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If you had asked me to draw up a list of the things I least expected to see 
while in Germany this past July, I wouldn’t even have thought to include the 
Confederate flag.

But there it was. 
I caught my first glimpse of it while riding the train from Düsseldorf, where 

I was taking classes, back to its suburb of Hilden, where I was living. We’d 
just paused at the depot in Eller, Düsseldorf ’s southeastern borough, and the 
train was building up momentum for the short dash to Hilden. Just past the 
depot was a collection of garden homes — small cottages, some barely more 
than shacks, surrounded by a profusion of plant life and used as weekend 
getaways by their city-dwelling owners. 

I’d noticed this cluster of little houses amid their riot of greenery on previous 
commutes, and it stood out that a lot of 
those cottages had poles sporting flags 
of all sorts: The German tricolor, flags 
of other European nations, banners for 
Fortuna 95 (the local soccer team), 
and even Coca Cola. 

But what caught my eye this 
particular day was a red-and-blue 
rag hanging limp on its pole. Having 
grown up in Arkansas, I was pretty 
sure I knew what it was without seeing 
it unfurled, but my brain tried to reject 
the notion as simply too absurd.

When I took the train the next 
morning, I made sure to grab a window 
seat on the south side. Sure enough, as 
we slowed on our approach to the Eller 
depot, there was the Stars and Bars 
on full display in the stiff breeze — 
and, just a few houses away from it, 
a second one that I’d overlooked the 
day before.

What a non sequitur! Here I was, 
thousands of miles away from the 
South, and its most enduring and controversial icon was on bold display 
in a nation that has, itself, yet to fully exorcise its demons of racial hatred.

Its presence was especially confounding for me, as I am both a son of the 
South and of a World War II veteran. Dad served in the U.S. Army’s 89th 
Infantry during the final push to Berlin. He was sparing with his war stories, 
but those he did share left indelible impressions in my memory — like the 
time his unit was passing through a forest and the big German guns opened 
up, shells timed to explode high in the treetops and shatter them into deadly 
wooden shrapnel. Tree bursts, they were called, and it was only a split-second 
decision on where to take cover that saved my father from injury or death.

Even though he wasn’t among those who liberated prisoners from 
concentration camps, Dad saw enough in the closing days of the war to 
grasp the extent of Nazi evil. It left such an impression upon him that he 
taught his sons, who were not born until the late 1960s, that no matter 

how much you disagreed with someone’s politics, no matter how disgusting 
you found a person’s beliefs, you never called him a Nazi. Nothing done in 
America came close to what the Nazis perpetrated, and to casually throw out 
the comparison was to belittle the atrocities he and thousands of others had 
fought to bring to an end.

For me as a Southerner, the Confederate flag is a reminder of the worst 
aspects of a region I deeply love. When the best thing you can say is that it 
stands for rebellion against the legitimate government, the downside must be 
pretty heinous. And it is. Any legitimate Southern heritage this flag could have 
represented has been buried under an avalanche of hatred and bigotry by those 
groups that adopted it in later years: the Ku Klux Klan, the Aryan Nation, and 
every penny-ante hate group that wants to make clear that it dislikes you if you’re 

not white, straight, and Christian.
Including neo-Nazis. Which sort 

of brings us full circle, doesn’t it? The 
people who would claim Adolf Hitler’s 
depraved mantle have taken up the 
flag of the Southern rebellion. The 
same flag I saw nearly every day in 
July, hanging from a pole in the midst 
of picturesque garden cottages outside 
a major city in a nation that still, to this 
day, struggles with the legacy of Hitler.

Who were these people, I wondered, 
who so blithely flew this flag? Were they 
Americans? Expatriate Southerners 
who still felt it was a symbol of heritage, 
not something far uglier? Could they 
be Germans who still held to the ideals 
of the Third Reich and needed a symbol 
of defiance in a nation where flying a 
Nazi flag is illegal? Or could there be 
a more innocuous impetus behind 
it, the action of someone who truly 
didn’t understand what this flag has 
come to mean in America today?

I never found out.
I never got off the train when it stopped at Eller. There was always an 

excuse. Too rushed in the morning, too late at night on the return trip, no 
clear idea how to get from the depot to that neighborhood. Even the one day 
I specifically set aside for the task was consumed by unforeseen demands 
on my time and attention. Inertia and Murphy’s Law collaborated to keep 
me from finding the answer.

On my final train ride out of Hilden, taking me to the airport for my 
flight home, I used my phone to take a video as I passed by. It’s about ten 
seconds of blurry vegetation and houses rushing by, then a brief glimpse of 
the Confederate flag, stirring in a faint breeze but mostly a muddled clump of 
primary colors that you wouldn’t recognize unless you knew what to look for.

I did. I still wonder if the people who put it there did, too.
Eric Francis is a freelance writer and lives in North Little Rock.
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