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A bstract

It is the aim of this study to explore the phenomenon of recent (1970-1995)
English and German language autobiographical writing for children in
which writers’ childhood experiences during the Third Reich, the war years
and the immediate post-war period provide the basis for a fictionalised
reconstruction of childhood. The complex relationship between childhood
and adulthood evident in these texts is one forged by the particular social
and historical circumstances of wartime, as many writers affected by the last
world war are engaged in a process of reassessing their own identities in
accordance with changing perspectives on the past. Current ideologies
inevitably shape the adult narrator’s reconstruction of the historical events
which a child could not understand fully at the time. In these texts, recording
experience for the next generation serves a therapeutic as well as a didactic
purpose, for each enables the writer to regain contact with the childhood self

in a contained and clearly focussed narrative.

A detailed thematic and stylistic analysis of selected texts is informed by a
survey of studies on the history and purpose of autobiographical writing
about childhood, an examination of the of role of writing as therapy in the
psychoanalytical tradition, and the position of language in the
autobiographical process. In particular, the work of Jung and the
reinterpretation of Freud by Jacques Lacan has illuminated discussion of
these issues. Comparisons are made between retrospective accounts of
wartime childhood by German, Jewish and British writers; differences in the
nature and volume of autobiographical writing in German and English are
related to the timing of these accounts and the decision to write for a child
audience. In passing stories on to the next generation, writers’ selection of
content and control of narrative perspective are indicative of both national
and personal preoccupations. Finally, the interplay between a historically
evolving reevaluation of the past and the developmental history of the self is
related to aspects of the reception of texts and the purposes they are
expected to fulfil.



(c) Gillian Lathey 1997
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Bilbiiographical notes:

1) Since the timing of autobiographical writing is crucial to the argument of
this study, all dates of publication of autobiographical texts cited within the
body of the thesis are those of first editions. Where quotations from texts are
made, page references are those of editions listed in the bibliography.

2) All translations of quotations from German texts are my own unless stated
otherwise. Titles of primary German texts discussed in the thesis have been
translated literally where no published translation has been traced. As titles
discussed in some detail have only been translated the first time they occur,
the following list is included for quick reference: full information on each text
is included in the bibliography.

Finckh, Renate: Mit uns zieht die neue Zeit. The new era starts with us.

Fuchs, Ursula: Emma oder die unruhige Zeit. Emma, or turbulent times.

Gehrts, Barbara: Nie wieder ein Wort davon? Never say another word about
it?

von der Grun, Max: Wie war das eigentlich: Kindheit und Juaend im Dritten
Reich . What was it really like? Childhood and youth in the Third Reich.

(Published in the USA under the title Howl Like the Wolves)

Hannsmann, Margarete: Der helle Tag bricht an: ein Kind wird Nazi.
The dawn is bright: a child becomes a Nazi.

Nostlinger, Christine: Maikafer fliea! Published in the UK as Flv Away

Home.

Nostlinger, Christine: Zwei Wochen im Mai . Two weeks in May.

Pausewang, Gudrun Auf einem langen Weg. A long journey.



X

Pausewang, Gudrun: Rosinkawiese: Alternatives Leben vor 50

Jahren Rosinka meadow: an ‘alternative’ lifestyle fifty years ago.

Pausewang, Gudrun: Fern von der Rosinkawiese. Far from Rosinka
meadow.

Pausewang, Gudrun: Geliebte Rosinkawiese. Die Geschichte einer
Freundschaft uber die Grenzen. Beloved Rosinka meadow. The story

of a cross-border friendship.

Recheis, Kathe: Lena: Unser Dorf und der Krieg. Lena: Our village and the
war.

Richter, Hans-Peter: Damals war es Friedrich. Published in the UK under the
title Friedrich.

Richter, Hans-Peter Wir waren dabei. Published in the UK under the title L
was there.

Richter, Hans-Peter: Die Zeit der junaen Soldaten . Published in the UK
under the title The Time of the Young Soldiers

Ross, Carlo: ....aber Steine reden nicht. ...but stones can’t talk.

Schonfeldt, Sybil Grafin: Sonderappell 1945 - Ein Madchen berichtet.
Special Roll Call 1945 - A girl reports.

Schwarz, Annelies: Wir werden uns wiederfinden. We will find each other

again.

von Staden, Wendelgard: Nacht uber dem Tal. Night over the valley.

Ungerer, Tomi: Die Gedanken sind frei: Meine Kindheit im Elsass.

Thoughts are free: My childhood in Alsace.
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Introduction

The future is nothing, but the past is myself, my own history, the seed of my
present thoughts, the mould of my present disposition.
-- R.L. Stevensonl

The year 1995 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second
World War; the contrast in emphasis between the public celebration of VE
day in Britain and the acknowledgement of fifty years of peace’ or fifty years
of freedom from fascism’2 in Germany was evident to anyone spending time
in both countries during the early summer of that year. Children’s literature
reflected this inevitable difference in perspectives on the past, as a series of
opportunistic visits to bookshops revealed. During May - VE day festivities
took place in Britain on May 8th - bookshops in Frankfurt8 mounted displays
of accounts and novels by German and Jewish writers based on their
childhood experience during the Third Reich; no displays of children’s books
on British wartime childhood were encountered in London in the same
period. A range of new publications and new editions of older titles were
available in GermanyA whereas to the best of my knowledge the only
republication on the British market was Robert Westali’s collection of
wartime childhood memoirs, Children of the Blitz (1985), reissued in 1995

1 Essays of the Road. R.L. Stevenson, cited in Bielenberg (1968).

2 A phrase used, for example, as the banner headline on the cover of a collection of essays for
children on the political and social legacy of the Third Reich: Teuter, Abraham (ed.) (1995). Freiheit na
und? (literally: Freedom, so what?). Frankfurt: Alibaba .

8 In Hugendubel, a large bookshop inthe city centre, a table in the children’s book department was
devoted to an exhibition of books on National Socialism including representations of the Jewish
experience; in Eseisohr, a smaller specialised children’s bookshop, books on the theme were
displayed both in the window and inside the shop.

4 In addition to Sonderappell: 1945 - ein Madchen berichtet (literally: Special Roll Call: 1945 - a girl
reports, 1995) by Sybil Grafin Schonfeldt, republications included: Annelies Schwarz (1995) Wir
werden uns wiederfinden (literally: We will find each other again) Munchen: dtv; Carlo Ross (May
1995), Im Vorhof der Holle (literally; In the forecourt of hell), and Ingeborg Bayer (1995) Ehe alles
Leaende wird (literally: Before it all becomes a legend), Wurzburg: Arena. Examples of new
publications for children were a collection of short stories edited by Harald Roth (1995) Verachtet.
verstossen . vernichtet: Kinder- und Juaendiahre unterm Hakenkreuz (literally: Despised, rejected,
destroyed: childhood and youth under the swastika) Wurzburg: Arena, and a series of personal
accounts of childhood during the war years edited by Silvia Bartholl (1995) Inae. David und die
anderen: Wie Kinder den Kriea erlebten (literally: Inge, David and the others: children’s wartime
experiences), Weinheim: Beltz.
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with a new foreword in which Westall, who died in 1993, takes a nostalgic

view of wartime childhood. Although this snapshot of responses in
commercial publishing and bookselling for children does not claim to be
exhaustive, there are clear indications both of the comparative position of
children’s literature within the two cultures in the reassessment of the past,

and the role played by autobiographical writing in this process.

In a study concerned with autobiography, it is of particular relevance to
include brief autobiographical insights into how the questions of British and
German perspectives on the war years became issues of interest to the
writers. 1995 also marked the passage of thirty years since my own first visit
to Germany as a school exchange student, the starting point for a lifelong
engagement with Germany and the Germans. Such close contact has
brought great pleasure and enlightenment personally and culturally, yet
there has been a persistent undertow which never quite disappears:
theThird Reich continues to cast its shadow on attitudes towards Germany
and result in the ambivalent position adopted by many Germans towards
their own national history and identity. In the years since that first
acquaintance with Germany in 1965, in studying German language and
literature to MA level, and in extended periods of living and working in
Germany, | have found that questions of culpability and atonement resurface

periodically in my own mind or in discussion, both in Britain and Germany.

A mosaic of impressions and anecdotal evidence gained in adolescence
and young adulthood has formed the basis for a quest for a better
understanding of Anglo-German relations, and speculation as to the role of
ordinary Germans during the Third Reich. |was, for example, taught
German at school for a time by a German national who assured us that the
vast majority of Germans had been unaware of the existence of
concentration camps during the Third Reich. A contrasting response to this
denial of the complicity of ordinary Germans in the atrocities of the period
was represented by the decision of a German friend who, although she was

only born in the last year of the war, accepted an inherited responsibility by

5 There is a growing recognition of the exploration of one’s own life-history as a means of analysing
the ideological and cultural position a writer or researcher occupies; see Bruner (1990) and Rosen
(1994) and further discussion of this issue in chapter one.
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learning Hebrew as a teenager as a personal act of atonement. At the same

time, intimations of the deprivations suffered by German citizens in the
immediate post-war period came from the mother of this same woman, who
had spent the last weeks of the war hiding in a cellar, or the story of another
friend who, as a four year old child, had become obsessed with rumours of
cannibalism circulating amongst the hungry German population. When told
the precious meat she had been served was that of a sheep whose name
sounded just like that of a young friend, she thrust the plate away and
declared furiously that she would not become a ‘Menschenfresser’
(cannibal). Alongside personal accounts of post-war experience and
retrospective responses to the crimes of the Third Reich, knowledge of the
full horror of the holocaust had a devastating impact on my developing
understanding of the era. Documentary evidence of German war crimes and
- never to be forgotten for its detailed description of medical experiments
carried out in Auschwitz - the television broadcast over twenty-five years ago
of a translation of Die Vermittlung (The Investigation. 1965) by Peter Weiss,
revived doubts about the possible complicity of Germans | had met who
belonged to my parents’ generation. An awareness of the differentiation of
German experience, and the paradoxes of denial, national shame and
personal trauma was matched by evidence of the residual British mistrust of
Germans. This was reflected in a variety of ways, including the unease of
members of my own family at my decision to study German, and the signs of
lingering anti-German sentiment amongst the children in the infant school
class | taught in the late 1970s: a swastika appeared on a desk on the day a
German visitor was due. On the other hand, a counter-current to the
simplistic view of the war years in Britain which had dominated my own
childhood - that a just war had been scrupulously fought against an evil
enemy - also provided food for thought. Periodic interrogations of the
decision to fire-bomb Dresden or the use of atomic weapons in Japan,
together with doubt cast on allied conduct in plays written by a German and
staged in the UK, Rolf Hochhuth’s Der Stellvertreter (The
Representative.19631 and Soldaten (Soldiers ,1967), focussed attention on

the moral grey areas of the allied campaign.

Historical complexities and affective personal experience formed one strand
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of a developing enthusiasm for German language and literature which

continued beyond MA studies. This interest found a niche in my time as a
classroom teacher in the reading of German children’s books in translation
to young children, and later their promotion within children’s literature
courses in a higher education institution. The decision to undertake a
sustained research project offered the ideal opportunity to bring together an
interest in children’s literature and an exploration of Germany’s recent past,
a chance to venture into that emotive territory through the exploration of
writing addressed to the young. As time passed my own relationship with
Germany had been less frequently disturbed by troubling undercurrents;
nevertheless, they carried the ‘seed of my present thoughts’6é (Stevenson in

Bielenberg, 1970, p.5), and therefore underpin the writing of this thesis.

Defining the investigation

The story of the development of this thesis is that of a gradual refining of
focus. Extensive reading of children’s fiction in German and English set in
the Third Reich and the Second World War enabled me to pinpoint
autobiographical writing as the most fruitful area of investigation in relation to
the continuing interrogation of the past | had experienced both in Germany
and the UK. It seemed that the essential complexity of this process of re-
evaluation - reflected in my own developing understanding of the period -
was exemplified in all its diversity in the literary recreation for a child
audience of wartime childhood in English and German. In passing the story
on to the next generation, what is deemed to be significant by the writer in
the choice of content and the control of narrative perspective is indicative of
prevailing ideologies and both national and personal preoccupations. It
therefore became the aim of this study to explore the representation in
fictionalised autobiography of the experience of German, Jewish or British
children growing up during the war years and the Third Reich, and to
consider why writers have chosen to direct their work at a child audience. It
has been my intention to investigate the language and function of
autobiography in identity formation and the historical interpretation of

6 The epigram which heads this chapter is taken from the account by Christabel Bielenberg of herlife
as an Englishwoman in Berlin during the early years of the Third Reich. (Bielenberg, 1968, p.5).
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wartime childhood by paying detailed attention to the texts themselves and

the ideological and psychological processes they reflect. The interplay
between a historically evolving reassessment of the past and the
developmental history of the self lies, after all, at the heart of
autobiographical writing.

Setting the parameters of the study

1) Timing

Since the point at which an autobiographical text is written and published is
of key importance in examining its purpose, narrative perspective and
audience, texts discussed have been confined to those published within the
last twenty-five years7 . By 1970, even those who were very young children
during the war years had reached their early thirties, so that
autobiographical writing for children published since that date is the work of
mature adults reflecting on the past and deliberately shaping a narrative for
the first, second or even the third generation born since the war. With this
opportunity for retrospective evaluation of history and the childhood self in
mind, an examination of thematic trends in children’s fiction indicates
changing ideological perspectives which relate closely to autobiographical
writing on the period. There appears to be an increasing preoccupation with
the reassessment of the war years in children’s fiction in the last quarter of a
century. There has been an increase in the publication in the UK of
children’s fiction set in the Second World War after a comparatively barren
period in the 1950s and 1960s8. and a marked increase in the volume of
children’s literature on the Third Reich published in German since the early
1960s.9 In the recently united Federal Republic of Germany, almost two
hundred new titles or new editions of older titles on this subject appeared on

7 More detailed reference is occasionally made to texts which fall outside this period in the interests of
tracing development, notably to Hans-Peter Richter’s seminal autobiographical novel Damals war es
Friedrich (1961, published in English as Friedrich. 1970).

8 For an outline of thematic trends in the publication of Second World War fiction for children in the UK
inthe 1940s and the 1970s see Cadogan and Craig (1978) pp.213-71. Egan (unpublished MA thesis
1985) has surveyed children’s Second World War novels written during the war and since, offering a
comparison with selected European *particularly French - texts.

9 For statistical details and discussion of the changing focus of representations of the Third Reich in

post-war German children’s literature see Otto (1981); Dahrendorf in Dahrendorf and Shavit (1988)
and Sannes-Muller in (ibid.)
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the market between 1990 and 1996 (Steinlein, 1996, p.88) : reunification in

1989 lent an added urgency to the reassessment of national identity. As
statistical evidence to be discussed in chapters four and five demonstrates,
the passage of time has also resulted in changes in the themes addressed in
fiction set in the war years. In German writing there has been a shift from
recording personal suffering in the immediate post-war period to a
preoccupation with childhood in the Third Reich and the persecution of
Jews, while there is a greater differentiation in the subjects of British
children’s literature set in the period.

In specifically autobiographical writing published since 1970, there is a
parallel process at work. Shifts in ideological perspectives on the past have
taken place; the proportion of children’s literature written in English and
German which can be classified as ‘autobiographical’ reflects social,
personal and ideological developments and reinterpretations of history.
Dahrendorf emphasises the autobiographical nature of much of the German
children’s literature set in the Third Reich: ‘uberhaupt (steht) die KJL zu dem
Thema vollstandig im Banne des Autobiographischen’ (‘children’s literature
on this theme is completely dominated by autobiography’, 1980, p.7). Itis
certainly the case that the majority of German texts published since 1970 ,
as well as those by Jewish authors written in German or English, are
autobiographical; this is not true of children’s literature by British writers
concerned solely with the British experience of war. The limited number of
such autobiographical texts published has affected the development of this
thesis in that the British texts became a point of comparison, illuminating the
key position of German texts in the socio-historical context of the aftermath of
the Third Reich. At the outset of this study in 1990, research was open-
ended, so that autobiographical texts written between 1990 and 1995 have
been included as they were publishedio. The period leading to the
celebration in 1995 of the passage of half a century since the close of the
war was significant in focussing public attention on the past, and in
confronting those who lived through the war years and the Third Reich with
the question of the relevance of the era for the young. In relation to the

10 Texts discussed in this study published since 1990 include: Tomi Ungerer (1993) Die Gedanken
sind frei, (literally: Thoughts are free), Kathe Recheis (1990) Lena: Unser Port und der Kriea . (literally:
Lena, our village and the war), and Robert Westall (1994) A Time of Fire.
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autobiographical writing of the last five years, it must also be remembered

that those who were children in the war years have now reached old age

and their numbers are steadily decreasing.

In order that adult response to the key formative experiences of childhood
could be investigated, the selection of texts chosen for analysis was not
limited exclusively to those set in the war years 1939-45. Although British
authors have written primarily about wartime childhood, the autobiographical
accounts of German and Jewish authors are dominated by the trauma and
challenges of the entire period of the Third Reich (1933-45) and of the
immediate post-war period (1945-6).

2) Political and cultural boundaries

At an early stage in the research which informs this thesis, decisions had to
be made concerning its extent in terms of geopolitical boundaries. In order
to keep texts within a reasonably coherent ideological framework, German
examples are taken from texts published in the Federal Republic of Germany
(including those first published in Austria) between 1970 and 1989, and in
the new Federal Republic since 1989. Texts published only in the former
German Democratic Republic have not been considered, since the ideology
of that state as represented in autobiographical texts would necessitate a
detailed comparison between the differing historical interpretations of the
Third Reich in the two German republics. Such a comparison is beyond the
scope of this study, although it does, of course, highlight the significance of
the adult writer’s perspective on the past in autobiographical texts. It is
interesting to note, for example, that in the first twenty-five years after the war,
the number of children’s books (including non-fiction) devoted to National
Socialism published in the GDR outnumbered those published in the
Federal Republic (225 titles in the GDR and 125 in the FRD)11 , and that
these books had a largely anit-fascist bias. In the earlier post-war period the
emphasis in GDR literature was on resistance within Germany - including
Jewish resistance - and the attribution of blame for the atrocities of the Third

11 Steinlein (1996). Inthe Berlin exhibition on the representation of National Socialism in children’s
literature 1945-95 (19.5 to 4.6 1995) books published between 1945 and 1989 were displayed
thematically with GDR and FRG titles on adjoining shelves so that comparisons could be made.

Further details of the differences between the children’s literature of the two German republics can be
found in the exhibition catalogue: Steinlein et al (1995).
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Reich to fascism as a political force. It was only in the 1970s, and particularly

since the publication in 1976 of Christa Wolf's seminal adult novel
Kindheitsmuster (A Model Childhood}, that a more differentiated approach in
GDR children’s literature became apparent.

Autobiographical texts set in the war years and written in English also raise
issues central to this thesis. Accounts of childhood during the Third Reich
written in English by Jewish writers are of key importance in considering the
hiatus between childhood and adulthood as reflected in the adoption of a
second language. The language of exile then assumed the status of the
primary - or even sole - means of communication. Many of these texts were
first published in the USA (Koehn, 1977; Reiss, 1972) because the authors
left Germany to live there some years after the war; selected titles from this
group are limited to those which have also been published in the UK.
Children’s literature based on wartime experience in other English-speaking
countries has not been included: the focus on German, British and Jewish
childhood experience as represented in texts available to the young in the
United Kingdom and the Federal Republic of Germany is sufficiently broad
for a study of this length. It should also be noted, particularly in view of
criticism of the lack of attention paid to concentration camps and the
slaughter of Jews in German children’s fiction on the Third Reich (Shauvit,
1988, 1995) that autobiographical accounts of such experiences written for
children are rare, and those which exist do not necessarily fall within the
boundaries of this study.

3) Definitions of children’s literature

‘Children’s literature’ is used throughout this study as a generic term for
literature addressed to a child or juvenile audience in accordance with
accepted practice; there is no English equivalent of the German term
‘Kinder-und Jugendliteratur’ (children’s and juvenile literature) or KJL. The
perceived inappropriateness of the term ‘children’s literature’ has been
reflected in recent decades in the targeting by publishers and librarians of
literature for a specifically ‘teenage’ or ‘young adult’ audience, categories

which encompass many of the texts discussed in this study. Indeed, the
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complexity of identifying the audience for accounts of childhood in the war

years and the Third Reich leads to some crossing of boundaries between
adult and children’s literature. Charles Hannam’s autobiographical texts
(1977 and 1979), for example, are shelved in the adult biography section in
Westminster City libraries, yet Hannam himself has indicated in conversation
with Margaret Meeki2 that he had a teenage audience in mind. Wendelgard
von Staden’s Nacht uber dem Tal (1979), which was reissued in 1979 by the
publisher dtv as a paperback on its adult list, is nevertheless included by
Ernst Cloer (1988) in his analyses of fifty books for the young on the subject
of the Third Reich. On the other hand, the same publisher, dtv, has marketed
many titles relevant to this study on its children’s list under the ‘dtv pocket’
imprint, aimed specifically at socially and politically conscious young adults.
Some titles have even been transferred from adult to children’s lists
(Steinlein et al, 1995, p.69), particularly autobiographical accounts of the
period. Such anomalies reveal the complexity of the audience for memoirs
of wartime childhood to be discussed in the final chapter; at this point a
definition of the texts included in this study is necessary. It was decided to
select texts which have been identified as addressing a child audience at
some point during their production or reception. Autobiographical accounts
of the war years which make some reference to childhood have therefore
only been included when there is an indication on the part of author,
publisher or reviewer that they are appropriate for a young audience. 13
Titles where there is some doubt as to the implied audience (Michael
Foreman’s War Boy ,1989), or where sequels imply a shift from child to adult
audience (Judith Kerr's trilogy, 1971, 1975 and 1978), are then analysed to
discover the relationship between changing perceptions of the target
audience and the writer’'s underlying purpose.

12 personal communication of August 1993 based on conversations about the book with Charles
Hannam when he and Margaret Meek were colleagues in Bristol in the 1970s.

13 For a comparison of examples of adult and children’s literature on the Third Reich written in English
and German 1980-1992 see Pachler (1992) pp.150-226; Dahrendorf has undertaken a comparative
study of German adult and children’s literature on fascism in Dahrendorf/Shavit (1988) pp124-40.
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Research methodology

Allusions to the historical and ideological developments of the past twenty
five years which provide the framework for this study are drawn both from
direct personal experience of attitudes and opinions, and the historical and
political debate which has come to the attention of a British citizen who is a
frequent visitor to Germany. This ethnomethodological approach” rests on
the sustained collection of evidence from press cuttings, attendance at
relevant public lectures, exhibitions, and the recording of observations and
anecdote on Anglo-German relations and changing perceptions of the war
years and the Third Reich. As a starting point and catalyst for a systematic
investigation of one aspect of recent literary history, this approach is entirely
in keeping with the focus on the personal construction of history which lies at
the heart of this investigation. The study itself is inferential in design, since
its purpose is to explore the phenomenon of a clearly defined body of
retrospective autobiographical children’s literature arising from the
exceptional circumstances of wartime - and specifically World War Two -
childhoods. Statistical evidence available in secondary sources was
consulted in order to establish a corpus of autobiographical children’s
literature written in German and English on the Third Reich and the Second
World War, and to trace general quantitative and thematic developments.
Quantitative and qualitative analyses have in fact been integrated; exisiting
statistical data constitute a basis for broad thematic comparisons, which are
then complemented by detailed case studies of selected texts, and
illustrative passages of textual analysis.

Research on recently published literature can present particular challenges
in the lack of secondary literature or database records: there were significant
differences in this respect in the focus of critical attention devoted to texts
written in German and English. Information on German texts was more
easily accessible: political and pedagogical approaches to enlightening the
young about the nation’s past history through literature in Germany have
resulted in the publication of a range of annotated booklists, which will be
discussed as an indicator of didactic purpose in the final chapter of this

14 For a definition of ethnomethodology as the collection of data and observations in the course of
everyday life, see Bogdan and Biklen (1992) pp.40-1.
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thesis. Ernst Goer’s (1983 and 1988) analyses of eighty children’s books on

the Third Reich offer detailed information on each title, including indications
of autobiographical strands. The two most recent editions of the lists of
children’s literature on fascism and National Socialism compiled by the
Roter Elefant group before its demise in 1992, and continued by Dahrendorf
et ai in the 1994 edition, were sources of more recently published
autobiographical titles. Booklists for teachers published by the government
funded Stiftung Lesen on National Socialism and the war years and post-
war period (Payrhuber, 1993 and 1995) provided additional titles. The
BISMAS database at the Frankfurt University Institut fur
Jugendbuchforschung was consulted; childhood during the Third Reich was
the subject of fourteen of the twenty-eight titles published since 1989/90
listed under ‘Autobiographie’ 15. Information currently (June 1996)
available on the database only dates from 1990, so that a complete survey
of the period 1970 to 1995 could not be obtained. A list taken from the
database of all children’s books on National Socialism and the Second
World War including autobiography published between 1990 and 1995, has,
however, proved useful in indicating recent trends to supplement the
detailed thematic survey in statistical form undertaken by Otto (1981) and
discursive thematic surveys by Sannes-Mulier and Dahrendorf in
Dahrendorf/Shavit (1988). Such surveys of developments in fiction provide
a context for the autobiographical writing which is the subject of this study,
and which is in any case the dominant mode in German children’s literature
on the Third Reich. Sources of texts no longer in print included the
Germanic Institute and the Goethe Institute in London, public libraries and

the Frankfurt University Institut fur Jugendbuchforschung.

In attempting to identify autobiographical children’s literature on the Second
World War or the Third Reich written in English and published between 1970
and 1995 in the UK, it became clear that the corpus of autobiographical
writing on the British experience is far smaller than its German equivalent,
and that regularly updated booklists are not a feature of the institutionalised

promotion of children’s literature on the subject as is the case in Germany.

18 Ten of these fourteen autobiographical accounts are by Jewish writers, including four translations
from English (a trilogy by Janina David and one other autobiographical account), and three from
Hebrew. For further discussion of the phenomenon of accounts by Jewish writers translated into
German see chapter 6.
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Sources consulted include Taylor's American-based bibliography The

Juvenile Novels of World War Two (1994), Egan’s unpublished MA thesis
Children’s Second World War Novels (1985) and published lists taken from
the database of the Young Book Trust Library on The Second World War in
fiction, non-fiction and autobiography’. Since the autobiographical basis of
Second World War fiction is not always indicated, the next step was to
undertake a survey of post-1970 British children’s fiction set in the Second
World War. My intention was to search for any indications in editorial
comment, prefaces or journal articles that texts might include
autobiographical material. In rare instances - Michael Foreman’s War Bov
(1989) for example - the autobiographical nature of the text was explicit; in
British novels selected for this study most authors have chosen not to
acknowledge the historical basis of their fiction, a phenomenon which is
discussed in chapter five. Accounts written in English are not confined to the
British experience, however; the discussion of novels and autobiographical
accounts by Jewish writers forms a central strand of this study, since for
these writers the gulf between the adult and childhood selves is particularly
profound. The persecution and questioning of their identity suffered as a
result of the antisemitic policies of the Third Reich and the cultural
readjustment of exile lead to the therapeutic expression of lingering
insecurities. This process is crystallised in language, the subject of chapter
three: bilingual Jewish writers reconstruct in one language experience lived
in another.

The selection of primary texts as case studies then proceeded on a
qualitative basis, maintaining as far as possible a representative selection in
terms of gender, timing of publication, degree of fictionalisation and genre.
The exploratory approach to the autobiographical process governed
choices; texts written in German and those by Jewish authors were selected
according to evidence of changing ideological perspectives on the Third
Reich embedded in narratives of childhood. The limited number of novels
identified as representing the British experience resulted in a minimal
selection process, although titles discussed are distinctive precisely
because of the diversity of literary approaches to the past they display. The

possibility of conducting interviews with the living writers of the texts selected
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was considered, but finally rejected as not germane to an examination of the

reconstruction of the childhood self in autobiographical writing. There is also
the danger in conducting interviews of allowing the authors’ stated
intentions to dominate response to the texts themselves - the so-called
‘Intentional Fallacy’ (cited in Lodge, 1989, p.73). A renewed probing of
childhood memories could also lead to the discovery of discrepancies
between the text and oral accounts, or a reassessment of the ideological
position adopted; both are avenues of research well worth pursuing. It was
decided, however, that the author’s position as represented in the text at the
time of writing and narrative strategies employed were the focus of interest.
To take into consideration subsequent changes of viewpoint would be to add
a further dimension to a study concerned with autobiographical writing
Supporting documentary evidence originating from writers themselves has
therefore only been cited where it already exists in the form of prefaces,
afterwords, footnotes or - in the case of Judith Kerr - a radio interview

providing largely factual background information.

Theoretical perspectives

As the reading of texts progressed, hypotheses concerning the therapeutic
role of autobiographical writing in identity formation and the determining
influence on narrative perspective of differing British and German attitudes to
the war years began to emerge. In order to explore the theoretical
background to such speculation and to gather evidence from close
investigation of selected texts, primary literature from a number of disciplines
was read alongside primary and secondary literature in the field of
autobiography. The structure of the thesis itself therefore reflects a
narrowing of focus from the general discussion of theoretical issues - with
relevant exemplification - to a detailed thematic and comparative analysis of
primary texts and, as a significant coda, evidence of ideological

preoccupations in relation to the reception of texts.

In the first part of the thesis, theoretical insights offered by studies on the

history and purpose of autobiographical writing are addressed, and the role
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of language in the autobiographical process examined. Once the position of

primary texts within the tradition of autobiographical writing had been
established, a theoretical framework for the detailed analysis of authorial
purpose became essential. The hypothesis that the writing process may be
a therapeutic one in autobiographies of childhoods dominated by the
consequences of war or the policies of the Third Reich, is explored in textual
analysis informed by discussion of relevant aspects of the psychoanalytical
tradition. Eagleton (1983, p.179) argues that psychoanalytical literary
criticism can broadly be divided into four categories, depending on the
degree of attention devoted to the author, the content of the text, to its formal
construction or to the reader. The first three areas are particularly significant
for this study. Eagleton links the speculative psychoanalysis of his first
category, the author, to the pitfalls of assumptions divorced form the text
itself which characterise the ‘intentional fallacy’ discussed earlier. However,
the texts which are the subject of this study are more appropriate for such
analysis in two respects: their autobiographical nature and the focus on
childhood. The author is more or less explicitly present in the narrative, so
that analysis of the manner in which the self is represented remains
anchored in the text. Since the discoveries of Freud, childhood as a
formative period for the psyche has become an accepted premise; the
recreation of childhood experience is therefore of great psychological
significance.

The consideration of Eagleton’s second and third categories - content and
the formal construction of texts - from a psychoanalytical perspective has
also proved to be enlightening. Evidence in these texts of trauma and
defence mechanisms points to parallels with classical psychoanalysis. So,
indeed, does confirmation by writers in prefaces, afterwords or within the
texts of the therapeutic function served by the shaping of both emotionally
charged memory and imaginative inventions into a clearly defined narrative.
The selection, repression and recreation of memory and experience are
reflected both in narrative structure and in the literary and linguistic
strategies writers employ. Insights taken from psychoanalysis serve to
emphasise the part played by autobiographical writing in the construction of

an identity within the social world, and the key role of language in this
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process. In particular, the reflections of Carl Gustav Jung on oral and written

autobiography, and the emphasis on language in the reinterpretation of
Freud by Jacques Lacan, have illuminated discussion of primary texts.

Analysis of the changing ideologies which create a tension between adult
narrator and the child’s perspective on historical events is informed by
Althusser’s work on the social transmission of ideology (1971), and John
Stephens’ examination (1992) of the place of ideology in children’s
literature. Both in the exemplification of these theoretical issues and
subsequent case studies, discussion of narrative point-of-view and the range
of purposes fulfilled by stylistic effects is supported by reference to literary
theory. It is the effectiveness of literary devices in the creation of a
developmental history of the self which is at issue rather than any
assessment of literary quality, although this has inevitably become an
incidental product of textual analysis and discussion of reader response.
Those authors who write well and make inventive use of the linguistic and
literary forms appropriate for a child audience have produced texts which
have proved to be the most fruitful for analysing the autobiographical
process in the case studies undertaken in chapters three, four and five.

Since comparisons are made between texts written in English and German
at various points in thematic analyses and case studies, it is important that
reference is made at the outset of this study to comparative literature and - in
considering the reception of autobiographical texts in the final chapter - to
translation studies. In her recent critical introduction to developments in the
field, Susan Bassnett (1993) defines comparative literature as: ‘the study of
texts across cultures’, explaining that: ‘it is interdisciplinary and that it is
concerned with patterns of connection in literatures across both time and
space’ (Bassnett, 1993, p.1). This study clearly conforms to all aspects of
this definition, with the proviso that what links the texts to be studied is the
response to a major historical event in texts produced by representatives of
the cultures directly involved. In addition, it is important that ‘patterns of
connection’ are defined by differences as well as by similarities. The implied
child or juvenile audience provides a further, critical link between the
cultures studied here; as Emer O’'Sullivan (1996) argues in her exposition of
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the relevance of a comparative approach to research into literature for the
young, cross-cultural influences have characterised western approaches to
children’s literature since its inception. Thematic and content-based
comparisons adopted from traditional methodologies are complemented by
the examination of issues specific to children’s literature, in particular the
effects of its marginalisation within the literary polysystem (Shavit, 1981) on
the reception and publication of translations. Linguistic analysis has also
been applied to the work of bilingual writers who are themselves involved at
moments in the act of writing in a translation process of a particular kind, so
that traces of two languages and cultures can be detected. Although
comparisons are made across cultures, it must be categorically stated that
this is not primarily a comparative study with equal attention devoted to the
cultures under consideration. In the course of research it became clear that
the limited number of autobiographical texts on the British experience would
lead inevitably to a shift in emphasis towards the treatment of British texts as
a point of comparison, illustrating the particular ideological significance of
the autobiographical process in German texts.

Finally, the historical content of autobiographical texts is a strand of this
study which merits some theoretical consideration. Adults engaged in
recording their wartime childhoods are conscious that as children they and
their families were involved in making history. The compulsion to bear
witness and inform or warn the next generation is reflected in the
documentary evidence and chronologies included in many autobiographies
of wartime childhood, particularly those written in German. Such additions
serve to authenticate or contextuaiise personal experience: the child as
focalizing character within the text often reflects a confused and misleading
version of historical events. The adult narrator then assumes the
responsibility of conveying an interpretation of the historical period. The
continuing debate on theoretical distinctions between fiction and history
(Seamon, 1983) is raised in the first chapter, since autobiographies of
wartime childhood range in their presentation to a young audience across
the entire spectrum from historical accounts with a cohesive
autobiographical strand (von der Grun, 1980), to fiction which conceals its
autobiographical nature (Bawden, 1973).
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Stevenson’s dictum that the past is both the seed of his present thoughts and
the mould of his present disposition begs the question of the wider historical,
social and political forces at work during his lifetime. In the narratives to be
examined as case studies in this thesis, the interplay of shifting ideologies
and therapeutic purpose conditions and shapes the autobiographical act for
British, German and Jewish writers. The future - discounted by Stevenson -
is represented by the child audience to which these accounts are addressed:
the urge to record the past before it is too late fulfils both a personal need
and a didactic intention. In the recording of childhood experience during
World War Two and theThird Reich, autobiographical writing for children has

become the vehicle for a complex expression of adult purpose.



18

1 ‘A Small Person Far Away’: Autobiographies of
Childhood

Childhood persists .... as something which we endlessly rework in our
attempt to build an image of our own history.

-- Jacqueline Rosei

A Small Person Far Away (1978) is the title chosen by Judith Kerr for the last
novel of her trilogy based on childhood experience as a Jewish exile from
Nazi Germany. In this final volume, Kerr attempts to fulfil one of the many
purposes of autobiographical writing about childhood: to re-establish contact
with her childhood self. As an adult, she has only been able to regard that
child as a ‘small person far away’ - almost an alien being - which
nevertheless carries the seeds of her present self. The novel takes as its
theme the development of the relationship between Judith Kerr's childhood
and adult selves, a relationship determined by the social and historical
circumstances of wartime and exile. The adult narrator, writing several
decades after the events she describes took place, is engaged in the
reconstruction of a childhood self against a political background which was
beyond the child’s comprehension. On reviewing childhood from the
comparative calm of peacetime western Europe, the direct and indirect
impact of historical events on psychological development can be traced.

The decision to write for a child audience is fundamental to this rediscovery
of the childhood self. For Judith Kerr, as well as for many other writers in this
study, it was essential to immerse the adult self in childhood; to think, feel
and write with children in mind. Recording experience for the next
generation has enabled the writer to regain contact with the past in a
contained and clearly focussed narrative.

This recreation of the past may be accompanied by a didactic purpose,
particularly in the case of German and German-Jewish writers whose
intention is to inform the young reader, as well as to move or shock their

audience into reflection and vigilance. Writers who were children during the

1 Rose (1994, p.12)
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Third Reich are in a position to review the past as their thoughts turn to the

future of the next generation. The desire to prevent the recurrence of the
atrocities of the Third Reich becomes more urgent, a desire which is not the
primary motivation of authors who spent their childhood solely in Britain.
The differences between the wartime experiences of German and British
children affect both the potentially therapeutic and didactic purposes of the
autobiographical writing to be examined in this study. These purposes are
in turn inevitably shaped by contemporary culture and changing
interpretations of the past at the moment of writing. Jerome Bruner (1990)
summarises this dynamic in his recent study of concepts of the self: * Self too
must be treated as a construction that, so to speak, proceeds from the
outside in as well as from the inside out, from culture to mind as well as from
mind to culture.’ (p.108) The writing to be introduced later in this chapter -
that of Judith Kerr and other writers who have ‘reworked’ the experience of
their childhoods for a child audience - is the result of a dynamic
autobiographical process in which culture and mind interact at all levels in
the composition of a narrative.

A developing critical interest in autobiography in the latter half of the
twentieth century has highlighted both the complexity of this interaction and
the range of purposes served by autobiographical writing. Traditionally the
preserve of the rich, powerful and famous - a tradition which is continued in
the autobiographies of sports personalities, film stars and public figures -
autobiography has shifted its position within western culture during the
course of this century, with the result that the nature of the writing itself, its
purpose and its audience have become more diverse. Community initiatives,
for example, have resulted in the recording of the experiences of working
people, ethnic minorities and women. The lives of those who do not
command power and influence within society have gained recognition in
publications such as those of the Hackney Centerprise project in London.2
The audience for such writing may be small, yet it shares with all
autobiographical writing the quest to come to terms with the life lived so far,

often accompanied by - or indeed resulting in - a search for inner renewal.

2 Centerprise Bookshop Community Project, 136 Kingsland High St. E8 2NS. Published
autobiographical accounts include A Hoxton Childhood by A. S. Jasper; Hackney Memory Chest by
George Cook, and The Austrian Cockney by Martha Lang, a ‘refugee from fascism’ who arrived in
England in the 1930s.
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Whatever the starting point for the writing itself, this quest frequently leads to

a sustained reflection on and reconstruction of childhood as the source of
the emotional foundation and subsequent course of the writer’s life. The
web of interaction between culture and mind described by Bruner extends
into the past and takes account of changing social as well as emotional
perspectives on the nature of the self.

To understand the process of autobiographical writing and the
reconstruction of the childhood self - that ‘small person’ located within a
dynamic and changing culture - it is important to examine briefly the history,
purposes and dilemmas of autobiographical writing as well as
developments in theoretical perspectives. Few authors of autobiographies
ignore their childhoods, and - particularly since the dissemination and
popularisation of Freud’s theories of the relationship between childhood
experience and the unconsciouss - childhood events are regarded by many
as the source of subsequent emotional states and therefore an essential
element in any autobiography. This developing recognition of the
significance of childhood experience is reflected in the autobiographical
writing of Rousseau (1782), Wordsworth (1805) and Goethe (first published
between 1816 and 1831), writers who set the scene for autobiography which
focuses solely on childhood. Attention paid to childhood experience also
raises the question of the possible therapeutic purpose of autobiography,
which is to be the focus of subsequent discussion of autobiographical

children’s literature on the Second World War in later chapters.

As a survey of all aspects of autobiography would not be pertinent to this
study, information has been condensed and selected so that relevant
developments can be noted, and a focus on writing about childhood
maintained. The novels and accounts which are the subject of this study
have all been written within the last twenty years, and reflect both
contemporary developments in autobiographical writing about childhood
and the influence of established traditions. A consideration of these
developments and traditions will lead to a survey of the corpus of
autobiographical British and German children’s literature related to the

Second World War, its purposes and location within the range of

3 For a more detailed discussion of Freud and childhood see Rose (1994, pp.12-3)
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autobiographical genres.

Early developments in the history of autobiography

In his seminal study, Design and Truth in Autobiography (1960), Roy Pascal
puts forward the view that autobiography is a peculiarly European
phenomenon dating from the ‘Confessions ‘ of St. Augustine in the fifth
century A.D. In his Confessions. Augustine set out to write about his early
career in an attempt to overcome a sense of disorder in his spiritual life. The
therapeutic nature of autobiographical writing and its potential to initiate a
journey of self-discovery was, therefore, established early in the history of
the genre. Of equal significance for this study is the starting point of the
enterprise: Augustine’s early years and adolescence, a period in his life
which the adult writer retrospectively condemns as depraved and lacking the
stability and guidance of a profound faith. One particular childhood
misdemeanour is singled out for extensive commentary, namely the stealing
of some poor quality pears from an orchard. This playful act is regarded by
Augustine as a sinful one precisely because of its pointlessness. Teresa of
Avila, writing in the sixteenth century, is also critical of the preoccupations of
her childhood and youth - in her case with worldly honour and physical
appearance - from the revised viewpoint of humility and a complete lack of
concern about the opinions of the outside world. Her autobiography is
written as a confession of sins with a didactic purpose. Like Augustine, she
reassesses the past in order to recover and reassert the strength of her faith,
openly ascribing to autobiography a therapeutic intention which was to re-
emerge in the twentieth century with renewed vigour.

The development of autobiographical writing from the time of Augustine is,
however, rather fragmented until the advent of what Pascal refers to as the
‘classical achievement ' in autobiography. He cites in particular three
autobiographical works which have had a lasting influence on the
development of the genre: the Confessions of Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
William Wordsworth’s Prelude , and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Aus
meinem Leben: Dichtuna und Wahrheit (literally: From My Life: Poetry and

Truth). The primary concern of these three men of letters is the inner life,
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although their starting point is very far removed from the spiritual and

religious agonising of St. Augustine. As writers and poets, they attempt to
convey the development of the imagination and the artistic sensibility,
regarding childhood and adolescence as formative periods in this process.
There is what Pascal calls ‘a kind of wonder and awe’ (p.50) at their own
gifts, a sense of being uniquely chosen, and it is this uniqueness which
marks them out from the earliest days of self-awareness. Accounts of
childhood are an important element in these autobiographies because
specific incidents both reveal the writers’ special qualities and talents and
determine the course of their future lives. A recognition of the key influence
of childhood is one of the major strands in the development of autobiography
from this ‘classical age’ onwards.

The tradition of autobiographical writing outlined so far is that which takes
as its theme the development of the inner life, an approach continued in the
era of Romanticism. A parallel tradition of autobiographical writing existed,
however: the recording of achievements and of a life lived in the public
domain. Autobiographical writing of this kind by politicians, leaders of
military campaigns, scientists or explorers - for example Benjamin Franklin’s
(1706 - 1790) account of his life as a practical social being and, later,
Darwin’s (1809-1882) accounts of his scientific expeditions - may or may not
include reference to the writer’s childhood. These are self-made men whose
achievements are the result of scholarship, scientific investigation or public
service, rather than the consequence of a unique artistic temperament. The
role of childhood is not, therefore, regarded as a significant one within the
life as a whole. In Franklin’s autobiography an enjoyable account of youthful
errors is somewhat marred by their later ‘correction’ in the light of the moral
code he evolved for himself and to which he strictly adhered. Franklin sees
his purpose in life as the successful execution of public duties, and youth
was simply an aberrant phase to be left behind. At the time that he wrote his
autobiography (first published in 1793), the role played by childhood in later
development was in any case not generally acknowledged.

Autobiographies of* public figures written before the twentieth century did not
often accord childhood more importance than that of a preliminary phase to
the ‘real’ story to be told. Achievements and discoveries are the focus,
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rather than psychological or spiritual development.

It is apparent from the brief examination of published autobiography that up
to this point the genre was dominated by male writers. Women’s
autobiographical writing was on the whole confined to the private and
domestic spheres of letter and diary writing and, with few exceptions 4, did
not reach a wider public. The position of childhood in life histories, on the
other hand, has been tenuously established; Richard Coe (1984) has traced
the development of a genre he calls ‘the Childhood’ from the work of St.
Augustine through to the twentieth century, defining this specific literary
genre as the ‘developing awareness of the self as an individual’ (Coe, 1984,
p.9) from first consciousness to maturity. Coe places particular emphasis on
the development of the poetic sensibility and literary autobiography: itis the
representation of the childhood self in the classic autobiographies of three
men of letters - Rousseau, Wordsworth and Goethe - which begins to set the
context for the focus on childhood in autobiography and the novel in

nineteenth and twentieth-century Europe.

The ‘classical achievement’ of autobiography and the representation of
childhood

Jean-Jacques Rousseau strongly advocated a return to nature for the young
child in his writing on education (Emile 1762); the source of this conviction is
revealed in one of the most influential of all autobiographies, Rousseau’s
Confessions, published in 1782. Borrowing St. Augustine’s title, Rousseau
regarded his autobiography as the absolute expression of the truth about
himself in the face of misinterpretations of his conduct by the outside world,
the revelation of the dark side of his character and the passions of his soul.
The opening words of the Confessions announce to the world Rousseau’s
rather grandiose view of himself as a pioneering spirit in the field of
autobiography:

4 Autobiographical writing by Madame de Stael (1766-1817) was published in her lifetime, for example
Dix Annees d’ Exil (1804). Mitzi Myers (1988) p.202 refers to semi-autobiographical fiction (Marv and
Original Stories ) by Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-97), in which there are indications that she views
childhood as the key to knowledge and society.
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Je forme une entreprise qui n'eut jamais d’example et dont (execution
n‘aura point d’imitateur. Je veux montrer a mes semblables un homme
dans toute la verite de la nature; et cet homme ce sera moi. (p.21)

| have planned an enterprise for which there exists no model and which
will never be imitated. | wish to reveal to my equals the unadorned truth
about one man, and | shall be that man.

The first ‘book’ of the twelve which constitute the autobiography takes the
reader through the first sixteen years of Rousseau’s life. A substantial part of
his childhood was spent in a small village outside Geneva under the
tutelage of an uncle, and it is here that Rousseau’s lifelong love of the
countryside was to develop. Other formative childhood experiences are
presented and interpreted. There is, for example, the wrongful punishment
of Rousseau himself, accused of breaking a comb which he had not
touched, and stubbornly maintaining his innocence through a series of
beatings. He describes lying in bed with his cousin, also beaten for an
involuntary misdemeanour, and embracing him as they howled their
innocence in unison. Almost fifty years later, at the time of writing his
autobiography, Rousseau comments on this incident as a turning point in his
life, a moment when those he cherished and who had always behaved
kindly towards him acted with an implacable cruelty which he could never
forgive. He asserts that this incident was the source of his passionate
commitment to liberty and emotional reaction to any form of injustice or
tyranny. Rousseau himself is anxious to establish links with his later and
immensely influential work Le Contrat Social (1761) in which he advocates
negotiated and democratic laws and freedoms. Childhood is reconstructed
as an explanation of adult behaviour, reflecting the causal narrative
momentum which governs much aubiographical writing. The concept that
‘childhood experience made me what | am’ which underpins the
autobiographical writing in this study finds early expression in Rousseau’s
work. In addition, Rousseau’s belief in the beneficial and educative effects of
a childhood spent, like his own, at one with nature and learning through the
senses had a profound influence on European attitudes to childhood and
education. 5 The granting of freedom to a child to develop in a natural

5 For a summary of Rousseau’s influence on educational ideas and the developing concept of

childhood, see Curtis, S.J. and Boultwood, M.E.A. (1953). A Short History of Educational Ideas
(4th. edition) London: University Tutorial Press, pp.262-289
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setting was a revolutionary concept, and was instrumental in setting in

motion the process of the ‘discovery’ of childhood.

The emphasis on childhood experience coincides with the individualism of
the Romantic movement which was taking hold throughout Europe at the
end of the eighteenth century. There was a tendency to idealise childhood
and regard adult life as a falling off from this state of grace, rather than to
undertake the post-Freudian scrutiny of childhood as the source of
subsequent malaise. Wordsworth’s The Prelude or. Growth of a Poet's Mind:
An autobiographical poem (1805) is a key text in this Romantic view of
childhood. The writing of The Prelude represented an attempt to recapture
the imagination and visionary power of a childhood and youth spent
amongst the Cumbrian hills and lakes. For Wordsworth, as for Rousseau,
nature had played an important role in the process of self-exploration,
leading in Wordsworth’s case to the discovery of the imagination and
divinity. In the poem he recalls a particular moment of epiphany which
occurs when he is rowing on a lake. A cliff suddenly comes into view from
behind a crag,rising up and appearing to stride after the rower, who ‘with
trembling hands’ returns to his mooring place. This vision preoccupies the
young Wordsworth for many days, as the ‘living’ cliff becomes a metaphor for
the grandeur and enduring qualities of life and nature which outlast the
ephemeral emotions and achievements of man. It was in childhood that
Wordsworth was granted this understanding, by a divinity to whom he
addresses his thanks:

not in vain
By day or star-light thus from my first dawn
Of Childhood didst Thou intertwine for me
The passions that build up our human Soul,

Not with the mean and vulgar works of Man,

But with high objects, with enduring things,

With life and nature, purifying thus

The elements of feeling and of thought.
(1:404-11)

Wordsworth describes in The Prelude the loss - and the rediscovery - of this

powerful childhood imagination and the spiritual crisis brought about by his
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attraction as an adult to reason and logic. During his studies and travels as

an adult he has lost the ‘eagerness of infantine desire’ (Book 2 1.26), and the
separation from the childhood self is perceived as complete, although the

unreachable essence of that self remains a tantalising presence:

so wide appears
The vacancy between me and those days
Which yet have such self-presence in my mind
That, musing on them, often do | seem
Two consciousnesses, conscious of myself
And of some other Being.
(2: 27-33)

This loss of connection recalls Judith Kerr's ‘small person far away’, a
person who can perhaps be reached - or re-created by the adult self - by
recording intense personal experience. It was by writing The Prelude that
Wordsworth was able to rediscover and create for the reader the intensity of

the imaginative experience of his childhood.

In his wide-ranging study on autobiographical writing, Being in the Text
(1984), Paul Jay points to the parallels between The Prelude and Freud’s
approach to analysis. Both identify the power of significant moments in
childhood as the key to crises in adulthood. These moments represented for
Wordsworth positive and life-enhancing experiences, while for the majority
of Freud’s patients they were negative and contained the seeds of future
neurosis. For many of the writers in this study there exists a gulf between
their past and present selves of the kind Wordsworth describes, yet the quest
for the childhood self may represent - particularly for German and Jewish
authors - an attempt to come to terms with trauma and to prevent the
recurrence of the historical situation which caused it, rather than a desire to
recapture visionary experience. Within the English tradition of
autobiographical writing, on the other hand, the Wordsworthian view of the
past has developed into the popular tradition of the retrospective
idealisation of childhood. This view is characterised by a nostalgia for the
intensity of the child’s experience and response to the natural world, and is
represented in the autobiographical novels of Laurie Lee (Cider with Rosie.
1959), Rosemary Sutcliff (Blue Remembered Hills.1983) and Dirk Bogarde
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(Great Meadow. 1992). There are echoes of this Romantic tradition in some

of the English novels on the Second World War to be discussed later in this
study, notably Michael Foreman’s War Boy (1989), and Nina Bawden'’s
Carrie’s War (1973) and Keeping Henry (1987). Although Coe (1984)
argues in his study of autobiographies of childhood that the quest for a lost
paradise only rarely descends into mere nostalgia, the positive view of
aspects of wartime childhood and the emphasis on the pastoral setting in
these British novels represent significant points of contrast with German
texts.

The Romantic movement caught the imagination of writers across Europe.
Rousseau’s ideals of freedom and liberty were enthusiastically embraced in
Germany by Goethe and Schiller in their youthful romanticism, during a
period of heady and feverish literary production in Germany known as
‘Sturm und Drang’ (storm and stress) which lasted from the late 1760s to the
late 1780s. At this time, while in his mid-twenties, Goethe began to write the
first version of his influential autobiographical novel Wilhelm Meister
(published between 1795 and 1821). The four volumes of Wilhelm Meister
constitute one of the earliest and most influential examples of the
‘Bildungsroman’ in the German literary tradition. This sub-genre of the novel
is often autobiographical in content, taking as its theme the development of
the writer’s life - or that of the central character - from childhood or youth into
adulthood, and in particular a detailed account of formative influences and
experiences.6 Entitled Wilhelm Meisters Theatralische Senduna (‘Wilhelm
Meister’s theatrical vocation’), the earliest published draft of Goethe’s novel
reflects his childhood experience of theatrical events staged by French
theatre groups during the French occupation of Frankfurt. There is evidence
in the novel of the backstage gossip which the child Goethe overheard , and
the plays he performed with his own puppets at home. These experiences,
also described in his autobiography Aus meinem Leben. Dichtuna und
Wahrheit (1816-31), were significant in awakening Goethe’s lifelong
fascination with the theatre, and establishing his ‘playful’ attitude to life.
‘Play’ is used here in the Froebelian sense as a term for a child’s intellectual
work in satisfying curiosity and experimenting with materials, a field of

6 Landmarks in this tradition include Gottfried Keller’'s Der Grune Heinrich (1854-5), Adalbert Stifter’s
Der Nachsommer (1857), and Thomas Mann’s Der Zauberbera (1924).
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activity which is of immense significance in the individual’'s physical, spiritual

and intellectual development. 7 Goethe himself subsequently recognised
the significance of this ‘playful’ openness to experience in his childhood and,
as Richard Friedenthal (1963) points out, strove to maintain this outlook
throughout his life. Goethe’s childhood experience has been interpreted as
forming attitudes to life and learning, although there is no attempt to seek a
renewal of the adult self through the kind of sustained reconstruction and
examination of childhood experience undertaken by Wordsworth. A contrast
can also be made between childhood as the source of a general approach
to life in Goethe’s autobiographical writing, and Rousseau’s disingenuous
view of specific childhood experiences as pivotal in the development of
clearly defined social and political beliefs.

Childhood and the development of autobiographical writing in the twentieth
century

In autobiographical writing in the twentieth century this focus on the
significance of childhood is maintained and extended: childhood experience
is interpreted with a variety of intentions by the adult narrator. The novel has
become the site of some of the most passionate accounts of childhood: in
My Childhood (1913), Maxim Gorky relates the horrific and de-sensitizing
events of his provincial childhood in order to restate his faith in the creativity
of the Russian people, in their potential to overcome the debilitating poverty
he describes and to live dignified lives in the future. By way of contrast,
Marcel Proust’s childhood, spent in the radically different environment of the
French haute bourgeoisie, is fictionalised in the first volume of A la
Recherche du Temps Perdu (In Search of Time Past. 1913-1927), where the
narrator’'s topographical portrait of his world, centering on the small village of
Combray, lays the foundation for the odyssey of memory which is to come.
The child’s carefully mapped world is later revealed to represent a
fragmentary understanding of the complexities of the social and personal
relationships between the important figures of his childhood. A distorted
picture of the social world is, however, accompanied by moments of intense

7 For detailed discussion of the Froebelian concept of play, see Liebschner, Joachim (1992 ) A_
Child’s Work , p.114 Cambridge: Lutterworth Press
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sensory experience - the blossoming hawthorn hedge which so overwhelms

Marcel, for example - in which ‘trivia’ (Coe, 1984) assume a transcendental
significance. Such intensity is usually lost to the adult who pays only
selective attention to impressions; in childhood autobiography set in wartime
it is often the apparently insignificant detail which dominates the child’s
memory and carries the emotional weight re-experienced by the adult
narrator. Both Gorky and Proust are reviewing childhood experience as
adult narrators from a particular social and ideological standpoint, yet
neither is in any doubt as to the intensity of early childhood experience and
its influence on the development of the narrator’s current ideology and
sensibility.

Proust’'s famous tasting of the ‘madeleine’ scene acts as the trigger which
enables the adult Marcel to re-experience his childhood; rediscovering
childhood and its secrets can, however, be a difficult and lengthy process.
During the twentieth century, the work of Sigmund Freud has made the
significance of childhood experience into a paradigm for the interpretation of
adult behaviour, so that there is for many writers of autobiographies the
motivation of seeking in childhood clues to explain current states of mind.
Marilyn Chandler’s study A Healing Art: Regeneration through
Autobiography (1990) traces the development of the therapeutic purpose of
autobiography, including Carl Jung’s discovery in his old age of the healing
properties of autobiographical writing. Chandler takes as one of her case
studies the autobiographical novel Kindheitsmuster (A Model Childhood ,
1979) by the East German writer Christa Wolf. The novel is addressed by
the adult author to her younger self, the child who spent the post-war
months as a refugee travelling across Germany with her family. In the
opening pages Christa Wolf, as narrator, can only refer to her childhood self
in the third person, although she longs to re-establish contact and come to
terms with the past. The child has been abandoned by the adult: ‘Er hat es
hinter sich gelassen, beiseite geschoben, hat es vergessen, verdrangt,
verleugnet, umgemodelt ' (the adult has left the child behind, pushed it

aside, forgotten, repressed, denied and transformed it, p.16) .

The sense of discontinuity between the childhood and the adult selves
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expressed by Wolf is experienced at times by most adults and is clearly

reflected in autobiographical representations of childhood, whether the early
years of life are dismissed (St. Augustine), or the subject of idealistic
yearning (Wordsworth). It is the awareness of this repression and its
registration in the narrative which characterises twentieth-century
autobiography and leads to a greater self-consciousness on the part of the
autobiographer. Christa Wolfs quest to reach a childhood self which is
perceived as lost, alien and irretrievable, takes the form of a sustained
narrative; a similar sense of detachment is intermittently revealed in other
autobiographical novels written in the latter half of the twentieth century. In
La force des choses (The Force of Destiny. 1963), the third volume of
Simone de Beauvoir's sequence of autobiographical novels, the gulf
between adult and child is so great that she can only describe it in terms of
death:

The little girl whose future has become my past no longer exists. There
are times when | want to believe that I still carry her inside me She
has disappeared without leaving even a tiny skeleton to remind me
that she did once exist

(quoted by Kathleen Woodward in Benstock (1988), p.100 )

Judith Kerr’'s ‘small person far away’ is here not merely distant, but lost
forever. De Beauvoir describes an extreme sense of alienation from
childhood similar to that of many of the writers who have chosen to re-
experience the traumatic events of a wartime childhood.

The late twentieth century has also witnessed the publication of a body of
autobiographical writing by previously marginalised groups, which has
contributed to a marked increase in published autobiographical writing.
These groups include ethnic minorities, writers of working-class background,
women and adults, many of whom recognise and acknowledge the
importance of childhood experience. Jane Marcus points out in Benstock
(1988) that Virginia Woolf had proposed a theory of autobiography as ‘the
genre of the oppressed’ in her essay ‘The Lives of the Obscure’ (1925).
Autobiography represents a political act for those writers who regard

themselves as paradigms, while for other individuals autobiographical
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writing is an attempt to affirm a life which has not been registered in the

public domain, and which would otherwise remain unrecorded. Community
projects support writers who seek recognition for a hard-fought struggle for

existence. Much of this writing does not achieve mainstream publication, but
is nevertheless assured of a local and family audience.

Women'’s autobiographical writing in particular is achieving publication at
both community and mainstream levels. Developments in women'’s writing
in the latter half of the century have included a preoccupation with the
autobiographical genre as an extension of women'’s traditional position as
diary and letter writers. Reflecting on women'’s life histories has become the
starting point for an analysis of the male-dominated power structures within
society. The development of feminism as a political movement and
Women'’s Studies as a recognised academic discipline have contributed to
the interest in and demand for accounts of women’s lives. Feminist analysis
of masculinity has inspired a recent initiative in male autobiography: the
critical exploration by men of their own life histories (Jackson, 1990)8.
Critical assessments of boyhood behaviour - although not necessarily of
masculine identities - are evident in this study in the work of German writers
confessing to the military attractions of the Hitler Youth and, obliquely, in the
guestioning of boyish manifestations of anti-German sentiment in the novels
of Robert Westali. Many of the novels and accounts which are the subject of
this study are, however, written by women: both women’s autobiographical
writing and children’s literature have been marginalised throughout the
history of literature and literary criticism. The increase in critical attention
accorded to both genres reflects changing attitudes to social and historical
processes and the role played by individuals in society.

Autobiographical writing for children

The autobiographical writing on childhood considered so far has been
addressed to an adult audience. Simone de Beauvoir and Christa Wolf
wrote about their childhood selves for adults, so that the mature reader is

8 Published as the first volume in a series edited by Jeff Hearn and entitled ‘Critical Studies on Men
and Masculinities’.
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allied to the narrator in a retrospective view of the child. Judith Kerr, on the

other hand, chose children as the audience for her account of a wartime
childhood. Despite the third person narrative, the point of view in When
Hitler Stole Pink Rabbit (1971) is that of a child, inviting children and young
people to identify with the main character. The third volume of her trilogy,
with its more complex psychological perspectives and adult central figure is
described on the book jacket of the first edition (1978) as Kerr’s ‘first novel
for adults’. However, publishing policy appears to have changed, since a
recent paperback edition of the trilogy (1993, HarperCollins) has been
marketed for children and young people. This raises questions about
autobiographical writing for children. Does the narrative always end with the
onset of adulthood, and is this necessarily appropriate? What are the
attitudes to children represented by authors who decide to extend their
initial account of childhood in wartime into adolescence or adulthood by
writing sequels (Judith Kerr, Charles Hannam, Christine Nostlinger)? How
far does the marketing policy of publishers determine the audience for
autobiographical writing which spans both childhood and young adulthood?
These questions are to be discussed in case studies and in the final chapter
of this study devoted to the audience, purpose and timing of
autobiographical children’s literature on the Second World War. At this point
a brief survey of the nature and purpose of autobiographical writing for
children is necessary to contextualise the novels and accounts to be
discussed.

It is certainly the case that children enjoy hearing or reading a ‘true’ story
about a writer’'s or storyteller’s childhood; children’s delight in hearing tales
of their parents’ or grandparents’ childhood days is easily observed. Writing
for children almost always involves writing about childhood, for which a
writer’'s primary source must be his or her early experience. Philippa Pearce
has argued that children’s literature is suffused with both the imagination
and the experience of the writers’ own pasts: ‘In children’s books we should
be prepared to find the fantasies as well as the realities of the author’s
childhood’ (Pearce, 1962, p.76). Fictionalised accounts of authors’
childhoods have been recognised as an important strand within the canon

of children’s literature. The sequence of novels written by Laura Ingalls
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Wilder (published between 1932 and 1943) is based on Ingalls Wilder’'s own

childhood as a member of a loving family of settlers in the inhospitable mid-
West of America in the 1870s and 80s, offering the child reader a
fundamental sense of security despite intermittent dangers and hardshipsQ .
in Mildred D. Taylor’'s novel about her father, Roll of Thunder. Hear Mv Crv
(1976), the central figure, Cassie, also relies on the security of her family
when trying to maintain her dignity in a climate of racism and fear in the
southern United States in the 1930s. Turning to a different cultural setting,
the relationship between the young Erich Kastner and his mother is the
central theme of Als ich ein kleiner Junae war (literally: When | was a little
boy, 1957), a delightful account of childhood in which Kastner relates for
children his memories of hikes with his mother across the German
landscape lasting several days. The emotional focus in these texts, as in
much of the autobiographical writing on the Second World War, is on the
family unit. The writer’s interpretation of the past also offers the reader
insights into the wider social world; the mature adult is able to review the
past with nostalgia and humour or, indeed, with a didactic purpose in mind.
Mildred Taylor, for example, offers the message that racism and social
injustice cause immense suffering, but that black children should preserve
their courage and integrity.

This didactic purpose is shared by German writers reviewing childhood in
the Third Reich whose work has added a socio-political dimension to
autobiographical writing for children. In all countries affected by the Second
World War, authors reaching middle age within the last two decades who
choose or are driven to record their childhood experiences for children are
almost certain to concentrate on the war years as a time of dramatic - at
times exciting - events, family separation and, in some cases, enduring
trauma. | intend to argue in this thesis that a quest for self-knowledge and a
socially acceptable identity lies at the heart of these texts, a quest which
recent writing on autobiography takes into account. The nature and purpose
of this self-exploration has been the subject of critical attention in the

9 The essential unreliability of autobiographical writing - to be discussed later in this chapter - is
highlighted in an article by Ingalls Wilder’'s daughter, where the accuracy of her mother’s portrayal of
family relationships is questioned. See Clair Fellman, Anita. (1990). Laura Ingalls Wilder and Rose
Wilder Lane: The Politics of a Mother-Daughter Relationship, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and
Society , vol. 15 no.3.



34
expanding theoretical literature on autobiographical writing.

Theoretical perspectives: an overview

Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries autobiography has
continued to reflect an exploration of the inner self as well as fulfilling the
need to ‘set the record straight’, to make one’s mark and to give an account
of achievements. The study of autobiography as a literary genre is, however,
a comparatively recent development. In addition to Roy Pascal’s early
historical and thematic study (1960) , research in the field has been widely
influenced by the theoretical approaches of George Gusdorf and James
Olney. In his essay Conditions and Limits of Autobiography (1956), Gusdorf
attributes the increase in autobiographical writing to the cultural precondition
of individualism in post-Renaissance western societies. James Olney
acknowledges this individualism, stating in Metaphors of Self (1972) that
autobiography is an affirmation of the individual’'s uniqueness, an
individuality which underlies any emotional development or change in
historical or social circumstances. While accepting that these changes
occur, Olney asserts that the individual is nevertheless an ‘unrepeated and
unrepeatable being’ and that: ‘there is a oneness of the self, an integrity or
internal harmony that holds together the multiplicity and continual

transformations of being’ (p.6).

Later developments in writing on autobiography have taken a radically
different view. The endeavours of structuralist and post-structuralist literary
critics to uncover the social forces and semiotic codes which shape any text
have influenced writing on autobiography, leading to a questioning of the
author’s stated intentions and of his or her position within the narrative. Itis
no longer considered possible to regard the writer of an autobiography as a
unigue and essentially unchanging soul recounting its fate. These changes
in perspective are evident in the collection of essays edited by James Olney
himself in 1980. In his introductory essay, Olney points out that since the
work of Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes and Jacques
Lacan, the text has taken on a life of its own. He then summarises a view

which clearly contradicts his own earlier emphasis on the essential truth
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underlying the individual’s life story: The self, then, is a fiction and so is the

life " (p.22). The ‘self’, contrary to Olney’s earlier belief in its
fundamentally unchanging uniqueness, is regarded as a construction, as is
the autobiographical narrative and the past which is its subject. Michael
Sprinkler, in an essay in the same collection entitled ‘The End of
Autobiography’, takes this argument to its logical conclusion in describing
the ‘collapse’ of writer, self and subject in the act of creating a text’. He
guotes the example of the final volume of Proust’s A la Recherche du Temps
Perdu where ‘the origin and the end of autobiography converge in the very
act of writing’ (p.342). ltis, he argues, the act of writing itself which lies at
the heart of autobiography, regardless of the author’s stated intentions, point
of view or concept of self. This extreme self-consciousness about the act of
writing one’s own fragmented story is exemplified in the work of Michel
Leiris, discussed by John Sturrock in The Language of Autobiography
(1993). For Leiris, autobiography has become his life’s work, a continuous
search for the self and a story which is never complete, ‘self-knowledge
being the end of autobiography and not its source’ (Sturrock, 1993 p.258).
The successive construction of identities which characterises the writing of
Leiris is of particular relevance when considering the work of writers
engaged in reviewing one past identity, that of the childhood self, from the
apparent vantage point of the mature adult. The adult perspective which
appears to be definitive is simply that of the most recent link in the chain of

identities: a subsequent reinterpretation is always possible.

Other writers engaged in the study of autobiography are extending the
boundaries of autobiographical writing by conducting and recording short
interviews with families (Bruner, 1990), or outlining a possible taxonomy of
types of autobiographical writing (Rosen, 1994). As has already been
mentioned, women's autobiographical writing in particular has been the
subject of numerous recent studies and collections of essays, reflecting the
increase in critical attention paid to the writing of the marginalised. In an
attempt to reclaim lost ground, Susan Stanford Friedman in her essay
‘Women’s Autobiographical Selves’ in Benstock (1988) also takes issue with

the emphasis placed by George Gusdorf (1956) on individuality, and cites
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instead Nancy Chodorow’s concept of women’s ‘fluid ego boundaries’.10

She draws on the work of other feminist theorists in her assertion that: ‘The
very sense of identification, interdependence and community that Gusdorf
dismisses from autobiographical selves are key elements in the
development of a woman'’s identity, according to theorists like Rowbotham
and Chodorow’ (p. 38). It is this sense of interdependence and community
which is evident in many of the autobiographical novels written by women to
be analysed in later chapters, in particular the refugee novels by German
women who, as children or adolescents, often had to take on the
responsibility of caring for younger siblings and supporting adults in the
struggle for survival. In Judith Kerr’'s trilogy, too, Anna’s anxiety for her
father’s state of mind at times takes precedence over considerations for her
own future.

Autobiography, fiction and the illusion of historical truth

Autobiographical writing as a literary genre is extremely fluid and
encompasses a range of forms from autobiography per se to diaries, letters,
essays and novels. James Olney does not even attempt a definition in his
study on the meaning of autobiography, Metaphors of Self (1972):

definition of autobiography as a literary genre seems to me virtually
impossible, because the definition must either include so much as to
be no definition, or exclude so much as to deprive us of the most
relevant texts (p.38)

Olney later (1980) insisted that there may well be no way of ‘bringing
autobiography to heel’ as a literary genre. There is, however, a commonly
held view (supported by the Shorter Oxford Dictionary definition: ‘the writing
of one’s own history’) that an autobiography is a faithful account of one’s life
as lived up to the point of writing. This definition clearly does not apply to the
writing under consideration in this study, since in the majority of cases the
focus is a limited period within the writer’s childhood, albeit a period with
profound and lifelong consequences. Where sequels continuing the story

10 Chodorow, Nancy (1978). Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender Berkeley: University of
California Press, p.44.
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into adulthood have been written (Judith Kerr, Johanna Reiss, Hans Peter

Richter), it is precisely these consequences which are emphasised in their
effects on many aspects of the writer's subsequent life. Roy Pascal (1960),
in his opening chapter ‘What is autobiography?’ refers to ‘autobiographies’
which are limited to one experience which has : ‘laid bare the core of the
personality’ (p.12), citing as examples travel, spiritual experience and war.
Childhood wartime experience as described by the authors reviewed in this
study clearly falls into this category. The intensity of wartime experience has
acted as a catalyst; Coe (1984) refers to instances of the effects of war and
revolutionary situations on the time-scale of ‘the Childhood’, since in such
situations: ‘the whole process of maturation was speeded up to a quite
abnormal extent’ (p.7). Autobiographical writing is limited in these cases to a
particular aspect of the self at a particular time. In view of these limitations to
the boundaries of autobiography reflected in the texts to be discussed, and
the general difficulty in defining the genre, the terms ‘autobiographical

writing’ and fictionalised autobiography’ will be used throughout this study.

The difficulty in defining autobiography as a genre lies in part in the
dilemmas inherent in all autobiographical writing, dilemmas highlighted by
recent critical analysis. The notion that an autobiography can ever be a
faithful account of one’s past life is suspect, since the subjective recording of
the writer’'s own experience cannot be verified, and the memories on which
the writing is based are a reconstruction by the writer of the past according to
his or her current philosophy and concerns. As adults we are anxious to
make sense of our lives, to devise a developmental scheme and a persona
in the light of which we reassess the past. Social and historical changes
govern this reassessment, as Goethe himself was one of the first to

recognise:

one may well say that each man, were he born a mere ten years earlier
or later, would have become a quite different person, as far as his own
inner development and his effect on the outer world are concerned

(From the preface to Dichtuna und Wahrheit. quoted by Pascal (1960)
p.48)

Goethe gave expression to the fictional nature of autobiographical writing in
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the title of his own autobiography. The use of the two words ‘Dichtung’

(poetry, fiction) and ‘Wahrheit’ (truth), points to the complex relationship
between the past as it actually happened and its reconstruction by the
author, an interpretation echoed by Roy Pascal in the title of his Design and
Truth in Autobiography (1960). Although expressed in these titles as a
dichotomy, design and truth in autobiography are in practice inseparable
aspects of the process of reconstructing a life history.

There is, then, inevitably a fictional dimension to all autobiography in the
recreation of past experience. Historical truth is forever elusive; even the
writer's medium, language, does not remain static as meanings shift in
accordance with changing ideologies. James Olney (1980) refers to the
three layers of time present in any autobiography: ‘the time now, the time
then, and the time of an individual’s historical context’ (p.19). Time now and
time then can be viewed in terms of emotional and psychological
development, particularly in the case of autobiographies of childhood when
an experienced adult is reviewing the past. In the autobiographies of
wartime childhood considered in this study, the historical context is also
sharply divided between the trauma and chaos of the wartime years and the
relative peace and prosperity of western Europe in the late twentieth century.
It is the earlier historical context which gave rise to the writing, and the
contemporary context which allows for the fulfilment of the writer's quest to
come to terms with the past. The autobiographical process is not, then,
primarily concerned with the factual history of the past self, but rather with an
aspect of the psychological history of the contemporary self. Hence the
unreliability of memory and the alteration of past events of which writers

themselves are only too aware. In The Prelude Wordsworth asks of memory:

what portion is in truth
The naked recollection of that time,
And what may rather have been call'd to life
By after-meditation (3: 645-48)

Those authors who have explicitly chosen to write fiction based on their own

experience have decided to emphasise the impossibility of maintaining
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factual and historical accuracy. In addition, an author who sets out to write

fiction is involved in the construction of a narrative which does of course
have structural demands of its own. The reader’s attention must be gained,
maintained and a satisfactory conclusion reached by the means of narrative
devices which will themselves have an effect on the representation of actual
experience. Autobiographical fiction is the particular form chosen by many
of the writers represented in this study, although boundaries between genres
are fluid. The terms ‘story’ (in the subtitle of Gudrun Pausewang’s Fern von
der Rosinkawiese. literally: Far from Rosinka meadow, 1989), ‘report’
('Berichf on the cover of Hans Peter Richter's Die Zeit der junaen Soldaten.
1976, published in English as The Time of the Young Soldiers.1978) and
‘historical writing’ (in a review quoted in the publisher’'s blurb to Michael
Foreman’s War Boy ,1989) are used of autobiographical writing which
represents a range of approaches and forms, from Richter’s factual
soundbites to Foreman’s nostalgic, humorous and primarily visual account.
This writing does not fit comfortably into literary categories, since divisions
between fact and fiction become blurred in the process of reconstructing the
past.

The past exists for adults writing about a wartime childhood as emotionally
charged fragments of memory which drive them to construct a narrative; the
therapeutic purpose of this reconstruction will be the subject of the next
chapter. First, however, it is necessary to introduce the authors and the
corpus of autobiographical novels written on the Third Reich and the Second
World War in English and German, and to relate examples to discussion on
the history and nature of autobiographical writing.

The corpus of autobiographical children’s literature in German
and English set in the Third Reich and the Second World War

The authors

It is likely that many of the authors in this study would never have become
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writers, or would not have written about childhood, had they not experienced

early in life the loss of security and traumas occasioned by war. For Robert
Westall (1975), Use Koehn (1977) and Annelies Schwarz (1981), for
example, the publication of novels based on their wartime experiences acted
as the catalyst for a series of novels written for children. Robert Westall has
reworked memories of his wartime Tyneside childhood in a range of novels
and stories, including The Machine-gunners (1975), Fathom Five (1979b),
Echoes of War (1989a) and The Kingdom bv the Sea (1990a), at the same
time extending his range by writing successful fantasy novels. Use Koehn’s
account of her childhood in Germany, Mischlina. Second Degree (1977),
was followed by a romantic novel set in post-war Berlin (Tilla. 1981). Wir
werden uns wiederfinden (literally: We will find each other again, 1981), the
story of a German family’s flight from Czechoslovakia into western Germany,
was the first novel written for children by Annelies Schwarz. She has
subsequently written a sequel (1984) set in the immediate post-war years,
and several other novels for children. One of these, Hamide spielt Hamide.
Ein turkisches Madchen in Deutschland (literally: Hamide plays Hamide: A
Turkish girl in Germany, 1986) takes as its theme the life of a young Turkish
girl in Germany, a subject which to some extent mirrors the author’'s own
youthful experience as an exile and refugee. In each of these cases wartime
experience has provided the basis or starting point for a writing career for
children.

For other, more established children’s authors, writing about wartime
experience has been a later development. Judith Kerr, an artist by training,
had already established a successful career as the author and illustrator of
picture books for younger children, for example Moa the Forgetful Cat (1970)
and The Tiaer Who Came to Tea (1968), when she started work on a trilogy
of novels based on her childhood as a Jewish refugee in Europe and her
new life in England (1971), (1975) and (1978). These were her first (and so
far her only) longer novels written for children, young people and adults.
The German writer Gudrun Pausewang was already well-known as a
children’s author when she wrote an account of her early childhood and her
family’s ‘alternative’ lifestyle: Rosinkawiese - Alternatives Leben vor 50

Jahren (literally: Rosinka meadow, an ‘alternative’ lifestyle fifty years
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ago, 1980). However, it was not until the publication in 1989 of Fern von der

Rosinkawiese that the story of the curtailment of this experiment in
alternative living and the family’s post-war flight from northern
Czechoslovakia into Germany was fully told. Narratives which touch on
those traumatic post-war months have punctuated Pausewang’s writing
career; the third volume of her trilogy, Geliebte Rosinkawiese. Die
Geschichte einer Freundschaft uber die Grenzen (literally: Beloved Rosinka
meadow - the story of a cross-border friendship, 1990), records an act of

reconciliation with the Czech people.

In addition there are writers who are successful authors in other fields;
Charles Hannam has published texts on education and Hans Peter Richter
on social psychology. Whether these authors are completely new to writing
for children, established children’s writers or published writers in other
areas, there is at some point in each life a particular moment or impulse
which results in the autobiographical novel or account of wartime childhood.
These are stories which have to be told. The impetus to write for children
results from a desire to pass the story on to the next generation (Gudrun
Pausewang and Johanna Reiss, author of The Upstairs Room , 1973, wrote
specifically for their own children), and because the writers themselves were
children at the time. The issue of choosing a child audience will be explored
in later chapters, alongside the adult perspective which shapes and controls
the retelling. Several decades have intervened between the experience and
the writing, so that actual historical events are interpreted by the adult writer
in ways which were not possible for the child. For the child or adolescent
the focus had to be on the immediate family, the home and friends rather
than on any attempt to make sense of the chaos which was directly affecting
their lives at the time. In surveying the corpus of recent autobiographical
writing in German and English | intend to establish general perspectives,
themes and purposes and to introduce the varied forms in which historical

events and autobiographical material are presented.
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The Third Reich: The German and Jewish experience

On surveying recent autobiographical writing for children in German and
English, the most striking finding is the imbalance between the number of
publications which take as their theme childhood under the aegis of the
Third Reich in Germany and occupied Europe, and those which focus on the
British experience. The extensive range and volume of writing in German -
or in English by exiles from Germany and central Europe - has its origin in
the nature of the German and European experience of the war years and the
power of National Socialist propaganda. The effects of events in Germany
and continental Europe on children and young people, as well as the shifting
perceptions of the past in recent German political life, have resulted in a
preoccupation with the past which is reflected in children’s literature. For
children and young people growing up in Germany during the 1930s and
1940s the 1939-45 war itself formed only a part of a lengthy period of social
and political change and upheaval which began in the late 1920s and
continued into the post-war period.

Jewish children experienced the direct effects of these changes long before
the outbreak of war; those who escaped the holocaust have recorded the
early days of persecution in novels and accounts written in English, German
and the other languages of German-occupied Europe. The majority of the
novels by Jewish writers examined in this study are those written in English,
since the enforced hiatus of exile leads to a revealing exploration of the
relationship between past and present selves in autobiographical novels.
The authors in question had left Germany and occupied countries either
during the 1930s while emigration was still possible, or during the early post-
war years, and had settled in English-speaking countries: for example Judith
Kerr (1971, 1975 and 1978) and Charles Hannam (1977, 1979) in England,
and Johanna Reiss (1973, 1976) and Use Koehn (1977) in the USA. Their
novels and accounts form part of a body of literature by holocaust survivors,
published in the language of the countries to which the writers emigrated
before or after the war. The autobiographical account in two volumes by
Carlo Ross (1987, 1991) of pre-war persecution and daily life in
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Theresienstadt concentration camp is exceptional in that it was written for a

young audience by a German Jew who has continued to live in Germany.
Some Jewish children taken to Israel during the war years have written
about their experiences in German, for example Joel Konig (1967) and
Malka Schmuckler (1983).

For Jewish children the war - in the form of persecution - started early. Carlo
Ross in ...aber Steine reden nicht (literally: ...but stones can't talk,1987)
catalogues the growing evidence of anti-semitism and the accelerating
limitation of his own opportunities in the Westphalian town of Hagen,
culminating in the burning of the local synagogue and attacks on Jewish
businesses during ‘Kristallnacht’'u . The first chapter of Judith Kerr’s novel,
When Hitler Stole Pink Rabbit, opens in early 1933 with a discussion
between Anna, Judith Kerr’'s childhood self, and her friend Elsbeth about
Jewishness in the context of Nazi propaganda. Within ten days of this
conversation the Kerr family decides to leave Germany for a life of exile.
Charles Hannam (1977 and 1979) left Germany some years later, and is
therefore able to write about the developing manifestations of anti-semitism
during the later 1930s as they affected him. He describes his first-hand
experience of the tactics of Nazi stormtroopers when they break into the
family home in search of his father. The content of these autobiographical
novels by Jewish writers covers a considerable time span, and centres on
the experience of persecution and exile as well as the deeply ambivalent
relationship of the narrators with both the German (or, in the case of Johanna
Reiss (1973 and 1976), Dutch) and Jewish cultures.

For many non-Jewish German authors too the focus of their autobiographical
writing is the pre-war period and the rise of the National Socialist Party.
Renate Finckh in her novel Mit uns zieht die neue Zeit (literally: The new era
starts with us, 1978) gives a detailed and compelling account of a young
girl's passionate support of Nazi ideology and committed membership of its

youth organisations, despite disquieting evidence of the party’s anti-semitic

11 ‘Kristallnacht’ , usually referred to in English as ‘the night of the broken glass’, took place on 9th.
November 1938. NSDAP members throughout Germany wrecked and looted Jewish synagogues
and businesses. The pretext for this organised action was the shooting of the German ambassador’s
secretary in Paris by a Jewish youth. This turning-point also features in German (non-Jewish)
accounts of the period, for example Hans-Peter Richter’s Friedrich (1960).
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practices. Klas Ewert Everwyn in Jetzt wird alles besser (literally: Now

everything will get better, 1989) offers a similarly honest and open statement
of his youthful support for the regime, concentrating principally on the pre-
war period. The socialist writer Max von der Grun in Wie war das eiaentlich:
Kindheit und Juaend im Dritten Reich (literally: What was it really like:
childhood and youth in the Third Reich,1980) has written a factual and
carefully documented account of his childhood during the Third Reich in

which he evaluates and questions his own conformity and acceptance of the
regime.

The commitment to Nazi values continued into the war years for many of
these young people. The two directly autobiographical accounts by Hans
Peter Richter (1962 and 1976) - as well as the novel Damals war es
Friedrich , 1961, which is also loosely based on personal experience - chart
in a laconic and understated narrative the author’'s enthusiastic membership
of the Hitler Youth movement® and his subsequent career as a volunteer
soldier and amoral opportunist. For girls, there existed the female equivalent
of the Hitler Youth, the ‘Bund deutscher Made!" (German Girls’ League) and
adolescent girls were - often willingly - drafted into a kind of ‘land army’ to
undertake ‘Reichsarbeitsdienst’ (National Labour Service) or ‘Osteinsatz’ (a
period of service supporting ethnic Germans in eastern Europe). Renate
Finckh (1978) describes her experience of ‘Osteinsatz’ and her enthusiasm
for the BDM, which offered a sense of community and identity to a shy girl
dominated by a tyrannical father. Not all young people, however, were
enthusiastic supporters of the NSDAP regime: there are several
autobiographical accounts written by those who themselves or whose
families supported resistance movements. The execution of Barbara Gehrts’
father’'s for ‘demoralization of the armed forces’ dominates the narrative in
her novel Nie wieder ein Wort davon? (literally: Never say another word
about it? 1975), while the passive but nonetheless dangerous resistance of
her doctor father is an important strand in the novel Lena, unser Dorf und der
Kriea (literally: Lena, our village and the war) by Austrian writer Kathe
Recheis (1990).

12 See Appendix 1 for a diagram representing the different branches of the Hitler Youth and the
hierarchy of its organisation.



45
Lena, the central figure in the novel by Recheis, is caught between her

family’s political position and the usual pressure to join the BDM. Other
writers take the opportunity of writing for the young to describe a change in
their initial response to the attractions of the Hitler Youth and the
persuasiveness of propaganda directed at them as children. Wendeigard
von Staden, a member of the German nobility who spent her childhood on
the family’s farm and estate, also found the patriotism and camp-fire
romanticism of the Nazi youth organisations irresistible, in spite of her
mother’s reservations about the regime. However, she describes in her
autobiographical novel, Nacht uber dem Tal (literally: Night over the
valley, 1979), how disillusionment began to set in when she worked in the
fields with prisoners of war and victims of Nazi forced labour policies. Her
mother, a committed Social Democrat, engaged Wendeigard in her plans to

provide work and food for inmates of a nearby concentration camp.

An honest appraisal of the past and an acceptance of guilt are not always
evident in accounts of childhood in the Third Reich. Writers concerned with
their own personal experience as children may subscribe to a demonisation
of Hitler and the Nazi hierarchy, or maintain a child’'s uninformed perspective
on events unfolding around them. This is particularly true of novels and
accounts set in the post-war period, when the consequences of war were
most directly experienced by many children in Germany, since the country
was in the process of being divided between the occupying powers. Tens of
thousands of German-speaking citizens were expelled from the border areas
of Poland and Czechoslovakia and fled to the west. In addition, families
which had been evacuated from large cities during air raids attempted to
return home, and the propaganda-induced fear of occupation by Russian
troops resulted in mass movements of refugees from the eastern parts of
Germany. Convoys of women, children and old people set off into the
unknown of a devastated Germany, often travelling hundreds of miles on foot
and scavenging for food wherever they could, while subject to changing
regimes and the unpredictable behaviour of occupying troops as they
travelled through the different zones of post-war Germany. It is almost
exclusively women who have written about their experiences as child

refugees. Annalies Schwarz (1981 and 1984) and Gudrun Pausewang
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(1989) both describe their gruelling journeys across the Czech-German

border. In all these refugee novels, it is the loss of home and security which
is emphasised as much as the physical hardships endured. The narrator’s
position on the underlying cause of this wholesale migration and the
responsibility of the German people for the atrocities of the Third Reich exists
- as will be pointed out in subsequent chapters - either as a sub-text or - for
Pausewang - a driving force of the narrative.

The British experience

In comparison with German and Jewish texts there are very few
autobiographies of wartime childhood set in Britain. The time-span
considered is also limited: for most British children events with the potential
to disrupt childhood security - the fear of invasion and the experiences of
evacuation and bombing - happened during the war years 1939-45. The
political developments which led to war did not impinge on the lives of
children to the extent that the establishment of the National Socialist regime,
with its accompanying propaganda, youth movements and dominant
ideology, affected the young in Germany. The immediate post-war years in
Britain represented for children a time of a gradual return to normality in
contrast to the collapse of national purpose, physical hardships and mass
migration resulting form the redrawing of national boundaries experienced in
Germany. Children in Britain were certainly directly affected by reintegration
into the family of soldier fathers returning from the European continent or the
Far East and, indirectly, by the political upheaval of the post-war years, yet
this period appears not to be the subject of autobiographical writing. These
fundamental differences in the nature of pre-war, wartime and post-war
experience for British and German children are discussed in chapters four

and five.

Novels and accounts for young people published in Great Britain which are
primarily autobiographical and which concentrate directly on the British
wartime experience include Michael Foreman’'s War Boy (1989) and Roald
Dahl's Going Solo (1986). Both are written by well established children’s

authors, with a focus on excitement, adventure and humour. Foreman’s
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War Bov tells the story of his very early childhood spent ‘on the front line’ of

the East Anglian coast with a sensitivity and delight reflected both in the text
and the delicate pen-and-wash drawings. Dahl's Going Solo is concerned
with his exploits as a trainee RAF pilot in the Eastern Mediterranean during
the war years rather than with childhood experience, although the account
was written with a child audience in mind. The tone is one of high adventure
in contrast to Foreman’s provincial idyll. In addition there are novels which
draw on the authors’ wartime experiences rather than reflect them directly,
for example those of Robert Westall (1975, 1979b, 1989a, 1990a). Westall
grew up on Tyneside during the war and experienced at first hand what he
describes as the ‘light’ bombing of Tynemouth, which for him represented a
taste of adventure which was never equalled in his adult life (Interview in
The Guardian 28.3.1991). Nina Bawden, too, draws on her own
experience as an evacuee in a Welsh mining village in her novels Carrie’s
War (1973) and Keeping Henry (1988). In Carrie’'s W ar. which Bawden
states is only ‘loosely’ based on her wartime experience (afterword to 1993
Puffin edition), evacuation represents both a new-found freedom from
parental constraint and the source of guilt at a youthful misunderstanding.
Susan Cooper has chosen to distance herself from her childhood
experience of air-raids by transposing the setting and fears of her own
childhood to a young boy, the central character of her novel Dawn of Fear
(1970). Other writers have woven their own memories or those of relatives,
acquaintances and friends into novels which include traces of
autobiographical writing. Jill Paton Walsh, for example, has dedicated her
novel The Dolphin Crossing (1967) to a Mr. N.L. Braund and the memories
of family and friends who helped her to write the book.
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Autobiographical children’s literature on the Third Reich and the
Second World War and the tradition and purposes of

autobiographical writing

It is clear from this overview of the content of autobiographical writing for
children on the Second World War that the material itself - the experiences
of German, Jewish and British children - may vary in kind, but that in each
case there is a disruption of daily and family life which is the focus of the
child’s concern. The material itself may consist of a mixture of verifiable
evidence, the child’s own remembered experience and the memories of
others, all of which are interpreted by a narrator who is motivated by a range
of purposes. Ernst Cloer (1988), in his second collection of commentaries
on children’s literature on the subject of the Third Reich, cites Dieter
Baacke’s categorisation of autobiographical material into four ‘levels’.
These are:

1. Objective events and facts;

2. Subjective experience;

3. Subsequent memories and their linguistic structure;

4. Reflection, commentary and attempts at interpretation.

(Goer, 1988, p.55)

These categories provide a useful framework for the consideration of the
historical authenticity and purposes of the corpus in the light of the historical
and theoretical developments discussed in the first part of the chapter.
Baacke'’s first two levels - the representation of objective facts and events
and of subjective experience - will be followed by a discussion of the
tradition of autobiographical writing in relation to the substance of the third
and fourth levels, namely the reconstruction of memory and retrospective
comment and analysis.

Historical authenticity: ‘Objective’ facts and events

As far as the ‘realities’ of experience and the representation of actual
historical events are concerned, there is no doubt that marketing plays its
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part in emphasising the supposed ‘truth’ and historical representativeness of

recorded personal experience. The thriving autobiography industry of recent
decades has been accompanied by the promotion of life histories as a
successful product. A ‘true story’ always attracts readers - but it must still be
a ‘story’. The Puffin Plus edition of Mischling. Second Degree by Use Koehn
(1977) is billed as ‘A true adventure story’ in a quotation from The Observer
on the back cover, while in the summary on the first page the novel is
described as a ‘memorable document’, the word ‘document’ lending the
book an air of authenticity. Authors themselves are often anxious to
emphasise the autobiographical aspect of their writing by providing historical
information, explanatory footnotes and introductions authenticating the
historical basis of their work. Annelies Schwarz (1981), for example,
introduces her account of her childhood experiences in 1944-5 with a
foreword which briefly lists relevant historical facts, followed by four pages of
maps which chart the movements of her refugee family.

Nevertheless, historical events in these novels are usually perceived from
the child’s point of view within the narrative itself. Reference is occasionally
made to press or radio reports, but only in so far as these directly affect the
child. The Upstairs Room by Johanna Reiss (1972) opens as six-year old
Annie attempts to gain the attention of her father who is listening to an
announcement on the radio about the events of ‘Kristallnacht’. She asks
guestions about the meaning of the word ‘Kristallnacht’, although her
primary concern is the increasing taciturnity of her father, and his reluctance
to play with her. Snatches of radio announcements are overheard by
children in many of these novels but they are rarely understood: it is the
effects on parents which are anxiously awaited and observed. In the novels
by Jewish writers in particular, there is an awareness of the possible
devastating consequences of political events. In the first volume of Judith
Kerr's trilogy When Hitler Stole Pink Rabbit (1971) Anna knows that the fate
of her family depends on the announcement of an election result; as soon as
the latest NSDAP triumph is established Anna, her mother and brother do in
fact leave Germany to join her father. Historical events have a direct effect
on family life, and are for that reason of concern to the child and an important

element in the narrative.
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Since the media inevitably become channels of propaganda during wartime
the child’s view of historical events is in any case distorted as well as
fragmentary. Occasionally, however, there is evidence of a shift in the child’s
attitude at the time, resulting from access to information and evidence not
distributed through the usual propaganda channels. Wendelgard von
Staden’s (1979) disillusionment with the Third Reich begins with the
discovery of a concentration camp adjoining the family estate, and is fed by
her mother’s accounts of the forbidden Swiss news bulletins to which she
secretly listens. For Charles Hannam (1977), the opportunity to compare
German and British media accounts of contemporary events leads to a
reappraisal of NSDAP propaganda. While living in a hostel for refugee
Jewish boys in Ramsgate, Hannam (1977) reads the Picture Post and
begins to realise that there is an interpretation of historical events quite
different from the one he had enthusiastically embraced in Germany. In the
pages of the Picture Post the Spanish Civil War is reported as an attack on a
legitimate government, while in Germany Franco had been regarded as a
hero fighting a war of liberation. At this point the young Hannam begins to
have doubts about the German leaders whose values he had previously
found rather attractive, despite his Jewish family background. Cartoons by
Low of these leaders seem quite shocking: ‘It had certainly never occurred
to Karl that those who had governed him could be either absurd or lunatic’
(p. 155). Such developments in understanding in the course of the narrative
are, however, rare, and it is usually the adult narrator who seeks to provide
explanatory information and to interpret his or her childhood reactions to
historical events. German writers have often felt it necessary to include
footnotes to explain the terminology of the Third Reich (see, for instance,
Nostlinger,1973), while others have provided chronologies of historical
events (Ursula Fuchs, 1979), maps (Annelies Schwarz, 1981 and Gudrun
Pausewang, 1989), or photographs (Gudrun Pausewang). In each case the
documentation is selected by the adult reflecting on the circumstances of his
or her childhood with the intention both of authenticating past experience
and, more importantly, extending the child reader’'s understanding of the

period.
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Comprehensively documented accounts include those of the socialist

novelist Max von der Grun (1979), whose factual account of the Third Reich
and his youthful infatuation with NSDAP values includes both documentary
and photographic evidence. Von der Grun is concerned to interpret his own
past behaviour, as well as that of his fellow Germans, by making clear to his
young audience the full horror of the NSDAP state and its edicts. In contrast
to this sombre didactic approach, Michael Foreman’s War Boy (1989)
presents a range of documentation for a different purpose. Posters, cigarette
cards, photographs of Foreman as a toddler dressed in the uniform of the
King's Own Scottish Borderers, an evacuation notice and detailed drawings
of bombers all add a note of authenticity and reflect both Foreman’s own
artistic interests, and the preoccupations of his boyhood. The tone is light,
the impression created is that of an enjoyable childhood touched only
occasionally by the sadness of war. Unlike Max von der Grun, Foreman’s
aim is not that of presenting carefully researched background material with
the didactic intention of explaining a historical situation and preventing its
recurrence. This difference between the approach of German and English
writers in their reconstruction of childhood and the diversity of childhood

wartime experience are fundamental to this study.

Subjective experience

Historical objectivity within autobiographical writing is, as Roy Pascal (1960)
points out, both elusive and and illusory. Wordsworth’s ‘after-meditation’
plays its part even in the selection of historical documentation; both
subjective experience at the time and the author’s current attitudes form part
of the process of selection and reconstruction which takes as its raw material
memories and records of historical events. The subjective experience in
guestion is that of childhood subjected to the force of circumstance at a time
when complex and apparently bizarre historical events added a further
dimension to the child’s active engagement in making sense of the world.
Annie’s questions about anti-semitism in the first pages Johanna Reiss’ The
Upstairs Room (1972), or the discussion on the same subject between Anna
and her friend in the opening chapter of Judith Kerr's When Hitler Stole Pink



52
Rabbit (1971), are attempts to rationalise the incomprehensible. Particularly

for a child as young as six-year-old Annie, anti-semitism is an inexplicable
aspect of life dominated by concern for the continuity of family security. From
the child’s point of view this is one more puzzle to be unravelled in the
process of understanding how people relate to each other. In the novels by
these Jewish writers children’s questions often have to remain unanswered

while attention is directed to more immediate and pressing concerns.

Uncertainty, fear and a sense of loss (of a parent or of domestic security) lie
at the centre of children’s subjective experience in these accounts and
novels. Wartime is, however, also experienced as a period of excitement
and change. The tone of Michael Foreman’s War Boy (1989) is one of
pleasure and amusement at the various characters who enter his life as a
result of the war. Roald Dahl’'s account in Going Solo of his experience
when a young man as an RAF pilot has a flavour of excitement and danger.
The general atmosphere of excitement and euphoria in the early days of the
Third Reich, with mass rallies, singing around camp-fires and a compelling
sense of purpose in the Nazi youth groups are described by several of the
German writers, including Wendelgard von Staden (1979), Renate Finckh
(1978) and Max von der Grun (1979). Even a precarious refugee existence
had its attractions: in Fern von der Rosinkawiese (1989) Gudrun
Pausewang, a young adult of seventeen at the time, refers to the fulfiiment of
her long-cherished desire to travel despite the hardships of the nomadic
refugee life, and is adamant that she does not wish to return home when the
family is unable to cross the border into the British occupied zone. For some
young people, susceptible to propaganda and experiencing an adolescent
yearning for a new direction in their lives, the wartime years at times

provided the long-desired challenges.
The autobiographical tradition and the recording of wartime experience
The term ‘autobiography’ in the traditional sense of a comprehensive survey

of the author’s life is not appropriate in texts devoted to a limited time-span.

Indeed, the impossibility of a precise definition of autobiography to which
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Olney (1980) points becomes apparent on surveying the range of forms in

which autobiographical material is presented. The autobiographical writing
under consideration in this study ranges from the factual and carefully
documented account of Max von der Grun (1980), to the novels of Robert
Westall in which the author’'s wartime experience provides a starting-point
for fiction, and Michael Foreman’s War Bov, where the illustrations are more
important than the text. Nor could it be said that any of these writers is simply
‘telling the story’ of his or her childhood, since the adult author’s

interpretation of the past is always implicitly or explicitly present in the text.

Earlier in this chapter it became clear that in autobiographical writing on
childhood there has long been a recognition of the significance of childhood
for later life, with an emphasis in the Romantic tradition on childhood as the
source of spiritual and aesthetic sensibility. Itis not this Romantic view of
the child as visionary or the desire to return to childhood for spiritual renewal
which motivates the autobiographical writing in this study. Far from a sense
of being at one with the natural and physical world, many authors
experienced at some point in their childhood a period of severe dislocation,
followed in adulthood by a retrospective analysis of events and attitudes.
The authors in this study are seeking not the state of grace represented by
childhood, but rather the seeds of the present self and the therapeutic effects
of a re-examination of the past. There are in fact closer parallels with the
tradition of a greater realism in writing about childhood which developed in
the early years of industrialisation, and of which Charles Dickens was the
most notable exponent. The world is experienced as a confusing, insecure
and at times terrifying place by the children in Dickens’ novels, just as it was
for the young Dickens himself. The child is, in Dickens’ novels, at the mercy
of powerful social and historical forces which cannot be understood or
controlled; there are clear parallels with approaches to children’s experience
during the Third Reich and the Second World War.

The publication of accounts of children’s wartime experience reflects a
recent development in the autobiographical tradition: a recognition of the
lives of those previously marginalised in social terms. These are not

‘Childhoods’ written by those destined to become artists or writers (Coe,
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1984), nor are they the autobiographies of ‘great men’, of the generals and

politicians who had some control over the direction of the war itself. They
are accounts by the completely powerless, those who suffered the
consequences of war with little understanding of its causes and no chance of
influencing events. Prior to the Second World War, very little
autobiographical writing about childhood experiences of war had been
published, since the wartime experiences of children - along with those of
women - had been discounted in contemporary published accounts. The
general theme of autobiographical accounts of war in the nineteenth century
had been the heroics of the battlefield and military tactics; it is only in
autobiographical accounts of the First World War that a change of tone can
be detected. The novels of Robert Graves (1929) and Erich Maria Remarque
(1929) spare the reader none of the horror and degradation endured by the
ordinary soldier. Remarque’s Im Westen nichts Neues (AH Quiet on the
Western Front) is dedicated to the generation whose lives were destroyed
by the war even though they escaped the grenades. The lasting effects of
wartime experience on survivors are at last being recognised in these
novels. Throughout the First World War women'’s experiences were
recorded in a variety of ways, and there now exists a substantial body of
writing and oral narratives by women about their lives during both World
Wars.13

Autobiography and children’s fiction on the theme of war

It is only after the Second World War, however, that autobiographical writing
about children’s lives during wartime has been published for children.
Children’s literature with a wartime setting had previously been largely
directed at boys, taking as its theme the heroic exploits and daring deeds of
those adults directly involved in conflict. The ‘Biggies’ series written by
Captain W.E. Johns and set in both the First and Second World Wars were
read avidly by generations of boysi4. British ‘Girls’ stories’ set in the First
World War emphasised fortitude, adventure and gentility. Wilkending, in the

13 See, for example, Hartley, J. (ed.) Hearts Undefeated: Women’s Writing of the Second World War,
and Owings, A. (1995) Frauen: German Women Recall the Third Reich.

14 For an overview of the most popular themes of children’s literature on both World Wars to 1978 see
Cadogan, M. and Craig, P. (1978) Women and Children First: The Fiction of Two World Wars.
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history of German children’s literature edited by Wild (1990), outlines the

nationalistic basis of German First World War children’s fiction for girls
(pp.246-250), while Eckhardt points to the patriotism, heroism and self-
sacrifice advocated in books for boys (pp.190-192). A contrasting and
exceptional example is Rudolf Frank’s pacifist novel for the young, Der
Schadel des Neaer Hauptlinas Makaua, Krieasroman fur die junae
Generation (1931)15 (published in English as: No Hero for the Kaiser), in
which the full horror of war is depicted for the young reader and the fourteen-
year-old Polish hero disappears rather than accept a military honour for
what he regarded as humanitarian rather than military actions. It is hardly
surprising that as a result of this pacifist message the book was banned in
Germany in 1933.

Children’s fiction on the Second World War written at the time and during the
early post-war period maintained a tone consistent with that of contemporary
propaganda in both Britain and Germany. Spy-catching and evacuation
were the two main themes of British stories written in wartime; even after the
war the serious issues of the period were not considered a suitable subject
for children’s literature (Cadogan/Craig, 1978, p.238). The position of
children’s fiction in Germany had, of course, been determined by the
draconian censorship of the Third Reich and the publication of literature
designed to promote National Socialist youth policies. A key text of the era,
Der Hitlerjunae Quex (1932) by Karl Aloys Schenzinger, is the story of a
young boy’s conversion from young communist to ardent supporter of the
Hitler Youth movement and had reached a publication figure of 325, 000
copies by 194216. The post-war period was characterised by a reversal in
censorship policies, so that militaristic and National Socialist children’s
literature was banned by the occupying powers (Kaminski in Wild, 1990,
p.299). Erich Kastner’'s pacifist and anti-fascist fable Die Konferenz der Tiere
(1949) and Lisa Tetzner's remarkable nine-volume history of the shadow
cast by the Third Reich on the lives of a group of Berlin working-class
children (written and published in exile between 1932 and 1948) marked a
new beginning for German children’s fiction, and a revival of the pacifist

15 Republished in 1982 under the title Der Junae. der seinen Geburtstag veraass.

16 For a comprehensive survey of the manipulation of children’s literature during the Third Reich see
Kamenetsky (1984): Children’s Literature in Hitler's Germany: The Cultural Policy of National
Socialism.
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tradition. It was, however, the dialectic of personal experience and national

identity which came to dominate retrospective German children’s literature
on the war years.

In both autobiographical writing and fiction set in the Second World War the
focus in children’s literature has shifted in the post-war era from the
battlefield to the private domain, although there is of course a continuing
tradition of war stories in boys’ comics. A significant proportion of the novels
and accounts discussed in this study are written by women, a development
consistent with the much earlier divide between men’s and women'’s
autobiographical writing outlined earlier in this chapter. Women’s
awareness of community and group identity within the private sphere affects
both the purpose and structure of their autobiographical writing. Both
Johanna Reiss (1972) and Gudrun Pausewang (1989) address their
autobiographical novels to their children. Johanna Reiss’ novel was never
intended for publication, and Gudrun Pausewang frames her account with
the opening and closing paragraphs of a letter to her son. Nancy
Chodorow’s concept of ‘women’s fluid ego boundaries’ is reflected in their
writing and will be explored in the more detailed case studies in later
chapters.

The purpose of autobiographical writing for children on the Third Reich and
World War Two

Given the domestic focus of much of the writing about childhood wartime
experience, the question arises as to what kind of truth about the past the
authors are trying to establish. Autobiography has been described as
‘Design and Truth’ (Pascal 1960), yet, as has been repeatedly asserted in
recent literature on the subject, the ‘truth’ itself is elusive and suspect.
Baacke’s third level of autobiographical material, the linguistic structures
involved in the reconstruction of memory, points again to the unreliability of
memory, and the significance of the form in which it is communicated.
Despite attempts to provide contemporary child readers with historical

background information, it is not on the whole carefully documented
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historical facts which publishers or writers wish to emphasise, but rather the

emotional truth of childhood experience in a time of extreme stress and
disorientation. It could be argued that these writers are searching for a
deeper emotional truth about past experience which underlies the events
they describe. In her opening statement about her novel The Upstairs Room
(1972), Johanna Reiss states quite categorically: ‘| have not tried to write a
historical book, although it may have some historical value. What | did try to
write was a simple, human book’ (p. 6). These autobiographical novels and
accounts are set in a historical period which is extensively documented, and
some participants and witnesses are still alive today. Nevertheless, at the
affective level historical events as described in autobiographical fiction for
children are marginal to the central concerns of the writers’ childhood
selves. Fictionalisation is one way to achieve some form of emotional truth,
and several writers have chosen not only to use the form of the novel, but
also to give the central character another name. Giving oneself another
name makes a statement about the fictional nature of the account; the
positioning of the self within the narrative will be examined in some detail in
the next chapter. These indications of the tensions which exist between
fiction and historical authenticity are essential to the act of reconstruction
involved in any autobiographical writing. There is therefore a need on the
part of some writers to fictionalise in order to distance themselves from
experience, and to express feelings about the past without the impediment of
having to achieve historical accuracy.

Gudrun Pausewang undoubtedly drew on her own experience as a refugee
in her novel Auf einem langen Weg (literally: A long journey.1978). in which
two small boys become separated from their parents at the end of the war
and make their way westwards alone. In a prefatory note she states that the
events described actually happened in Germany, and that many adults can
remember the terrible times she describes. It was not until 1989, however,
that her account of her own experience, Fern von der Rosinkawiese. was
published. There are clear parallels between the novel and the
autobiographical account, particularly in the burden of responsibility carried
by the older child in each case. Gudrun Pausewang has fictionalised

elements of her own experience in the first novel, and gives expression to
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her own response to life as a refugee at a distance. By transposing her own

memories on to the two (male) central characters in the novel she has
achieved the purpose of representing the emotional truth of the refugee
experience. On the other hand, the impact of wartime experience may be
woven into a number of works of fiction without ever being directly
represented; this approach in the work of Robert Westall will be analysed in
chapter five.

Representation of the child’s emotional responses at the time of the events
described is accompanied by Wordsworth’'s ‘after-meditation’; the adult
storyteller is the shaping force of autobiographical writing and holds the key
to its purpose. The writers in this study have meditated on - or in some cases
repressed - their childhood experiences for many decades, so that the timing
of their writing is significant in understanding its purpose. The past has been
reassessed, and there is an implicit - and sometimes explicit - didactic
purpose. The emphasis in Baacke’s fourth category is on the structuring
and interpretation of the past by the contemporary writer. There are also
links with Olney’s third layer of time in autobiographical writing: ‘the time of
an individual’s historical context’, a context which shapes the interpretation
of the past. Baacke’s fourth category is concerned with the attempt to make
meaning from the experiences of the past. When children are the audience,
the focus of the act of reconstruction and interpretation is often a desire that
a lesson should be learned. The didactic nature of children’s literature has,
of course, been an aspect of the purpose of writing for a child audience since
its inception. Telling the story of the past to the next generation has always
encompassed a range of purposes. As well as the didactic function, there is
also the desire to preserve experience so that the writer or teller’s life will not
be completely obliterated by death, and cultural and historical continuity will
be maintained. Both are aspects of the attempt to interpret and make

meaning of experience which serves an underlying therapeutic purpose.

Resuming contact with childhood and uncovering emotional truths about the
past are implicit in many novels and accounts of a wartime childhood. The
exploration of the inner self, which begins with St. Augustine and continues

in the classical age of autobiography in the eighteenth century, has
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developed since the dissemination of psychoanalytic theory into a quest for

the sources of the emotional as well as spiritual, intellectual and aesthetic
aspects of consciousness. At the same time, past identities are being
reconstructed - or indeed constructed - in accordance with changing social
patterns and ideologies. Gusdorf's (1956) view that the precondition for
autobiography is a ‘conscious awareness of the singularity of each
individual life’ (Gusdorf, 1956, p.29) has been challenged by those who
regard any text as a construct, a product of prevailing social conditions. It is
here that Baacke’s (cited in Cloer,1988) fourth level of autobiographical
writing comes into play, namely the analysis of past personal experience
and social and historical events in the light of contemporary interpretations of
the past. Even where personal need predominates and there is a minimal
concern with representing historical accuracy, each writer’s story is - as
Bruner (cited in McLeod, 1992) has pointed out - a historical product:
‘Although autobiography is the most personal kind of writing, it is where you
locate yourself in a culture. There is no sharp cut between fiction and history,
between the personal and the social’ (p. 113).

It is my intention in the remaining chapters of this study to explore the
dynamic of personal and socio-historical purposes which unde