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My dad and Hitler
Anthony Ham remembers his gentle father’s life-long struggle to

try and understand an icon of evil.
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As far as I am
aware, he never
committed a
single act of
physical violence.
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My father
inhabited a world
yet to become
inured to
senseless violence
and death.

W
hen news of my
father’s rapid
descent towards
death reached
me, I was far

from the nearest paved road, on the
island of Madagascar off the coast
of Africa. I listened to his rasping
whisper of a voice, further away
than the breadth of the Indian
Ocean that separated us. He was on
his way to a place where I could not
follow. It was our last conversation.

I remember fragments: a bird of
prey perched on a tree branch
watching me; a horse and cart roll-
ing through the potholes at unlikely
angles; a telephone reception mast
and the messages from family that
flooded my phone after days in the
wilderness.

People say that, in such mo-
ments, time stops. But time didn’t
stop. I did. We pulled to the side of
the dirt track as time kept march-
ing on without me and without him.

M y father was born on April
20, 1929. He had the same
birthday as Adolf Hitler,

who was born 40 years earlier. Hit-
ler never knew my father existed.
My father spent much of his life
unable to get Hitler out of his mind.

My father belonged to another
time. When he was just six months
old, the Great Depression would
commence and sweep all before it.
While he was still a young boy,
Spain would descend into
fratricidal violence and the rise
of intolerance across Europe
would plant the seeds of a war
that would dominate his
adolescence.

He wrote later of how
war shadowed his child-
hood and youth, even in
far-off Melbourne:
‘‘Hitler became
Chancellor in Jan-
uary 1933, when I
was four, and
he tightened
his grip on
Germany
during my
primary
school
years. He
was still
alive when I
finished High
School.’’

But then was
not now and such
insights came only
with hindsight. My
father was only
dimly aware of events
across the globe and,
for the most part, the
global came to him through the
prism of local events: young men
leaving en masse for foreign thea-

tres of war; heavily censored news-
papers that he and his brother
collected to sell at the local butcher
so the family could pay the rent;
attacks on Darwin not long before
his 13th birthday.

It was only later, when he be-
came aware of the concentration
camps and carpet-bombing cam-
paigns that had occurred while he
lived a life of suburban simplicity
on the other side of the world, that
his innocence was shattered.

Hard as it is now to imagine
in our age of accessible viol-
ence and 24-hour news
cycles, the wars that scar-
red the first half of the 20th
century came as a shock.

Although countless lives
had been lost in the terrible
pitched battles of the Great
War, the 1930s and 1940s
ushered in what would become a
very modern kind of warfare.

Humankind had newly
mastered the technology that
would allow devastation to be
wrought from the air, and stood,
too, on the cusp of technological
advances that would allow news
of such devastation to spread rap-
idly.

The power of Pablo Picasso’s
Guernica – a tortured representa-
tion of the 1937 bombing of the
Basque town of Guernica by
Hitler’s Legion Condor that now
hangs in a Madrid art gallery my
father visited often when I lived
there – lay in the revulsion the
world felt suddenly for
the weapons of
mass de-

struction that would soon define
our age. Back then, when my father
was eight, shock and awe was still
what ordinary people felt when
confronted with violence on such a
sudden and brutally effective scale,
rather than something that armies
practised upon entire peoples.

The particular devastation in
Guernica was new, but such a capa-
city for sudden and widespread
death delivered from afar was the
precursor to Dresden, to Hiroshi-
ma, to Iraq.

These all lay in the future and my
father inhabited a world yet to be-
come inured to senseless violence
and ubiquitous death.

Perhaps it was because, back
then, news took a long time to filter
through, piecemeal and non-visual
in a pre-television age, to a young
boy in suburban Melbourne.

Whatever the reason, once the
terrible darkness of Hitler’s
concentration camps became
known, they left an indelible

mark on an impressionable young
man living a simple life in Mel-
bourne’s eastern suburbs.

Throughout his life, he collected
books about Nazi Germany and bio-
graphies of Hitler and his lieuten-
ants – The Rise & Fall of the Third
Reich, Hitler’s Willing Executioners –
studying them in a quest for an-
swers.

He was a church minister, a man
of God and of profound compas-
sion, gentleness and empathy. As
far as I am aware, he never commit-
ted a single act of physical

violence.
And yet one of his favourite

theologians was Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, a Lutheran

pastor who was

hanged in the dying days of the
Second World War for his part in a
plot to assassinate Hitler.

Was it guilt that he had never
suffered as so many did that drove
my father’s interest?

Perhaps, for he would later
write: ‘‘I needed to get in touch with
that part of my history. Often, in
reading of some event, I work out
what age I was and the kind of
things I was doing at that time –
while I was growing up normally

without violence and fear, there
were children dying in concentra-
tion camps and others suffering
dreadfully.’’ Just as likely it was the
enduring disbelief that human be-
ings were capable of such mon-
strous acts. If he read enough, I
imagine him thinking, he might one
day come to understand the very
nature of evil itself.

D uring my last conversation
with my father, there by a
dusty Madagascar road-

side, it felt as if the world was fall-
ing apart. It was only later, much
later, no longer numbed by the
whorl of grief and dismay, that I

came to see that setting by the
roadside as entirely apt.
Women walked past carrying
water, their heads cocked
slightly in concern and con-
fusion at this strange scene
of a white Westerner weep-
ing by the side of the track.

Nearby, men and women
alike went about their lives,
wading knee-deep through
rice fields.

Life went on in all its sim-
plicity, grief kept at bay by
the sustaining rituals of
daily life, far from electri-

city grids, far from the
world and its noise. Here,

for them at least, there was
respite from tragedies

large and small in the world
that lay beyond.

All the while I wept. I did so
in the same way that I yearn
for my daughters’ younger
selves, with a nostalgia for
that which has gone and can
never return. I mourned the
loss of a man whose belief in
the innate goodness of hu-
mankind survived our most
terrible century.

I grieved that my last con-
nection to a more innocent
time had been severed. Viol-

ence now feels like the new
normal, there is very little that

we do not know, and it can be
difficult to remember a time

when it was otherwise. With each
passing year, too, we lose more of
those who can remember what it
was like to be surprised by violence
and that the world was not always
thus. And still we understand very
little about the nature of evil.


