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Arthur Heitzer: Do you remember where? What street or anything? 

Harriette Esch, sister of Mildred Harnack: Oh, people in that area moved around so much. Mother 

lived in a second story flat, I think on Prairie Street. 

Arthur Heitzer: By 26th, maybe? What was the neighborhood like when you grew up there? 

Harriette Esch: It was a respectable middle class neighborhood. 

Arthur Heitzer: Were the people mostly German or were they all mixed up? 

Harriette Esch: There were lots of Germans living there, scattered through it. 

Arthur Heitzer: Was there enough room to have horses? I’m surprised that one could have horses 

there. 

Harriette Esch: We lived on the corner of Grand Avenue and there were larger houses there with 

barns and horses. And horses were going out at that time, but, let’s see, my father rented that barn, 

20, do you know where Hayes Grocery Store is? 

Arthur Heitzer: Was it on Grand Avenue? 

Harriette Esch: One block from it at Wells; Corner of Wells and 21st. And there’s a long row of about 

eight houses, three story houses all built in a block. 

Arthur Heitzer: On what street? 

Harriette Esch: On 21st. 

Arthur Heitzer: And did you live in one of those ever? 

Harriette Esch: Yes, we lived in several of them. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did you live on the first floor, second floor, third floor? 

Harriette Esch: In fact we had two flats for some years and they rented out what nowadays we call a 

suite, 3 rooms, 2 rooms. They were people of modest income that lived there. 

Arthur Heitzer: So you were what, nine years older than Mildred, right? 
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Harriette Esch: Yep. 

Arthur Heitzer: And the twins, were you one of the twins, or Bob was twins with who? Your brother, 

he was twins with who? 

Harriette Esch: Yes, he and my sister were twins. 

Arthur Heitzer: And then Mildred was younger than them? Was she the youngest? 

Harriette Esch: Yes, I guess she was an accident. She was several years younger than Marion and 

Bob. She’s the youngest and I’m the oldest. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did you have a lot of contact with her when you were a child, or were you so far 

apart in age that by the time she was growing up you were going off to school? 

Harriette Esch: She was the baby of the family and we were all very fond of her and played with her 

a lot. We were an affectionate family. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did she have any particular interests as a child that you remember? 

Harriette Esch: And she was the last one of the family, and a great, pardon me, a great pip of the 

family. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did she ever go to Sunday school or was she baptized in a church or anything like 

that? 

Harriette Esch: I don’t think she was baptized, but we commonly went to Sunday school, the Baptist 

Church. 

Arthur Heitzer: You don’t remember the name of the church do you, or where it was? 

Harriette Esch: I can see the building so plainly. It was on Wells Street, right in the same 

neighborhood, on the southwest corner. 

Arthur Heitzer: Do you know what grade school Mildred went to? 

Harriette Esch: No, because I was gone. I was already living down here. 

Arthur Heitzer: You once told me, I think, that she went to, the school would have been 18th Street, 

next you said it was next to the normal school. 

Harriette Esch: Yes, well that’ the same one I went to. 16 No.1. 
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Arthur Heitzer: Are you sure whether Mildred went there? 

Harriette Heitzer: Well the children went to the local school wherever they lived and we always lived 

in that neighborhood. So she probably went right through that school, but I wasn’t in Milwaukee at 

that time. 

Arthur Heitzer: 20th and McKinley is, I don’t know if it had a different name then, but it’s on block 

north of Chestnut. 

Harriette Esch: That would be foreign territory to us. 

Arthur Heitzer: Now I thought I heard that your mother was a Christian Scientist for a while. Is that 

right? Did she go to a Christian Science church or congregation in Milwaukee? 

Harriette Esch: They had a church way up on the east side. We had to go by streetcar, quite a long 

ride, and I remember we had Sunday school in the church right after church. 

Arthur Heitzer: Was your mother always a Christian Scientist, or was it later in your childhood, or 

earlier? 

Harriette Esch: She wasn’t always. I guess about, from about the time I was born she went to the 

Christian Scientist, I was a little girl, I remember my very good friend telling me she had been 

baptized the night before. 

Arthur Heitzer: Do Christian Scientists baptize children? They do? 

Harriette Esch: A big tub. 

Arthur Heitzer: Do you remember any particular interests that Mildred had when she was a child or 

any stories, anything about her? 

Harriette Esch: Well, she was a great pip. She was the youngest, you see. She was a pet of all the 

rest of the family (laughs). I remember the children had her little wagon. Well, it wasn’t so little, it 

was a good sized wagon with seats up to about this high, a front seat and a back seat, and I 

persuaded them to come with me and pull it around the block. And we struck some bad bumps and 

she fell off and struck her head on the stony sidewalk and she cried. My mother held her and rocked 

her and everybody felt very bad about it, but that’s the only catastrophe I remember. 

Arthur Heitzer: She got better? 
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Harriette Esch: Oh yes, she got alright, but she did cry all afternoon. Mother rocked her and sang to 

her. 

Arthur Heitzer: Your mother, what were your memories of your mother when you were growing up? 

Harriette Esch: Oh, she was a very kind and good person. 

Arthur Heitzer: Was she busy raising the kids or did she have other interests besides that; or did 

that keep her busy? 

Harriette Esch: I guess the church was her only interest. She was busy keeping house and raising 

family. 

Arthur Heitzer: When you say the church, was she interested in a particular church more, or were 

there a number of different churches? You said her major interest outside the home was the church 

and was there one church that was more important than the others? 

Harriette Esch: Yes. She belonged to the nearest Baptist Church which is, well, it was right in the 

same block as the school. Let’s see, there were two school in the block; our 16 No. 1 and on the other 

half of the block was a normal school. Did you ever meet Ruth Seiker? 

Jane Donner Sweeney, niece to Mildred Harnack: Well, I remember her name, Mom, but I don’t really 

recall who she was. I know she was a friend of yours. 

Harriette Esch: We were old friends for quite a few years and I remember she went to that school. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: how do you spell her last name? 

Harriette Esch: S-i-e-k-e-r. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did your mother work outside the home at all to your knowledge? 

Harriette Esch: Well, I don’t remember. She had her hands full with four children. She didn’t any to 

speak of really. She worked in the church. 

Arthur Heitzer: What did she do there? 

Harriette Esch: They had, like churches do, different kinds of meetings and gatherings and she did 

her part. It was a different group of people than I was in. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Was she both Christian Scientist and Baptist at the same time? 
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Harriette Esch: I don’t remember her ever leaving the church. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: So she must have carried on her functions at the Baptist Church at the same 

time as she also was interested in Christian Science. 

Harriette Esch: The Baptist Church was right near where we lived--three or four blocks. The 

Christian Scientist was rather new and way over on the east side; a long streetcar ride. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I remember you telling me one time what aroused her interest in Christian 

Science. Wasn’t there a friend of hers who got her interested in Christian Science? Some kind of 

healing, I think, that occurred? 

Harriette Esch: Oh, in our own family! My aunt, my father’s sister, raised just two children, girl who is 

three years older than I and a boy who is one year younger. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: That’s Hazel and Charles. 

Harriette Esch: That’s right. And Charles got, what do they call it? He became paralyzed. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Polio. 

Harriette Esch: That’s right. And for a whole year he was helpless. And after that she was a Christian 

Scientist. I suppose she had treatment. I was rather small. I was just a year older than Charles was. 

But when he got old enough and strong enough to pay, we were great friends. We lived about three 

blocks apart. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: So it was like a miracle healing? 

Harriette Esch: A lot of those early healings were. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: He remained lame all his life but he was quite functional and a really nice 

person. 

Harriette Esch: He was an awfully nice gent. 

Arthur Heitzer: What was your father doing, mostly, when you were growing up? 

Harriette Esch: Bumming, I guess. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did he make money trading his horses? 

Harriette Esch: Yeah, that’s what he did. 



COURTESY: GERMAN RESISTANCE MEMORIAL CENTER 

Arthur Heitzer: Did he have a number of horses at once? 

Harriette Esch: He’d have as many as six of them at a time. 

Arthur Heitzer: You don’t remember, yourself, when you were growing up that he was in charge of 

this reform school. That was some other time? 

Harriette Esch: That was before he was married. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did your family socialize much? Did they have a lot of people over at the house or 

anything like that? What did they do for fun? 

Harriette Esch: Took care of children. (laughs) 

Arthur Heitzer: What did the kid do for fun? What did you do and your brother and sisters—what did 

you do as kids? 

Harriette Esch: Oh, played with quite a few children on the block; all good friends of ours. And after 

school we’d get together and play all sorts of games. We had yards around our houses back then. I 

remember in winter we ran the hose off and let it freeze and had a good skating rink in our side yard. 

Arthur Heitzer: So there was a lot of room between the houses? 

Harriette Esch: Uh, huh, between most of them. This flat we lived in—they were cut in narrow slices, 

just one room across. We’d go in the front door, you could enter the basement or the first floor and 

it was just one room wide, and then there was a furnace area and a kitchen. 

Arthur Heitzer: Were you ever at your brother’s farm near Evansville? 

Harriette Esch: Sure. 

Arthur Heitzer: Do you remember where it was? Was it a real farm? Was he growing, was he living by 

farming? 

Harriette Esch: Was it what? 

Arthur Heitzer: Was he raising livestock? 

Harriette Esch: Yeah, he’d begin by working for the man, the farmer and he was a good friend of his. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Bob never owned his own farm, did he? He rented it, isn’t that correct? 
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Harriette Esch: I don’t know what their business arrangement was. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: But he did not own it. 

Harriette Esch: I’m sure he didn’t. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Bob went to agricultural school, didn’t he? 

Harriette Esch: That’s right, he did--and graduated there. 

Arthur Heitzer: So your whole family did well in education in college? 

Harriette Esch: Oh, they did, yes. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Mom got an M.A., a master’s degree in the late 30s. 

Arthur Heitzer: In what field? What was your master’s degree in? 

Harriette Esch: Economics. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: At American University. That was while she was working at the Federal Trade  

Commission. Weren’t you working at the Federal Trade Commission then? 

Harriette Esch: I’m trying to remember. It was about that time. I’m not sure. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think it was after I went to Germany. 

Harriette Esch: They were night classes. I worked during the day at the office and go to school at 

night. 

Arthur Heitzer: Sure. When did you first meet Arvid, Mildred’s fiancé and husband? Do you 

remember? 

Harriette Esch: Well, Mildred was a high school girl when they came to Washington to live. She went 

to Western High. That was quite a trip down and home again. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: That’s located in Georgetown, you know. 

Arthur Heitzer: So she hadn’t met Arvid then, right, because she was still in high school. So did she 

live here when she was finishing high school? 
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Jane Donner Sweeney: Yes she did, Mom. She lived here when she went to high school, when she 

went to Western. She and Mama Georgi came down here after the end of the war. 

Harriette Esch: I guess they did. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: It was after your father died. 

Harriette Esch: Uh huh. There was a demand for workers in the government and mother had been a 

stenographer and she got a job and she and Mildred lived here. That’s right. 

Arthur Heitzer: You mother was working for what department of the government when she came 

here? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: It was the Veterans Administration, wasn’t it? I thought she worked for the 

Veterans Administration. 

Harriette Esch: Oh, that’s right, she did. I hadn’t thought of that; that big grey building right across 

from the White House. That’s where she had a job for several years. There weren’t very many 

women who could do stenography, and she didn’t have any trouble getting a job. 

Arthur Heitzer: So Mildred, she did one year of high school when she was living here? Is that about 

right? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think she did finish here at Western, Mom. She may have come only in her 

senior year and then she did go for one year to GW University, isn’t that correct? 

Harriette Esch: Yes, she did. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: And she didn’t like it. 

Harriette Esch: She didn’t care much for GW, that’s right. 

Arthur Heitzer: And then she went to Madison.  After she was at GW for a year she transferred to 

Madison? 

Harriette Esch: I guess so. 

Arthur Heitzer: Why didn’t she like GW, do you know? 

Harriette Esch: They weren’t business-like enough. She just didn’t care for it, I don’t know. 



COURTESY: GERMAN RESISTANCE MEMORIAL CENTER 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think she was homesick, too. She was a Wisconsin girl and the tradition was 

to go to Wisconsin University. Both her sisters had gone there. 

Harriette Esch: I guess you’re right. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: And it’s a lot more fun to live at the university that to live at home. 

Arthur Heitzer: Sure. So, when did you first hear of this fellow that she was going to marry, Arvid? 

Harriette Esch: Arvid. Well, I don’t know. She must have been…She got a job in the office at the 

university. 

Arthur Heitzer: And do you remember—had you met Arvid before Mildred and Arvid got married? 

Harriette Esch: Oh yes. We knew him well. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did they come out here? 

Harriette Esch: Yes. Maybe they were already married when they came here. I’m not sure. 

Arthur Heitzer: And then did they live here for awhile before, did both of them go to Germany at the 

same time, or did he go and then Mildred went later? Do you remember that? Did Mildred go to 

Germany with Arvid when he went back or did she go later? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, she did teach at Goucher College didn’t she? In Baltimore? So I think 

that he went back and she joined him later. I think that was the way it was. 

Arthur Heitzer: They were married by that time? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think they were already married, isn’t that right? 

Harriette Esch: I think so. 

Arthur Heitzer: And Mildred lived in Baltimore when she was teaching at Goucher, I suppose? 

Harriette Esch: I think so. 

Arthur Heitzer: And then did they come over and visit you here after that? Did they come back from 

Germany? Do you remember anything about that? 

Harriette Esch: Well, it was a great fad to go on walking trips and they’d get picked up on the road 

and taken a ways and dropped off, and they were always together. 
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Jane Donner Sweeney: I think after Mildred went to Germany, I don’t think she came back until 1937, 

is that correct? I don’t think that she was back here. I think that her mother and your mother went 

over to visit her at one point 

Harriette Esch: I think she was here for a short time, anyway. And Arvid was here. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: That must have been in the late twenties. 

Arthur Heitzer: What was your impression of Arvid? 

Harriette Esch: My impression? Well, he was a nice chap and very bright. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did he speak with a big accent? How was his English, pretty good? 

Harriette Esch: Yes, I think he did. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: He was used English well and he had a heavy German accent. 

Harriette Esch: Yes, I think so. He took his at the University, he took his top degree. What do they 

call it? 

Arthur Heitzer: Doctorate or Ph.D. 

Harriette Esch: That’s right, he took that and I guess Mildred would have if they’d stayed. 

Arthur Heitzer: When did Mildred first learn German, do you have any idea? I see that the records in 

Madison show she was in the French Club. 

Harriette Esch: In the French Club? 

Arthur Heitzer: That’s what the yearbook says, yeah. 

Harriette Esch: (Laughs) 

Arthur Heitzer: So it was kind of funny. And it says, some of the records show that she worked for 

the Wisconsin State Journal, the society page editor and things like that. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: She may have learned Germany in grade school. You did, didn’t you? 

Harriette Esch: We were in a German class. The teacher came with her arm full of teaching books 

and gave us an hour a day about three times a week. 
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Arthur Heitzer: That changed a little bit. With World War I, some of that changed. German was much 

more prominent in the schools in Milwaukee, I think. And then with World War I, it was a little less so 

from what they say in the history books. 

Harriette Esch: Milwaukee was a very German city. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, Mildred went to grade school before World War I so she could have 

gotten some that way. 

Arthur Heitzer: Among the steps somewhere in her education. But, did everybody get some German 

in the schools? Did you? 

Harriette Esch: No, the children’s parents chose whether or not they should take the classes and 

they divided for the teaching. 

Arthur Heitzer: So what did Mildred or Arvid talk about when they were visiting? 

Harriette Esch: Oh, about their work. They were actively engaged in propaganda for travelling over 

the east. 

Arthur Heitzer: What did they say? Do you remember? What did they say about their work? 

Harriette Esch: They didn’t say much, purposefully. 

Arthur Heitzer: What did you understand when you say propaganda? What did you understand that 

they were doing at the time? 

Harriette Esch: Not much. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did you understand that it was dangerous? 

Harriette Esch: Oh, I knew it was. They did more or less organizing among the, well, the horrors, if I 

can say that, all through the east. 

Arthur Heitzer: And what do you mean? 

Harriette Esch: They did quite a lot of travelling, and we never asked them because we knew it 

wasn’t our business. 

Arthur Heitzer: When you say they did work in the powers in the east, what area do you mean? 
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Harriette Esch: Well, I don’t know. I purposely didn’t ask questions. But school centers (inaudible) a 

lot of the work centered (inaudible) the German departments. 

Arthur Heitzer: Are you talking about in the United States in the east or in Europe? 

Harriette Esch: In the United States. 

Arthur Heitzer: And do you have any idea what kind of propaganda? Are you talking about against  

Hitler or what? 

Harriette Esch: We didn’t ask any questions. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did they talk about what life was like in Germany? 

Harriette Esch: I don’t remember. They weren’t in Germany very much at that time. They were in this 

country travelling from school to school. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: You’re talking now about before Mildred went to Germany, is that correct? 

Harriette Esch: Well, they were married before she went. And they did a lot of travelling. They spent 

their time travelling from one school to another. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Was that around the late twenties? They were involved in the Sacco-Vanzetti 

protests, isn’t that correct? It seems to me that they participated in demonstrations at the time of 

the  

Sacco-Vanzetti case. 

Harriette Esch: I think they did, but I knew very little about it. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I thought that was why they were still in Madison. 

Harriette Esch: Maybe it was, I don’t know. We were down here some years, and they visited us here. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: As far as I know, Mildred didn’t stay here after, didn’t come back after she 

went to Germany. 

Harriette Esch: I don’t think she did, no. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Until 1937. I don’t think she visited here, although I think Arvid may have 

been over once. 
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Harriette Esch: Do you know where the German Embassy used to be, the old one? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: On 16th Street? 

Harriette Esch: Well, it was on a cross street between 16th and was it 15th or so? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: An old brick building? 

Harriette Esch: And Arvid lived there. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: He did? 

Harriette Esch: For part of the time, anyway. And Mildred was not here. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Right. That may have been later. That may have been even after I went over 

in ’37. I know Arvid visited here at maybe about in 1938 or ’39 that he was over for a visit. He took 

you out at night. Do you remember? He took you out to dinner or to a play or something and he sent 

you a big bouquet of flowers? But it’s true that when Mildred came over here in the winter of ’37 she 

was travelling around a great deal and involved in activities that nobody would ask her about. 

Harriette Esch: Yeah, there was a lot of that going on. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: And I remember the phrase in the family that we used to say—they were 

theoretical communists or possibly it was intellectual communists but that was the sort of apology 

or explanation, let’s say. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did anybody ask them what life was like in Germany in 1937? Or what they saw? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think Mildred stayed here a little bit when she came over in ’37 and I think  

Arvid came over after I went to Germany, which may have been ’38 or ’39, but I think at that point 

he probably lived in the German Embassy that you mentioned, although I’m not certain. 

Harriette Esch: As we grew older, there really wasn’t anything to do on the farm and we didn’t do 

anything. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: They also did not have college educations. Yours was the only branch of the 

family that got higher education, isn’t that correct? 

Harriette Esch: I guess it was. 

Arthur Heitzer: So they were working the land and you were working the offices, right? 
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Harriette Esch: I guess so. And when I was home it was just for a visit and we lived down here by that 

time. I had graduated right in this house. 

Arthur Heitzer: So you’ve lived in this house starting what year-- 1915 or 1914 or something like that? 

It’s now ’87 so going on 75 years! You’ve lived in this house 70 years. So, did you send many letters 

to Germany or get letters from Mildred and Arvid? Did you get cards for Christmas? 

Harriette Esch: I’m trying to remember. I remember them coming from Switzerland. She’d go to 

Switzerland for holidays. I don’t think she sent any from Germany. 

Arthur Heitzer: I understand Mildred at least went to London one time. I don’t know what year that is 

exactly—in the thirties, I think, the late thirties. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think Mildred went to England with Mommy Georgi. 

Harriette Esch: Yes, I remember hearing about that. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think when Mommy Georgi went over for a visit they went to England and 

looked for the ancestors there. 

Harriette Esch: That’s right. 

Arthur Heitzer: What year was that, do you remember? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: What year was that—around maybe 1032, ’33? 

Harriette Esch: Goodness, I don’t remember, Jane. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I don’t either. 

Arthur Heitzer: So I see there is quite a family tree. I was looking at some of the family tree this 

morning that Jane had put together, the family history. It’s very interesting. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: You know the family map that I made, that big family map? 

Harriette Esch: Where was Arvid then? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: He was in Berlin, too. That was about the way Mildred looked when I knew her 

in Berlin. 

Arthur Heitzer: Now she got tuberculosis at some point, do you know anything about tuberculosis at 

all? 
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Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, I didn’t know a thing about that until after I heard about an autopsy. 

Arthur Heitzer: How long were you living with the Harnacks when you were in Germany? You went 

over in ’37. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I lived with them from between June of ’37 and the winter of ’38, just for 

that many months. 

Arthur Heitzer: And you were teaching some English from the fall on? 

 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Yeah, I taught, as I told you, I put an ad in the paper Studenten ____English? I 

also got a job with an American school in Berlin teaching children approximately 5th graders. 

Arthur Heitzer: Was Mildred teaching over there? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Mildred was teaching in I believe the Schule (school) in Berlin, which is a 

college. 

Arthur Heitzer: What was she interested in? 

Marion, niece to Mildred Harnack: Literature and Martha Graham dance shoes, remember? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: See, Marion and I have different memories for a lot. 

Arthur Heitzer: Well, I have a clipping from somebody from Baltimore sent to me in the last few 

months from the Goucher school newspaper, whatever year it was. It talks about a school and a 

faculty play and how Ms. Harnack was delightfully funny or something in this play, so I know that 

she, at that point, was into fine arts, performing arts. 

Marion: She had a light touch. 

Arthur Heitzer: So at this point she was married to Arvid but he was back in Ger4many, is that what 

you’re talking about?  You’re talking about high school, college? 

Marion: She only visited once, I think, after she was married, didn’t she? I don’t remember. Arvid 

came once without her, I remember. And I drove him down to Williamsburg and afterwards, I, I fully 

trusted him, but I think he was working for the Communists to justify his visit here, because I drove 

him out in the country in the Williamsburg area, James River area there and her climbed a fence to 

take a picture off in the distance, I remember. And he left in the evening to go to whatever he was 
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supposed to be doing on his own. He didn’t take the Williamsburg experience the way I did. I was 

interested in the buildings and the historical meaning of it, but I think he had an ulterior motive. 

Arthur Heitzer: What year was this, do you know? 

Marion: Before the war. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Probably after I was in Germany, late ‘30s or early ‘40s. 

Marion: I think he was justifying his visit here in some way. I think he was a Bolshevik or whatever. 

Marion: Yeah. Good thing he wasn’t on the unfriendly side. 

Marion: I never doubted him, I really never did. And as I look back at it, I just figure he was 

automatically doing the kind of thing that would have… Maybe he was saying goodbye to all of us 

because he really knew he was on a crash course. 

Art Heitzer: A visionary. 

Marion: Well, Arvid didn’t show us that side at all. The last time when Mildred and Arvid were here 

together, Mildred was kind of strained, sort of roughened in her character. I guess she was hard-

pushed knowing what the course was that she was on. I guess she would have liked to have 

convinced us that on political things but we weren’t all that interested so we didn’t listen much to 

that side. 

4: Do you remember when that was? 

Marion: No. Probably just before the war. I don’t know. You know Kay Frank went over there and he 

said there’s a war coming; he was just one of our early college friends and had roots in Germany and 

went over for his own information and the people he stayed with, I guess, allowed him to see the 

growing _____for war. He was quite worried when he came back. 

Arthur Heitzer: You said that you think she would have liked to convince you of political things, do 

you have any idea what topics? 

Marion: We thought she was slightly off, so we didn’t listen, really, and didn’t have anything to, well, 

if Neal had been around he would have explored that. But I can’t remember any of us being into it 

that much. We didn’t know what was going on. 
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Arthur Heitzer: So you said, I think she seemed roughened. You mean she was more tense or more 

serious than she was before? 

Marion: Um-huh. Um-huh. Yeah. 

More dedicated maybe. 

Marion: There wasn’t the lightness of character anymore. 

Dedicated to her cause. 

Marion: I guess. Would like to have had us read a couple of books that looked very heavy and 

uninteresting to me. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Mildred wanted me to get “Das Kapital” and read before I came to Germany, 

but to get it very, very secretly and not to let anybody know that I was buying it, kind of thing. 

Marion:  Yeah, Arvid, too. He was a little worried about my education. I was in college and he 

questioned me a bit and he didn’t think I was getting what I ought to, and he said he would give me a 

good system to follow for studying British history and literature and he broke them into section and 

such. And he cautioned me—don’t ever say who told you this. And it wasn’t the kind of thing that I 

would have considered secret at all. Somebody’s idea of how literature and history went together. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did he give you a list of books? 

Marion: Yeah. I don’t know where it is. 

Arthur Heitzer: He apparently did that with a number of people. Sue Heath Brown who was the 

daughter of one of the embassy officials, she got a list, too. She looked for it and I don’t know if 

she’ll find it. She said she read some of them, I think. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Yes, well he overlooked my education as well. And why not? Berlin 

University. Well, I would have never gotten my Ph.D. if he hadn’t sat on me and made me come in 

every week with a new chapter of my thesis. I never would have completed it. And he also gave me 

required reading in German literature. 

Marion: He didn’t caution you it was a secret at all? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Not the literature, no. He gave Otto and me a wedding present of Hegel’s 

work. That was our wedding present. Of course I never opened it up. 
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Arthur Heitzer: This is in English or… 

Jane Donner Sweeney: German. 

Arthur Heitzer: Were you supposed to read Kapital before you came over, or were you supposed to 

bring it? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, he wanted me to. He really wanted everybody to get properly educated. 

Arthur Heitzer: I mean, were you supposed to bring the book to Germany or just have it in your 

head? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think it was Mildred that… 

Arthur Heitzer: I’m interested in exploring in whatever depth we can which I don’t believe we can do 

adequately in 15 minutes, but maybe get a taste; what you were aware of that Mildred and Arvid 

were doing and what your experience was when you were living with them, and you know, several 

years? I mentioned earlier that I’ve been collecting materials and have generally not seen myself as 

much of a sense in terms of who I lend it out to and stuff. I should tell you this, that when Sue was in 

Milwaukee, I introduced her to this person who was an assistant at the Alumnus Magazine, named 

Ellen Rulseh who is in a very business-like fashion doing a play on Mildred’s life that she plans to 

have a reading of around the July 4th weekend in Madison. And we talked about some kind of 

production or reading in Milwaukee in September which I have, I think have not read it through. Sue 

did and was generally not comfortable with it. I don’t know that there were problems with tone or 

characterization but this person who is well-meaning and who is sympathetic does not have much 

depth or background in terms of German history or anything. She had never heard of land lease, for 

example, you know, very basic things and has got a schedule to write this. And is writing it, etc., but 

is certainly not taking the approach of doing careful methodical research for years before she writes 

the play, whereas someone like Sue Heath Brown already knows a tremendous amount and she’s 

going to do a lot more research before she writes and whether that will ever happen…There’s 

developing a bit of, I don’t know if intention is the right word, but it probably is in some sense, as to 

how to deal with these different creations that are coming up, etc. And so I wanted to at least share 

that problem, good problem, bad problem with you, and if you are interested in looking at what she 

has written so far, and if you have any comments. Sue and I talked about suggesting to her maybe if 

we felt that it got to that point, not to use the names and just, and then make up fictional names 

which is not the way it’s currently written. So that’s something you can dwell on. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, I’d be glad to read it, and as I did with Sandra, what’s her name? 
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Arthur Heitzer: Garson. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Garson thing that I did correct certain factual errors. If anybody wants me to 

read something and to correct anything that I happen to know that’s incorrect, I would do that. I 

don’t have any ambition to do any creative writing around her life myself or do any article, any 

biography. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think that he must have felt quite bad about, he may have felt that he was 

being used by Arvid and the friendship that they had, because he never knew that Arvid was a 

communist and he was a diplomat and there were other reasons for the friendship, that is, diplomats 

made friends. Germans thought they could cultivate the other side and Nazis and that sort of thing. 

So I think he must have really had his nose out of joint when he learned what he was into. That’s one 

idea that I have. He was CIA, and furthermore I think that he was at a time when there were scandals 

in the CIA. I think he was shoved out and rather unjustly. I don’t know the whole story, but he really 

smarted about that. And he and his father, his father was a very idealistic sort of diplomat kind of 

person, and the old school. And then along come all the upsets after—post-war upsets and you know 

that what CIA meant in the sixties in that context, and his son ____ jaundiced view of what went on. I 

think there are a lot of family stresses around that. I think it sort of wrecked her brother’s career, 

too. The two of them paid a visit to me a year ago this spring, or maybe two years ago, I can’t 

remember. She was saying that she was too deaf to be able to travel and that she needed her 

brother along. 

Arthur Heitzer: Whatever the other project is, she’s not current. So she’s on this project and she 

wanted to get the background. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well I think it’s fine that she wants to do that. I suppose I think it’s just a devil 

of a job to get to what may be the truth, and anybody’s view of it is like blind men describing an 

elephant. This person looks at it from this standpoint and that person from that. I don’t think I or my 

family members, any of us, have the same view or the right view either. 

Arthur Heitzer: One of the most sensitive issues certainly involved is the communist issue. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Yes, I realize that. It’s been a hot potato. I think we’ll have enough 

____heroine kind of thing. 

Arthur Heitzer: What do you know about that? 



COURTESY: GERMAN RESISTANCE MEMORIAL CENTER 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, I think there’s no doubt that they were involved in a plot, there’s no 

doubt, but I think also it’s a s John Allenby or Wulf Allenby stated in that letter to me. So many 

people who were actively against the Nazis were the communists. And that was, to some extent, 

true here too. It was the leftists that were the liberals and then wanted to fight in Spain, sort of in a 

hurry. Liberals…I think there’s no doubt. When I went to Germany I had a friend, a school friend. She 

had been in high school with me and I went up to visit her in Denmark and spent some time and so 

did my uncle and aunt and my husband the year we were married in ’38. This friend had had a love 

affair with a radio operator on the ship that she had gone over on, and she was desperately in love 

with this man. And I had heard a lot about this, but he felt it was totally impossible for them to come 

together. He considered himself a revolutionary and she came from a different kind of sort of 

bourgeois family. And I mentioned this to my aunt, and he had also stated to me because I had seen 

him here one time, “Of course I don’t want to see the ditches flowing in blood or anything of that 

sort,” or something—a remark of that nature. And my aunt said, rather sharply, “Why not?” This 

really sort of took me back. 

Arthur Heitzer: Mildred. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Mildred. She, I’m pretty sure she regarded herself as a revolutionary and 

Arvid too. I have no doubt that they truly had contacts in Moscow. I have no doubt that, for instance, 

they never had a telephone, they would not have a telephone in their apartment. Now they weren’t 

well to do, but they lived in sort of genteel, not exactly poverty, but certainly didn’t have a lot. They 

lived on the 3rd or 4th floor in a nice section of Berlin. It was a walk up. I don’t even think they had 

warm water, but for then that wasn’t so unusual in Berlin. I thought it was a pleasant apartment in a 

nice section of town. They didn’t have a telephone and that was one of the things that made it, after 

I moved out, it made it less and less possible to be in much connection. 

Arthur Heitzer: Sure. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: But the reason they didn’t have a telephone was they did not want their line 

tapped. They couldn’t afford to have it known who they were in contact with. I’m sure of that. Now 

when I got married, which as I said, I got married in March, I came over in June and the following 

March I was married. 

Arthur Heitzer: 1938. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: ’38 and even before that for a month or so, perhaps a little more, I moved in 

with my husband to be so I wasn’t with them. We used to in the first year or so, we used to go out on 
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weekends for long walks, which is something that you did—nice walking excursions. You’d ride out to 

the periphery of the city on the Stadtbann and then you’d walk from one place to another—around 10, 

15 miles depending on how much you wanted to do. And we’re in love and I wanted and at cafes at 

the end of the walk we would sit and drink coffee and get on the train at a different station. I was a 

very nice time. So we used to do that as foursomes in the first year or so. My husband was a 

colleague of my uncle, they were both economists. As I told you, my uncle supervised my getting my 

Ph.D. and he was insistent on that and I think, correctly, he said that’s insurance. And it has been 

useful to me even though what I’m doing now has nothing to do with a Ph.D. in English literature 

philology, which is what I got it in because that was the easiest thing for me to get it in. 

Arthur Heitzer: Is that from the University of Berlin? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Um-huh, which I got in 1940. My first son was born October of ’40 and after 

that time we had less and less contact with them because we weren’t in a position to go out on these 

walks and we couldn’t be in contact with them by telephone. There wasn’t a very good way of doing 

it. And, anyway, my husband felt and I think correctly, and he said he didn’t see any reason why the 

Communists were any better than the Nazis. And so he resisted Arvid’s efforts to involve him and I 

think that I probably owe my life to that. My husband was in no way a Nazi, but, and he saw very 

clearly, you know he was a very brilliant intellectual, a man from the working class. His father was a 

smith in a factory in East Berlin and his mother had pushed him into making something of himself. 

He was the last hope of the family. I, of course, didn’t court in my idea what we were going to get 

involved in. Because we got engaged at a beautiful ball which this club put on, one of the big hotels 

with lovely chandeliers and the Blue Danube playing while we danced in evening dress. So I had 

visions of leading a kind of Vienna-like life. Anyway, so where was I? We didn’t have much contact 

with them after the first child was born and I had already gotten my doctorate. 

Arthur Heitzer: 1940? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: ’40, yeah. I was already pregnant. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did either them try to involve you in anything? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: They did not and I don’t think they had much opportunity. In the first place, 

when I first came over, I was really very young and I couldn’t have done that much good anyway. I 

was 21 at the time. I had no idea this was going on—politics. I did dislike the Nazis, everybody disliked 

the Nazis, at the time. 

Arthur Heitzer: Assumed. 



COURTESY: GERMAN RESISTANCE MEMORIAL CENTER 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Assumed, yeah. I was kind of exciting, an exciting city Berlin. There’s 

something overwhelmingly masculine about that city. We call Paris a feminine setting and I think 

Berlin was. 

Arthur Heitzer: Hard as a nutshell. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Yeah, right. A lot of culture there of course: music and operas and plays and 

a little bit on the edge of things. Arvid’s sister, Inge, whom I would like that picture of, and who 

became my really best friend at the end of the war, was married. She moved in those artistic circles. 

Her first husband had been an artist. She married very young. That marriage, a sculptor who was 

Jewish, who had that is the private number… But finally I know at some point she had her tubes tied, 

that she became pregnant and did not know how to govern that, you know in those days people were 

kind of helpless about birth control and that sort of thing and somehow they were driven apart. I’m 

not sure how that all happened. But when I got to know her she was married a second time to a 

violinist, a very well-known violinist whose name was Havemann, I forget his first name. And I guess 

he was her true love in a way, but he was one of these guys that couldn’t keep from having ex-

number of other girlfriends who, when he wanted to bring one of his students to live with them in the 

home, he was having an affair with, I guess she called a halt. But her two boys were brought up more 

or less with that group and then after that happened, the family kind of took care of the boys for a 

little while, and went into a Rudolph Steiner school in Hereford I think it was. And I don’t know just 

how. One may have stayed with her mother or something like that. Eventually she was able to pull 

them back together, after she left her husband and they were teenagers. The three of them were 

able to live together for a little while during the war. Anyway, what I wanted to say was, she had a lot 

of connections in the art world, the world of music and art. She was the favorite, I guess, the favorite 

model of her first husband. At any rate he did several paintings of her which her son Wulf Allenby 

who changed his name to John has in his home in England. And I’ve become friends with him and his 

wife. It’s all such a complex story. It’s a little hard to know where to catch hold of it. She died. The 

story I heard from her remaining son, her other son, was thrown into the war as a 17 year old. I guess 

it was at the end of the war in some kind of tank battalion and he was killed. The one who survives 

whose name was Wulf and changed his name to John was really saved only because he broke his 

back in a bad bicycle accident. He still suffers from that, but he has kind of an iron will which lead 

him to sort of deny and overcome his disability to the point that when he went to England to join his 

father after the end of the war, he joined the Royal Air Force and became a pilot and went through 

all of the rigorous training they have to go through. His father, in the meantime, married somebody 

else who Wulf didn’t like; she didn’t like him. I don’t know just what the story was. Wulf also went 

through, I believe, the Lenin School of Economics. He was a fellow who always prided himself on 
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being able to do anything.  Inge, I wanted her to come here and live and I would have really tried my 

very best to get her over here, but she said she couldn’t leave Germany and loved Germany. And, 

flawed as it was, and in fact I think sort of out of loyalty to Arvid and his convictions, she also 

wanted to stay in East Germany. And she was friends for quite a while with a museum director 

somewhere in East Germany. Also in the interim she had lived with another musician and composer 

whom I also knew slightly, who was the husband of her stepdaughter, that is, Havemann’s daughter 

by another marriage. But the second husband’s daughter by another marriage who was also about 

her age and she had found a ____with that couple and he had fallen in love with her. So she lived with 

him for awhile but she always told me that she didn’t really love him, that Havemann was the only 

one she was attracted to. But she wouldn’t go back to him because he wouldn’t be faithful. Herfer, 

this other man, wrote, composed a composition which he called “Mysterium die Liebe” which he 

dedicated to Inge. Inge was a beautiful woman. People would say, Arvid concluded that she was the 

brightest of them all, of all four children, but she never had an opportunity really to be educated in 

any way in which she could have a consistent kind of profession. She did go over Mildred’s 

translations. Mildred translated some things into German and, including I think Irving Stone’s 

biography of Van Gogh, something else,” Drums Along the Mohawk,” and Inge did go over them. It’s 

very hard to translate into another language that’s not your tongue.  

Inge stayed in East Germany and I was out of contact with her after awhile, after I came over here 

for quite a long time. Her son Wulf became a DOAC pilot, in those days called that, British Airways 

now. And he for awhile in the sixties, I had some contact with him because he would come through 

here.  But I was sort of put off by him because he seemed so cocky and seemed to communicate that 

he felt so superior and able to be on top of everything. Then I was sort of put off. I understand it 

differently now. When she turned 70 he asked me if I would write to her. I hadn’t been in contact with 

her and I did. I wrote. She wrote a brief response. She was living then with her sister Anza, her elder 

sister in her neighborhood and she said in her letter she didn’t intend to stay there, and I knew what 

she meant, that is that she was someone that really needed to have contact with a man, she wasn’t 

meant to be an old maid type person. But I learned from John Allenby when I was over there this 

year in England when we met in their home. It was this past year and they visited here. But they’re 

the ones that picked up on the contact and they kept it up. Incidentally he has 3 or 4 sculptures and 

pictures that his father made of Inge in his house. Beautiful work. I learned that she died and it was 

very hard for him to tell me about this. It seemed as though after her younger son was killed in the 

war, she developed asthma, very severe asthma and in order to combat the asthma she was given 

some kind of medication which is now recognized as having very bad effect on your body, 
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disintegrating your bones. And she was living with her sister then and she fell one night when she 

was alone and was alone all night and they found her dead in the morning. 

Arthur Heitzer: Is the other sister still living? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: That sister is still living so is the brother. 

Arthur Heitzer: Falk, yeah. Anza is still alive. In West Berlin? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think so, yes. And John Allenby is the one who is the connection with those. 

He goes to Germany frequently. His wife is German but both of them have lived in England for a long 

time. Her daughters were born in England and they are always more British that Britishers, and 

speak perfect English and that’s the kind of thing John demands of himself and he has worked in 

quite a high position and has had quite a high position in a manufacturing company, although, he is 

retiring now. And he’s not in very good health, something with his heart, I’m not sure just what. But 

they’re nice people. I enjoy them immensely. I did send you Arvid’s last letters from prison, but I 

didn’t try to translate them, and they’re written in script. 

Arthur Heitzer: Yeah, I have those along. I looked through them and saw that they’re not anything I 

could read fast. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well I could read them to you if you want. They’re very affecting and noble, 

and I don’t mean sarcastically. 

Arthur Heitzer: These were written to you? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: They were written to the family. 

Arthur Heitzer: Are there similar ones from Mildred or not? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: No, but there are some poems she was working on, Goethe poems. You know  

Arvid’s father was a Goethe scholar. He was one of four brothers who were all professors. 

Arthur Heitzer: You know about Arvid’s father or Arvid’s…? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Men of substance. Arvid’s father was one of four and he was a Goethe 

scholar. The most famous one was Otto von Harnack, he got the von from a Kaiser, I think, his 

achievements as an international theologian. But that high intellectual focus was very present in the 

whole family and that was something that I got some benefit of when I was over there, one of the 
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best things that happened to me for the time I was over there. It was as though they recognized that 

tradition in Germany. 

Arthur Heitzer: So did Arvid give you a list of books to read, too? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Yeah, but Arvid’s father committed suicide just before World War I. The story 

went that he went off into the woods and he was so despondent about the way the war was going 

and he killed himself. I always thought that was an awful thing for him to do and leave his wife with 4 

children, Arvid being the oldest and I think Arvid was something like 13, to go into World War I and so 

forth. So that was something that I think distorted Arvid’s life. He had to I think sort of take over as 

the man in the family which explains to an extent why he felt he had to be on top of everybody’s 

education. 

Arthur Heitzer: Sure. Well, I don’t view that interest as a negative thing. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: No, except he wanted to impose his views. He was good for me in that he 

made me hang in with getting through to my degree, and he proscribed, it wasn’t political writings 

that he got me into, but it was literary things: the literature of 19th century Germany and some 20th 

century. It was very good for me to read that in German, you know, because I didn’t know much 

German when I went over there. I’d had two years in college. I could hardly put a sentence together. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: My mother really turned to her work and sort of wiped the family from her 

awareness and that was one of the things, oh it was very complex going through the whole 

Depression time. All of the stories that happened along the way, but I don’t mind talking about them, 

but really I don’t have more time. 

May 22, 1978 (with Jane Donner Sweeney) 

Arthur Heitzer: Well, one thing I had asked, I don’t know if this is the best place to start, but whether 

you had much of a sense of who their social contacts were, Arvid and Mildred, in Berlin? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Very little except for his extended family; I first lived with them as you know 

from June through about January, June 1937, 1938. And then they included me in whatever their 

social life was. And really what that consisted of as I experienced it was, let’s see, I can remember a 

really lovely party at that____, Dahling was a very nice suburb of Berlin, Gahlen, where there were 

sort of fine old houses and gardens. This was at the home of a family that was very friendly. I think 

they may also have intermarried with the Harnack family. And they were the same scholarly and 

artistic tradition. And those people were really highly cultured and educated. I remember the way 
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the evening went was, it was in summertime and everybody got a little lantern on a stick and 

someone played music in the house and we walked around the garden with the little lanterns in a 

sort of ritual which was just very beautiful. It sort of underlined the beauty of the summer night, and 

then as far as I could recall, we sat inside and then someone sang. They made their own music, you 

know, these people were musicians and singing. That sort of thing was part of their life. So they were 

not all a pretentious kind of group of people. They just sort of lived a high level cultural life. 

Sometimes I think that there was a certain analogy to the cultured groups in the Boston area, even 

though that’s a nice area from that standpoint. I have a brother who’s a mathematician, he’s a 

professor at Boston University and also a very good amateur musician, violinist, and he directs 

musicals in his spare time just because he enjoys it. So I went to two or three of those kinds of 

events with them and met some people. I could hardly handle German at that time, conversational 

German, that sort of thing. Mildred did give me some instruction about how to walk out in the streets 

and that sort of thing, how to buy something. I remember she would say, she taught me a phrase 

that, I’ll turn the music down a bit. She taught me a sentence, “Ich bin auslenderen. Bitte sprechen 

Sie langsang.” So I would say that first to people and she also, well, I told you yesterday, she helped 

me work out an ad for the paper that I was teaching. And she would give me some hints. She spoke 

German very well by that time and so I guess I spoke English with her. 

Arthur Heitzer: Was there an American colony in Berlin at all? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Mildred didn’t have ties with the embassy and I was there after the time 

when she had a very particular tie, I think, to Martha Dodd. 

Arthur Heitzer: Really? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I only heard her name. The people at the embassy later when I was there 

were not particularly compatible with____ except for the Heaths, Ron and Louise Heath, Sue Heath 

Brown’s parents. 

Arthur Heitzer: Right. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: And they were good friends with them and we stayed friends with them also, 

my husband and I. I taught their son, Donald Jr., so did Mildred. Mildred taught him literature and I 

taught him history, tutored. He was maybe 12 or 13, something like that. Their daughter Sue was not 

there. She was away somewhere. I remember going to a hunting lodge one time with them. It was 

probably on a weekend where there was a young man who was obviously flourishing in the Nazi 

Party. He came in with a convertible, a beautiful, two beautiful girls and they sort of flaunted 
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themselves around and the people at the party were raising eyebrows about that when obviously 

these were not people who subscribed to Nazism. Not what was sort of a given in that that kind, I 

know that with those people that they just, well, they came out of a long _____tradition that we all 

know about that that was a strain in Germany that was on the highest level and intellectually and 

artistically and, I guess they kind of looked down on them, well of course I’m guessing. But as I said 

was really very new in the country and could hardly use English at all, I mean German at all, and so I 

was just taken along. 

Arthur Heitzer: So, you mentioned yesterday about there were four Harnack brothers? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Yes, Arvid’s father and his three uncles. 

Arthur Heitzer: And Arvid had one brother, Falk and his two sisters. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: That’s right. Arvid was the oldest. Falk was the youngest and then the two 

girls were in the middle, Inge was the second youngest, Anze second to the oldest. 

Arthur Heitzer: And I don’t know if you’ve ever even seen this report but the newspaper that was put 

out by the U.S. military government of occupation right after the war had an article about a large 

rally commemorating the victims of Nazism and had a pretty big part of that devoted to the 

Harnacks. And they wrote in there that when Mildred was executed that there was an official at that 

hospital or something and he secreted her ashes. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: A chaplain, I think. 

Arthur Heitzer: Well, there was a chaplain too, but there was also a medical doctor, a different 

person who secreted her ashes out and then had them sent to her sister-in-law which would have 

been one of  

Arvid’s sisters, in Berlin. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: That would have been Inge. I never heard that her ashes were saved although 

I’m not at all confident that I have information. I think the story that I’m more familiar with is that 

somehow her body arrived at some medical facility for use by medical students and some way, 

maybe it was tagged, I don’t know, but it was recognized and determined through that that she had 

tuberculosis and that she had been in a very debilitated state when she was executed.  I don’t know 

if that’s accurate or not. 

Arthur Heitzer: You know where you heard that: Any idea? 
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Jane Donner Sweeney: No, I don’t have any idea. 

Arthur Heitzer: What is your impression of what her health situation was like in Germany during the 

time that you knew her? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, she seemed in good health when I first met her which was ’37. It must 

have been about 1941 or so, you see after my first child was born in 1940 I didn’t have a lot of 

contact with her, as I’ve told you. Through force of circumstance and I was like totally occupied in, 

they were, you understand there, everything had to be done from scratch in Germany. We had, in the 

apartments, we had a stove in every room where a fire had to be built and also firewood was, or 

briquettes which was what they used, was very scarce. That was already starting to be extremely 

scarce and it cost a lot of time and effort just to hold things together. I lived in Berlin but I was 

evacuated in various parts of Germany for periods of time. Anyway you question was? What was the 

question you asked? 

Arthur Heitzer: Well, it was about her health and you were… 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Oh, her health. So it was about, it must have been around ’41 or so that she 

had to be hospitalized. I think it was because of the ectopic pregnancy that I told you about. And 

when she came out she looked very wan and she had very beautiful heavy blonde hair, I think you 

know. But that was turning grey and getting thin at that time, and so she, I suspect that she must 

have had tuberculosis at that time, too. I don’t think she ever really recovered. I had very little 

contact with them after that. 

Arthur Heitzer: You mean you’d see them every couple of months? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Maybe. It wasn’t that we were hostile but it was that we were separated in 

the city and nobody had any mobiles or anything like that, and they had no telephone, and I was very 

occupied with my baby and also I’m sure they were very occupied with what they were doing. 

Arthur Heitzer: Was your first husband with you during the war or was he on the front? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, he was a professor, an economist who worked in the Economics 

Ministry, a colleague of Arvid’s. Arvid also was in the Economics Ministry. 

Arthur Heitzer: Right. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: And he was deferred through hi also having gotten, which he did on purpose, 

a professorship in Hamburg, so he had to spend a lot of commuting time going back and forth on 
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train and so he just straddled two jobs. He was deferred and he was deferred throughout the war. 

And in 1943, I think it was, he was sent to Paris as a tax adviser for the occupation, for the German 

occupation government, and the alternative would have been for him to have been sent to the 

eastern front. And there was a man in the Finance Ministry who was instrumental in his being sent to 

Paris and was supposed to have said we’ve got to save some of these people. That also meant that I 

was alone with two small children and a third on the way, which was a very tough circumstance 

because I couldn’t stay in Berlin because of the bombings and I was evacuated to a couple, two or 

three different places. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did you try to get out during the war at all? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, a couple of times I could have gotten out through the Red Cross, but 

what it would have meant was extreme danger for my husband, if his wife went over to the enemy’s 

side. I did it for a totalitarian government that’s a danger, and if you don’t want to subject you family 

to… 

Arthur Heitzer: So, while you were, I guess, laying out your situation during the… 

Jane Donner Sweeney: At the end of the war in ’45, the winter of ’45, I was living in a castle in 

Mecklenberg which was way out in the country which belongs to an American wife of a German who 

had been killed on the eastern front. And this was a situation where a rich American woman married 

a German title and I’d been able to locate her through—I don’t know where I got her name from, but I 

had written to her and asked her if she had any room for me and my children. And I was living there 

in January 1945, I guess in the winter of ’45. At that time there were a lot of people streaming 

through all ways and byways fleeing from the Russian front, coming from Poland, the direction of 

Poland. And there was, well to make a long story short, I joined with one of those so-called treks in 

horse and wagon with my children in order to try to get where the Allied troops would be rather than 

to be overtaken by the eastern front, the Russian front because there were all kinds of stories that 

were going around about what happened to the civilians. It really, on the other hand, I look back over 

all of the things that happened in my lifetime and from my present perspective, I think that for one, 

we create our own lives and, number two, the things we come up against contain the appropriate 

lessons for us as we walk through life. And I think I learned quite a lot about it and it had to do with 

being human. And I think it helped to make me a good type of therapist and helped me to be able to 

do the kind of work that I do now. 

Arthur Heitzer: So, getting back to Mildred, as far as you know she was in pretty good health until at 

least ’41? 
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Jane Donner Sweeney: I think so, yeah. 

Arthur Heitzer: And her hair was turning white from that point on. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think so. Well, I don’t know that it was white at that point, but it certainly 

wasn’t as luxuriant and beautiful as it had been. 

Arthur Heitzer: When did you first know that Arvid and she had been arrested? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, let’s see, not too long afterwards, I think. I don’t know how I learned it. 

It may have been through Inge. Inge was, you see here, I had three children. I was immobilized in 

Mecklenberg, and also I was a stranger in a strange land with a husband who was at the mercy of my 

being discreet, in a way. But there was nothing I could have done at all. Inge, Arvid’s family, showed 

considerable bravery in insisting on learning things about him. And I think, as far as I know, I think 

Inge went to the prison and she brought them things. I don’t know whether they got delivered. There 

wasn’t much anybody had in those days to offer. There was one story that Mildred has been 

somehow, an orange had been gotten to her and also her mother’s picture and that she, it may be in 

this material that you have, and that she looked at the orange and marveled at how it smelled. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Inge’s name was Angst Havemann, I believe, I’m not sure.  

Arthur Heitzer: There is a Havemann name that was mentioned in one of these other articles here as 

a collaborator with Arvid in the underground. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Wolfgang? Wolfgang was Havemann’s son by an earlier marriage. So he was 

Inge’s stepson and he was around Falk’s age, I suppose. He was a little older than me. I went out with 

him once in Berlin. He took me to a concert and then he said sort of barely, he’d like to take me to 

get something to drink or something, but he didn’t have any money. Don Allenby could tell some 

things about that household. He spent several years in that household so he knows about those 

people. I was told that Wolfgang was interrogated at length and that he had mentioned my name; 

that he had said something like, “I’m no more guilty than Jane Donner,” or something of that sort. 

And that was very frightening to me to hear that because I felt resentful that he had said it, used my 

name at all. I don’t know whether it was accurately recorded. 

Arthur Heitzer:  How did you hear that, any idea? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I can’t remember. And he did call, I think, once. He had been put in prison for 

awhile or under interrogation or something. Now again, John Allenby would be able to tell you what 

became of him. He really is a key to the Harnack and the Havemann family. 
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Arthur Heitzer: He wasn’t executed to your knowledge? 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  No, I don’t think so. Oh, let’s see. I think he was sent to a _____. Do you know 

what that is? That is a through into the eastern front. People who were labeled somehow as 

prisoners, staff means you know…punishment. And they had especially dangerous assignments. And 

again, John Allenby would know about that. I don’t even know if he survived. I kind of think he did. I 

think John Allenby mentioned him when I saw him in England. John is not too eager to talk about all 

of these things and it’s painful for him. I think he would be open. And his wife is a lovely person and 

very familiar with all of this. 

Arthur Heitzer: By the way this, what you’ve got in your hand, I think I got this from Sue Heath at 

one point, but it supposedly it’s in the archives. It’s one of the things I hope to do while I’m still in 

town, but it’s a book on personalities in the Red Orchestra. It looks like a book that the CIA published 

themselves, although it looks, you know, like, typeset and everything like that. But all I can get is 

these pages. 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  Yeah. 

Arthur Heitzer: And there is no such book in print, I guess. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Yeah, oh really? 

Arthur Heitzer: so, I’m gonna maybe try my luck and otherwise bring it up under the Freedom of 

Information Act. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Good. 

Arthur Heitzer: Claim something and see what’s there. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Do you mind if I make a copy of this right now? I did know the____ of friends 

of Mildred and Arvid, but I may have met them once or twice. That was when I had a little more to do 

with her. She was quite unhappy with me because we hadn’t arranged any price for the translations. 

When she did it, and it was very ____ she would do it and then _____ sort of horrified at how much 

she wanted, which seemed a lot at that time, and the figure I had in mind and she wanted 500 marks. 

And of course it’s hard to judge now how much money that was, but I seems my husband ____had an 

awful lot of money. She got, she was quite unhappy with this. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: They call it Humboldt? 

Arthur Heitzer: The old University of Berlin. 
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Arthur Heitzer: Mildred Fish Harnack was one of the most prominent American women in Berlin 

society. And it talks about she helped Martha Dodd organize those now legendary tea parties which 

were such social events in Berlin in the 1930s. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, I don’t know. 

Arthur Heitzer: I don’t know how much of that’s true. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: How much of that’s blown up. I didn’t, as I told you, know Martha Dodd.  

Jane Donner Sweeney: . . .is that Mildred was involved with the American Women’s Club which was 

connected with the embassy. And so for a little while I would go to some of those meetings and later 

when the United States entered the war was dissolved. The Germans did not, the Nazis did not allow 

any organizations that were not a part of the Nazi system so everything was dissolved that wasn’t, 

what do they call it? Blei ___? 

Arthur Heitzer: Did the US Embassy close up right away when there was a declaration of war? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I don’t really know. I do know that Louise Heath was sent to, along with the 

embassy wives when there was danger of bombing in Berlin, they were sent to Norway, I believe it 

was. And then it happened that the Nazis invaded Norway so they all had to come back, just well, 

historically you can find out when that was. And in the contacts to the American Women’s Club 

which was really just sort of a social group there was also a little book review group which Mildred 

was particularly interested in and which I was part of. We would meet and read from American books 

and review them with one another. It was very hard to lay your hands on any American book so they 

were really sought after. But that was all dissolved. 

Arthur Heitzer: In this Bovary reference I read, it says Arvid had the American desk at the Ministry 

of Economics. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think that was probably true. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Just human interest kinds of things, like for instance, in the fall of 1937 when 

Mildred was a young American woman whose name was ___, who was around my age and I went on a 

walking tour through the Harvest Mountains for, it may have been a week or maybe ten days, I’m not 

sure with knapsacks on our backs and it was really lovely. Mildred was somewhat older and sort of a 

mentor for us. And it was really lovely to walk from one then the old medieval towns to another and 

staying at very simple accommodations. She brought along Faust and we all read from Faust which 

was an important presence in the Harnack family—Arvid’s father having been a Faust scholar. And 
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you know Mildred did translate the Faust poetry when she was in business, perhaps before also, I 

don’t know. 

Arthur Heitzer: I knew it was Goethe, I didn’t know it was Faust. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: No, it was Goethe lyrics that she translated, and it wasn’t all of Faust. But we 

read from Faust, and it was marvelous practice in German. And also, it was very inspirational. It 

helped give me a feeling for the grandeur of that, the masterpiece. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Falk was in the world of drama and film and plays and he trained as an actor 

and also a director. The woman that he lived with for many years is an actress. I think they may be 

married by now. At any rate, they were kind of living partners for a long time. 

Arthur Heitzer: There’s also this theory, I guess is the best way to put it, from Donald Heath Jr. that 

Mildred was involved not much in the Red Orchestra but in contact with this group called the White 

Rose. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Arvid had purposely not involved her fully in order to protect her. Whether 

that’s accurate, I don’t know. 

Arthur Heitzer: Do you know where you even heard it? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: No. 

Arthur Heitzer: Were you aware of plans or at least attempts by Arvid to convince Mildred to come 

back to the states during the war? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I don’t know anything. 

Arthur Heitzer: There is even a report that she had a ticket on a ship or something that was still with 

her up to the end, but she never would go. And the Heaths say Arvid had gone to Donald to, among 

other things, to try to convince him to convince Mildred to come back. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, that’s believable. 

Arthur Heitzer: . . .involved in like the Sacco & Vanzetti case in the U.S.?  What do you know about… 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I think as students, although I’ve never been ___. I think they participated in 

demonstrations. 
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Arthur Heitzer: Do you have any sense of what their perspectives were like before 1930 when 

Mildred went to Germany? Whether they were actively involved in civil rights kind of things here? 

And how about when you were living with them in ’37 through the beginning of ’38? Did they seem 

very… Obviously they didn’t like Hitler’s perspective, but I guess there’s a difference between kind of 

having a social… 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, I think they were involved. They were probably involved at that time. I 

know that when, as my sister and mother may have indicted when we were over there, when she was 

here in the winter of ’37, she was travelling around doing things that I don’t know what, but she was 

pretty free as it was. 

Arthur Heitzer: This was apparently different colleges or something? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: I don’t think anybody really knew. And I also think that she conducted herself 

in such a way that questions were not encouraged. 

Arthur Heitzer:  That was the only time that she came back to the United States? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: As far as I know, yes. 

Arthur Heitzer: Somewhere, I don’t know where anymore, I’ve got a paper that indicates at least two 

or three colleges that she lectured at. It was literature and maybe the continental response or 

appreciation of American literature. It must have been on that ’37 trip. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: That may be true. 

Arthur Heitzer: But you know it’s only two or three colleges from what I’ve got names of. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Yeah, that may be true. That may be that that was a cover and you know the 

feeling in my family was that they didn’t have a lot of connections with Mildred. She’d been gone for 

quite a while, and you know my mother left home when my mother was 15, when she graduated from 

high school and went to the university. She had just turned 16 when she went to the university. She’d 

been eminently encouraged a lot by teachers and her mother was evidently very devoted to their 

education. So, Mildred was, let’s see, Mildred was born in 1902, wasn’t it? And my mother was 9 

years older, so when my mother was 15, Mildred was just 6, wasn’t she. And so after Mildred was 6 

she had almost no contact with her. I think my mother focused much more on, those were great days 

for her at the University of Wisconsin. She lived in a house with a professor and I think her whole life 

got transferred there. 
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Arthur Heitzer: Do you know anything about, there’s some reference to Mildred and maybe Arvid 

travelling to Switzerland on maybe a couple of occasions when Mildred do to London just once? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: She went to London, I’m sure, when her mother, my grandmother, visited her. 

I guess it must have been in the early 30s and they looked for roots on the English side of the family 

only that was all their side of the family. 

Arthur Heitzer: So to your knowledge from the time you were over there, she didn’t make any more 

trips? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Trips to Switzerland or England? I don’t think so. We were once in, _____, 

Denmark for four days but that was purely a walking trip. 

Arthur Heitzer: And you and a number of others have talked about at least Arvid’s role in trying to 

oversee or handling your education? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: He would do that with anybody that he got hold of. John Allenby recalls that 

as well. 

Arthur Heitzer: Were there any economic or history or political books? 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  No, I don’t think I was willing to read something like that. He might have 

wanted me to but he didn’t have a very good subject at that time. Mildred got me to read a lot of the 

American literature: Thomas Faulkner, current ___ at that time, Faulkner, Thomas Wolfe, William 

Faulkner. I think she knew Thomas Wolfe. I think she had contact with him when he was in Germany. 

She did get me to read a couple of things to do with women radicals. I remember one of the 

autobiographies of a woman in Russia, revolutionary Russia, who spent a long, long time in prison. 

And this woman, I remember she spent ten years in prison, she had lost all feeling of any connection 

with family or former acquaintances. I understood that. That stuck in my mind later because of you I 

wasn’t ____ for nine years, during a good piece of the Nazi period, and when I came back, I didn’t feel 

as if I had any connection with a lot of people I had known. There was another book about 

revolutionary China, and I remember particularly a passage in that about her having an abortion 

under very difficult circumstances and there was some way which I got an idea that Mildred probably 

had gone through a similar experience. You see, when Mildred and Arvid married in the first place, 

they had nothing, no money, nothing really. They had to live by their wits. They went back into 

Germany at a time of the deepest depression and they were just starting out. I think they had a real 

struggle. I think the way Mildred was brought up she was never asked to be a housekeeper or a cook 

or anything like that that you learn under normal life—kinds of occupations. And I think that at one 
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point Arvid was supposed to have said to her, either you do this kind of thing, you take care of the 

home and cook, or else, if you’re going to be a professional, you need to contribute to our living and 

have to contribute money. This was in the days when that wasn’t all that usual for women. And they 

did, they sort of handled their money in a sort of ____ I will give this and that and so forth.  I 

remember thinking one time Arvid sort of bragged I gave my wife a blouse, or he was really bragging 

that this was a big thing. And Mildred did make something of herself professionally. She was 

respected by the students. When I knew her, I think she was a lecturer in a ______ school. ____ sort 

of a _____ people’s college, something like a community college here. I think she had aspired to do 

that kind of thing in the University of Berlin and I think that she had some bad confrontations. There 

was one man in particular, a professor in the American literature and of course that was her field, a 

German whose name is Shonemann, in fact he was the one under whom I got my Ph. D. And she 

advised me to go to him just simply because that was the way to get a Ph.D. and Arvid said I had to 

get it. But she had the greatest contempt for him and so it rubbed off on me. And I ____ great 

contempt too just trying to do the things I had to do in order to get through. He was a sort of a 

blowhard. He was an admirer of Menken and tried to act like Menken, tried to be little Lincoln. I think 

he had known Menken during his studies. His second wife was an American woman who was a very 

nice woman who admired him and I guess as a student. One time she invited me and a couple of 

other students to Thanksgiving dinner, ____ a turkey she had been cooking all day. And I ___ like the 

imposter. I disliked him so much, and going to do something like that.  

Arthur Heitzer: There’s a report that Mildred was teaching at the foreign affairs academy? 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  I know nothing about it. 

Arthur Heitzer: And there’s also stories as though she was an editor or something and would travel 

around in her editorial… 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  I really don’t know anything about that. 

Arthur Heitzer: This Hochschule position was a full time job, as far as you knew? 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  I don’t know. 

Arthur Heitzer: Is that what she was doing when you lived with her? 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  It may have been just a couple of lectures in the evening. 

Arthur Heitzer: When you were living with them was she teaching you? 
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Jane Donner Sweeney:  She may have been. I don’t know. She didn’t keep house much and she had 

somebody that came in and she hardly knew how to cook. She would go out and get lunch at a place 

where you could get very cheap meals, and of course in German, the main meal was lunch, it wasn’t 

dinner. Her husband would eat in town. Evening we would have just some bread and a can of smoked 

fish and something like that. The Germans would eat that kind of ___ so that wasn’t unusual. In the 

morning I remember, there was a Frau Mueller, I believe, a woman that would come in and would fix 

coffee and bring a ____, oh I know, you would hang a little ___ bag on your doorknob on the outside 

and the baker would deliver fresh baked. And this woman would come in early in the morning and she 

would clean for her, even though they lived very frugally she did have this woman to do this. She did 

not like to lift a finger about housekeeping. 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  Arvid said with a grin that his sympathies were with the proletarians but he 

preferred to associate with capitalists because they ate better and he had more cultural interests. 

He was quite angry at my husband. When we got married this only came behind the wedding ___. My 

husband as I told you had belonged to the proletarian class. His father was a smith and a very simple 

people. His parents had come to Berlin from Silesia, I think--very simple country folk. And, my 

husband when we got married, his parents were old and sick but he made no effort to invite them to 

the wedding or include them in any way. It was a very simple wedding ___ justice of the peace. We 

had a little dinner party afterwards at Mildred and Arvid’s apartment so there was an attempt to 

make it festive. But my husband did not invite his parents at all. They lived way out in the proletarian 

part of Berlin. And Arvid thought that was rotten. He didn’t say it at the time, but it was ___ when I 

spoke to him. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did he come over here after the war? 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  Yeah, he come over in ’47, had his own sort of war bride status as the 

husband. I was able to maintain my American citizenship. Ha had dual citizenship as a wife of a 

German citizen, I had gone to marry him in Germany. 

Arthur Heitzer: I suppose Mildred had the same thing? 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  Yes. And I kept in contact with the Swiss embassy which took over after the 

American ___, and also registered my children with them so that when we came back they ___ on 

American. You see, he belonged to a generation of Germans that almost ____. They were so 

contaminated by what they had learned from ____. It was a though nobody could go through that 

period without somehow having his self-esteem suffer just terrible moods. My husband was not an 
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American and there no doubt was not the answer, but there were ways in which he compromised in 

order to stay alive. Arvid advised him to join the Nazi Party; in fact, Arvid was a member of it. 

Arthur Heitzer: Really? 

Jane Donner Sweeney:  For his own protection. This was the way that Mildred became a DAR. And 

Arvid advised my husband to do the same, however, and to join some kind of Nazi organization. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did Mildred and Arvid ever talk about I guess Heath _____’s politics in _______, but 

again I’m sort of _____and looking at everything from the Cold War back as though they were reading 

for the Russians and training Americans. Do you have any sense of how they were oriented? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: No, I really don’t think there’s any kind of issue about the betrayal in that. I 

think that we know this was not a disloyal American but I think she was a radical one. My mother 

once made the comment about the University of Wisconsin in her day before World War II; it was 

very progressive in terms of LaFollette kind of ambiance. And then afterwards in the time it became 

more radical and the same students who, now she, my mother was a suffragette, and she would 

stand on the street corner and work for women’s rights, and having the vote until, in a way you 

might say that Mildred continued in that tradition, but in a much more radical sense, because the 

whole culture was more radical. Before World War II there were no _____ kinds of issues as far as I 

knew, but anyway, that was not dominant on the campus. After World War II and at a time when you 

have numbers and it’s there, it seems to be those issues are more prominent, and so students who 

tended to be protesters ____ like in the 60s, but students have demonstrated against the invasion of 

Cambodia and they’re all caught up in it, whereas if they’ve been going to the university a decade 

before they would have _____ themselves on the telephone books and swallow goldfish. 

Arthur Heitzer: Arvid was, I guess when Mildred was with him, wasn’t aware of that so well, was on 

some economic studies tour of the Soviet Union___. 

Jane Donner Sweeney: That can be, but I don’t know a thing about it. What they did thin the ‘30s 

before I got there, I really have no idea. 

Arthur Heitzer: Did they ever talk about the Soviet Union when you were living there; their 

impressions? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: No, I don’t really recall. I think if someone had asked me I might have thought 

that they had some sympathies. Yes, because I remember my husband saying the Russian system 

was better than the Nazi system. 
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Jane Donner Sweeney: But I think that a next step is whoever wanted to make a trip to England 

would be to visit John Allenby. Write him a letter and tell him that I suggested that you do it, that 

you regard yourself, as you told me, a sort of archivist and want to collect material that you think is 

important to keep a record and that I suggested that you talk with both him and his wife. His wife 

has ____, and that they are, I really regard them as very good friends. 

Arthur Heitzer: What is his wife’s name? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Genie, and he is spelled J-o-h-n. Allenby was the name his father took. His 

father’s name was Auerbach. I only learned this from him a couple years ago. His father took that 

name so that he could work behind the lines in Germany during the war. Auerbach is, of course, a 

Jewish name. His father was a sculptor who had been the first husband of Inge Hageman and who 

went to England when they divorced. That’s what I understood. And they were divorced sometime 

around the early thirties. That was probably a time when Jews were leaving then. 

Arthur Heitzer: So his father went to England and then came back to work behind the line, is that? 

Jane Donner Sweeney: Well, I don’t think he came back to live. 


