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 “Forgiveness is the fragrance that the violet sheds on the heel that has crushed it.”  Mark Twain
In the main hallway of his house, opposite the doorway leading to the living room, and against a green, flower-patterned wallpaper, a small black-and-white photo, encased in a thin, inexpensive gold frame, hung on the wall at eye level, alone. The image depicted a young Wehrmacht soldier alongside his faithful German shepherd. 
In the photo, the man stands on the right, while the dog sits on the left. A short leather leash connects the two. The dog sits tall and alert, ears erect, displaying the military bearing common to the breed, as if he is doing precisely what he was bred for. In contrast, the soldier looks lost in his uniform, as if none of his military training has taken hold. The uniform slumps over him like he had hung it on the closet floor the night before. Both the man and the dog smile at the photographer. 
Herr Hans Hempfling, in his mid-to-late seventies when I met him, was a balding, wrinkled, slightly shrunken version of the young man in the photograph, with a wide smile and bright, happy eyes. He stood about five feet nine inches tall, wearing a pair of old dress pants and a white shirt covered by a greyish, misshapen Mr. Rogers-style button-up sweater. I liked him right away as we shook hands, even though we didn’t speak the same language. He came across as friendly and harmless. Most old men, I think, having long ago escaped the dominance of testosterone, are harmless, with the fire in their belly reduced to dying embers.
Herr Hempfling and I met through the base housing office. He claimed he didn’t speak English, yet he named his dog Blackie. A bilingual woman from the housing office handled the rental agreement. I signed the contract, and he became my first landlord in Germany.
His house at 16 Austrasse, Landstuhl, stood in a quiet neighborhood, away from traffic, and within walking distance to the market. My apartment, which occupied the entire second floor, featured a short balcony off the living room, wide enough for a chair, which offered the best view of Schloss Nanstein. The town illuminated the castle at night, and I spent many nights on the balcony with a beer and a book, reading by the light streaming from the living room. 
Wednesday nights, I’d descend the steep stairs to the first floor for the weekly soccer roundup. Herr Hempfling and I watched on an ancient color television while drinking his cheap beer. Our conversations were halting at first, with much looking up of words and pointing in his 1921 Langenscheidt German/English dictionary, which he kept on the coffee table in the cramped room.
At first, we watched the soccer matches, shouting "Und wieder ein Tor!" (and yet another goal) along with the announcer. But we soon progressed to more intimate subjects. His wife died a few years ago. She spoke English and had done all the speaking with prior tenants. The dictionary was hers. 
I still had both my parents and a younger sister. I grew up in Wisconsin and had been in the Air Force for nearly four years. I had been in Germany for a year. I took classes at night. I didn’t have a girlfriend.
Herr Hans Hempfling had a brother, August. His brother had been wounded twice, and the doctor, feeling sorry for him, had gotten the boy assigned to Normandy, believing it to be a quiet backwater. August died there.
I had gone to college before I enlisted. Ramstein was my second base. My mom’s side of the family is German. I wanted to see Europe, so I asked for the assignment. 
Herr Hempfling did not see direct combat. He and his dog guarded a train station. He didn’t know what cargo the train cars he guarded held. He was not a Nazi.
Toward the war's end, Herr Hempfling and his comrades listened to the BBC at night, desperately trying to figure out where the Allied forces were. They wanted to surrender to the Americans, hoping for better treatment than they were likely to get from the British, French, or the Russians, whose populations had suffered at the hands of the Germans. He first tried to bury his uniform and run to Bavaria to hide. Then, he tried to make his way to the American lines, but the French caught him. Herr Hempfling labored on a French farm for two years until his release in 1947, like many soldiers captured by the French. 
In the 1980s, when I spoke to Germans, I found two distinct groups. There were the older Germans, those who had been alive during the war, either as children or as adults old enough to have participated in it. These Germans, when they spoke of the past, felt compelled to include "I was not a Nazi" and harbored an unspoken collective guilt, a stain that’d never come out. I never met one German of that era who claimed to have been a Nazi. The younger folks, who had never known war and carried no guilt, wanted to know why we Americans were still there, occupying their country. 
 I recall that my boss’s landlady showed us her medals from the Hitler Youth for swimming, volleyball, and soccer. She also made sure we knew she was not a Nazi. They didn’t know, she said. They were only kids having fun, she said. 
At the time, I felt that Herr Hans Hempfling and I shared not just a bond of military service, but also a friendship. We could forget that our countries were once enemies. Memories of the war, which ended twelve years before my birth, had begun to fade even for those who had lived through it. After the war ended, former Luftwaffe pilots had flown for Lufthansa, Field Marshal Rommel’s son was the mayor of Stuttgart, and thousands of former Third Reich soldiers had worked at all levels of the new government, including some who had worked for the Americans. 
 But now I wonder how Herr Hempfling, the personable old man I met in 1983, could not have known about the human cargo in those trains, and how many Americans his brother August killed before he himself was killed. Did he lie to himself about the Jews? Was he blind, willfully blind, to what he should have plainly seen? Or was he just swept away in the rushing, violent, swollen river of populism and groupthink that was Germany in the 1930s and 1940s? Did it all happen so incrementally that nobody saw how their minds and attitudes were changing, until it was over? Would I have been any different?
