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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE

NOVEMBER 7, 1991

SMITH: The first question we ask is usually very simple,
which is when and where you were born.

VON SIMSON: I was born in July 1912 in Berlin, in fact
right here. 1If you saw that little tempietto, that little
gazebo in front, my mother [Martha Enole von Simson]
always said I was really born there, because I arrived in
summer as number five. We were all born at home. The
house of my parents was blown up by the Russians in 1945,
so it isn't there any longer. But this is one plot out of
six. When I was invited to come to take over the chair in
Berlin, it turned out very handy. We built this sort of--
SMITH: Yes, this house is a modern house.

VON SIMSON: It's a modern house.

SMITH: Could you tell me a little bit about your father
[Ernst Eduard von Simson] and mother, what they 4did?

Well, what your father did professionally.

VON SIMSON: My father was in the German foreign office.
He was undersecretary of state, as you would call it,

Staatssekretdr, and later joined the famous dye trust, I

think you call it, the I. G. Farben, of which my maternal
grandfather, Franz Oppenheim, was one of the founders.

SMITH: Well, I take it from your name that your family is



part of the Prussian nobility?

VON SIMSON: Yes and no. [laughter] My great-grandfather
[Martin Eduard] became a von Simson. He was of Jewish
origin and a very devout Evangelical Christian, but very
proud and very conscious of his Jewish ancestors. He had
a tiff once with Bismarck. My great-grandfather was
probably president all his life. He was president of the
famous Frankfurt national assembly. Then he was in the
Reichstag. You see the two different pictures there,
which show his unsuccessful attempt to offer the imperial
crown to the king, Frederick William IV of Prussia--
unsuccessful because the king wanted to accept the crown
only if offered by his peers, by the German princes.
SMITH: This was in 18482

VON SIMSON: That was in 1849. Then later my great-
grandfather was president of the Erfurt parliament. Well,
it has nothing to do with it. Bismarck, who was a few
years younger than he-- He was president and Bismark was
the secretary-general. Bismarck wanted to duel with
someone. My great-grandfather forbade it. Bismarck, very
stung I think, said, "Well, only a nobleman could
understand what this is about." So my great-grandfather
said, "I come from a family of Jewish priests. We are the
oldest aristocracy in the world." So much for my great-

grandfather. Very Jewish. He became the first president



of the German Reichstag and finally first president of the
supreme court, so a very presidential career.

On my mother's side I am a descendant of Moses
Mendelssohn and, of course, of Felix Mendelssohn-
Bartholdy. 0ddly enough, I'm also a descendent of Ludvig
Jonas, who was the pastor of one of our great Gothic
churches in the city, the Nikolai Church. I think he also
sat in the Prussian parliament--you could do these two
things at the same time. He married a Countess Schwerin
from the family of the field marshal of Frederick the
Great and was, I think, a very liberal theologian, a pupil
of--I don't know how much you are in on this--[Friedrich
Daniel Ernst] Schleiermacher, the famous theologian.
SMITH: Were you raised in the Jewish faith or the
Christian faith?

VON SIMSON: No, no. We have been Christians for five
generations on both sides of the family.

SMITH: But the family was proud of its Jewish--

VON SIMSON: Well, it was Jewish. It's part of the
Mendelssohns. That's an interesting question you are
raising. One ought to be proud of one's family, but I
think the tradition-- We were perhaps always aware of
being shaped by a rather unusual tradition, if you may
say, also with this curious mixture of very ancient

Prussian stock. You will see an engraving of the old






