
the other end of the spectrum, chapter 5, “Celebrating Murder,” painstakingly reconstructs
post-murder banquets and chronicles how executioners feasted and took shots of liquor next
to murder pits. It repeatedly drives home how “drinking ritual and celebration . . . served to
normalize the killing space, to cement male camaraderie, and to bind the perpetrators in a
shared sense of purpose at the site of extreme transgressive violence” (120). In such
moments, Westermann is at his best in doing justice to both his pithy claim that alcohol
is “neither necessary nor sufficient” and his central argument that alcohol directly contrib-
uted to the culture of masculinity that facilitated genocidal violence.

There is much to praise about this book. Westermann excels at capturing intimate cul-
tures of drinking and violence, demonstrating his command of the source material and nar-
rative skill as a historian. As just one small example, he repeatedly uses sensory history to
great effect. The repulsive but pervasive smell of blood and death more than once brings the
reader into the killing fields. Soundscapes, too, play a particularly important role—from sur-
vivor testimonies about the haunting laughter and yelling of the perpetrators to the role of
music and singing in solidifying masculine bonds in bouts of sadism or murder. Music and
song repeatedly capture the celebratory and ritualistic dynamics by which the perpetrators
performed their masculine camaraderie.

For all the things Westermann makes painfully explicit, this is also a valuable book for its
broader implications for the study of masculinity. The book’s content can be emotionally
trying, and even the most seasoned scholars of genocide may struggle with the fact that
in almost three hundred pages, there is hardly a single paragraph that does not describe
an instance, and often several, of extreme brutality, sadism, torture, or murder. Still, the
core argument is entirely too familiar. Westermann’s analysis of hypermasculine camarade-
rie, drunkenness, and brutality resonates with ongoing conversations about fraternity cul-
ture on college campuses as well as much larger confrontations with contemporary toxic
masculinities. The book is, in the final analysis, an important contribution to broader con-
versations about alcohol, masculinity, and power.
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From its title alone, one would expect this book to be a straightforward biography.
Delightfully, it is much more than that. Joachim Schlör has written a richly contextualized
and thoroughly researched narrative of the world of Alice Schwab (née Liesel Rosenthal),
based on the letters she received between 1937 and 1947. It reveals the steadily increasing
pressure on German Jews stranded in Germany as well as those already abroad. Alice
Schwab, a young refugee who made her way to London, worked at Woburn House with her
future mother-in-law, Anna Schwab, a key player in the organized efforts to assist German-
Jewish refugees scrambling to escape Germany. Global and local events unfold through the
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eyes of letter writers across Alice Schwab’s vast personal and professional network of friend-
ships, extended family, and romantic interests.

Schlör adheres to the chronological order of the letters sent to Schwab (who he refers to
as Liesel) during the pivotal years of the Nazi persecution of Jews. Even when Schlör is
tempted to digress into an intriguing tangent, such as Heilbronn’s Nazi past or the Jewish
refugee community of India, he remains committed to exploring the letters in the order
they were received. Early on, Schlör acknowledges the challenge of using letters to (rather
than from) a subject as historical sources and reminds us of the need to think critically
about “ego-driven” sources (93). He uses other primary sources, such as regional newspapers
and BBC broadcasts to help contextualize the unique perspectives and circumstances of indi-
vidual letter writers from India, Palestine, Switzerland, the United States, and, of course,
Germany. In doing so, he writes a story of exile of more than just “one woman” as the
title suggests. Rather, the book reveals the vast multitudes of experience within
the ever-expanding and shifting German-Jewish diaspora.

The author’s enthusiasm for hands-on historical research is palpable. He leaves no stone
unturned, interviewing original letter writers and their descendants and combing collec-
tions and estates for reciprocal correspondence written by Schwab herself, to little avail.
He follows the paths and ultimate fates of many of the letter writers, using a creative
range of sources including genealogy websites and local newspaper obituaries. The most
painful parts of the book are excerpts of letters from family and friends trapped in
Germany, such as Hans Eisig and Minni Stern, who were ultimately killed by the Nazis.
Typically, historians of refugees focus on the experiences of those who made it out. A project
like this, by its very nature, includes the voices of those who were left behind. Schwab’s par-
ents’ desperate criticism and outright anger at her for not marrying a German Jew in
Mumbai make their letters difficult to read, even after they arrived in the UK and saw
her happily married there. The way Schlör contrasts the tone of this correspondence with
the sunnier, transcribed interview Alice Schwab herself gave forty years later reminds us
of the necessity to corroborate memoirs and oral history accounts with contemporaneous
sources such as diaries and letters.

Throughout the book, Schlör takes an interdisciplinary approach, drawing on
anthropology, cultural geography, and material history in his analysis. His observation
that Schwab’s life is almost novelistic, with plenty of drama, passion, and emotion lies
outside the scope of traditional historical analysis but is certainly spot-on. One strategy
that is more hit-or-miss is the use of ethnographic-type reflections throughout parts of
the narrative. Schlör intersperses his own personal connections to the narrative, such as
his youth in Heilbronn or his relatives in the wine trade there. However, this kind of
self-reflection would have gone a long way, had he explored his own family’s role in Nazi
Germany and their postwar perceptions of what happened to their Jewish counterparts.
The personal connections he does make to the material are especially engaging but are
notably absent in his discussions of wartime and postwar Heilbronn.

The last quarter of the book takes a sharp turn from Alice Schwab’s world, with London at
its center, to Heilbronn itself. At this point, the southern German city becomes a leading
character in its own right. The primacy of the city for the author is evident throughout,
as the term “City Archives” is continually used to mean Heilbronn’s City Archives (114),
and not London’s. Schlör explores the idea of a remembered Heilbronn as a “third-
space” (187), created by the diaspora of former Jewish residents, who are unfortunately
called “foreign Heilbronners” (185). Perhaps a more appropriate name would be
“expelled Heilbronners,” “persecuted Jewish Heilbronners,” or “refugee Heilbronners”
rather than “foreign,” as though they willingly chose to live abroad. This misnomer offers
a clue to the inappropriateness with which postwar German communities have reckoned
with their own culpability for Nazism. Thankfully, Schlör casts a critical eye on
Heilbronn’s “Weeks of Encounter” (205) held in the 1980s and 1990s, when Jewish refugees
were invited to revisit the rebuilt city and cemeteries. The book’s last section raises more
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questions than answers, namely: How do descendants of ordinary Heilbronners reconcile
their parents’, grandparents’, and great-grandparents’ complicity in the expulsion? What
work has been done in Heilbronn to trace the stolen money and property of expelled
Jews – not in terms of reparations, but for current residents to reconcile with their own fam-
ilies’ complicity in the plunder? What percentage of expelled Jewish Heilbronners and
Holocaust survivors from the city actually attended these Exploration Weeks? (This review-
er’s own refugee grandparents refused to ever set foot in Germany again after they left in
1938.) The disconnect and raw anger toward postwar Germany is only evidenced in a single
letter cited by the author. Perhaps the focus of the last quarter of the book could have
centered the expelled Heilbronn diaspora who refused to return, the non-responses to the
invitations in the 1980s, rather than primarily the polite letters written to city officials.
An analysis of the number of visits to Heilbronn by second- and third-generation Jewish ref-
ugees would also be a useful area to explore.

Despite the unanswered questions above, I found this book to be provocative, well
researched, and extremely engaging. Joachim Schlör is clearly a generous scholar, sharing
archival materials he found that he thought other historians might be interested in explor-
ing in the future. My own approach to comparative studies of German-Jewish refugee com-
munities has been deeply enhanced by Schlör’s unique analysis of a single individual’s world.
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Forced labor in Nazi Germany affected approximately three million Poles and millions of
laborers deported from other parts of Nazi-occupied Europe. Katarzyna Woniak’s book
tries to comprehensively understand the experience of Polish forced laborers in Berlin. It
is a dense local study, although one with special relevance not only because there were
many enterprises using Polish forced laborers in Berlin but also because the city was a
hub for their distribution and often also a station on the flight of Poles trying to reach
their home from other parts of Germany.

Poles faced not only a most repressive racist occupation regime at home but also a
particularly harsh living environment in Nazi Germany itself, characterized by hard work
and long hours, poor food supplies, subpar lodging, and racially motivated legal restrictions.
Most Poles were involuntary workers, including former prisoners of war (POWs) transformed
into civilian laborers, and people grabbed from the streets and factories in occupied Poland
and deported to Germany. Legal provisions, sharpened at various stages and created a
particularly harsh penal regimen for Poles, multiplying the opportunities for infractions
and absurdly inflating the punishments for those forced to carry the discriminating “P”
on their clothing, marking them as Polish forced laborers. Those Poles sentenced by a
German court or arrested by the Gestapo had to expect especially brutal and harsh condi-
tions in labor camps, prisons, or concentration camps. Ironically, the Polish laborers,
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