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Life History Interview

From Germany to the United States of America


For my life history interview I chose to question my friend Fabian from Frankfurt, Germany. Germany is a country that has had a deep impact on America’s history, and they also have very different laws in their country. These laws make life in Germany extremely different from ours here in America. Fabian came to America for one summer, but it was quite the culture shock for him. I came to know Fabian because his father and my father worked for an international company, and they had become really good friends. I picked this culture because it was one that was the most different from my own. I could have chosen to interview my grandma who immigrated here from Stanley, England, but our cultures were not so different from one another. I was kind of nervous to interview Fabian, because he has been back in Frankfurt for quite some time. I was afraid that he may have forgotten what it was like here in the U.S. for him, but he surprised me when he told me his memory was still quite vivid. I interviewed Fabian over email because this was our only means of communication. As the interview continued I found myself questioning how I would feel if I traveled to another country vastly different from my own. I then began to admire Fabian’s determination and courage to travel to America. Despite the judgements that America has put on German’s, Fabian tells me frequently that the U.S. is his favorite country.


As I interviewed Fabian over email, I found it was very hard to tell his expressions. I often had to ask him how certain things made him feel, so I could get a better feel for his emotions. Fabian told me he was frightened to come to America not because people would judge him for his appearance or his accent, but because of the fact he was German and often times people from other countries associate Germans with Nazi Germany. I felt sincere empathy that this young man had to be ashamed of something he had absolutely no part in. He was afraid that Americans wouldn’t accept him because of something that happened a very long time ago. This is something that is not fair. I then predicted how I would feel if I had to travel to a country that the U.S. has had a negative impact on. I wondered what it would be like if I traveled to Hiroshima, Japan or experience living on a Native American reservation. I would feel very insecure and scared about what these people would think of me. I admire Fabian because he had the courage to travel to this country with his dad despite his fears. 


When Fabian arrived to the U.S people didn’t really know he was from another country until he tried to talk. At this time he was just barely learning how to speak English. I remember that I wasn’t sure what to expect when my father told me Manfred, Fabian’s father, was bringing his son to visit our home. I had met Manfred many times before, but I was curious as to how I would be able to communicate with someone who doesn’t speak my language. When he finally entered our home, I remember being surprised as to how good his English was. We had many conversations as we played soccer in my front yard. He told us that in his country soccer is the “cool” sport as he put it. I could tell Fabian was nervous about his english because after almost every sentence he would ask us if his terminology was correct. I felt bad that he felt so uncomfortable talking to us. Even as I interviewed Fabian he kept asking me if his terminology was correct. In the interview I asked him why he was not confident in his english, and he explained it in a way that had me trying to imagine being in his shoes. Fabian told me to imagine learning a second language. He said that in his country it was very “cool” to speak English to one another, but when you talk to someone whose first language is English you are constantly trying to make sure every word is correct. Fabian said, “I don’t want to look like a fool to you, and most importantly I don’t want to accidentally offend you.” During the interview he said that his ideas of jokes and teasing are much different from Americans, and he would never wish to offend his American friend (meaning me). 


When I asked Fabian what he thought Americans might identify him by he said his nose. Fabian often jokes around about the idea that all Germans have large noses. He then told me that he simply has a large nose because his father has a large nose. This made me laugh because it couldn’t be more true. My grandpa has a very large nose and he is of hispanic origin. He said that people in his country look as differently as we do here in America. I then questioned Fabian about what makes his teenage life so different from mine. Fabian told me that in his country teenagers are not allowed to drive until they are 18 years old, but they can drink beer at the age of 16. This made me laugh because here in America it is just the opposite. Fabian then clarified his answer more by telling me that in order to drink hard liquor in Germany you have to be 21. School also works very differently in Germany. As of now Fabian has graduated from college, and has achieved what we would call a bachelors degree. Fabian is one year younger than I am, and I have yet to achieve my associates. I felt great jealousy. I wish our school system would work in the same way. Fabian said that often times his teachers would refer to Americans as lazy, and I couldn’t agree more. He was sure to add “Please do not be offended” before he said this. The more I talk to Fabian, the more I realized what respect the German culture has for people they consider their friends.


I asked Fabian if anything he experienced here in the U.S. reminded him of his home. Fabian answered by saying he loved the mountains. His family often goes on skiing trips in Germany, and when he looked at our mountains here in Salt Lake he was reminded of home. Also during his summer long visit here, he went on many motorcycle rides with my dad and his dad. Fabian loves motorcycles, and he said many men in Germany share the same love he does for these steel horses. I told him that here in the U.S. both men and women love to ride motorcycles as well. He told me men definitely love to ride more than the women do, but that is because a women is judged as a lesbian if she rides her own motorcycle even if she is straight. 


When I asked Fabian of his experience in Utah and if he came across any Mormons, he was extremely confused. When I told him more about the religion and how they work, he told me that a Mormon missionary came to his home in Frankfurt once. Then he also told me that he did not come across any mormons here in Utah. Although I may have come across as biased, I told him that Utah has a large number of Mormons living here.  I could tell Fabian had nothing to say on the topic because of his lack of background, so I moved on to another question. As I asked him more questions on religion, I could tell he was somewhat of a Christian. Although I could not tell what religion he was I began to feel uncomfortable with the topic, and I was scared I may offend him. 


I told Fabian that I was writing this paper for a Dance and Culture course I was taking he became very excited. His current girlfriend is a dancer in Germany. The way he explained it, even though he could not find the words, I put together that she was on a competitive dance team or dance group. I asked him if he ever danced, and he replied by telling me that after a night of drinking beers at the pub himself and his friends often dance around for fun. He also told me that sometimes they go to certain places to dance and drink. It made me think of night clubs here in the U.S. This made me laugh because Fabian is one year younger than me, and he is out going clubbing for fun. Here in the U.S. this would not be acceptable because we are under the age of 21, and would result in fines and possible jail time if you are over 18. 


In conclusion, I learned that Fabian’s experience in America was not as scary as he had imagined. In fact he told me he is planning a visit here very soon for work, but he is most excited to see his old American friend. Many things in the U.S. reminded him of home, and although our laws and customs are different he would happily abide by them. This assignment helped me put my self in someone else's5 shoes. I used to ask myself why people can’t just learn English if they are going to live in America, and while talking to Fabian I realized it’s not as easy as it looks especially with so much pressure put on you. Knowing more about the German culture I realized that Nazi Germany is dead, and it is against the law in Germany. Fabian told me that during the past summer olympics a German athlete was disqualified for obtaining Nazi beliefs. What surprised me most about this interview was the age laws on drinking and the age laws on driving. I would like to travel to Germany just to see what the culture is like. In my head I picture drunk teenagers everywhere, although I highly doubt my assumption is right. It would be helpful to see for my own eyes what it is like to live a life in Germany. 

