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Katherine Fischer

Black Forest Fantasies

“She’s smiling in this photograph, mom.  Look.”
      “No, Katie, she’s just squinting in the sun.”

My mother and I are fi nally sifting through the family pho-
tographs.  We don’t want our immigrant tree to become hopelessly 
entangled by the root rot of lost memories and lost names.  We 
have to label those photos…now.

The perennially frowning woman in our family snapshot 
vault is Kunigunde Schaefer, my great grandmother and the 
prime mover who caused the family to leave Bavaria’s Garmish-
Partinkirchen.  But before I tell you that story, I want to show 
you the photos of Kuni, both those in the pitch black photo album 
dating back to when photos were affi xed to the page by v-shaped 
catches that hover over the corners like wings, as well as those 
that exist only in the album of my childhood mind generations 
after the camera clicked.

Kunigunde is the grand matriarch, the one my parents al-
ways talked about, the saving grace of generations, the Dali Lama  
of my family.  For such a tiny woman, barely 4’8”, she looms Paul 
Bunyanish in our family folklore.  “I never saw that woman with 
a smile on her face,” mother claims as we continue to label.  And 
in photograph after photograph, my mother’s statement is borne 
out.  We categorize her different frowns:  “deeply etched scowl,” 
“scowl about to break open,” “upside down scowl,” “the sauerkraut 
exploded in the cabinet scowl” and “ja, am I ever mad! scowl,” we 
label them.  But as a child, when I fi rst met Kuni, or more pre-
cisely, the fantasy image of Kuni, she smiled slyly with the allure 
of a gypsy.  

Second generation American in the 1950s, I grew up almost 

exactly like my suburban friends with the fantasies and heroes 
typical of those Howdy Doody Days.  Dale Evans, Snow White 
and Rose Red, Sky King, and Cinderella, and most exotic of all, 
Zorro, the Mexican black-caped crusader for justice, waltzed and 
cantered and skipped through my imagination across the bed-
room light late at night as I tried to fall asleep.  But alongside 
these stories danced the folk tales of my father’s family from the 
old country where, I had been told, the “germ men” lived.  They 
talked a different talk, I was told, and every once in awhile, my 
father would come out with one of those phrases, “Das is gut, mein 
kleiner kindt!” 

Immigrant stories have a way of being passed on with em-
bellishments, with whole movements and variations added.  My 
father orchestrated a full score of tales about our ancestors, but it 
was the one about Kunigunde I always waited for in his repertoire.  
“Before marrying,” he told us, “she was a belly dancer in the Black 
Forest.”  I pictured her, a tall, slender German girl whose high 
cheekbones barely showed beneath the sheer scarf masking her 
mysterious face.  With blonde tresses but dark eyes, she danced 
through my dreams, in her silky pantaloons, smooth as sunlight 
shimmering on water.  Her bare midriff rotating, she stepped 
lightly over leaf and lichen on the forest fl oor.  Barons. . . no, . . . 
kings fell under her spell as she moved to some far off  fl ute.  And 
she was mine.  I was the descendant of this exotic siren.  

On the dreariest days, Kunigunde beckoned me, danger-
ous and fantastic.  Donning the crinoline slip from my First Holy 
Communion, I tiptoed in front of the mirror, rounding my belly 
in circles, proving her talent had been passed on to me, the lovely 
Empress Latisha Katrina LaRue, the name I gave myself to match 
the enormity of my real identity. I was convinced my parents were 
somehow trying to submerge my own regalness in rivers of middle 
class mediocrity, perhaps with good intention—to hide my iden-
tity from some wicked villain.  But I knew about Sleeping Beauty 
stashed away in a humble cottage to keep her safe from spinning 
wheels and all.

They couldn’t fool me.
One night in deep winter with all of us gathered around, as 

my father reached the crescendo in his family sonata, “Your great-
grandmother was a belly dancer in the Black Forest,” my mother 
sounded a truly discordant note, “No, Norman.”  

“No, Norman, you know very well that Kunigunde was not 
a belly dancer.  She was a folk ballet dancer.”  

A ballet dancer?  
With that mere shift in accent from the fi rst to the second 

syllable, my whole fancy came crashing down around my ankles.  
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Kuni was not Salome, circling attention with her swaying hips;  
she was not dangerous, sleek, and seductive.  She had been only a 
simple, dumpy, German peasant girl, wearing a hand-sewn frock 
exposing not her midriff, but only her thick midcalf.

 I am grateful to my mother for setting straight the score.  
Her disclosure freed me to go on to years of tap dancing, “Doing 
the Freddy,” and waltzing—things no decent belly dancer would 
be caught doing, even in the darkest shadows of the Black For-
est.  Searching for the real Kunigunde, a journey back to the Black 
Forest that began with mother’s “no” and continues yet today, has 
served me far better than any Salome.

“One tough bird, Mom,” I hear our daughter, Rebekah, say 
as she joins us to help label the photographs.  I am tempted to tell 
Rebekah about her great-great grandmother, the belly-dancing girl 
in the Black Forest, but I see my mother’s face out of the corner 
of my eye and decide not to risk it.  Instead I tell my own version 
of Kuni.  “Perhaps in her peasant way, she was alluring,” I begin,  
“It was during her dancing days she met Joseph, your great-great-
grandfather.”

I see Joseph standing on the edge of a small gathering.  After 
a long morning of grooming horses used to pull beer wagons over 
cobblestone streets, delivering malts and ales in enormous casks to 
various biergartens and rathskellers, he emerges from the shad-
ows of the stables.  His sleeves rolled up above his elbows, his hair 
swabbed back by sweat and by the same strokes he used to brush 
the horses.  He holds a stein of beer.  He wipes the last of his lun-
cheon wiener schnitzel from the corner of his mouth as the young 
girls fl ow into a circle and begin the traditional German reel, 
simple turns punctuated by dips and slides.  As he tips his stein for 
the last of the beer and starts back to the stables, he sees her.  

She stands in her hand-embroidered blouse and loose skirts 
silhouetted long by the afternoon sun.  She smiles coyly as she sees 
him seeing her.  She misses a step in the dance and steps on the toe 
of the girl next to her. She is not Salome, all graceful and perfect. 
Yet, Joseph is taken with her.

It will be weeks before Joseph has the courage to dawdle 
after work one day and wait for the marvelous Kunigunde to 
come walking by the brewery on her way home from cleaning the 
house of the beer baron up the hill from the brewery.  She is not 
sweet and fragrant.  She wears no make-up.  Her hair is not tidy.  
Her peasant girl ways are most apparent in the way her skirts are 
hitched up so that her feet are freed to make the arduous walk 
home.

Theirs is not a marriage made in heaven, we tell Bekah, but 
one grounded in the dark rich soil of the Black Forest.  

Years later Fred Miller returns to Bavaria to visit the beer 
baron who employs Joseph and Kunigunde. He asks the young 
couple to manage his stables in Milwaukee where he has estab-
lished his own barony, The Miller Brewing Company.  Joseph 
hesitates.  Their entire family lives in Germany.  They have always 
lived in Germany.  They have never been to America much less 
a place called “Milwaukee.”  They don’t even speak English.  But 
Kunigunde, with a grit fi red by a good but hard life eking out a 
living in the working class of pre-war Germany, sees opportunity. 
Their daughter will rise above the life of a stable man’s child.  It 
only takes one “Ja bitte” from Kuni, and Joseph exchanges his 
handshake with Miller for a ticket on the next boat.

In the picture album, the set of her jaw, the slant of her lips 
become more brittle through the pages. Did struggling for her 
daughter’s place in American society, a culture generally intol-
erant of difference, cause those lips to crack?  She should have 
smiled when her German-born Margaret, my grandmother, mar-
ried a “goot German boy,” but in the photographs of the wedding, 
she stands stalwart and un-smiling between her daughter and her 
new husband, with that glare on her face.  It was as though she 
dared the photographer to make her smile.   

Even during the war years when German was forbidden in 
city public schools, when countless Milwaukee Germans changed 
their surnames or dropped letters to appear “less German,” Kuni-
gunde once told my father (in German, of course) how upset she 
was that the grocer had re-labeled the sauerkraut “Liberty Cab-
bage.” Bekah and Mom and I laugh as we pretend we are Kuni 
scolding the produce stocker, “Vat es dis ‘liberteeee cabpatch?  Das 
es sauerkraut!”

Was she scalded as “Heinie” and “Jew-killer,” words so burn-
ing that they may as well have been painted scarlet on her front 
door along with a swastika by narrow-minded neighbors?   I don’t 
know, but certainly it was typical of the age.  Husband Joseph died 
while young Margaret was yet in school.  I think of Kunigunde 
returning to the homes of the rich to scrub away her own poverty. 
Was she labeled “low-born peasant” by others who clung to old 
country class lines?  Did Kuni set them all straight by construct-
ing a face that could sink a thousand ships?  I wonder.

Mother tells that it was Kunigunde who saved their mar-
riage.  An only child whose own mother barred her from the 
kitchen, my Irish scholar-mother claims she was inept at the home 
arts.  In those early years, when Mother says her culinary talents 
amounted to baking doorstop biscuits, it was Kuni who came cart-
ing dinner up the back stairs to my parents’ fl at.  Mother tells us, 
“She never spoke English, and, as an Irish Gilhooly, I didn’t know 
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 German.  But somehow we spoke the same language.” 
The matriarch of my family had a grimace befi tting of the 

Queen of Hearts.  I am grateful for it even though in photo after 
photo she seems to command, “Off with their heads!” This was not 
a woman of  silk, but of grit.  This was not a woman of fl uid fl ute 
dancing, but of fi re. Yet I fi nd myself wishing that life had afford-
ed Kunigunde some share of softness, some modicum of mirth in 
her adult years, enough to upturn the corners of her mouth ever 
so slightly.

As Mom, Rebekah, and I continue to label the photos as best 
we can of the Fischer/Schaefer family history, we come upon a 
photo that none of us can identify.  On a tufted pillow, perhaps it 
was green but now only gray in this tintype, sits an almost plump 
little girl.  Her hair falls in ringlets cascading over a lacy collar 
bordered in bows—pink I suppose.  She is surrounded by a wild 
unkempt garden of yellow sumac and white maybells encircled by 
lush darkly green pine trees.  We wonder if this is a Black Forest 
biergarten. Together, Mother, Rebekah, and I write the story of 
this little girl. 

She was brought one Sunday afternoon by her working-class 
parents to enjoy the mystery, energy, and full life offered by the 
landscape of the Black Forest, we imagine.  This is the Sunday she 
fi rst sees the dancers.  This is the day she fi rst hears the reels of 
Germanic music, light and airy and fantastic.  For all we know, 
she is Kunigunde.  And there on her pillow, held still for one mo-
ment by the photographer’s eye, she is smiling.

Emily Cotton Cram

Canaries


