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Photo from the Salzmann family’s private album, showing the family in Berlin, at 
the Olympic Stadium, 1937. Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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Abstract  This introductory chapter explores microhistory’s potential 
to illuminate the history of German-Jewish life in, and exile from, Nazi 
Germany. Creating personal and family archives—consisting of letters, 
poems, photo albums and family books, as well as official documents—
was integral to this experience for many. Creating such archives expressed 
a desire to give meaning to events, and exercise agency in political con-
texts predicated on the denial of that very agency. In curating their own 
histories in this way, German-Jewish families positioned their private 
selves vis-à-vis resonant public spaces and events. At the same time, they 
framed their persecution and flight against a long history of German 
mobility and migration, allowing them to portray the very act of leaving 
Germany as an integral part of their German identities.

Keywords  Migration · Mobility · Jewish diasporas ·  
Global germans · Colonial imagination · Microhistory ·  
Family archives · Ego-documents

+++

… even if experiences, the difficult events of recent years, newly adopted 
ways of life and different languages divide us: inseparable family ties bind 
us together nonetheless. I experience this every day, when I receive letters 
from our people from all over the world, many of which ask where so  

CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Picturing Global Threads
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and so in the family has got to [….] Thus, my dears, let us not sever that 
connecting thread, which reaches from East Prussia’s Amber Coast across 
the world’s oceans to all parts of the globe, let us bear witness to the invin-
cible and indefatigable will to life of our family, and let us create a simple 
monument to our dead, by whose graves we can no longer assemble as we 
used to.1

In 1946 in New York City, Hans Salzmann wrote a letter to members of 
his extended family, which spanned four continents. He invited them to 
contribute information to a ‘family book’ about the history and recent 
lives of the Salzmanns, documenting the family’s cohesion across chron-
ological and geographical divides: what, in this extract, he refers to as 
the ‘connecting thread’. Hans and his immediate family had grown up in 
Germany, and lived in Berlin until 1939, from where, as German Jews, 
they escaped Nazi persecution through emigration. Hans was a doctor 
of internal medicine, his wife Käthe a masseuse attached to Hans’s prac-
tice; they had two daughters, Ruth and Eva, born in 1922 and 1931, 
respectively. In 1939, Eva and her parents sailed to Cuba, spending sev-
eral months in an immigrant internment camp before securing American 
visas and eventually settling in New York City. Ruth had left Germany 
several weeks earlier on a Kindertransport to England; she rejoined her 
family in New York City in 1940.

The Salzmanns’ story was one of hundreds of thousands. Between the 
1933 National Socialist seizure of power and their 1941 prohibition on 
all Jewish emigration, roughly half, or 250,000 of Germany’s Jews man-
aged to flee the country. Of this number, around 90,000 found their way 
to the United States.2 A similar, if less compressed, migratory process 
characterised the experience of German Jews well before 1933.3 Indeed, 
prior to the surge of Eastern European immigration in the final dec-
ades of the nineteenth century, the story of Jews in America was largely 
a story of German Jews: of the 300,000 Jews in the United States in 
1881, 250,000 had come from German-speaking lands.4 And yet, this 
migration was also part of a wider German history. As we shall argue in 
this book, the Salzmanns, who crossed the Atlantic in the late 1930s, 
interpreted and narrated their family’s flight as part of a longer history 
of migration and resettlement that was both Jewish and German. While 
in Germany, they continued to practise, and take pride in, their Jewish 
religion; once in New York, their social world was defined, at least in 
part, by Jewish networks, evident, for example, in Hans’s relationship 
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with the publication Aufbau, which we shall discuss in Chapter 5.  
And yet, the Salzmanns were also proud of their German identities, 
which they constantly referenced in their ego-documents, before, during, 
and after emigration. As for many others at the receiving end of Nazi 
persecution, the Salzmanns’ decision to leave Germany did not entail 
leaving their German identity behind. We argue that migration itself, 
especially trans-Atlantic migration, could be understood as part of an 
eminently German story, because it had long been part of German his-
tory. From the early modern period, German-speakers had moved and 
settled abroad in large numbers, and, in the course of the nineteenth 
century, increasingly across the Atlantic. As they migrated, complex webs 
of local, regional, national, and religious identities travelled with them, 
and many German-speaking migrants nurtured consciously German cul-
tures in their new homes, albeit ones varying in accordance with their 
specific social, ethnic, religious, and regional communities.

This mobile sense of Germanness led David Blackbourn to con-
clude that German emigration from the eighteenth to the twentieth  
century really was “more a transplanting than an uprooting.”5 And yet, 
historians of Germany have rarely considered German migrants as an 
integral part of German history: once they left German soil, they became 
part of other national stories. As Dirk Hoerder noted, while cultures 
such as Sweden have long viewed migration as an ineluctable part of 
their nation’s heritage, Germany’s scholarly and political treatment of the 
same history had long been marked by an “almost [complete] conspiracy 
of silence.”6 A narrowly state-focused historical paradigm obscures both 
the strong links between German communities at home and abroad, as 
well as the transformations of the former as a consequence of the latter.7 
This was especially true for German Jews, who played a disproportion-
ate part in this history. In the hundred years up to 1914, they consti-
tuted between 7 and 8% of European migrants crossing the Atlantic, 
but only 1–2% of the European population.8 Jewish migrants, especially 
those from Western Europe, typically moved for legal and cultural rea-
sons rather than primarily economic ones; this migration has thus been 
interpreted by some as a ‘substitute for emancipation.’9 Many of them 
were better educated and more affluent than their non-Jewish counter-
parts, and often maintained a regular correspondence with family mem-
bers who had remained in the German Reich, a tendency evident in the 
Salzmanns own history, as the family archive includes several antebel-
lum letters between the family in Germany and relatives in Cincinnati,  
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Ohio.10 In other respects, the Jewish experience of migration was 
deeply intertwined with that of their Christian neighbours, who came 
to the new world as political refugees following the failed revolutions 
of 1848, as frustrated agriculturalists seeking land, and as urban work-
ers and merchants in search of economic opportunity.11 This extended 
interplay across migratory channels in turn transformed the very nature 
of German identity.12 Nazi-era refugees both conformed to and devi-
ated from these migratory scripts in significant ways.13 Yet all of them 
were acutely aware of earlier traditions of migration, and the resulting 
international networks, which provided them both with practical and 
symbolic resources for negotiating the experience of flight and resettle-
ment. In this book, we suggest that, unless we conceive of both Jewish 
and German identities as inherently mobile, the ways in which individual 
German-Jewish refugees such as the Salzmanns made sense of their own 
experience remains unintelligible.

Listening to the words and images created by migrants themselves pro-
vides a unique opportunity to glimpse how they understood the different 
strands of their identities before, during, and after migration. And this 
approach reveals how these older histories of migration—both the long 
history of the Jewish diaspora, in itself the result of centuries of persecu-
tion and botched attempts at emancipation, and the history of German 
migration over two centuries—could serve as a template for making 
sense of and representing the experience of fleeing from Nazi Germany. 
Our initial extract from Hans’s letter is a case in point. It invokes, first, 
emphatically Jewish notions of family and ancestry. The Salzmanns 
referred to here are not just Hans’s immediate family, but a family stretch-
ing back many generations; they also encompass the ancestors of his wife 
Käthe, who, by coincidence, had been born into a family of the same sur-
name. Graves that can “no longer be visited” are described as the spiritual 
roots of these families’ identities. Assembling by ancestral graves is an 
image with a powerful set of affective resonances in Jewish culture: recit-
ing the mourners’ Kaddish, donning headcovers, and placing stones on 
the headstones were all part of performing one’s Jewish religion and sense 
of belonging to extended family networks. As Hans pointed out, for a 
Jewish family living as a diaspora, assembling symbolically in and around 
an illustrated family book was a substitute for assembling in person by the 
ancestral graves. The sense of Jewish identity is palpable in these lines.

And yet, in the same paragraph, Hans also invoked a very different 
symbolic point of origin: the Amber Coast of East Prussia. This was not 
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just a geographical location, it was a highly charged metaphor in German 
nationalist discourses, and appears to have been deployed as such here. 
The Amber Coast frequently featured in media representations of East 
Prussia as an ur-German space; the same media tended to highlight the 
practice of ‘amber fishing’ as an existentially German, character-forming 
struggle with natural elements, and thus a spiritual point of origin.14 
In reality, none of the Salzmanns actually came from the Amber Coast: 
Hans’s father was born in 1864 in the provincial town of Eylau, Käthe’s 
father in 1862 in neighbouring Allenstein. Although both towns were 
located in East Prussia, neither was on the coast. Moreover, neither Hans 
nor Käthe ever experienced East Prussia first hand themselves, both 
growing up in Saxony-Anhalt.15 And yet, as a symbolic point of origin, 
the Amber Coast was significant to their sense of identity; as we shall see, 
they frequently described themselves as “thoroughly Prussian”.

A similar dialectic marks the description of the diaspora itself.  
As Hans pointed out, like many of their peers, members of the Salzmann 
families had emigrated from Germany and settled in the United States, 
Venezuela, Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Peru, Shanghai, and North 
Africa. On the one hand, this diasporic family structure was an arche-
typal Jewish one.16 Already in the nineteenth century, German-Jewish 
immigration to America constituted but one node on a larger map of 
Jewish life, transatlantic movement only broadening an already expansive 
and fluid network of global interconnectivity. And it was precisely these 
established networks that the Salzmanns, like so many other German-
Jewish refugees, drew upon in the process of planning, financing, and 
coordinating their escape from Nazi Europe.

But, in other hands, such diasporic realities assumed nefarious  
purposes, as in the rootless cosmopolitan trope of Nazi Anti-Semitic 
propaganda. Jews, numerous publications, images, and films suggested, 
were engaged in a global conspiracy against Aryan peoples, precisely 
because their diasporic existence meant they had no loyalty to their home 
nations, nor the ‘land’ from which, as advocates of ‘Blood and Soil’ sug-
gested, all true virtue derived.17 And yet, non-Jewish Germans had also 
formed trans-Atlantic networks, and in doing so, helped shape a political 
language and imagination that reinvented and reinvigorated nationalist 
discourse in the age of European imperialism. Well before the acquisi-
tion of formal colonies, Germans had seen themselves as colonisers of 
foreign lands driven by energy, an insatiable appetite for adventure, and 
a special relationship with natural environments: all in opposition to the 
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state-driven efforts of their British and French rivals.18 From the 1890s, 
this existing imaginary informed and animated both the official language 
of Wilhelmine ‘Weltpolitik’, and the idea that goods ‘Made in Germany’ 
would help reshape the globe in the image of the nation’s superior moral 
characteristics.19 Hans’s prose echoed such long-standing imaginaries, 
when he proudly described his family’s reach across “all corners of the 
globe” and across all “Weltmeere”—a slightly anachronistic term for the 
oceans, which was frequently used in the political language of German 
imperialism. Hans also linked this pattern of emigration to specific  
character traits: the “undefeatable and indefatigable will to life” that he 
saw at work in his own family mirrors a language that was frequently 
invoked to frame the German story of global migration as a symptom 
of the collective vitality of the Volk. As Willecke Sadler argued, from the 
1900s well into the Nazi years, German “colonialists infused the over-
seas colonial space with essentializing regenerative qualities that both 
explained the glories of the colonial past and held the key to reclaim-
ing this greatness for Nazi Germany. […] As the semantic confusion 
surrounding the term ‘Kolonie’ demonstrates, space existed for discus-
sion of a variety of German expansions outside the confines of Ostpolitik. 
Colonialists […] sought to define the meaning of overseas colonialism as 
an inherently German duty and one through which Germans could culti-
vate their superior qualities. They also promoted a colonial identity based 
on the ability to expand Deutschtum beyond Germany’s borders.”20 Such 
discourses, however, were not confined to formal advocates of colonial 
expansion, nor were they specific to any one particular political milieu. 
Across period divides, and from many corners of the political spectrum, 
between the 1890s and the 1930s, Germans invoked the presence of 
German communities abroad, both as part of and beyond formal colonial 
settlements, as a natural consequence of the strength, vitality and ‘will to 
life’ of the German people.21

Hans’s letter not only frames his family’s global story in terms of 
German history: it also signals an important motivation for migrants’ 
recording and documenting such stories in the first place. The fam-
ily album, and, in a sense, the whole archive created by the Salzmanns, 
were to serve, as Hans put it, as a “monument” around which the family 
could metaphorically assemble, in the same way as, in the old Heimat, 
they would have gathered around the graves of their ancestors. The crea-
tion of the archive, in other words, was itself an act of both asserting and 
defending a German identity and the “connecting thread” that tied the 
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family to it—whilst also celebrating international mobility and transna-
tional networks. Much of this archive has survived intact. The Salzmanns 
not only kept careful written records, gathering both official papers and 
a host of ego-documents, such as diaries, individual reflective essays, and 
letters. They also took hundreds of photographs and composed many of 
these into albums, in which images and captions document all stages of 
their lives, from Hans’s military service in the First World War to Käthe’s 
visits to family relatives and friends in Latin America in search of her 
roots in 1964/5. In addition, Hans archived copies of manuscripts, pub-
lished and unpublished alike, of articles he contributed to the Aufbau, 
a New York-based, German-language journal targeted at a global com-
munity of German-speaking Jews, but also other German expatri-
ate groups.22 In this way, the Salzmanns were far from unique among 
German-Jewish emigre families, many of whom stowed away heirlooms, 
memorabilia, and the long paper trail of their family’s history in moving 
containers alongside the furniture and bric-a-brac of their apartments. As 
such, these collections often went on to form the basis of family archives 
populating institutions across the globe.23 In recent years, historians have 
begun to reassess the value of these scattered collections, recognising 
in them a testament to the dispersion at the core of Holocaust mem-
ory, as well as its formation.24 As scholars increasingly realise, “writing 
the history of Jewish families in a Berlin district, or even a single street, 
will force the researcher to travel – if only virtually … and to take into 
account the transnational dimension brought about” by the nature of 
the Jewish diaspora and the mobile consequences of Nazi persecution.25 
Incorporating these widely dispersed family archives more fully into the 
evidentiary database of Holocaust research therefore allows historians to 
consider, beyond oral testimony and visual culture, the conscious con-
struction, both in the moment and subsequently, of a collective response 
to the traumas of persecution and flight.

The urge to document these experiences—from the quotidian to the 
dramatic, in changing geographical and political settings, individually, 
as part of the family collective, and as part of a wider German expatri-
ate community, and in relation to an imagined line of continuity run-
ning through all these departures and new beginnings—generated a 
unique collection. Creating this archive was itself an integral part of a 
meaning-making process undertaken in the context of shifting political 
circumstances and geographical (dis-)locations. The Salzmanns did not 
just document events that affected them: in depicting and describing 
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them, they also took charge of them, and exercised a degree of agency in 
processes in which migrants, and most particularly, German Jews fleeing 
Nazi persecution, have too often been portrayed as passive victims. While 
many works detail the process of coming to terms with the breadth and 
reality of the Nazi threat—thereby describing a genuine, if individual-
ised, psychological agency—they overlook the conscious, outward-facing 
agency on display in our sources. For example, Marion Kaplan’s inter-
pretation of Jewish responses to persecution offers a gendered reading, 
claiming that women “usually saw the danger signals first and urged their 
husbands to flee Germany,” whereas men—on account of the mean-
ing they derived from public and professional status, as well as their 
idealised conceptions of the ‘possible,’ especially in liberal Germany— 
initially baulked at the thought. However self-deluding, such compla-
cency among men, in this conception, worked to “blunt their sense of 
impending danger,” rendering the communities and family units for 
which they were the decision-making figureheads, effectively paralysed.26 
This gendered analysis most fully assumes its tragic power when the male 
response is coded as naïve credulity, or, at worst, inertia, while the female 
one is only one of ‘escape’.

Our story shows a rather more constructive sense of agency, in thought 
and action, on the part of both men and women who found them-
selves at the receiving end of Nazi persecution. In doing so, it speaks to 
a spectrum of refugee experiences much larger than that of one fam-
ily. To the degree that our work traces the fraught path of particu-
lar individuals, we also take care to project that engagement outward 
rather than inward. Although too often dismissed as a lay inroad to his-
tory, biography occupies an ambiguous place within historiography.  
In favouring intimacy over context, biographers are, supposedly, engaged 
in a “suspect enterprise.”27 Individualising causality “obscures the broader 
picture, which consists of long-term developments and fundamental shifts 
in the balance of forces in society.”28 Such stereotypes belie the consider-
able analytical complexity to be found in many works of biography.29 Our 
study of the Salzmanns resembles that straw man vision of biography only 
on its margins. The more fitting interpretive frame for our close reading of 
particular aspects of particular historical lives is microhistory, or that median 
space on the continuum between biography and history qua ‘history’. The 
difference between biography and microhistory, in Jill Lepore’s reckoning, 
boils down to purpose. Whereas the outsized significance of individual lives 
may justify the interest of biographers, microhistorians deploy individual 
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lives in the service of complex historiographical questions. For us, like the 
practitioners of micro-history, a “life story … is merely a means to an end – 
and that end is always explaining the culture”: in this case, illuminating the 
ways in which German-Jewish families employed written and photographic 
languages to ascribe meaning to their experiences both within and beyond 
National Socialism.30

In the following chapters, we suggest that the documents chronicling 
the decisions, judgements, and sentiments of the Salzmann family 
shed light on some of the questions animating scholarship on Jewish 
responses to persecution and forced emigration. We place this history 
in the context of wider intellectual, cultural, political, and aesthetic 
trends of the time, in order to better understand the agency exercised by 
migrants. We focus particularly on the prominent role of a new medium 
within this archive, and one which has to date largely escaped scholarly 
attention: personal photography. The Salzmanns’ thousands of photos, 
the albums they arranged, and the numerous written documents accom-
panying them, provide, we suggest, new insights into how such migrants 
exercised agency, and how German Jews negotiated the different layers 
of their identities across distinct physical, social, and psychological envi-
ronments: first as active and often enthusiastic participants’ in their home 
nation’s culture, and then as German settlers in the United States, where 
they did not just suffer a prescribed fate, but consciously shaped and 
gave meaning to it. In order to do so, families such as these framed their 
experience less as ‘exile’ than as ‘migration’, and in doing so, drew on 
existing global networks and on German imaginaries of a ‘global peo-
ple’, as well as new technologies and skills, including photography, which  
they had adopted and rehearsed in the decades prior to departure, in 
order to forge a new existence in the United States. We begin by con-
sidering the technology—real and metaphorical—that sits at the heart of 
this story: photography, and we explore the distinctive dimensions that 
a consideration of these photos adds to traditional understandings of 
Jewish experience in and beyond Nazi Germany. We then examine the 
way in which the transition from German to American homelands was 
imagined and made ‘real’ through the act of taking and sharing photos, 
and trace how visual ‘placements’ in these different locations enabled 
symbolic acts of taking possession of a country and its culture. Finally, 
we conclude by considering how this method of inquiry can generate 
insights that serve as a corrective to several prevailing assumptions about 
the German-Jewish experience of National Socialism and emigration, and 
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what all this tells us, more broadly, about how histories of migration and 
mobile identity politics might be written.
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Abstract  Much of our knowledge about the German-Jewish experience 
of National Socialism has been derived from written sources. Private 
photography provides a novel perspective on this history. In our analysis, 
documenting personal lives and experiences in photographs—and col-
lating the results into lavish, usually captioned albums—was, first and 
foremost, a means of staking out a German identity. For the Salzmann 
family, these claims to belonging were grounded in service during the 
First World War, shifting towards their participation in both traditional 
and new forms of leisure and conspicuous consumption in the interwar 
years. Underpinning each series of photos was the aspiration to perform 
membership in an educated German middle class, or Bildungsbürgertum. 
This habitus was not disrupted by Nazism’s rise; if anything, 1933 
provided an incentive to intensify this ‘performance’ of belonging.

Keywords  Jewish identity · History of private photography ·  
Travel photography · Bildung · German nationalism ·  
Jewish life in Nazi Germany
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A voluminous historiography has dealt with the Jewish experience of 
discrimination, flight, and exile during the Nazi years. The bulk of this 
literature focuses on the official policies of exclusion, which ascribed an 
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unequivocally ‘Jewish’ identity to all Germans who, according to Nazi 
racial classifications, belonged to this category, and then gradually deprived 
these individuals of civil rights, of their property, of their means of income, 
and eventually, for those who did not escape, of their very lives.1 Yet the 
exclusion of Jews from the German communities of which they formed 
an integral part was anything but a smooth process. As John Grenville 
showed, the Jewish community of Hamburg was not simply forced into 
submission, but remained defiant and “robustly asserted [its] rights.”2 
Similarly, Till van Rahden suggested that German Jews formed a distinc-
tive yet deeply integrated milieu within the city of Breslau, in which cate-
gories of ethnicity structured but also enabled social contacts between Jews 
and other inhabitants of the city.3 Saul Friedländer’s seminal, two-volume 
study paved the way for understanding the Nazi Holocaust and its ante-
cedents not as a process that was passively experienced by Jews, but one 
to which they articulated forceful but also hugely variegated responses.4 
A similar approach informs the multi-volume edition of sources of the 
‘Editionsprojekt Judenverfolgung 1933-1945’, which combines official 
documents, letters to the authorities written by overeager anti-Semites such 
as school teachers or competing businesspeople, and some responses, albeit 
mostly institutional ones, from the Jewish communities in Nazi Germany 
and the occupied territories.5 In addition, a number of specialist studies 
have explored the fate of individual Jews, mostly prominent intellectuals or 
artists, who, like the Salzmanns, managed to escape their German home-
land and make new lives for themselves abroad.6 Particularly noteworthy is 
a recent study by Rebecca Boehling and Uta Larkey, which the authors call 
a “collective family biography”: through an analysis of about 600 personal 
letters, this account charts the different experiences of the Nazi terror and, 
for the younger family members, emigration, of members of the German-
Jewish Kaufmann-Steinberg family, who owned a business in the city of 
Essen, from the 1930s to the 1960s.7

These studies rely overwhelmingly on written sources: they cite 
official policies, and relate these to public and published Jewish reactions 
and opinions, and, like Boehling and Larkey, to ‘ego-documents’, such 
as letters and diaries, in which German Jews articulated their experiences 
of life amongst other Germans. Except to provide occasional illustra-
tions, the practice of private photography has rarely been studied as a 
part of the Jewish experience before 1933.8 In a pioneering article, Leora 
Auslander interpreted three photo albums of the German-Jewish banking 
family Wassermann, one from 1912, the other two from the later years 
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of the Weimar Republic, as demonstrating that Jewish private photos 
from this period charted the enforced disentanglements of German and 
Jewish identities that accompanied the rise of Anti-Semitic tendencies in 
Germany well before the Nazi seizure of power, leading to an increas-
ing separation in these albums of Jewish ‘private’, i.e. domestic, life, and 
German ‘public’ life, that took place outdoors and at the workplace.9

Yet German-Jewish photography did not cease at the end of the 
Weimar Republic. Nor did it evolve independently of wider German 
cultures of photography. In the Salzmanns’ archives, photos are more 
prominent than any other medium in documenting the family’s lives 
in Germany, especially during the Nazi years. This was not atypical. 
Private ‘snapshot’ photos constitute one of the most significant genres of 
ego-documents of the twentieth century, and one that came to particu-
lar prominence in Germany at a comparatively early historical moment.  
In the interwar period, taking private photos was made easier by the 
arrival of a new type of camera: lightweight, compact, extremely easy to 
use, and affordable. Iconic German brands were Leica, patented in 1925, 
and Zeiss Ikon’s Contax, on sale from 1933; countless cheaper ver-
sions of the same basic camera type came onto the market in the 1930s  
and early 1940s.10 Photography quickly became a favoured pastime 
for millions of hobbyists. In Germany, Leica alone had sold a quarter 
of a million cameras by 1939, and an estimated seven million Germans 
owned a camera.11 In addition, many others used cameras owned by 
friends or family members. And even those who did not participate in 
the practice behind the camera became involved in it in front of the cam-
era: being photographed by family members, classmates, friends, work 
colleagues, and eventually, fellow soldiers, became a normal and regular 
experience for most Germans in the 1930s and 1940s.

One page from a photo album from the Salzmann archive (Fig. 2.1) 
illustrates the sophisticated and self-conscious use to which the new 
technology was put by Germans at the time. Taken on a holiday in 
Switzerland in 1935, the page is captioned “The Leica duel”. It features 
Hans and another member of the travelling party taking photographs 
of the majestic landscapes around them. The images above those of 
the photographers are scenes that would have been visible from their 
respective standpoints depicted in the two lower images. The portraits 
of the photographers in action below celebrate the act of photography 
itself, and playfully allude to the competitive nature of taking symbolic 
possession of a space by framing it in an aesthetically meaningful shot. 
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The mentioning of the Leica brand is also highly significant: Leicas were 
both the first and in many ways the best of the new, handheld, small 
cameras, and an icon of technologically sophisticated products that pro-
pelled goods ‘made in Germany’ to world fame in the early decades of 
the twentieth century.12 Conspicuously embracing the brand was both 
an act of being a proud German consumer, and an active participant in 
a technological revolution that transformed how ordinary people could 
frame their surroundings and their place within it through self-made 
photography.

As a result of this technological revolution, private photos became a 
potent vehicle for performing and ‘fixing’ identities, and mapping these 
onto changing political circumstances: they appeared simultaneously  
intimate and objective records of reality; they depicted subjects in an 
environment, and thereby naturalised their place within it, but they were 

Fig. 2.1  The Leica Duell, 1935, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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also deeply ambiguous, at times enigmatic, about the precise meaning 
of such ‘placements’. This poses particular interpretive challenges.  
The ambiguity of photographs continues to restrict their use as sources 
by historians. There have certainly been plenty of calls to consider pho-
tos as historical evidence. As Catherine Clark suggested, “in addition to 
using images as supplements to textual sources or as illustrations of argu-
ments derived from them, we can […] turn to them as primary sources, 
to aid us in determining how the capture, collection, and circulation of 
photographs helped create the meaning of an event.”13 Studies such as 
Clark’s rely predominantly on professional photos, taken either by jour-
nalists or by official agencies. Elizabeth Edwards has drawn attention to 
the importance of ‘amateur’ photographers, who, from the late nine-
teenth century, founded countless photographic societies and clubs,  
to share and discuss their work.14 She emphasised that, beyond the 
intentions of the individual photographer, the meaning of an amateur 
photograph is constituted by the complex webs of social interaction that 
shapes both the production of a photo—including the roles of those who 
pose for it—and its subsequent consumption. Much the same applies to 
personal ‘snapshots’: seemingly composed without any explicit ‘aesthetic’ 
ambition, but nevertheless highly significant in transforming experience 
into memories, and thus, as Patricia Holland argued, an attempt to shape 
and control future memories.15 Often, the family or social unit for whose 
consumption such photos were intended influenced when and how 
they were taken: photos can thus provide clues not just about individ-
ual viewpoints, but also interpersonal processes of meaning-making.16  
To date, private photos mostly feature in accounts specifically dedicated 
to private life, or what is often referred to as Alltagsgeschichte, the history 
of everyday life, and the associated patterns of family life, leisure, and 
consumption.17 Yet private photos also position people in public spaces, 
and vis-á-vis eminently political processes, documenting and perform-
ing rituals of political participation or withdrawal.18 Photography in this 
period “could forge and sustain private identities [as well as] commu
nicate and reinforce ideologies.”19 It is this function of photography 
that is of particular relevance to our exploration of meaning-making in 
the context of shifting national and religious identities, and processes of 
migration and relocation.

So how, then, did private and political lives feature in German-Jewish 
archives like the Salzmanns’? On the surface, their records contain no 
explicitly ‘Jewish’ photos at all. Instead, their photos chart an eminently 
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German story, one which closely resembles that of their non-Jew-
ish compatriots. To some extent, this bears out the wider argument  
made by scholars that ‘Jewishness’ amongst Jews, especially in Western 
Europe, was largely a matter of domestic conduct, and often associated 
with women, while public performances of identity adhered to a rela-
tively generic ‘bourgeois’ script.20 Moreover, private photography was a 
realm in which forcibly ascribed ethnic identities could be transcended 
with relative ease. As Auslander notes, while for European Jews, “choices 
of occupation, of conversion, even of a marriage partner are directly 
subject to realities, or perceptions, of discrimination [… and] barriers 
of exclusion, […] particular aesthetic choices […] often do not address 
perceptions of discriminations as consciously as do other choices”, thus 
creating a freer space for imagining identities unencumbered by official 
restrictions.21 It is therefore unsurprising that in their photography, 
Jewish families like the Salzmanns felt at liberty to create and perform 
thoroughly German identities.

The earliest surviving photo albums root the family’s experience in 
their participation in the First World War. For many German-Jewish fam-
ilies, this was a pivotal moment for performing and subsequently com-
memorating their rootedness in the German nation. As Derek Penslar 
put it, “the story of German-Jewish soldiers and veterans of World War I 
illustrates how […] Jewish suffering in wartime, and with it the forms of 
collective memory and strategies for commemoration of the dead, could 
closely parallel, even intersect with, the suffering of Germans as a whole. 
[…] German-Jewish veterans shared the prevailing fury over war guilt 
and reparations, and they retained a strong pride in their military service, 
a pride through which they interpreted the events of 1933–1945.”22  
It was thus for the Salzmanns, as seen in the Familienbuch page com-
memorating seven members of the extended family who died during 
the war. Each name is listed in stylised Germanic script, followed by 
the year and location of their deaths, all gathered under a curt heading: 
“FALLEN FOR THEIR HOMELAND” (Gefallen für die Heimat).23 
One of the earliest images in their photo archive shows Hans and his 
older brother Curt in a photo studio in 1912: Curt in military uni-
form, Hans in the school uniform of the finalists (‘Primaner’) of the 
Melanchthon-Gymnasium in Wittenberg (Fig. 2.2).

A year later, Curt sent Hans a photo of himself and two of his com-
rades in uniform, taken at the military barracks in Berlin; the text on the 
back referred to it as a ‘memento’ of the first half of his ‘challenging’ 
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time in the army. Curt, who served as a cavalry officer in the First World 
War, fell in Belgium in 1914. Hans served in an artillery regiment, but 
was mostly on medical duty; he was wounded in 1917 near Verdun, 

Fig. 2.2  Curt and Hans, 1912, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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where he received the Iron Cross 2nd Class. During this time, he took a 
number of photos, and arranged many of them into an album, showing 
him performing his medical duties, but also picturing the theatres of war 
in Belgium in France.

Like many German soldiers of the time, Hans had a particular pen-
chant for scenic photographs of medieval churches damaged by the war 
(Fig. 2.3). Although personal camera ownership was still relatively rare in 
the First World War, cameras circulated widely between soldiers fighting 
and living in such close proximity. The resulting body of personal photo-
graphs has been the topic of some historical debate. Bodo von Drewitz 
saw them as evidence of a largely uncritical participation in the imagined 
community of a nation at war, because many of these shots closely mir-
rored the imagery produced by official propaganda photographers at  
the time.24 Barbara Duden’s reading of such images, by contrast, pays 
more attention to their role in ‘authenticating’ lived experience, and 
focuses on the intensely personal resonance of images portraying oneself 

Fig. 2.3  Church Ruins in France, 1917, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City



2  JEWISH IDENTITIES AND PHOTOGRAPHY   25

and one’s immediate comrades experiencing life at the front line.25  
What both readings have in common, however, is that such photographs 
established a place within a ‘community of fate’, both immediate and 
metaphorical. Certainly, for Hans Salzmann, these early photos, although 
relatively few in number compared to later albums, established his story 
as one firmly rooted in his and his older brother’s participation in the 
German war effort, and its attendant hardships and sacrifices; sacrifices, 
which, as we shall see, Hans frequently invoked in later writings to 
underscore their ties to the German ancestral homeland.

The Salzmanns’ interwar photo albums likewise resemble many of 
those made by other Germans in this period. The tone shifted from 
the existential themes of war to the aspirations and pleasures of peace. 
The albums now feature the family enjoying, and recording, a lifestyle 
that embraced a modern zeitgeist, focusing on leisure, family outings, 
and beach holidays. Indoor photos from this period are rare, but as  
the Salzmanns’ older daughter Ruth noted, many of these trips were 
connected to Hans’s desire to ‘educate his children’ in the German 
culture he loved. Consequently, as Ruth noted, “all of us trekked to one 
museum or other every Sunday.” It was little coincidence that Ruth, late 
into her seventies, recalled snippets of Heine, Goethe, and Prussian mil-
itary songs with ease.26 Occasionally, the family’s photos also include 
the maid whom the Salzmanns now employed. All these attributes seem 
indicative of the lifestyle of a metropolitan German bourgeoisie, or spe-
cifically, the ‘Bildungsbürgertum’, during the 1920s: a self-confident 
middle class, who displayed their social status by public performances 
of classical learning as well as modern habits of leisure and consump-
tion.27 However, while Hans Salzmann had been educated at a German 
Gymnasium, and was thus immersed in the appropriate classical canon, 
the family shared neither the wealth nor the political leanings of most 
members of the German bourgeoisie. The Salzmanns resided in a first-
floor apartment in 30 Blücherstrasse in Kreuzberg, a district of Berlin 
of mixed working-class and petit bourgeois character. Ruth’s memory 
of Hans introducing her to neighbours upon the opening of his prac-
tice provides a walking-tour panorama of the neighbourhood’s char-
acter and the family’s place within it: the Larisch’s Hinterhaus butcher 
shop; the “Pommeranian dairy [Meierei]” on the corner that “kept sup-
plying” the family until their departure, even providing “large amounts 
of everything required” for Ruth’s 1937 confirmation; the shoe store 
down the street, owned by Frau Wittgenstock, whom young Ruth  
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quite “disliked”; and the “coal merchant” and Lehmann’s pub on the 
other side of the street, both of whom had daughters that became Ruth’s 
“very best friends.”28

Hans and Käthe joined the Social Democratic Party in 1920, Hans 
on April 1, Käthe on August 5, the exact date of her marriage to Hans, 
indicating that, perhaps, they saw their political work as central to 
their new lives together. Both social aspirations and progressive politics 
were nonetheless rooted in the Salzmanns’ longer family histories.  
In Allenstein, Hugo Salzmann, Käthe’s father, had bristled against the 
commercial and liberal commitments of his “reputable” East Prussian 
family. As pointed out in a 1925 eulogy, a sense of duty nonetheless 
compelled him to enter business, although “in later years, he would 
often confess that he was no merchant.” Indeed, he had joined the “still 
very much proscribed [noch sehr verfehmt]” Social Democratic Party  
as a young man, finding in his study of the “fundamental writings of 
prominent party leaders” an outlet for rebuffed interests in the law and 
philosophy. In 1904, Hugo joined his local Freemason lodge, which 
seemed to offer a vision matching his own “nature’s orientation towards 
the love of mankind [and] thirst for knowledge.”29 The precise route by 
which Hugo’s daughter and son-in-law came to share these interests is 
unclear.30 What is clear, however, is that interest, as seen in the couple’s 
political affiliations, associational activity, and occasional writings.31

Just as they saw no contradiction between cultivating their Jewish 
and their German or Prussian identities, they also saw no contradiction 
between progressive politics and an enthusiasm for portraying them-
selves as affluent German Bildungsbürger. This tendency grew even more 
marked in their photo albums after 1933. Again, this was not atypical 
of either other Jewish families in Berlin, or of their non-Jewish neigh-
bours.32 Photography provided a powerful incentive for people to try 
out, and pose with, the trappings of bourgeois aspirations, even if their 
day-to-day lives mostly took place in less affluent and comfortable sur-
roundings. The Salzmanns continued this habitus well into the Nazi 
years. A lavish holiday album from 1936 features the family on a tour 
of Italy, comprising 53 pages, with between one and eight, but typically 
four, mostly captioned photos per page. The itinerary included Milan, 
Rome, Naples, Capri, and Paestum; the focus in all but Milan was on the 
study of Roman and Greek antiquities. In this, the Salzmanns followed 
an established bildungsbürgerlich tradition, which in turn originated 
in the ‘Grand Tour’ of the eighteenth century, undertaken by young 
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German, English, and French aristocrats to round off their education by 
a prolonged encounter with classical civilisation in Italy.33 In the course 
of the nineteenth century, this practice evolved into a cornerstone of the 
bourgeois cultural habitus, fuelled in Germany in particular by the insist-
ence of Wilhelm von Humboldt and other educational reformers that 
an immersion in the classics was essential both to a complete education 
and aesthetic and moral ‘character formation’: notions that converged 
in the German idea of ‘Bildung’.34 In keeping with this tradition, the 
Salzmanns’ Italian photo album was characterised by aesthetically ambi-
tious shots and detailed, serious captions. The first stop was in the city of 
Milan, or as the caption in the album puts it in Italian: Milano (Fig. 2.4). 
Photos showed the Salzmanns—Käthe, her two daughters, and a family 
friend—in elegant attire riding the tram through shopping streets, met-
aphorically consuming the cultural and commercial offerings of the city.

In Rome, however, the focus was very much on classical antiq-
uities: alongside the Vatican and some general city views, they are the 
main focus on 15 album pages, which feature the temples of the Forum 

Fig. 2.4  ‘Milano’, 1936, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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Romanum, Trajan’s Column, the Palatine Hill, the Marcellus Theatre, 
the Pantheon, Hadrian’s Mausoleum, various triumphal arches, the 
Capitoline Hill, as well as classical sites outside the centre of Rome, such 
as the Appian Way, Roman aqueducts, and the tomb of Caecilia Metella. 
The captions here are particularly telling. On one album page (Fig. 2.5), 
the caption for the photo on the top right included not just the obvi-
ously visible front porch of the Saturn Temple in the foreground, but 
also the Column of Phocas (“Phocas-S.”, short for Phocas-Saeule) that 
is barely visible in the same photo (we only see its side poking out from 
behind the last column on the right of the Saturn Temple). Since the 
Column of Phocas was an object of great historical and art historical sig-
nificance, however, its mention in the caption revealed the gaze of the 
self-consciously educated travellers.35

Fig. 2.5  Roman Forum, 1936, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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After Rome, the Salzmanns moved further South to admire the  
antiquities in and around Naples, including Pompeii and Herculaneum, 
but also, significantly, the Doric temples of Magna Graecia in Paestum, 
to which they devoted five album pages (Fig. 2.6). Paestum was sit-
uated off the beaten tourist track—situated about 80 miles South-East 
of the city of Naples. It had, however, formed a staple of the itineraries 
of all serious students of classical civilisation since the days of the Grand 
Tour, when for many Europeans, including Goethe, it had been the 
site of their first face-to-face encounter with Greek, rather than Roman, 
antiquities.36

Another notable feature of this album is the sense of artistic ambi-
tion that informed the photography itself. These photos were not simply 
snapshots: they were documents of an intellectual and aesthetic ambi-
tion to capture the encounter with great works of art, and, through the 
medium of photography, translate these encounters in appropriate visual 

Fig. 2.6  Paestum, 1936, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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forms. The same aspiration is evident in the accompanying landscape 
photos, for example, in one album page (Fig. 2.7) with photographs 
of the Bay of Naples, including Capri, and the monastery and museum 
San Martino on the Neapolitan coast. The actual motifs are of second-
ary importance: the photos focus on formal characteristics, emphasising 
geometrical shapes and patterns created by lampposts, the fence, balus-
trade, and the semi-circular harbour wall, accentuated by sharp contrasts 
between sunlight and deep shade. Only one shows a family member, 
Ruth, yet her face is invisible: her dark silhouette forms a static visual 
counterpoint to the dynamic diagonal of the balustrade, and together, 
both shapes create a frame for the pale outline of Mount Vesuvius in the 
background.

Fig. 2.7  Neapolitan Coast, 1936, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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Altogether, the photographic archive of the period up to 1936 
showcases the Salzmanns’ social ambition and a cosmopolitan cultural 
ease. There is little sense in it of anxiety, social exclusion, and racial mar-
ginalisation. One might conjecture that it was the technology of pho-
tography itself that mitigated against any explicit expression of the more 
painful experiences of rising Anti-Semitism during the Weimar period, 
and the onset of anti-Semitic legislation in the early Nazi years; reflection 
on this was, perhaps, confined to more silent moments of introspection. 
Private photography, especially where, as in the case of the Salzmann 
albums, it transcends the confines of domestic spaces, and situates people 
in the public sphere, almost by definition documents engagement and 
participation, and focuses on moments of agency and enjoyment. And 
yet, such photographs do not just capture a reality, however partial: they 
also provide a powerful prompt for living out such moments, and see-
ing and experiencing them as constitutive of one’s social identity. This 
identity was configured in and through places, geographical and imagi-
nary alike, situated within a wider cultural, social, and political context.  
In photographing themselves as consumers of the cultural offerings of 
interwar Europe, the Salzmanns confidently positioned themselves as 
citizens both of Germany and of a wider European cultural elite, who 
not only enjoyed, but also made sense of, and thus gave meaning to, the  
histories and the modern amenities that these spaces had to offer.
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	 36. � Goethe’s initial reaction, in 1787, to the austere appearance of Paestum 
was one of revulsion, but this was soon transformed, in part through 
further studies of Greek culture in Sicily, into admiration. See Nicholas 
Boyle, ‘Goethe in Paestum: A Higher-Critical Look at the Italienische 
Reise’, Oxford German Studies 20/1 (1991), pp. 18–31.
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Abstract  The consolidation of Nazi control transformed pictorial 
culture. Official propaganda, print media, advertising, and film prompted 
shifts in the representation of ‘Germanness’, with profound effects for 
private photography. At the same time, the regime also created ‘photo-
genic’ infrastructures that became popular props for family photos, from 
spectacular sites like the Olympic Stadiums to modern motorways dotted 
with picnic spots and hostels. Like many other Germans, German Jews 
responded to these shifts in their photographic practice, not so much by 
openly rejecting the new conventions, but by drawing on them as new 
set of resources for performing their belonging to the German nation, 
and as a means for resisting the prescribed disentanglement of Jewish and 
German identities.

Keywords  National Socialism · Nazi propaganda · Nazi media · 
German Anti-Semitism · Reform Judaism · Heimat · Fascist aesthetics · 
Volksgemeinschaft

+++

For those Germans who were neither explicitly excluded from nor actively 
opposed to the Nazi vision of a ‘people’s community’, the years between 
the Nazi seizure of power and the outbreak of the Second World War 
offered plenty of opportunities to enjoy themselves. In part, this was 
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because relative levels of affluence allowed many to participate in new 
leisure and lifestyle offerings that had already become popular during the 
Weimar years—these continuities were first unearthed by historians of 
everyday life, who studied families and individuals, peer groups, friend-
ship, and neighbourhood networks at the grass roots.1 But it has also 
become clear that this was not just a question of everyday life existing 
alongside the official political life of the Nazi state. Many Germans had 
reason to believe that their quest for private pleasures and advantages was 
endorsed and legitimated by the new regime, which promoted individ-
ual self-realisation and the pursuit of private satisfaction as a reward for 
good citizenship, and as a realisation of the utopian promise of National 
Socialism.2 The ambition to enhance both national leisure opportunities 
and national consumption had been central to Nazi policies.3 But even 
beyond official programmes, the ability to enjoy oneself in private was 
integral to the new ideology. Contrary to an older perception of Nazi rule 
as an Orwellian ‘totalitarian’ regime that crushed all individual expres-
sion, new research has suggested that “the dictatorship […] made private 
life and private pleasures all the more prized, and that the regime know-
ingly channelled and manipulated Germans’ aspirations to a ‘normal pri-
vate life’.”4 In a similar vein, Janosch Steuwer recently argued that “many 
Germans did not see the Nazi regime, with all its demands for a ‘National 
Socialist way of life’ and the related attempts to influence the private, as a 
threat. They saw it instead as an opportunity to realise their own notions 
of their private lives or themselves.”5

Imagery was central to transmitting the Nazi vision of an ideal com-
munity of racially pure, politically loyal citizens, but also to portraying 
the regime as an enticing opportunity for individuals to realise personal 
aspirations and private desires. Paul Betts dubbed the resulting prolif-
eration of images as a “full-blown audio-visual regime [based on] tele-
genetic media cultures and the more general visualisation of politics.”6 
Photojournalism offered seemingly authentic glimpses of the world the 
Nazi regime hoped to create, documented the many spectacles that were 
staged for public consumption, and mapped imagined ethnic bound-
aries.7 Travel photography promoted the desire to explore Germany’s 
manifold sights and landscapes, but also foreign tourism.8 And advertis-
ing, too, flooded the public imagination with images of new lifestyles, 
hobbies, and consumer objects.9

In this context, most Germans continued to enjoy their private lives, 
sometimes with renewed vigour and sense of purpose. Those who could 
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afford it also performed these new lifestyles, real and aspirational, for the 
camera. Doing so did not always involve overt compliance with official 
ideological parameters, and yet, the private production and circulation 
of photos were now increasingly suffused with templates, clichés, and 
tropes that were derived from, or at least echoed, the published picto-
rial culture of the time. German Jews were not, or at least not always, 
an exception from this rule—even though their opportunities for private 
self-realisation became rarer and more precarious up to 1939. Yet deteri-
orating economic conditions and increasing political and legal strictures 
did not inevitably lead to a withdrawal from the public performance of 
private enjoyments. For some, such as the Salzmanns, they triggered 
something quite different: a defiant celebration of private pleasures for 
the camera, as well as, in a bid to underscore their membership in a 
national community that sought to exclude them, a conspicuous align-
ment with the dominant written and visual cultures they now inhabited.

This is very evident in their photo albums of 1937. Written docu-
ments from the same time provide clues to the motivations behind the 
shift to a more overtly ‘German’ visual paradigm. On 28 March 1937, 
Ruth Salzmann, aged 15, celebrated her Confirmation, a ritual admitting 
her to full membership in the Reform Synagogue. In her address to the 
community, Ruth spoke of how the ceremony had made her realise what 
it meant “to be a Jew today,” and cited a poem by Egon Hecht, entitled 
“Jude Sein” [Being a Jew], as well as another by the non-Jewish Richard 
Dehmel, in which the lines “I and the Future!!!” console her over all sor-
rows, and transport her across “space and time.”10 This was followed by 
a speech from her father Hans, which addressed the problems of Jewish 
identity under Nazi rule more explicitly. He said:

We have been advised by well-meaning people not to celebrate in these 
times. But we were of the opposite view: especially in hard times, moments 
of celebration, moments of contemplation, and moments of relaxation are 
essential. When might we gather again in such numbers? […] We remem-
ber those who are no longer with us […] and also send our greetings to 
the living, across continents and oceans, into all corners of the world, to 
loving relatives and friends. And thus, my dear Muppchen [this was Hans’s 
favourite nickname for Ruth], you have two poles between which your life 
will unfold: between the German Heimat, in whose soil your ancestors 
have been resting for generations, and for which 12,000 Jews, including 
many of your ancestors, sacrificed their lives – and foreign lands. Where the 
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river of life will carry your own ship, on which beach you will step ashore, 
that I do not know. But one thing I do know: only those will succeed in 
the struggle for existence, who prove their worth as humans and as Jews. 
[…] You know that being a Jew is not plain sailing – but it is a duty and an 
honour, an honour to belong to a community, which has sacrificed more 
blood than any other for an idea […] That shall serve us as a symbol: the 
banner with the yellow sign may slip from the grasp of one, but you young 
ones shall pick it up and carry it forward.11

The speech is a collage of seemingly conflicting motifs. First, it repre-
sents perhaps the first explicit acknowledgement in the Salzmann archive 
of the fact that their lives as Jews in Germany had become difficult since 
1933. It t could also be read as a defiant assertion of their Judaism 
against the increasingly rampant anti-Semitism of the Nazi regime and 
German society at large. In a paradoxical twist, however, the very argu-
ments marshalled in this quest to resist the logic of anti-Semitism, were 
often analogous with, and sometimes directly derived from, contempora-
neous German nationalist discourse: there is the reference to the German 
idea of homeland, or Heimat, enhanced by a history of blood sacrifice; 
there is a sprinkling of Social Darwinist ideas of a heroic struggle for 
existence, in which only the strong succeed; there is the glorification of 
‘community’ and its association with a notion of ‘honour’, and, as its 
symbol, a banner that is passed on from one fighter to the next.

A similar synthesis of Judaism and German nationalism was a 
topic of intense debate in German-Jewish organisations such as the 
Centralverein at the time. For many German Jews, these two facets of 
their identities remained mutually constitutive well into the Nazi years; 
indeed, according to Barkai, the immediate consequence of the Nazi 
seizure of power was a strengthening of the German nationalist fac-
tion within the Centralverein, in what he calls a “defiant Germanness 
[Trutzdeutschtum].”12 Barkai also points out that this led to a tempo-
rary increase in support for more emphatically right-wing Jewish organ-
isations such as the Jewish veterans’ organisation Reichsbund Jüdischer 
Frontsoldaten, who sought ideological alignment with the NSDAP.13

The Salzmanns’ records from 1937 suggest that this was not just a 
tactical move, nor was it one that was confined to a conservative milieu—
the Salzmanns were, after all, members of the Social Democratic Party. 
Living in an environment marked by increasing social and economic 
restrictions, their photos show a very different affective dynamic: not 
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only do they not bear witness to any loss of social confidence or a retreat 
from conspicuous consumption. If anything, they pivoted to a more 
active use of the kind of aesthetics propagated by the regime as arche-
typically ‘German’. The holiday album from July 1937 is a case in point. 
The captions are now rendered in handwriting mimicking a traditional 
German typeface. The title page gives the dates of the vacation, and fea-
tured a single image of an iconic Alpine landscape (Fig. 3.1). The Alps 
were widely used in Nazi pictorial culture, not least because Hitler him-
self had chosen to spend much of his time in his Obersalzberg mountain 
residence.14 Of course, the Alps had enjoyed popularity as a tourist des-
tination well before 1933. What was remarkable was thus not so much 
the fact that the Salzmanns chose to position themselves in and with 
Alpine landscapes in 1937—as indeed they had in 1935 (Fig. 2.1)—
but that this landscape now became a kind of frontispiece to an album 
that, as we shall see, displayed a marked shift away from the fashionable 

Fig. 3.1  Alpine landscape, 1937, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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cosmopolitanism of the earlier albums, towards ‘national’ themes marked 
by not just one, but a whole host of landscapes, historical settings, as well 
as personal attire and poses, that were aligned with an ‘earthy’, occasion-
ally even volkish, German aesthetic.

The Salzmanns’ new-found enthusiasm for German Heimat set-
tings did not entail a rejection of symbols of modernity; in this, too, 
they echoed the official pictorial culture of the time. Technology and  
movement—in particular, the activity of car driving—were celebrated as 
a way of accessing, enjoying, and making sense of German landscapes 
and homelands; ‘Hitler’s motorways’ in particular had become a centre-
piece of Nazi visual propaganda.15 Many images in the 1937 Salzmann 
album feature the new German motorways (Fig. 3.2). With hindsight, it 
is ironic that the album was made only one year before the decree can-
celling all Jewish licenses and forbidding Jews from using automobiles. 
In 1937, however, the Salzmanns’ proudly photographed themselves 

Fig. 3.2  On the road, 1937, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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and their car on and beside the new motorways, together with close-ups 
of German forests as well as majestic views into the distance, over roll-
ing hills dotted with sheep. Visually, these photos are virtually indistin-
guishable from those in countless albums by non-Jewish German families 
ostentatiously documenting their enjoyment of these new infrastructures 
and the opportunities for exploration and relaxation they afforded: a typ-
ical example is depicted in our Fig. 3.3, from the 1937 album page of a 
German family on road trip from Bavaria to Berlin, who labelled these 
pictures with the nickname of their car and the phrase “driving on the 
roads of the Führer.”16 Such photos in turn closely mirrored imagery 
publicised in illustrated magazines of the same period.17 One particularly 
interesting Salzmann photo (Fig. 3.2, bottom left) employs the view in 
the rear mirror to place Ruth’s face symbolically on a meadow located 
in front of the car; the diagonal line of the car’s roof, viewed from the 
inside, forms a triangle shape with the slope of the meadow in front, giv-
ing the image a playfully dynamic quality.

The caption accompanying these motorway photos—“En route  
to …”—focused the viewers attention on the dynamics of movement, 
and highlighted the significance of the destination of the Salzmanns’ car 
journey: the cities of Bamberg and Nuremberg. Bamberg’s main tourist 
attraction was its medieval cathedral, as photographed enthusiastically in 
several pages of the Salzmanns’ album (Fig. 3.4), which was home to the 
famous medieval sculpture, the Bamberg Horseman, which Nazi prop-
aganda had extolled as the very pinnacle of German aesthetic achieve-
ment. As Ernst Kantorowicz put it in a radio broadcast of 1935, it was 
“the true national shrine of the Germans”, and depicted a “Germanic-
Mediterranean ideal racial type.”18 The Bamberg Horseman featured 
regularly in volkish publications of the Nazi era, for example, on the 
cover of the July 1940 issue of the periodical Germanien: Monatshefte für 
Germanenkunde, and that of the November 1941 issue of Junges Volk, 
a Hitler Youth magazine published by E. Zieschank in Buenos Aires, 
Argentina. It was also chosen as the title image for a postcard produced 
to advertise the Tag der Deutschen Kunst [The Day of German Art] of 
1938 (Fig. 3.5).19

From Bamberg, the Salzmanns travelled on to Nuremberg, site of 
the Nazi Party Rally Grounds, whose grandiose architecture, framed 
by the ideal high pitched roofs of the late medieval city, had recently 
been memorialised in Riefenstahl’s propaganda film Triumph of the 
Will of 1935, which had quickly become one of UFA’s most popular 
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Fig. 3.3  German family on ‘Roads of the Führer’, 1937, Landesarchiv Berlin
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and profitable films.20 Triumph of the Will famously opened with aerial 
view of Nuremberg, as it would have appeared from Hitler’s plane cir-
cling above it. The Salzmanns’ album features Nuremberg from similar 
vantage points (Fig. 3.6), achieved by photographing the city’s narrow 
streets from church spires. And like the film, the sequence of photos 
then proceeded to show the family in front of picturesque early mod-
ern timber-framed houses. The art and architecture of what soon 
came to be known as the Dürerzeit—favoured by the Nazis as a more 
‘German’ period label than the universal term ‘Renaissance’—were 
celebrated as an exemplar of true German culture and spirituality in the 
1930s.21 Prominent architectural theorists, such as Paul Bonatz, Paul 
Schmitthenner, and Paul Schultze-Naumburg, elevated Nuremberg’s 
houses to iconic status, contrasting them with the alleged horrors of 

Fig. 3.4  Bamberg, 1937, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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Fig. 3.5  Postcard advertisement for the ‘Tag der deutschen Kunst’, 1938,  
public domain
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flat-roofed, international Modernism, as exemplified in the famous 
Weissenhofsiedlung of 1927, described as an ‘Italian mountain hovel’, 
an ‘Arab village’, and a ‘suburb of Jerusalem’.22 Schultze-Naumburg, 
whose work was grounded in the conservative wing of the German Bund 
Heimatschutz (Homeland Protection League), modelled his ideas about 
proper ‘German’ building on Nuremberg’s houses, and prescribed a 
minimum roof pitch of 35 degrees for the housing colony of Kochenhof 
near Stuttgart, which was completed under the direction of Alfred 
Rosenberg’s Kampfbund für deutsche Kultur.23 Although Schultze-
Naumburg was soon to become embroiled in conflict with those among 
Hitler’s artistic advisors such as Albert Speer who favoured a more 
neoclassical idiom, in 1935, Hitler personally arranged for Schultze-
Naumburg to redesign Nuremberg’s Opera House.24 It was not, there-
fore, only the Rally grounds themselves, but also the Dürerzeit buildings 
foregrounded in the Salzmanns’ photos that were closely aligned with 
official discourses on desirable aesthetics.

Fig. 3.6  Nuremberg from above, 1937, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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From Nuremberg, the Salzmanns went on to nearby Ravensburg; 
what is most striking here is the change in their own appearance: little 
Eva features in these pictures wearing the traditional Bavarian Lederhosen 
(Fig. 3.7). A few days later, the whole family, now hiking in the Alps, are 
depicted in emphatically rustic German attire; 16 album pages, out of a 
total of 42, are devoted to Alpine scenes (Fig. 3.8).

The album ends with the return journey through Germany and back 
to Berlin, with stopovers at major gothic cathedrals along the way. The 
penchant for gothic cathedrals was a leitmotif we already encountered in 
the First World War images. It is striking that the emphatically Christian 
iconography of these monuments did not in any way dampen the Jewish 
family’s enthusiasm for visiting, and posing in front of, medieval cathe-
drals; German synagogues, by contrast, never feature in these albums.

Fig. 3.7  Ravensburg, 1937, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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As Auslander notes, the same tendency could be observed in the 
domestic tastes of the German-Jewish bourgeoisie. Analysing inven-
tories of Jewish property confiscated by the Nazi regime in Berlin, she 
finds that “a surprisingly large number” of Jews inhabited “homes dec-
orated with Christian religious icons.”25 Such items, it seems, were not 
seen as conflicting with the Jewish faith. Instead, they underscored one’s 
belonging to the nation, its collective heritage and imagined cultural 
identity. Thus, the Salzmanns’ enthusiasm for Christian medieval archi-
tecture fits into a wider pattern. And yet, it is also worth bearing in mind 
that Germany’s gothic cathedrals played a particular role in both aca-
demic and popular discourses about the origins of a ‘properly German 
art’ in this period, which carried ideological connotations that were at 
least partially shaped by the regime’s official view on what it meant to be 
German. One of the most significant academic chairs of art history at the 

Fig. 3.8  Alpine views, 1937, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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time, in Munich, was held by two historians of the gothic: until 1935, 
by Wilhelm Pinder, author of numerous books on gothic ecclesiastical 
architecture, including popular studies on the cathedrals of Naumburg, 
Bamberg, and Cologne. Pinder has been described as “Germany’s  
most publicly visible art historians” of the Nazi years.26 The chair was 
then taken over by Hans Jantzen, who, from 1927, published several 
influential studies about sacred spatiality in gothic architecture. Similarly, 
in Vienna, Hans Sedlmayr, who had joined the NSDAP as early as 1930, 
published influential works on the baldachin, a ceremonial canopy of 
stone, as the basic building unit of gothic cathedrals. The obsession with 
the gothic, however, spread well beyond academic circles, into popular 
film and print media of the 1930s. This was not so much an instance of 
simple ‘Nazi propaganda’, but rather, a complex negotiation of an influ-
ential aesthetic and spiritual tradition that had emerged in early twenti-
eth-century Germany, and inspired modernist Expressionist artists as well 
as their ideological adversaries of the volkish Right.27

Fig. 3.9  Cologne, 1937, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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Cologne Cathedral, which featured more prominently in Salzmanns’ 
album than any other (Fig. 3.9, and on several other album pages), was 
of course not only a part of Germany’s gothic heritage, although, owing 
not least to its size (it was the second highest Cathedral in Europe), it 
was particularly famous. Cologne Cathedral had also assumed a pivotal 
role in the history of modern German nationalism. In 1842, the ‘Kölner 
Zentraldombauverein’ was founded as a voluntary association to pro-
mote and finance the completion of the Cathedral through popular 
subscriptions. In this campaign, the Cathedral of Cologne was cast as a 
monument to the enduring spiritual strength of German culture, strate-
gically position near the French border on the Rhine.28 Simultaneously, 
it became an eminently ‘Prussian’ cathedral: the Prussian state contrib-
uted significant funds towards its modern completion, and in 1842, the 
Protestant Prussian king Friedrich Wilhelm IV laid the foundation stone 
for this building phase. In 1880, his successor Wilhelm I, now Emperor 
of Germany, attended the grand ceremony celebrating its completion.

Initiatives such as this symbolically drew upon the prominence of 
Gothic cathedrals, real and imaginary, in nineteenth-century German 
patriotic painting, for example, in works of Romantic painter Caspar 
David Friedrich, who portrayed cathedrals as visionary embodiments of 
authentic German identity, in juxtaposition to the universal ‘classicism’ 
of Greek and Roman architecture and their appropriation by French, 
neoclassical architects.29 Cologne Cathedral, however, was not just an 
embodiment of this supposedly German spiritual longing for nationhood 
and salvation. Because its modern completion was funded by what was, 
in a sense, a nineteenth-century version of ‘crowd-funding’, it was also 
a monument to the co-creation of German national culture by patriotic, 
middle-class citizens—a feature that, in turn, motivated the Prussian 
monarchy to put themselves at the spearhead of this initiative, in a bid 
to enhance their own ‘German’ credentials. The same participatory spirit 
was evident in the Salzmanns’ photos, frequently featuring the family, 
and, importantly, the family’s car, in front of and next to the Cathedral’s 
entrance portals, baldachins and flanking facades (Fig. 3.9), all of which 
had been built in the nineteenth century, albeit in keeping with surviv-
ing medieval plans. At the same time, Cologne’s standing as Germany’s 
preeminent ‘Prussian’ cathedral chimed with the Salzmanns’ own narra-
tive about the family’s Prussian origins on the Amber Coast.

It is perhaps telling for a Jewish photo album that chronicled the fam-
ily’s participation in a consumption of cultural objects and sites identified 
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in contemporary propaganda as archetypically ‘German’ that it should 
finish with a page depicting the return to the Salzmanns’ home in the 
capital city, featuring their much celebrated car first on the motorway 
(Fig. 3.10, top left), then parked in their own street (Fig. 3.10, bot-
tom right), framed by photos depicting the family posing in front of the 
Olympic Stadium (bottom left) and its swimming complex (top right). 
The Stadium had been completed under the direction of Werner March 
only a year earlier, and was designed according to the personal orders 
of Adolf Hitler, to host one of the grandest propagandistic spectacles of 
the Nazi regime—and one which was, once again, memorialised in films 
by Leni Riefenstahl.30 Visiting it rounded off a pictorial exploration of 
German heritage and contemporary culture in an album that was, even 

Fig. 3.10  Berlin, Olympic infrastructure, 1937, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa 
City
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when seen through Jewish eyes, replete with ideological resonances of 
the regime’s appropriations of these themes.

Together, the Salzmanns’ albums from the interwar period thus paint 
a paradoxical picture. Much attention was devoted to landscapes and 
heritage sites, as well as the personal pleasure and poses when consuming 
both, which closely mirrored the ways in which those Germans included 
in the Nazi Volksgemeinschaft sought to align themselves with the new 
zeitgeist. Jewish religion was not absent, but played a secondary role. 
Indeed, even when speaking in the synagogue, Hans defined Judaism as 
an ‘idea’ rather than a faith—a move not untypical among progressive 
Jewish intellectuals at the time, who insisted that the specifically Jewish 
contribution to German culture was located in the realm of philoso-
phy, rather than simply a matter of religiosity.31 Of course, in creating 
a visual culture designed to counter their exclusion from the national 
culture to which they felt so deeply attached, the Salzmanns had, in a 
sense, little choice but to take up and reappropriate the very symbols of 
that culture as it surrounded them—small wonder then, that their reper-
toire comprised not just German lifestyles and motifs from the pre-Nazi 
years, but evolved in tandem with the pictorial culture that emerged after 
1933. We might see this move as little more than political opportunism, 
or what Lize Kriel, in a different context, has dubbed, less pejoratively, 
‘occasionalism’. Viewed through this lens, the Salzmanns’ deployment of 
‘Germanness’ would represent an example of the circumstantial emphasis 
of certain traits and identities over others, and their engagement with the 
aesthetic, literary, and photographic trappings of both ‘Germanness’ and 
Nazism an instrument by which the family could define the increasingly 
tumultuous contours of their identity.32 And yet, the Salzmann archives 
contain plenty of documents that suggest a genuine and ardently felt 
attachment to a notion of Germanness—moreover one which, as we shall 
see in the next chapter, did not come to an end with the actual act of 
physical emigration.
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Abstract  Emigration has been read as a definitive break for German 
Jews, a point at which the ‘Germanness’ denied them gave way to dias-
poric or religious identities, or those most easily melded into that of the 
receiving country. Our sources reveal a different story. In ‘inscribing’ the 
story of their own exile into a longer history of migration, the Salzmanns 
used words and photographs to frame their experiences as part of an 
established trajectory of trans-Atlantic mobility. The family’s emigra-
tion photography therefore appears less an anomaly—in which optimism 
simply ‘masked’ an underlying trauma—than a continuation of earlier 
practices. In this light, the creation of a personal archive, like the images 
housed within, served to perform and defend the family’s multiple and 
hybrid identities.

Keywords  Jewish exile · German-Jewish emigration · Refugees · 
Trans-Atlantic migration · Kindertransport · Cuba

+++

During the pre-war years of the Nazi regime, the process of excluding 
German Jews from the ‘Volksgemeinschaft’, the Aryan people’s com-
munity, proceeded at an uneven pace. Jews living in different locations, 
working in different professions, and commanding different economic 
and cultural resources not only interpreted the nature of the threat 
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they faced differently: their daily lives also took radically different turns. 
The full, ultimately universal, and inescapable extent of their exclusion, 
which was to culminate in extermination, did not become clear to many 
German Jews until the very end of the 1930s.1 The Salzmanns, who 
lived relatively comfortable lives, and who, as medical professionals, were 
still able to make a living in Berlin in the mid-1930s, in spite of the loss 
of many of their civil rights, did not abandon the idea of living in their 
German homeland until 1938. Up to this point, in the face of five years 
of invasive strictures that inflicted an escalating series of social, political, 
and professional indignities upon Jewish families, Hans’s medical practice 
continued to function; and, contrary to the official ban, the Salzmanns 
also intermittently employed, and even depicted in their photographs, 
non-Jewish German maids and nannies.2 Nor did their patients abandon 
them. As Hans relates in a recollection from the early 1940s, a mem-
ber of Hitler’s ‘Leibstandarte’ [personal bodyguard] continued visiting 
Hans’s practice—“even in his black uniform”—to treat his tuberculosis, 
until explicitly forbidden to do so by the party.3 This peculiar situation 
was not unique. According to Michael Kater’s work on physicians in 
National Socialism, “half-measures” in the early 1930s “still made it pos-
sible for too many ‘Aryan’ patients to go on seeing their trusted Jewish 
doctors.” Quite often, the Jewish doctors treating these patients were 
still “reimbursed by [government] funds.”4 The Salzmanns’ situation 
was not, therefore, uncommon, at least until the October 1936 law more 
explicitly forbidding state officials from visiting Jewish doctors.

Almost up to the point of actual emigration in 1939, the Salzmanns 
considered their complete exclusion from the national community simply 
unimaginable. In Ruth’s words, the matter seemed simple: Hans “was a 
German and he had flawless credentials.”5 These credentials were show-
cased in all the family’s photo albums—and they were also underscored 
by frequent references to Hans’s and his older brother’s military service 
in the First World War. As Tim Grady has demonstrated, the Salzmanns’ 
attitude here resembled that of a great many German-Jewish veterans, 
who were convinced that this sacrifice for the nation would shield them 
from mistreatment by the Nazi regime.6 Almost from the moment of 
the Nazi seizure of power, Hans had entered into a sustained, and often 
frustrated, correspondence with various official bodies to have his war-
time service confirmed, registered, and documented.7

Nonetheless, the cumulative momentum of anti-Semitic legisla-
tion, such as the escalating decrees against Jewish doctors, culminating 
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in the September 1938 delicensure of all Jewish physicians, may have 
finally convinced them to make preparations to leave Germany.8 The 
Salzmanns’ intentions were nonetheless clear by the middle of that year, 
as they had declared their desire to emigrate at the American Consulate 
in mid-August.9 The family had therefore been determined to emigrate 
prior to Kristallnacht, a decisively violent turn in the state’s oppres-
sion of Jews, lending additional credence to the professional explana-
tion for their departure.10 Although told during the August Consulate 
visit that their “papers” would not be considered until March of 1939, 
the family eventually received quota numbers in December of 1938.11 
They did not wait for these to be called, however; they had already 
set in motion contingency plans by the beginning of 1939.12 Clearing 
out their Blücherstrasse apartment at the end of March, the Salzmanns 
decamped for Hamburg to wait out their separate emigrations. On 
April 18, 1939, Ruth left Germany on board a Kinderstransport ship, 
bound for her placement with a young family in Oxford, England; Hans, 
Käthe, and Eva left Germany for Cuba aboard the SS Iberia nine days 
later.13 Although they had always intended to wait out their numbers 
from Cuba, problems arose even before reaching the island. While still 
at sea, the Cuban government amended its immigration policies, newly 
restricting the entrance of non-American foreigners into the country. 
The Salzmanns, as well as other refugees aboard the ship, were therefore 
barred from entering the country upon their arrival on May 15. In Eva’s 
memory, it was only after her father and others bribed officials that they 
could even disembark.14 What ultimately saved them, however, was tim-
ing. Having set sail before the government’s May 5 decree, the Iberia’s 
passengers were eventually granted entry. They were, nonetheless, 
quickly shunted into a nearby immigration camp, interned for several 
months, and kept waiting for news of further passage to America, with 
the threat of repatriation hanging over their heads.15 After more than 
three months, the Salzmanns were given permission to board with rel-
atives in Havana, where they spent the remainder of their time in Cuba 
until their departure in early Fall.

While the earlier photo albums documented a degree of alignment 
with Nazi-propagated notions of German identity, the Salzmanns’ pho-
tographic record did not cease with their decision to emigrate. The pic-
torial documentation of this process begins in early 1938, continues with 
Ruth’s departure for Oxford in April of 1939, and ends with the remain-
ing three family members’ arrival in Cuba later that year. Gone are the 
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confident assertions of both cultural and national belonging on display 
in their previous albums. In alternately candid and composed images, the 
photographs depict the steps necessary for the family’s departure from 
Germany, including the clandestine trip to Holland to safeguard valu-
ables the family might access once outside Germany (Fig. 4.1). Again, 
however, the Salzmanns did not just take photographs, but assembled 
them into an album, too. The English captions suggest that these pho-
tos were not initially assembled as an album, as those of 1936 and 1937 
had been, but only arranged in this way after the family’s arrival in the 
United States. Nevertheless, the desire to document coherent narratives 
through album making persisted even through these most tumultuous of 
months.

Several of these images are harrowing: friends helping smuggle valua-
bles out of the country; Eva sitting alone in a sun-drenched room while 
an official speaks to her; and Hans, perched on the back of a moving 
truck (Fig. 4.2) arranging the family’s possessions in a large shipping 
crate, while “customs officers” inspect the scene.16 Like many Jewish 
refugees from Nazi Germany, the Salzmanns worried—rightly—about 
the possible loss of their possessions: modern historians have revealed 
quite how much of this property was confiscated by the Nazi authori-
ties before it could leave the country.17 The photos of emigration speak 

Fig. 4.1  ‘Trip to Arrange Emigration’, 1938, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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to the anxiety imbuing all aspects of daily life for German Jews in Nazi 
Germany. At the same time, in their artful framing and reflective moods, 
the Salzmanns’ photos capture as much anticipation as consternation at 
the family’s impending move. Likewise, this album as well as the first 
post-emigration album, with their often lighthearted captions,18 also 
reinforce a sense of purpose and optimism that is also on display in the 
photos themselves, speaking to the synthetic interplay between identities 
occurring at the time of its construction.

One image (Fig. 4.3) shows us a girl sitting on a bed next to a half-
packed suitcase. Her head tilts to the right, the start of a sly grin seeming 
to form. The back of the photo tells us this is Ruth, and that the picture 
was taken “just before leaving Berlin.” In another series, she stands next 
to her family in their apartment, joined by the family’s maid (Fig. 4.4). 
Only Eva, the youngest, looks unhappy—the fitful defiance of a seven-
year-old at picture time. The photo appears to commemorate both the 
eve of their departure as well as the messy state of the apartment after 

Fig. 4.2  Hans Packing Crate, Berlin, 1939, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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nearly all the family’s furniture has been loaded into crates for shipping 
to New York.

The images from on board the ship carrying Hans, Käthe, and Eva to 
Cuba convey similarly ambiguous messages. One humorous image fea-
tures Eva in mid-shriek, having just been kicked off a rocking horse by 
a boy several years older than her, the whole tableau framed by a chain-
link fence, imprinting a uniform pattern on the background (Fig. 4.5).  
A final photo shows Hans, sporting dark trunks and wet hair, floating on 
his back in an on-board pool, a serene look on his face (Fig. 4.6).

Flight had clearly not dimmed the Salzmanns’ passion for document-
ing their experiences in photos that were aesthetically ambitious, exper-
imental, and at times playful. That is not to say that the Salzmanns did 
not experience genuine hardship and anxiety. Their emigration was any-
thing but serene, as we have seen. Moreover, the Iberia arrived in Cuba 
only days ahead of the more-famous M.S. St. Louis, a steamer carry-
ing more than 900 mostly Central-European refugees. Denied entry to 
Cuba, as well as at ports of call throughout the Americas, the St. Louis 
was ultimately forced to return to Europe. All the same, Eva noted 

Fig. 4.3  Ruth Packing before Kindertransport, Berlin, 1939, Iowa Women’s 
Archive, Iowa City
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Fig. 4.4  Departure Preparation, Berlin, 1939, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City

Fig. 4.5  Eva at Play on Board the Iberia, 1939, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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that “throughout the actual move I can never recall being frightened,” 
whether at sea, which was “lots of fun”—as “we travelled first class 
and I had a great time at all the children’s’ activities and parties”—or 
in the camp itself. Eva nonetheless conceded that “this was a horrible 
experience for the adults, but I loved it!”: a testament to the balanc-
ing act of anxiety and levity displayed by the older Salzmanns in their 
photography.19

Current perceptions of Jewish refugees, filtered through a twinned 
recognition of the persecution they experienced and the slaughter they 
escaped, too often disregards that levity in favour of the anxiety. As 
such, the Salzmanns’ emigration photos clash with our imagination of 
the Nazi-era refugee. In a related study, Leo Spitzer grappled with sim-
ilar ambiguities, namely the “puzzling omissions and curious incongrui-
ties” evidenced in the photographic record of his own family’s flight to 
South America from post-Anschluss Austria. In surveying photographs 
documenting his family’s passage to and initial years in Bolivia, Spitzer 
wonders at their “smiles, their seemingly relaxed attitude and bearing”, 
and partially explains them by examining the purpose of photography 
and album-making.20 For him, these visual documents are themselves 
a product of the function of refugee memory formation. Refugee pho-
tography, in this respect, is necessarily nostalgic, allowing the aggrieved 
to simultaneously salvage and recreate what they can of lost lives, even 

Fig. 4.6  Hans on Board the Iberia, 1939, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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in novel settings.21 At the same time, Spitzer locates that “lamentation” 
outside of the images themselves. In contemporary texts and accompa-
nying inscriptions—detailing grief at the death of loved ones and the loss 
of homelands—Spitzer finds evidence of the “obverse, hidden, side of 
the smiling faces.”22 In this conception, image and text assume opposing 
roles in the exile’s narrative, one calling forth the brave face of migration 
and the other expressing the deeper strains of dislocation.23 If Spitzer’s 
sources reveal discrete sides of a single story, the Salzmanns’ records tell 
that story rather differently, across both visual and textual media, as seen 
in their own captions as well as in the lyrical and reflective pieces written 
even during the war years. In that, they resemble the photos of other 
urban, bourgeois Jews who migrated to different parts of the globe, such 
as Atina Grossmann’s parents, whose photos of their exile in Tehran 
show them and their friends posing by the roadside next to a motorbike 
with a side-car, performing open-air calisthenics, hiking in the moun-
tains, taking skiing holidays, and shopping.24

The sense of paradox when viewing such images arises in part from 
the particular migratory categories into which scholars have placed exiles 
from National Socialism. Smiles on refugee faces are indeed incongru-
ous with the ordeals they have endured, if theirs are only ever imagined 
as ‘refugee’ faces. By re-framing them as migrants who deployed sig-
nificant cultural, financial and intellectual resources to make sense of 
their experience, the Salzmanns offer us a different lens through which 
to interpret the ambiguity at play in Nazi-era emigration photogra-
phy. Like other scholars, Spitzer comes close to depicting a near com-
plete chasm, brought upon by the traumas of flight, between life before, 
and life after emigration. As he argues, refugees mourned their “forced 
separation from [the] people and places” to which they felt a connec-
tion. And this sense of loss did not simply relate to the tangible. For 
Spitzer, these feelings were “deeply embedded within the refugee iden-
tity in general … affect[ing] all refugees personally and profoundly for 
years to come.”25 He cites the work of Leon and Rebecca Grinberg, 
psychoanalysts who, in their studies on the effects of migration and 
exile, concluded that migration, having caused “drastic change”, can 
“pose threats to the sense of [one’s] identity”. More metaphorically, 
the Grinbergs compared the immigrant to a child who, separated from 
the familiar, lacks a “mother’ to allay his anxieties”. In large part, these 
anxieties arise out of a sense that the “new country is unknown and 
cannot always offer the containment and support he had hoped for.”26  
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The Salzmanns’ records, however, often betray just the opposite. 
Expectations of American life, as well as the support they could hope  
to receive as refugees after arriving, were informed long prior to their 
departure by established familial and diasporic networks. These same 
lines of communication allowed the family to maintain interest in and 
knowledge of German affairs, as well as of the lives of German family 
and friends, well after emigration. The Salzmanns appeared neither the 
archetypal refugee, with the presumed severance between pre- and post- 
emigration strands of their lives, nor the model migrant evenly straddling 
homes both old and new.

Yet understanding the coexistence of the promise and peril on dis-
play in the Salzmanns’ photography requires understanding how the 
family conceived of their own migration. As such, it compels us to con-
sider those points at which refugee and migratory histories converge. As 
Spitzer concedes, German-speaking Jewish exiles were often loathe to 
think of themselves as anything but ‘emigrants’ at the time. According 
to Spitzer, the development of a refugee consciousness and identity were 
gradual processes, in part set in motion by the act of migration itself. In 
this way, Spitzer connects the journey itself, the “collective experience 
of a passage in-between”, to budding feelings among the dispossessed 
that the “complex constellation of emotions and responses” on display 
in emigration photography was “what it feels like to be a refugee.”27 
Such a conception overlooks, however, the salience of these families’ 
contemporary identification with the term ‘emigrant’; their association 
was not simply mis-characterisation, but instead a confident, and deep-
seated recognition of the much longer migratory trends into which 
their lives had now been slotted. National Socialism, without a doubt, 
changed German-Jewish migratory history; and yet, this harried exodus 
took place against the backdrop of a century of German, and German-
Jewish, transatlantic movement. In capturing the mixture of relief and 
loss, of elation and unease, undergirding these experiences, their emigra-
tion photos speak to the Salzmanns’ dual position as not only refugees, 
but also German migrants. There is no agreed-upon point at which mar-
ginalisation becomes persecution, no point at which deliberate migra-
tion shifts decisively into flight. Such a dichotomy neglects the degree 
to which refugees such as the Salzmanns navigated well-worn pathways 
and entered established migratory environments upon arrival in the 
United States. If it is true that the escape of Germany’s Jewish popula-
tion was “never emigration, only ever flight,”28 it is likewise true that the 
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Salzmanns drew upon transnational migratory networks and imaginaries 
that had been built up decades before the National Socialist assumption 
of power. And as Ruth wrote in English beside the image of a Dutch 
friend helping stash their belongings, this was indeed a “trip to arrange 
emigration.” The flight of the Salzmanns, therefore, was a simultane-
ously singular and contingent experience embedded within a broader 
history of mobility. Rather than normalising the process of emigration 
from Nazi Germany, this book recognizes the new uses to which fami-
lies like the Salzmanns put old networks, situating exiles’ flight from the 
Reich in a broader trajectory of German and German-Jewish transatlantic 
migration.

Such corollaries are evident in most stages of the family’s migra-
tion. While still in Germany, the family needed to secure contacts in the 
United States to vouch for their professional and financial viability. Ruth 
was tasked with travelling to Holland, under the guise of a “vacation,” 
to deposit money with acquaintances in Texas and obtain an affidavit 
from friends in New York to sponsor their application, thereby assuming 
responsibility for the family should they become materially dependent.29 
Like many German families, the Salzmanns had the proverbial “uncle in 
America” (and several in Havana to match). Upon arrival first in Cuba, 
then in New York, the family lived with relatives for a few months.30 
Their early efforts to re-establish professional lives in New York were 
buoyed by letters of reference. For example, only a month after their 
arrival in the city, Dr. Martin Klein wrote that he had “known Mrs. Kate 
Salzmann of Berlin, Germany … for the last ten years.” Attesting to 
both her “good moral character” and “great skill and good experience” 
as a masseuse, Klein enthusiastically recommended her for any available 
work.31 Numerous clubs and associations—many with strong ‘German’ 
community connections, such as the New World Club and Aufbau, a 
German-language periodical to which Hans periodically contributed—
also eased the Salzmanns’ transition into American society. As an extant 
node on a larger diasporic map for Germany’s Jewish community, New 
York was an attractive destination for the Salzmanns. These connections 
motivated the sense of hope in the family’s image of that shipping crate 
stacked upon the truck parked in front of their apartment, “BERLIN - 
NEW YORK” emblazoned in block letters across its side (Fig. 4.7).

These older migratory networks, primed by decades of use, could be 
activated under conditions of Anti-Semitic persecution, facilitating escape 
for those groups privy to the reservoirs of generational knowledge. 
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Ruth’s “mission” to Nijmegen serves as a case in point. The need to 
smuggle money out of Germany prior to emigration arose specifically 
out of the Nazi seizure of immigrant assets, as well as legislation limit-
ing the transfer of funds abroad from German banks. The Reich Flight 
Tax (Reichsfluchtsteuer) constituted the legal framework for this expro-
priation. This measure required potential émigrés to pay a property tax 
before their emigration requests could be processed. By the end of the 
war, the German government may have added upwards of 900 mil-
lion marks to their treasury from the proceeds of this tax.32 Like Ruth, 
Käthe undertook nerve-wracking trips to bypass these obstacles, meet-
ing the same Dutch friends in German border towns and passing over 
valuables to be stored in Holland and transferred to America follow-
ing their arrival. These measures, as well as the Salzmanns’ improvisa-
tory response to them, demonstrate the novelty of the Nazi threat. At 
the same time, the need to demonstrate financial independence was 

Fig. 4.7  Salzmann Shipping Container, Berlin, 1939, Iowa Women’s Archive, 
Iowa City
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a common occurrence for many potential immigrants to the United 
States, especially following President Herbert Hoover’s strict “interpre-
tation of the clause in immigration law prohibiting admission of those 
likely to become a public charge.”33 The “law” referenced here is the 
United States’ 1924 Immigration Act, which imposed quotas on send-
ing nations corresponding to decades-old population totals in the United 
States. Especially onerous for German Jews seeking to flee was the Act’s 
lack of differentiation between those Germans included within and 
those actively excluded from the legal bounds of the German state.34 
Nonetheless, and as Richard Breitman and Allan J. Lichtman have noted, 
it was largely this clause to the 1924 law that accounted for America’s 
inability to fill even the German quota until the final years of the 
1930s.35

‘Migration’—as both movement and legal category—thus holds value 
as a long-term category of analysis through which we might recast the 
meaning of exile for families such as the Salzmanns. The experience of 
the Salzmanns points towards a more holistic vision of group mobility, 
one in which refugees are defined by continuity as much as dispossession. 
They drew upon familial resources during their emigration, whether to 
direct their movements, act as bureaucratic brokers, or ease their tran-
sitions into new environments, which provided channels for the simul-
taneous expression and transformation of their German-Jewish identity. 
Considering the emigration albums in light of their earlier photographic 
collections only reinforces the centrality of image-making as mean-
ing-making for the family. These albums themselves were vehicles for 
creating a narrative about a family identity in transition, allowing the 
Salzmanns both to inhabit and move beyond the traditions and trajec-
tories of ‘Germanness’ from which the National Socialist regime tried 
forcefully to evict them.
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Abstract  This chapter tracks the Salzmanns’ progress along established 
migratory pathways in postwar America. We note the shifting textual  
and visual expressions of their identity, paying special attention to pho-
tography’s role in affirming their newfound sense of belonging and reit-
erating their adherence to ingrained notions of ‘German’ sociability and 
aesthetics. As in their Weimar and Nazi-era photography, Salzmann 
image-making demonstrated the complex working-out of multi-
ple identities. Their American photography therefore deployed famil-
iar tropes—from the Romantic appreciation of the modern sublime on 
the motorway to the bourgeois admiration of architectural landmarks.  
In a performance aimed as much at themselves as posterity, the creation 
of the family’s photographic archive represented an assertive, if inevitably 
German-inflected, declaration of inclusion in their own vision of America.

Keywords  Jewish life in the United States · Migrant identities · 
Cosmopolitanism · New York · Aufbau · Leisure
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Like many German immigrants, the Salzmanns were eager to begin 
new lives in the United States. The passage across the Atlantic, and 
transitional stops en route, were experienced as an unwelcome inter-
lude delaying immersion in the economic and cultural life of the host  
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country. For Ruth Salzmann, this interlude was her stay in England, 
where she had arrived on a Kindertransport, but never felt settled; she 
pleaded with her family to arrange for her to re-join them in the United 
States without delay. For Hans, Käthe, and Eva, who spent slightly less 
than five months in Cuba before finally acquiring American visas for the 
onward journey, this transitional moment was similarly negative; inter-
estingly, hardly any photos document their lives there (although Ruth 
sent some images from England, depicting her and her British host fam-
ily, in the family’s house and garden). Hans, Käthe, and Eva left Cuba 
on 12 October 1939, and arrived in New York City three days later. 
During this same time, Ruth was working to secure her own passage 
to the United States. As the rest of her family, Ruth appeared to view 
her initial destination as a necessary, if temporary, refuge on her way to 
America, with its extant infrastructure and history of migrant support. 
She soured on her situation quite quickly. She had been placed with a 
young family in Oxford, frigid and inordinately stingy in her mind—they 
“would not [even] give me a stamp.” What is more, she felt exploited as 
free childcare for their young daughter. It was, altogether, an “unpleas-
ant situation,” and she wasted little time arranging her exit.1 The 
post-nineteenth-century German-Jewish diasporic imaginary was largely 
trans-Atlantic; and, as such, Ruth, like her family, viewed New York—
and a voyage across the ocean rather than the Channel—as her ultimate 
fate and destination. She reached the city on a British merchant vessel 
and part of a wartime convoy, arriving on February 11, 1940—nearly ten 
months after the family had left Berlin.2

By early 1941, the Salzmanns had settled into their Bloomingdale 
apartment in New York City. In the same year, Hans received his state 
certificate to practice as a registered physician in the city. The family 
rushed to adopt and demonstrate those norms they considered essen-
tial to American public life. These encompassed practical aspects of their 
adaptation, such as language learning. Even while interned in Tiscornia, 
passengers of the Iberia, as well as other refugees on the island, had 
taken part in English classes, part of Americanization efforts supported 
by arms of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee.3 These 
norms also included more foundational ideological constructions, such 
as an idealised constitutional universalism and sense of civic duty, as seen 
in Hans’s wartime work with the Emergency Medical Service of New 
York’s Citizens Defense Corps, and attempts to secure a medical com-
mission in the Armed Forces.4 By the late 1940s, Hans was operating 
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his own private medical practice, Käthe again working out of their office 
as an affiliated masseuse, with work and school interrupted by regular 
family vacations up and down the eastern seaboard.5 The years thereaf-
ter continued to treat the Salzmanns relatively well. As a 1939 report 
on the acclimation of German-Jewish refugees to American life pointed 
out, many recently arrived professionals struggled to come to terms with 
their newly diminished status. As a consequence, they attempted to live 
beyond their reduced means, with doctors “wish[ing] to set up their 
offices on Park Avenue because this may help to attract a good practice,” 
and families surrendering to the “impulse to find homes on Riverside 
Drive, overlooking the Hudson.”6 The Salzmanns, however, eventu-
ally met precisely these aspirational benchmarks, as their practice oper-
ated out of a Park Avenue office, and one of their first apartments sat on 
Riverside Drive. From these stable positions, Hans and Käthe watched 
their daughters complete their education and start their own families.7

In short order, the Salzmanns appeared to have reconstituted the out-
ward contours of their existence in Berlin, albeit now with an emphati-
cally American inflection and sense of destiny. While they enthusiastically 
immersed themselves in modern American ways of life, the sense of new 
beginnings continued to be filtered through the Salzmanns’ erstwhile 
German identity. Reconceptualising the position of German-Jewish 
families in interwar and wartime America as both migrants and refu-
gees helps make sense of the complex entanglement between aspects 
of the Salzmanns’ identity. In smoothing the path of their transition to 
American life, the Salzmanns took advantage of well-established migra-
tory resources: communal arrangements and institutions which, in them-
selves, reflected an amalgam of German, German-Jewish, and American 
characteristics. The actual interplay between these three ‘communities’ in 
major immigrant enclaves, such as New York City’s Kleindeutschland, is 
difficult to measure precisely at any one time, although it has engendered 
a lively debate concerning the nature of immigrant identity.8 Interwar, 
Germanophone New York City had nonetheless been indelibly stamped 
by traits and values shared between the city’s German and German-
Jewish community. German Jews, especially, straddled both commu-
nities, like Sigmund Kaufmann, who, during the nineteenth century, 
became president of the city’s Turnverein, as well as the German Society 
of New York.9 This multi-polar, mutually recognised identity held ample 
space for German Jews across the spectrum of nineteenth- and twenti-
eth-century immigrant life in the city, from the German-language press 
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and theatre to the German-speaking singing clubs and labour move-
ment. Far from contradictions, these dual commitments were under-
stood as equally valid expressions of a broader German-Jewish identity, 
and likewise emblematic of the community into which families like the 
Salzmanns entered. The influx of European-born, German-speaking 
Jews into the city between the beginning of the 1930s and the end of 
the 1940s undoubtedly changed the perception of what it meant to be 
‘Jewish’ in New York; stereotypical images of the accented Freudian and 
genteel bourgeoisie of Washington Heights’ “Fourth Reich” can there-
fore blind us to older templates for performing and inhabiting one’s 
‘Germanness.’ As Stanley Nadel has argued, in America, Germans and 
German Jews were “bound together in an organic unity which lasted 
for generations and which must be taken into account for either com-
munity to be properly understood.”10 In effect, the resultant lifestyle of 
German Jews in America, whether migrant or refugee, became the means 
by which older, German identities were simultaneously transcended and 
reified. Such identitarian interplay is evident through the documentary 
record of the Salzmanns’ visual and aesthetic engagement with their 
new homeland, a process already in motion only years after their arrival. 
Tracing the variability of its global diaspora decouples ‘Germanness’ 
from the master narratives of its national namesake, in turn allowing his-
torians to paint a more inclusive picture of German history. Diffusion—
as the Salzmanns, or even the most harassed segments of that community 
show—is less a terminus in our understanding of Germanness than a tool 
for broadening our conception of the same.

Alongside the photography, the Salzmanns captured these negotia-
tions in writing, and, increasingly, in verse. Hans repeatedly composed 
poetry to reflect on his and the family’s experience; some poems directly 
accompanied photos. Short ditties, often set to well-known melodies, 
marked both solemn and light occasions. Two verses commemorate the 
family’s arrival in North America: one, written in 1939 from Cuba; the 
second written four years later from the family’s Manhattan apartment. 
Considering these pieces together sheds light on shifts in the Salzmanns’ 
sense of self, as well as those aspects of their identities transcending the 
migratory divide. The first piece, titled “Tiscorniasong” [sic], after the 
immigrant centre in which they were held, details the indignities of 
detention, as well as the initial challenges of adjusting to life outside 
Germany. Although describing strained circumstances, the tone is jocular 
throughout, as evidenced in the first couplets:
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Are you coming to Havana after a long sea voyage / Don’t believe you’ll 
soon be ashore / No, you’ll be deposited in Tiscornia / With your further 
fate unknown / Mrs. Sun burns quite nicely / There are mosquitoes 
everywhere / You shout for water continuously / But your many efforts 
are in vain.

Further sections express consternation at the food—“Cuban through 
and through”—inventing even a hypothetical flag for Tiscornia’s  
inhabitants modelled on “the old Prussian colours”: a “white field 
with a big, black bean.” The poem ends with the hope that, “sit-
ting in the hall / In a breezy trap / The day is coming, when we’ll be  
freed / Whether today or tomorrow.” The poem concedes no connec-
tion to Cuba beyond the transitory. Indeed, from the language of its 
composition, aversion to native cuisine and fauna, melodic template—the 
“Preußenlied,” a patriotic Prussian anthem of 1830—and insistence on 
escape, the song lends the distinct impression of a confidently German, 
indeed Prussian, family momentarily waylaid in transit.

In many respects, the family depicted in the 1943 verse commemo-
rating the fourth anniversary of their arrival in America resembles that of 
the earlier lyric (Fig. 5.1), although interestingly, this poem was written 
in English, albeit with a liberal sprinkling of both Spanish and German 
terms. Animosity towards their Cuban layover still abounds: “To hell 
Tiscornia / And all muchachas / And all caballeros bonitos.” Yet, in con-
trast to the “Tiscorniasong”, this bitterness is now counterbalanced by 
contentment. The lyric takes the family’s newly found sense of belong-
ing as its theme, drawing an explicit contrast between the depredations of 
their Cuban sojourn—“where we yelled for agua / and chased cucaracha 
[cockroach]”—and their gratitude at being in America: “In the U.S.A., 
with F.D.R. / Lucky boys, lucky girls.” Composed with the same light 
touch, this verse was to be set to the tune of “Over There”, an anthem 
used to galvanise American morale during wartime.

The lyric sheet included two photographs between the verses, under-
scoring the disparity being drawn in words between Cuba and the 
United States. The first image (Fig. 5.1, top) shows a Cuban harbour, 
dotted with small ships beside a rocky outcrop, overseen by an austere 
complex of buildings on shore. The effect is one of isolation and hos-
tility. The second image provides a stark visual contrast, depicting the 
New York City skyline, foregrounded by the Brooklyn Bridge, providing 
a symbolic entry into the forest of urbanity filling the rest of the frame. 
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Fig. 5.1  Arrival Anniversary Poem, 1943, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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Verses such as “Over us in the sky / Fly the stars, wave the stripes / 
Proud and brave” lend the cityscape a patriotic sheen. The verse posi-
tions not just the detention camp, but Cuba itself as a foreign place, as 
a place separate from America, the new home where “we want to stay” 
and where “we will work.” The verse’s final line, “meet girl Cuba on 
your next vacation trip” repositions the Salzmanns’ relationship to Cuba 
as roughly equivalent to that they performed in Italy in the 1930s: an 
object of curiosity and exploration, but not a ‘destination’. In this 
process, photography remained a key medium through which the fam-
ily expressed the reiselustig ethos emblematic of an identity consistent in 
both Europe and the United States. In many ways, the Salzmanns re-de-
ployed an aesthetic toolkit born of their specific German social and cul-
tural habitus to make sense of their relationship to this new world.

The performance of leisure and enjoyment were central to both.  
As in the albums of the early 1930s, using photography to ‘place’ one-
self inside a social and cultural context in post-war America was deeply 
intertwined with the performance of a sense of fun and ‘being at ease’. 
Spaces and landscapes were symbolically appropriated and inhabited not 
just by ‘being there’, but by naturalising this presence through the pic-
turesque framing of the self, and the family, as utterly relaxed and ‘at 
home’ in such environments. This sense runs through all the Salzmanns’ 
American photos of the post-war period, but is perhaps best exemplified 
by the albums pages about a 1947 cruise from New York to Bermuda 
(Fig. 5.2). The album page combines picturesque seascapes with scenes 
on deck, Ruth posing with attractive travel companions, reclining in a 
deckchair, climbing on a ladder and leaning on the ship’s railings while 
gazing pensively out to sea.

Another continuing theme is that of photography and car travel. 
The Salzmanns’ new Studebaker features prominently in their 
American photo albums of the 1940s. Again, the choice of brand 
was telling. Studebakers, founded by an American family of German 
descent, were not a luxury brand, but they prided themselves on mak-
ing modern design accessible to ordinary people. The advertising 
slogan of the 1940s was “First by far with a post-war car”. The inno-
vative design of the trunk, which was as aerodynamic as the front, 
prompted jokes at the time that “one could not tell if the car was com-
ing or going.”11 This example of one of the Salzmanns’ many photos 
of their new car (Fig. 5.3) is an image taken on a trip that lasted from 
August to September 1948, by one of the women of the family. It is  
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strongly reminiscent of the 1937 album. Again, the family car is depicted 
as a vehicle for leisure and recreational mobility; it is here parked by the 
side of a country road in northern Vermont, surrounded by pictures on 
the same page showing the statehouse and crossing Lake Champlain. As 
before, the emphasis here is very much on the rest stops that allowed 
for an appreciation of the beauties of the surrounding landscape. In the 
image, the car door is ajar: the family members have evidently stepped 
out for a moment to enjoy the scenery and take a breath of fresh air. 
The open door, however, suggests that this is a temporary break, and 
that the family are about to continue their scenic drive. Hans is seen in 
the picture leaning against the opposite side of the car, gazing towards 
the valley and the lake. What has changed is the attire: while the 
German albums, as we have seen, depict the Salzmanns first as glamor-
ous Bildungsbürger and then as folksy Germans, Hans is now sporting 
emphatically American-style leisurewear, including a T-shirt, shorts, and 
sneakers.

Fig. 5.2  American Cruise, 1947, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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In the course of the 1950s, like many other Germans and Americans, 
the Salzmanns discovered a new technology for picturing and perform-
ing their inhabiting of their new homeland. While they continued to 
take some traditional photos, Hans in particular now shifted his atten-
tion to the medium of colour slides, and the associated ritual of staging 
slide shows.12 This might indicate a shift towards a concern with more 
contemporary audiences. While an album would be passed around the 
family group and friends, both in the immediate aftermath of its com-
position and for years, even decades, to come, a slide show was an event 
that typically involved a larger audience, but also one that constituted 
a more deliberate and ‘special’ occasion than the casual leafing through 
of old albums within the family circle. Indeed, the Salzmanns’ slide-
shows soon became public events for the whole local community. In 
January 1962, Hans advertised a slide show in the local ‘New World 
Club’ on 89th Street. The advert appeared in an issue of Aufbau under 
the title “Trip to the Most Beautiful Spots in Our 50 States” (Fig. 5.4).  
For a modest entrance fee, visitors were invited to share the Salzmanns’ 

Fig. 5.3  On the road, 1947, Iowa Women’s Archive, Iowa City
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travels through the United States—a space they now publicly defined  
as “ours”.

By the time of Hans’s slideshow tour of America, the Salzmanns had 
spent more than two decades adapting to American linguistic, educa-
tional, civic, and professional life. The “lecture” promised, “without 
any effort or expenses”, to provide a virtual tour of the “most beauti-
ful spots of our 50 states” for those who “have often longed to be able 
to take [such] a trip.” In this way, Hans positioned himself as both 
knowledgeable native guide and able interlocutor between his German-
speaking refugee audience and their new homeland. Photography, and 
the particular visual lexicon built up around both the creation, presenta-
tion, and mutual engagement with images, represented an ideal space in  
which the Salzmanns and other refugees might approach and perform 

Fig. 5.4  ‘New World Club’ Advertisement, 1961, Iowa Women’s Archive, 
Iowa City
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their ‘Americanness’, and where the tensions between this nascent 
‘Americanness’ and a resilient ‘Germanness’ could be mediated.13 The 
Salzmanns’ self-positioning as voracious consumers of American spaces 
and cultures mirrors broader historiographical conceptions of the cos-
mopolitanism and easy urbanity of German-Jewish refugees.14 Atina 
Grossmann, for example, has advocated re-conceiving of exile as “part 
of a modern cosmopolitan experience that although quite involuntary 
and certainly shadowed by terror and tragedy was also often zestfully 
taken ‘on the road’.”15 For her, the disproportionate ease with which 
German-Jewish refugees acclimated to American society, while also stub-
bornly insisting on maintaining older norms, derived from an already 
ingrained international outlook, enthusiasm for travel, and participation 
in life-reform movements—a collection of traits that “could be pursued, 
if not necessarily easily, almost anywhere on the globe.”16 In this way, 
Grossmann, like others seeking to understand those ambiguities pres-
ent in emigration records, challenges more conventional narratives of 
German-Jewish exile.17 Whereas Spitzer refers to texts and contexts to 
read mourning into otherwise silent images, Grossmann argues that the 
“undeniable excitement about the ‘globe-trotting’ or ‘touristic’ aspects 
of their flight” sprung from a broader German-Jewish impulse towards 
cosmopolitanism.18 Certainly, these are far from zero-sum questions; 
the diversity of emigration responses were likely as large as the num-
ber of families emigrating. Yet such an analysis benefits from adjusting 
our interpretive viewfinder to consider more fully the causal power of 
pre-emigration life patterns in Germany to at least partially determine 
post-emigration outcomes.

Without the multiple threads connecting refugees to the socio-cultural 
milieu in which that cosmopolitanism was shaped, conceptions of refugee 
internationalism can verge too closely on the essential. In Grossmann’s 
conception, the strains of Weltoffenheit and Bildungskultur run paral-
lel but never seem to touch; thus her use of “provincial cosmopolitan-
ism”, a phrase in conscious contradiction with itself. Refugee identity 
was stamped by this contradiction, as refugees “were attached to their 
notions of classical Bildung, but also, very importantly, to the modern-
ist popular culture associated with Americanism that had fascinated (and 
repelled) Germans between the wars.”19 This conception, however, ill fits 
the Salzmann evidence. Their archive depicts a refugee experience char-
acterised by the entanglement of such tendencies, rather than by a “con-
tinual and simultaneous oscillation between extremes.”20 The Salzmanns’  
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visual output, spanning life in Germany and the United States, speaks less 
to dissonance between their bildungsbürgerlich pedigree and embrace of 
the modern, than it does to the perpetual, mutually reinforcing coinci-
dence of these traits. The juxtaposition of Alpine iconography and auto-
mobile imagery in the Nazi-era vacation albums, for example, was not 
a confused whipsaw between the rooted and the rootless, but a vibrant, 
valid, and particularly German aesthetic for a family of their background, 
in which the mountain and the motorway sat beside each other with-
out friction. Rather than existing in spite of each other, the Salzmanns’ 
images suggest that it was in tandem that the impulses gave each other 
meaning, and in tandem that they said something most complete about 
the Salzmanns’ identity. And, moreover, it was only within a particularly 
German context that the two could come into contact. What persisted on 
American shores—in the arrival verses, cruise ship images, and slideshow 
exhibitions—was not simply an independent identity that could have 
been pursued anywhere, but was instead the by-product of a particularly 
German interplay of class, status, and religion.

Hans’s advertisement highlights areas of special interest the audience 
will “visit,” including “Mount Vernon—Monticello—Yellowstone Park—
Yosemite National Park—[and] The Grand Canyon.” While the slides 
themselves did not survive, the Salzmanns’ visit to Monticello is also cap-
tured in a surviving post-war album. The parallels to Salzmann trips to 
noteworthy destinations in Europe only a decade prior are striking, as are 
the particular methods by which the family commemorated these trips in 
photo albums. Much like their German albums, the page covering their 
Monticello visit combined photos depicting the site alongside photos of 
the Salzmanns engaging with, and posing in front of the building(s): in 
this case, six images of Thomas Jefferson’s famous, neoclassical house, 
three of which show, alternately, Hans, Kate (as she now called herself), 
and Ruth standing in front of the portico (Fig. 5.5).

Whether Nuremberg or Monticello, however, the impression is sim-
ilar. The architectural images acknowledge the solemnity of particular 
national landmarks, while the peopled images serve as a visual statement 
of belonging, a declaration of inclusion within the identitarian param-
eters designated by that particular object or space. The reverence for 
American touchstones mirrors that earlier reverence for their German 
antecedents, in the sense that the same emphatically German bildungs-
bürgerlich education teaching the Salzmanns to ‘notice’ the Column of 
Phocas has likewise primed them to ‘notice’ its American equivalents. 
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And, in both instances, it was through photography and the consciously 
meaning-making act of album construction that the family demonstrated 
their access to, and participation in, these identity defining rituals.
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Abstract  Our conclusion places the Salzmanns’ post-emigration lives in 
the context of wider debates around Jewish exile and modern migration. 
As we have argued, photography and writing proved powerful tools for 
the Salzmanns to reject ‘fixed’ or singular identity politics in favour of 
a performative situatedness. Such sources might still obscure as much 
as they illuminate. To what degree should their subsequent lives and 
deaths change our perception of sources produced amid persecution? 
The Salzmann archive suggests that, in both Germany and America, the 
use of irony was pivotal to negotiating the gap between what was experi-
enced and what was known, at once valorising and calling into question 
the validity of individual attempts to forge meaning against the backdrop 
of a historical reality that defied comprehension.

Keywords  American exile · Post-memory · Trauma ·  
Holocaust · Eichmann trial · Humour

+++

Exile, as commonly understood, shatters secure identities.1 In this book, 
we have argued that the act of migration is less a barrier separating strands 
of refugee life than a bridge across which they are kept in communica-
tion, building on Stephen Greenblatt’s notion that “one of the char-
acteristic powers of a culture is its ability to hide the mobility that is its 
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enabling condition.”2 Such a conceptualization better equips us to inter-
pret the family archives of those who fled Germany in the face of Nazi 
persecution. Records and photographs such as the Salzmanns’ reveal that, 
rather than a vestigial holdover, the ‘Germanness’ of German-Jewish 
migrants to the United States could serve as a platform from which they 
could approach their new societies. Their relationship with the American 
German-language periodical Aufbau is an example for just such a synthe-
sis. Reading Aufbau allowed many German Jews to maintain connection 
to significant markers of their German identity, such as the trends rele-
vant to those among its diasporic audience sharing the family’s social 
and educational background. And contributing to Aufbau provided 
the Salzmanns with the opportunity to compose prose and engage with 
ideas in German, language being a significant, if seemingly banal, means 
through which identities are expressed and reinforced. In this sense, Hans 
would have likely concurred with Joseph Maier, one of the journal’s 
wartime editors, who declared that the purpose of Aufbau was to “con-
serve our German cultural heritage.”3 At the same time, the publication 
served as much more than simply a refuge for a German culture in exile. 
For recently arrived refugees, the newspaper often functioned as a prac-
tical manual for immigrant acclimatisation, providing tips on navigating 
American bureaucracy, lessons on English grammar, and listings for work 
and accommodations.4 In both reading and writing for the publication, 
the German-Jewish refugees became tied ever more concretely to broader, 
often non-German-speaking, commercial and cultural communities in the 
city. Their relationship with Aufbau therefore worked to simultaneously 
foster nascent connections to their new homeland, while also providing a 
platform through which they might preserve older affiliations.

This dual function is evident in a document Hans Salzmann wrote 
in 1943, a full two years before the family received their American cit-
izenship in July 1945. In two typewritten pages, Hans catalogued, in 
English, his experiences with friends, neighbours, and strangers dur-
ing Nazi rule, underscoring the ways in which his family’s migration 
remained rooted in, and not set apart from, salient aspects of their 
German identity. He titled this brief recollection “Candles Through the 
Night”. The first paragraph reads:

It seems to be impossible to a Jew escaped from Central Europe and rescued 
here on the foot of the Statue of Liberty, with his thoughts by day and by night 
still with his friends and relatives suffering under the Nazi heels, to think, 
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sine ira et studio [“without anger or zeal”], of the past in which oneself was a 
victim of Nazi rules. However, there are candles shining through the darkness, 
burning with human feelings, tearing with shame, making the rememberance 
[sic] easier. Among the mutilated bodies of unforgotten friends, among the 
nazistic devils, rascals, and murderers emerge the grieved features of dear 
gentile friends, true Christians, decent helpers, bearers of the eternal torch of 
humanity. Would it be not astonishing if the heritage of the Volk of the Dichter 
und Denker [“Poets and Philosophers”] were disappeared entirely beneath 
the dirt and mud of the Third Reich? I think it only fair to give credit to 
German anti-antisemitic feelings without the glasses of hatred and resenti-
ments [sic] of future revenge.5

The text describes an assortment of hostile reactions to Nazi anti- 
Semitism that Hans witnessed while in Germany. A Professor at the 
Technische Hochschule Charlottenburg recited Heinrich Heine to a 
“class full with students partly in brown shirt one spring day [in] 1934.” 
A teacher kissed Hans’s daughter goodbye on her final day before being 
removed from public school. Hans told a patient that he had been 
barred from treating Aryans. Dumbfounded, the woman told him that 
surely “the Führer does not want that, he is so reasonable after all. That 
is only the Nazi party.” Likewise, a minor official advised Hans personally 
to write his “Frontkamerad Hitler” and request the return of his medi-
cal license. And on the anecdotes go—from passive and verbal resistance 
to unthinking conformity and genuine prejudice. In spite of the fami-
ly’s flight, Hans dedicated a significant proportion of these recollections 
to expressions of solidarity encountered “among the plain people” of 
Germany. The text does not so much lay aside exile and consciousness 
of Nazi atrocity. It acknowledges the discrepancy between small kind-
nesses and murder, noting that the “above mentioned cases do not mean 
much measured on the thousands of Jews perished in Europe under Nazi 
domination.” Hans found space in his active memory-making for those 
painful recollections to coexist with those elements of his previous iden-
tity he has not yet been able to foreswear. In line with his sociocultural 
milieu, Hans perceived such examples, however small, as demonstrating 
that the “spirit of Goethe, Schiller, Kant, Herder, Beethoven, Liebknecht 
etc. is not yet entirely dead.” The “good German” then–or, those, like 
him, that looked to those luminaries above as models—was not absent, 
but to be found “in the jails and concentration camps and beneath the 
surface of this earth.” The text concludes by placing the various threads 
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of the Salzmanns’ identity into explicit conversation with each other. It 
is these people and these memories that “should and will be the little 
candles to enlighten the German people and to reeducate it towards the 
ideals as laid down in the preamble of our Declaration of Independence 
in the words of the unalienable rights for all mankind.” In a sense, Hans 
advised that Germany undertake en masse the identitarian evolution 
that he had taken in miniature, namely a cleansing of the rich, if flawed, 
German identity through the universalist ideals of the American project.

Along lines laid out by Tobias Brinkmann, our analysis has empha-
sized the dual forces of migrant identity formation: external imposition 
and internal construction.6 The problem of terminology is a case in 
point. The Salzmanns consistently referred to themselves as migrants, 
not refugees. On the one hand, the term migrant conveyed a greater 
sense of agency than that of the refugee. It also signalled a connection 
with long-standing traditions of German migration. At the same time, 
in choosing it, the Salzmanns also followed official bureaucratic termi-
nology, which, in 1939, recognised legitimate ‘migrants’, but not, until 
1948, legitimate ‘refugees.’7 In keeping with this later shift, writing in 
Aufbau in the 1950s, Hans Salzmann repeatedly used the term ‘ref
ugee’ when referring to the challenges faced by other German Jews who 
had come to the United States during the Nazi years. He addressed this 
issue circuitously, and often in a medical capacity, as in his unpublished 
article ‘Emotional Difficulties of the Refugee.’8 Here, Hans connected 
corporeal problems in his patients to the specific psychological strains 
of post-war life for refugees. Hans identified neither the experience of 
persecution nor the flight itself as the culprit; instead, to him, the prob-
lems arose out of an inability to reconcile the stresses of the past with 
the mundanity of modern American life. According to Hans, while a 
“refugee has the mental strength to survive the Nazi terror, he threat-
ens to collapse under the normal conditions here [in the US].” In keep-
ing with the more confident and assertive tone of the Salzmanns’ own 
photographic archive, in his writings, too, Hans never personalised the 
symptoms of or treatment for this spiritual disturbance. It is nonetheless 
easy enough to imagine Hans drawing on his own reservoir of personal 
experience for the litany of refugee difficulties he provided: “the disap-
pointments, the collision of desire and reality, the anxiety especially of 
those who are the most conscientious, the mental strain of looking for 
work, the inevitable unease of those, young and old, who live together in 
confined spaces and in economic difficulties, [and] everything that is new 
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and different – all these create psychological tensions.” Hans’s authorial 
voice nonetheless distanced himself from these representative cases; he—
and his family, presumably—had adapted, had found a way to still any 
nagging doubts and transform themselves from “the refugee of yester-
day into the citizen of tomorrow.” For Hans, it was not mere coinci-
dence that the “Statue on Bedloe’s Island is set in American soil, but 
had been built in Europe.” Taking their cue from the Statue of Liberty, 
the Salzmanns felt confident in their ability to piece together an iden-
tity and sense of belonging from parts that, although given meaning in 
an American context, remained indelibly stamped by their European 
origins. Unlike German migrants, refugees remained, even for the 
Salzmanns, people who could not cope, who did not feel at home in 
their new country.

For many migrants, however, Germanness and Americanness co-
existed in a new, synthetic identity. In actively positioning themselves 
within as well as between these national belongings, the Salzmanns 
were one among many groups appending various ‘German’ affiliations 
onto otherwise salient self-identifications in American society. For the 
Hamburg Lutheran, Bavarian Catholic, or Berlin Jew, ‘Germanness’ var-
iously transcended, complemented, or underwrote more pronounced 
religio-regional markers. Repositioning these branching identities under 
a larger identitarian umbrella reveals the latent utility of ‘Germanness’ as 
a tool for assimilation and differentiation across a spectrum of migrant 
communities. The Salzmanns’ markers of ‘Germanness’, then, were less 
the baggage of forced exile, to be shed as the price of admission, but 
the very stuff of assimilation for refugee and voluntary migrant alike. 
This situation extended across American life, from the cultural to the 
educational, although an example from the commercial sphere illus-
trates the point. In discussing the business acumen and artisanal skills of 
many incoming refugees, a Jewish social worker at the time noted that, 
“wherever the skill of an individual is transferable, and he has the wish to 
make it so, the German background seems to be a real asset for employ-
ment.”9 ‘Germanness’ was, in this sense, a benefit for the Salzmanns 
once in America, operating as an intermediary between old and new 
commitments, helping to pry open a society itself bracketed by distinct 
social and cultural identities. The flexibility of Deutschtum (the whole 
of—global—“Germanity”) remained a crucial trope. And it reminds us 
that ‘German Jews’ are not the single deviation from a baseline ‘German’ 
identity.
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With the benefit of hindsight, of course, such migrant stories appear 
in a different light. As Allied soldiers, criminal investigators, and later 
historians unearthed the full extent of the Nazi Holocaust and the 
widespread institutional networks and societal complicity that made it 
possible, it became more difficult to see the Salzmanns and the 90,000 
or so other German Jews who moved to the United States between 
1933 and 1941 as anything but refugees, who were lucky enough to 
escape the most brutal annihilation of human history. This realisation 
has, understandably, prompted many later chroniclers of Jewish flight 
and exile to search for traces of trauma even in stories of seemingly 
‘successful’ migrants. Prominent amongst these was the Bavarian-born 
writer and later professor of German literature in England, Winfried 
Georg Sebald. In 1992, Sebald published Die Ausgewanderten, a 
novel translated into English in 1996 under the title The Emigrants.10 
Although not a work of historical scholarship, Sebald’s lively and mov-
ing rendition of the fate of four Jews who had fled Nazi persecution 
in Germany or German-occupied Europe, has helped shape the mod-
ern imagination of Jewish exile.11 Like the Salzmanns, Sebald’s fic-
tional characters establish new lives for themselves abroad, and move 
on to lead a seemingly normal existence. And yet, Sebald’s account 
offers the antithesis of a happy ending. The Emigrants captures a sense 
of deeply and irretrievably damaged selfhood, and the impossibil-
ity of recovery from the twin traumas of expulsion and knowledge of 
the Holocaust. This damage does not appear as an openly visible scar, 
and it does not express itself in a psychological ‘lashing out’ of the 
kind that was, equally memorably, described in Art Spiegelman’s 1986 
graphic novel Maus, which chronicles the recollections of a Holocaust 
survivor in the United States.12 In Sebald’s account, by contrast, survi-
vors remain mostly silent about their histories, but appear afflicted by 
a profound melancholy, which, even decades after exile, drives them to 
suicide.13

In many ways, the Salzmanns’ story can serve as a corrective to 
Sebald’s fictional account, and the influence it has exercised on the his-
torical imagination of Jewish exile. The Salzmanns not only established 
successful new lives for themselves and their children in the United 
States; they also used the technology of photography to place them-
selves, energetically and emphatically, in these new surroundings, making 
and laying claim to a new Heimat abroad, and, through Hans’s public 
slide shows, in turn using these new photographic ‘placements’ as part 
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of a public performance of their new identities. Nor did the Salzmanns 
disown their earlier history in doing so. In relying on photography to 
negotiate their place in new physical and political territory, they quite 
consciously drew on a practice that they had developed and refined when 
staking out their German identities before 1939, and which, in many 
ways, remained a profoundly German habit for them. In their written 
accounts, too, they drew on eminently German conceptions of ‘belong-
ing’ to perform their own identities, and, paradoxically, also drew on 
German stories of trans-Atlantic migration to frame their departure to 
the United States.

The family unit was decisive in such undertakings. While we hear 
Hans’s voice more often than Käthe’s, Ruth’s, or Eva’s in the written 
ego-documents, in the photos, all four of them collaborated in fash-
ioning old and new identities, and hybrids thereof; indeed, while Hans 
often held the camera, it was, in many ways, the women who posed 
and performed in front of and for it, and thus shaped the pictorial nar-
rative. We have already observed this co-production in photos from 
Italy and Germany, from 1936 and 1937 respectively: while most pho-
tographs from those trips show Käthe, Ruth, and Eva, and were thus, 
we can surmise, most likely taken by Hans, it is clear that the women’s 
agency in posing for the camera had as much, if not more, influence on 
the eventual appearance of the photograph, and in particular, how the 
Salzmanns’ positioned themselves in particular environments. This is 
even more evident in the series of photos of the 1947 cruise from New 
York to Bermuda (Fig. 5.2), which show the women of the family as pro-
tagonists, using the deck, stairs and railings of the ship to pose, some-
times humorously, as if they were glamorous models. From the same 
year comes a picture, uncaptioned in the album, that shows Käthe, Hans, 
and six American acquaintances—five of whom were women—walking 
confidently towards a camera, which this time was presumably held by 
another friend of the family (Fig. 6.1). The shot itself is photographically 
unremarkable: what makes it interesting is not the framing of the pho-
tographer, but the actions of those who are being photographed, per-
forming relaxation, fun, their elegant summer attire and an easy sense 
of sociability in their new environment, as they stroll on a boardwalk on 
Coney Island, a popular leisure destination for New Yorkers.

The confidence on display in such shots, first in Germany, and 
then in the United States, speaks to a sense of ‘success’ in assert-
ing, defending, and refashioning their German-Jewish, and eventually 
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German-Jewish-American identities. But this ‘success’ depended crucially 
on the family acting in unison. Ruth, in her brief stint as a lone exile in 
England, and later Käthe, during a brief period as a lonely widow, strug-
gled to achieve a sense of control over their own fates. But when the fam-
ily was united, both physically, first in Berlin, and later in New York, and 
metaphorically, through the exchanges of photographs and information in 
the making of the albums and the ‘family book’, the resulting pictorial 
and written documents testify to lives which, as far as we can tell, were 
deeply fulfilled, mixing, as lives do, moments of happiness with those of 
anxiety, and moments of decisive action with those of waiting and delib-
eration. What is clear is that the Salzmanns never accepted the separation  

Fig. 6.1  Kate and friends, Coney Island, 1946–47, Iowa Women’s Archive, 
Iowa City
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of Jewish and German identities that Nazi policies after 1933 sought to 
impose. It is also clear, however, that an emphatically transnational con-
ception of ‘Germanness’, evident from well before the years of their own 
emigration, allowed the Salzmanns to embrace a new language and hab-
itus in the United States, without experiencing this as a rejection of their 
former identities.

But does this mean that such migrants did not experience trauma in 
the same way as refugees do in the modern imagination? The question is 
difficult to answer on the basis of our evidence. As a medium, photogra-
phy is ill-suited to capturing those more intimate moments of doubt, dis-
orientation, or even existential angst, all of which, for Sebald, constitute 
the core of the emigree experience, and which are normally shielded from 
public view. Even personal letters or ego-documents may not always cap-
ture deeper traces of trauma that are less readily narrated than outward 
events. But there are traces of trauma nonetheless: sometimes glimpsed 
between the lines, as in Hans’s declaration—in an article otherwise dis-
cussing soldiers returning from the Second World War, but potentially 
applicable to his family’s own experiences—that the “average man tends 
to forget the unpleasant as soon as is possible.”14 Another set of hints 
is contained in a set of letters written by friends of the elderly, widowed 
Kate Salzmann in 1964 and 1965. These letters directly address feelings 
of emptiness, melancholy, and depression—though not in ways that make 
any link between such emotions and recollections of trauma explicit. Hans 
had died in September 1963, leaving Kate, in her friend’s words, “feel-
ing empty.” To overcome this state, in December 1964, Kate embarked 
upon a journey through a number of Latin and South American coun-
tries, where she reconnected with other friends and relatives of German-
Jewish descent, many of whom had reached the continent by travelling 
upon similar global migratory pathways during the Nazi-era, joining 
pre-existing Germanophone communities in the process. In her travel 
journal, she wrote of the many “completely ‘German’ villages […] and 
place[s]” she encountered while in Argentina, including a “jiddish vil-
lage with jiddish [sic] as language”, in which one could not buy or serve 
beer on Monday or Tuesday.15 Kate made no photo album of this trip, 
but a single image in the archive shows her with three local girls carrying 
baskets of flowers (Fig. 6.2). There is no trace in this image of the confi-
dent woman posing for the camera, nor, for that matter, any attempt to 
use the medium of photography to place oneself in a particular environ-
ment. The backdrop of the picture is an empty mud brick wall; there are  
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no smiles in these pictures, and all except the young girl in the centre of 
the photo avert their eyes from the camera.

It appears that the trip did not have the desired therapeutic effect. 
Kate’s last entry in the travel diary was dated April 1965. In a letter of 
May 1965, Senia, the wife of one of Hans’s former medical colleagues, 
suggests that Kate returned from her trip to Latin America “in a definite 
depressed state”; she was “quiet and stuck mainly to her apartment.”16 
The letter discusses various suggestions made my friends and relatives 
to support Kate’s mental recovery, including invitations to their houses, 
and volunteer work for Kate. A further letter of May 27 mentions that 
Kate had developed “suicidal tendencies”, and that Dr. Kalinowski had 
prescribed antidepressants. Kate committed suicide later in the same 
year.17

It is of course impossible to tell whether Kate’s depression was directly 
connected to her experiences in Nazi Germany, or difficulties she expe-
rienced in exile; neither her own writings nor her friends’ letters make 

Fig. 6.2  Kate during South American Trip, 1965, Iowa Women’s Archive, 
Iowa City
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such a connection explicit. There was also no indication of any such 
emotional difficulties while she was still married to Hans. And yet, Kate’s 
attempt to cure her melancholy by re-connecting, if not with Germany 
itself, then with other German Jews who had emigrated to the American 
continent suggests, perhaps, a lingering set of difficult memories that 
were rooted the trauma caused by National Socialism and their forced 
migration. Senia may have hinted at this when she wrote: “The fact of 
the matter is that we, all her friends and relatives, have not been able 
to solve these questions for her (as a matter of fact I doubt that we all 
solved them for ourselves…).”18

At the same time, Kate’s final attempt to tackle her melancholy 
through travel is worthy of serious consideration. As we have seen, for 
the Salzmanns, mobility and its documentation in their numerous pre-
war travel albums was closely intertwined with the experience of migra-
tion itself, which was, in many ways, framed as yet another trip. All this 
suggests the need to foreground the category of ‘migration’ in consider-
ation of those who escaped from and survived the Holocaust. Just as, per 
Spitzer, the emigrant’s evolving sense of refugee identity was tied to their 
literal movement between nations and between cultures, so too was the 
subsequent development of a collective memory of trauma and loss con-
stituted in a transnational collaboration between victims and survivors 
now scattered across the globe. As Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider have 
noted, this “cosmopolitization of Holocaust memory” includes both 
“nation-specific and nation-transcending commonalities,” all nonetheless 
derived from the particular history of movement and dispersal evident 
in the lives of the Salzmanns and their relatives.19 In this way, migration 
appears essential to understanding not only the ways in which German 
Jews responded to Nazi persecution in the moment, but also the ways in 
which they processed, commemorated, and remembered the Holocaust 
for decades thereafter.

Neither Hans’s comments nor Käthe’s depression in her final months 
offer incontrovertible proof of a deeper truth about their sense of vic-
timhood. Other family members articulated it more clearly—but only 
with the benefit of historical hindsight, and as part of a wider engage-
ment with historical discourses about the Nazi past which transcended 
personal experience. Another German-Jewish family, the Gruenbergers, 
notably Linda (formerly Lieselotte) and her husband Henry (formerly 
Heinz), who was from Leipzig, had left Nazi Germany in 1939, and 
arrived in New York City in the same year. Lieselotte was the daughter 
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of Gertrud Salzmann, the sister of Hans and Curt, and therefore cousin 
of Ruth and Eva. In 1978, Linda wrote the following passage, which 
engaged with the language of trauma explicitly:

We did not see Holocaust. That is not quite true. I did not see the 
scene on the first evening where the girl is being gassed with all the fee-
ble-minded people and the crying mother after that. Ronnie [Linda’s son] 
then told me what had happened. From what I have heard and read, this 
was not even anything much compared with the rest of it. I woke up sev-
eral times being so upset. All the people who had perished came to mind: 
Heinz’s [Linda’s husband] grandmother who died in Theresienstadt, we 
were told, of natural causes. A sister of my mother-in-law who was picked 
up on the street in Leipzig. The daughter of another sister who disappeared 
from Paris. Steffi’s mother who had hidden in a different place every night 
and then gave up running and was shipped to be gassed, surely. Henny 
Benas and her mother; Tante Martha and Wolfgang; a friend of mine who 
had married an ardent Zionist who felt he had to stay, etc. etc., they per-
ished in the extermination camps and I would have seen them all in my 
mind had I watched. – Nobody I know volunteered if they had seen this 
except Margo Meyer who called us from Jacksonville and told us, among 
others, that she had to take a pill every night - something she never does. 
She wanted to see this and had forced herself to. Well ….. I asked one 
friend who told me that inmates of camps had told her it was exactly that 
way (the screaming and all). She had not lost any one and, I suppose, in 
that sense it becomes less personal, if this is the right expression. I am glad 
the many people who know nothing about it have seen what went on. I 
read in the paper that the Germans have bought it to be shown in Germany 
by the end of the year.20

Linda’s comments, she herself noted, were spurred on by a viewing of 
the American television miniseries ‘Holocaust’—an experience which 
prompted many viewers, Jews and non-Jews alike, to reconsider their own 
experience of the years in question.21 As research into the broader for-
mation of post-war Holocaust memory has shown, this was not an unu-
sual pattern. As popular media confronted mass audiences with a detailed 
account of the Holocaust, not only the political discourse about the Nazi 
regime, but also the individual memories of those who had experienced, 
directly or indirectly, the processes of discrimination, exclusion and vio-
lence that culminated in genocide, were reevaluated and reshaped in the 
light of what now became known about the macro-historical picture.22
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Such reflections are understandably absent from the sources created in 
the years before, during, and immediately after migration. And yet, we 
might find hints of discussions of the Holocaust between the lines even 
in some contemporaneous sources. Much hinges on how we understand 
the use of irony in framing and living out the complex, and increas-
ingly conflicted, hybrid identities of migrants and refugees. Throughout  
their journey, the Salzmanns’ letters, poems and photographs featured 
elements of humour that sometimes bordered on the surreal: the illus-
trated poem about the ‘Prussians in Cuba’ is a case in point. It is easy 
to assume that such a lighthearted representation of the flight from 
Germany speaks to a sense of defiance, optimism, and, above all, agency 
over their own fate, which was grounded in the Salzmanns’ considerable 
skill and agility in drawing on historical narratives as well as ideological 
templates of the day to give a sense of purpose, meaning, and signifi-
cance to their own story. In this view, trauma was either not, or at least 
not consciously, experienced at all—or it was actively repressed by and 
through the performance of life-affirming joy and enterprise. But one 
does not necessarily follow from the other. The Salzmanns were all too 
aware of the terrible fate they narrowly escaped; in the United States, 
they would also have learnt quickly about the full extent of the mass 
murder that constituted the Holocaust—not least because the Aufbau, 
which they both read and contributed to, was one of the foremost pub-
lications informing its mostly Jewish readership of the fate of family and 
friends left behind in German and German-occupied Europe as soon as 
the information became available. The Aufbau not only published lists 
of individuals who were killed or went missing in the Holocaust. After 
the war, it also devoted much attention to reporting on the prosecu-
tion of those who masterminded the killing, covering war crimes tri-
als, and employing authors such as Hannah Arendt to reflect on their 
significance.

In this context, it is ironic that the advertisements of the Salzmanns’ 
public slide shows of their photographic exploits in the United States 
were published immediately alongside the Aufbau’s coverage of Adolf 
Eichmann’s trial in Israel.23 In combination with other New World Club 
events in which he was involved, Hans’s advertisements ran throughout 
the early winter of 1961–1962, thereby directly overlapping with more 
than a month of extensive coverage of the Eichmann trial and verdict.  
A representative piece from this period, appearing in the December  
29th edition, used Eichmann’s letters to his family from Israel to reflect 
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on the “psychology of a mass murderer.” As the article concluded, the 
correspondence ultimately demonstrated the very same “internal and 
external petty-bourgeois nature that also made Hitler’s coarse utterances 
so frightening in their exorbitant self-righteousness.”24 Such a combi-
nation of derisive commentary with straightforward reportage could 
not have escaped the Salzmanns’ notice, with their slideshow adver-
tisements sitting only pages away. Yet the Eichmann trial and its after-
math, such a pervasive spur towards remembrance and meditation, seems 
quite remote from the focused, present-minded optimism of the adver-
tisement.25 What at first glance appears like repression or denial could 
also be read as a form of existential irony, or doublespeak, that served to 
articulate that which transcended straightforward verbal and visual rep-
resentation. Three examples deserve a closer look.

The first was a sketch, produced in 1935, in connection with the 
Salzmanns’ assertive photographic performance of their Germanness 
when hiking through the Swiss Alps, and performing the ‘Leica duel’ 
depicted in the first illustration in this book. The sketch, seemingly 
casual, but clearly deemed worthy of inclusion in the family archive, 
shows four small figures scrambling up the side of a mountain, each 
clutching a giant fork; on top of the mountain sits an equally oversized, 
steaming bowl of food, over which hovers the apparition of a face with 
a large, hooked nose, vaguely resembling an anti-Semitic caricature in 
the Nazi press. The image could be read as an ironic counterpoint to 
the confident embrace of an at least partially Nazified iconography of 
Germanness in the contemporaneous family photos. Did the Salzmanns, 
through this act of visual sarcasm, seek to preempt or counteract an 
anti-Semitic reading of their ‘out-of-placeness’ in these settings, by por-
traying themselves as caricatures of Jews motivated only by greed, unable 
to enjoy the mountains in their own right, as a ‘thing-in-itself ’?

This question is hard to answer with any degree of certainty, but what 
is clear is that a similar sense of existential irony featured in a Salzmann 
album page from America. In 1951, the Salzmanns had acquired a hol-
iday cottage, replete with its own “Schrebergarten [detached garden 
allotment]” in Continental Village, a hamlet located in affluent Putnam 
County, a little over an hour north of the family’s Manhattan apart-
ment.26 An album page featured five photos showing their attempts to  
turn the bare earth on the newly built estate around the houses into 
gardens: family members and neighbours with garden forks and 
spades, sweating in the summer sun. The page’s caption reads: “slave  
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labour.” This seems astounding for multiple reasons. First, apply-
ing this label to such a trivial scene, at a time when the extensive use 
of Jewish slave labour as an integral part of the Holocaust was already 
well known, would appear to be a rather lighthearted way of treating 
such traumatic histories. Second, using this term in the United States, 
and especially, using it in the English language (the phrase here is not 
the German “Sklavenarbeit”) also references, in similarly trivialising ways, 
the American history of black slave labour in the pre-Civil War era. Both, 
from the perspective of a non-victim, could be seen as arrogant and 
indeed offensive: from the perspective of those who escaped the same fate 
only by a hair’s breadth, such ironies underscored the precarious nature 
of the apparent ‘normality’ of ordinary, post-migration life in America.

A third, even more puzzling example of the use of dark humour to 
negotiate conflicted identities and memories is a poem that Hans and the 
two Salzmann daughters wrote, in German, for and about their mother 
in New York City in 1941. We reproduce it here in full length, because 
only the complete text conveys a clear sense of the multiple ironies at 
play in it. While we have translated it for the ease of Anglophone readers, 
the endnote provides the full German text, in which the moral and polit-
ical ambiguities of its multiple puns and word plays are more apparent.27

The Fabled Beast

Zoological science
Creates something novel from time to time.
In the Third Reich the pig became a dog,

The result was the Nazi-Schweinehund.

In this country, they cross breed only in zoos
Creating ligers and such like.
But we, in our simple house

Have come up with something particularly nice:

The paws are those of a hare,
The back that of a Prussian Trakehner horse,

Its neck and head it has buried
In the sand, so as not to be disturbed
The bottom it holds up into the air

Quite proudly, so you can see its back passage.
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This chimera, this fabled creature,
trots into New Jersey every morning
And back to its stable in the evening,

It gives milk—munges its food—and settles in the hay
And starts afresh in the morning.
This Hare-Horse-Ostrich-Beast
Answers to the name of Huttie.

It sometimes grumbles, sometimes kicks,
But generally is quite amenable.

To this Know-it-all we hereby wish
Bucketloads of health and good fortune for life’s journey

On Chanukah
from Ruth and Eva and Papa

‘Thumbs up’, shouts Hans
‘Chin up’, says Ruth

‘Cheerio’ from Eva-Gerterud

It is, at first glance, difficult to comprehend why a poem written to 
accompany good wishes on Chanukah for Käthe Salzmann (who is 
identified here by her nickname ‘Huttie’) should represent her as a 
racial hybrid between a hare, whose paws presumably represent flight, 
an ostrich with its head in the sand, who hides from rather than faces 
reality, and a traditional Prussian breed of horse, known for its resil-
ience. The poem was clearly not intended to cause offence to Käthe; 
instead, it seems more likely that here, too, the Salzmanns chose an 
ironic mode of expression to tackle issues that they, as a family, con-
tinued to struggle with. The opening stanzas of the poem link the 
idea of racial hybridity, the theme of the poem, explicitly to the Third 
Reich. While ‘Schweinehund’ (pig-dog, or bastard) is a generic term 
of abuse, the poem credits National Socialism with having created the 
‘Schweinehund’, which has a more specific political subtext. It seems 
likely that, as active SPD members, the Salzmanns’ choice of words 
here referenced a famous speech given by the SPD parliamentarian Kurt 
Schumacher in February 1932, in which he had defined the essence of 
Nazism as the appeal to the ‘innerer Schweinehund’, the inner beast, 
or base instinct, of the German population.28 In the Salzmanns’ poem, 
this Nazi programme of ideological de-humanisation, which cre-
ated a nation of pig-dogs, is ironically contrasted with the Salzmanns’ 
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own, metaphorical experiments in creating racial hybrids. Käthe, the 
mother figure and centre of family life, is described both in terms of a 
resilience rooted in her Prussian ancestry, but also by the desire to run 
away or hide from, rather than confront, difficult realities. Perhaps the 
most enigmatic part of the poem, however, is the reference to Käthe 
as a Weisenheimer, or ‘know-it-all’. The German connotations of the 
word are more playful and lighthearted than the ‘smart aleck’ or ‘wise-
cracker’, and could be read as a gentle, familial tease. And yet, the choice 
of term begs the question whether this tease merely related to Käthe’s 
role within the personal dynamics of the family, or whether it was also 
an ironic comment on the family’s survival strategy as a whole, which 
deployed their social, cultural and intellectual resources to negotiate 
pathways through a labyrinth of difficulties and traumas that remained, 
ultimately, incomprehensible, and beyond their control.

Considering the experiences and the interpretative and performa-
tive strategies of Nazi-era refugees in the way in which we have in this 
book gives us an insight into the agility and assertiveness of migrants, 
who defined their sense of selfhood and belonging in the in-between 
spaces created by the powerful ideological fictions of fixed, and exclu-
sive, place-based identity politics. Yet the sources also show us people at 
the receiving end of macro-political developments that overpowered not 
only the meaning-making capabilities of individuals, but, in many ways, 
the very limits of representation. The Salzmanns’ archive, pictorial and 
written, served them well in staking out and defending identities under 
an existential threat by the Nazi regime. Their photographic practice also 
helped them negotiate the experience of migration itself, and carve out a 
new existence and social space for themselves in the United States after 
1939. Yet it ultimately failed to make sense of the experience of Nazi 
anti-Semitism itself, even if its ultimate result, the Holocaust, was pres-
ent only as that which did not happen to the most immediate members 
of the Salzmann family: acknowledged only circuitously, ironically, and 
indirectly, it was the one defining event which could not in any way be 
represented, visually or verbally, in the creation of a personal archive.

And yet, the sense of individual agency remains central to the stories 
of those who escaped from the Nazi terror, and worthy of serious his-
torical consideration. Reducing the experience of families such as the 
Salzmanns to one of passive victimhood not only renders a historical dis-
service to those who played such an active role in defining themselves 
and their life choices. It also runs the inadvertent risk of reproducing 
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a central tenet of Nazi ideology, which sought to define Jews as quali-
tatively different, and separate from, other Germans, their culture, and 
their highly mobile, and often migratory, histories.

In exploring the Salzmanns’ own conceptions of their movements—
social, political, and geographical—this book also contributes to a 
broader conversation about the ways we talk and do not talk about ref-
ugees. Voluntary migrants are the default analytical category for studies 
of historical population mobility. Refugees seem a case apart, coercion 
presumably bending the effects of migration beyond a point at which the 
equivalence can bear its weight. Words such as ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ 
serve a political purpose, transcending migration’s specific triggers to 
classify individuals in terms of an externally determined fate. Such terms 
bypass the ambiguities already built into the notion of ‘voluntary’ migra-
tion. Forced migration drives population movement now as much as it 
ever has. Europe’s current struggles to accommodate the untold thou-
sands of people displaced by war and oppression from Eritrea to Syria 
serve up daily reminders that these issues are more than terminological. 
Refugees enter no land in a vacuum; it is not simply war, but a history of 
movement and adjustment that connects migrants to a new country. For 
the Damascene family in Erfurt today—like the Salzmanns in New York 
before them—interactions with host societies are refracted through the 
experiences of extant immigrant communities. Widening our aperture to 
take in forced and voluntary migrant alike allows us to place the story 
of refugees in the context of histories that were never contained within 
national borders, but were intrinsically transnational and mobile.
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