household, reveled in family night at the Hofbrau Haus, where we were free to play unheeded in what appeared to be a world of pleasure and unbound rules. 

This is what I associated with Germany.  I had no knowledge of the Holocaust at this stage of my life.    No history beyond these evenings filled with polka music and German songs, family dishes of spatzle and rolaten, and a fractured language my grandmother spoke of German peppered with English or the other way around.      As a child the absence of memories does not carry any weight.  Over time we learn that our history defines us, and it is that which goes unspoken that does not let us go.  

After my grandmother passed away my mother received a letter from her cousin Liselotte who was still living in Stuttgart.  

“I am sorry to learn that your mother is no longer living.  I’d like to inform you of the status of your mother’s relatives.  The tragedy that befell the family Seitz is surely known to you.  After the assassination attempt on Hitler in 1944, her father and two brothers and one of the wives were arrested and later executed.  Fifteen people from the resistance were imprisoned and executed on November 22, 1944.” 

My grandmother had never shared her family history with my mother.  They never spoke about what had been left behind.  My mother continued to correspond with her cousin after receiving this letter trying to piece together this missing history, but largely the stories had been lost in the years that had passed in silence and had disappeared with the generations that had gone before us.   I remember the shock of seeing the first images of the Holocaust in film at school, dark images in a darkened classroom, sinking deeply into my chair and trying to reconcile these gaps in my knowledge.  

A few years ago I visited a school in Switzerland, the Ecole d’ Humantie (The School of Humanity), while I was there I learned that the school had originated in Germany, a leader of the progressive education movement, promoting student self-government, flexible curricula programs, hands-on approaches to learning, humanistic principles, and egalitarian relationships between the sexes, and a students from diverse backgrounds. As the first fully co-educational boarding school in Germany, with its reputation for intellectualism and liberalism and funded by a prominent Jewish industrialist it became an early target for Nazi raids.  The first one occurring only one month after the Nazi’s came into power in 1933.

In March 1933, Nazi storm troopers seized control of the Odenwaldschule, a small German boarding school near Heidelberg.   Armed with carbines and exhilarated by their party’s recent electoral victory, the men drove through apple orchards, farms and pastures, toward a hilltop adorned with elegant houses.    The Odenwaldschule was populated by close to two hundred teachers and students and was one of the crown jewels of the international progressive education movement in 1933.  For twenty-three years its founder and director, Paulus Geheeb, had labored to create a school community based on tolerance for people from different backgrounds with diverse perspectives.     After a year of planning surreptitious strategies to work within the Nazi regime or depopulate the school, Geheeb saw that humanistic education was no longer possible in Germany.  He emigrated to Switzerland in March 1934 and over the course of twelve years, they moved the school seven times, finally finding a permanent home in the Bernese Oberland.  The new school(s), the Ecole d’ Humanitie, became a haven for children escaping the horrors of World War II (Shirley, 1992). 

 I was visiting the Ecole with a friend who had been a student there many years earlier and we had dinner one evening at one of his old teacher’s homes.   Over a meal of Raclette, the traditional Swiss meal of boiled potatoes with melted cheese accompanied by a side of marinated pickles and onions to add bite to the dish I became captivated as Rosmarie told her story of ending up at the school as a Jewish refugee. With little outward emotion she continued to share some of the history of the Odenwaldschule and how it became the Ecole d’ Humanitie.   The next day we visited another teacher and again heard another story about the school.  I had already been intrigued by the educational philosophies and principles of that the school embodied but as I listened to these elderly teachers tell their stories I was inextricably drawn to the history of the school and the individuals that were part of the history.  I wanted to hear the stories of Paulus and Edith Geheeb, who made critical ethical decisions during this tumultuous period in history, and remained convicted to the educational philosophies they had founded their school on in the unlikely setting of imperial Germany and during the dangerous period of the Nazi regime.  

“That there once was a school in Germany!  Nationalism and racist madness never stopped poisoning the public life of the Reich.  Here, however, in an oasis of culture, tolerance ruled.”

As I read letters from the archives and listened to more stories I realized that many of these stories had not been captured and were only held with the teachers and students that were now in their 80’s and 90’s.  Perhaps compelled by my own family history and desire to hear more about those who chose to be part of the resistance and save lives at the risk of their own I began to search for the names of students and teachers that were there during this time period. 
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