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Report by Clay Risen

Before leaving for Germany I set five goals for myself: Write a substantial amount
for my host publication, write a substantial amount for freelance outlets in the United
States, learn more about German media, improve my language skills, and, last but not

least, enjoy my time in Germany.

I was placed at Der Tagesspiegel, a major Berlin daily. It has a strong focus on national
politics, which fit my own background as a political journalist in Washington. While
there I wrote four op-ed pieces for the print edition and three op-ed pieces exclusively
for the web, so a little less than one a week. I wrote all my articles directly in German,

which took longer but allowed me to greatly expand my written language skills.

However, despite my substantial work for the newspaper, I do not feel I was as em-
bedded in the day-to-day operations as I could have been, a shortcoming that I blame
on both myself and the newspaper. It was, perhaps, not the best time to be there: The
paper had just gone through layofts, it was gearing up to move offices, and it was fo-
cused on covering the national elections, which fell during my final week on the job.
In general, August is not the best time to begin a fellowship at a German publication—

everyone is on holiday.

This all may explain why I was placed in the web design department; not only is the
web not my area of expertise or interest, but the department was located in a different
building, on a different block, than the main office. No one ever explained what my
role was or my opportunities to write were, nor did I ever feel particularly welcome by
the organization (though I did meet many very nice people). I didn’t expect a red car-
pet, or even to be taken out to lunch. But I could not even get the paper’s Washington
correspondent to return my emails. Most disappointingly, no one seemed particularly
interested in tapping me as a resource on American politics—on the contrary, the at-

titude appeared to be that they knew enough already.

I certainly could have been more proactive. I could have attended more editorial meet-
ings, I could have introduced myself more aggressively to editors, and I could have
pitched stories to a wider variety of departments. Then again, I did all these things to
some extent, with little to no result. Ultimately, I think my stay at Der Tagesspiegel

was a victim of timing: Two months is simply too short a time to correct for a bad start.
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Fortunately, my time at Der Tagesspiegel was just one part of my stay. In fact, my
freelance work benefited from my lack of responsibilities in the office. I wrote for the
Washington Post, Newsweek.com, and the Boston Review, among other outlets. I also
wrote dispatches for the Atlantic’s food blog, where I am a regular contributor on beer

and liquor-related topics.

One of the pleasant difficulties of living in Berlin is the prevalence of English speak-
ers. This made it easy to get around (especially for my wife, who doesn’t speak Ger-
man), but it made it harder than I had imagined to practice my language skills regu-
larly. I also found that my time spent in Austria and southern Germany had tuned my
ear to something much different than the Berlin dialect, and so part of my time was
spent simply adjusting. Yet adjusting to dialects is a critical part of advanced German,

and so I welcomed the challenge.

Finally, I enjoyed my time outside work. My wife and I spent a lot of time explor-
ing the city; within a few weeks we felt we were really a part of daily life in Berlin.
Though I had been there a few times before, it was only on this trip that I saw the city
as it is really lived, away from Unter den Linden and the Museuminsel. One weekend
we went canoeing for three days along the Finowkanal, along the way befriending a
wonderful couple who owned a bed-and-breakfast near the Oder River. We also ap-
preciated the opportunity to visit Munich during Oktoberfest as part of the Burns Fel-

lowship mid-term briefing.

I also made many good friends, both in and outside the Burns program. The other fel-
lows, particularly the ones I got to know well in Berlin, were hard-working but fun-
loving folks, as were the German and American alums I met during the course of my
stay. Through friends back in the United States I also got to know several reporters and

editors at other German news outlets.

My experience at Der Tagesspiegel aside, I exceeded all five of my goals for the trip.
and I am deeply indebted to the Burns program and the ICFJ for the opportunity.
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