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Host Media: Associated Press, Berlin

At 1 a.m. on a cold September Saturday morning, deep in the woods of southern Germany, an air raid siren and subsequent explosions rocked me out of my cot. I was huddled inside of an Army-issue sleeping bag, my ears covered with towels to keep the noise and the chill out, to keep the shouts and the sirens from letting me squeeze in a few more minutes of sleep before strapping on my gear and hoofing it with the soldiers.

The siren was relentless, though, and the explosions sounded close. I’d never really heard explosions like that before. I’m a beat reporter for a daily newspaper in North Dakota. The last thing we blew up here was a grain silo, and that was pretty safe. A couple of good ‘ole boys from across the river did it with well-placed dynamite and a whole lot of cheering. Took them awhile to clean up the mess, though.
No one was cheering this Saturday morning. They were shouting things like “Mass Cal, MASS CAL! All personnel to your posts!”

I grumbled at my tent mates that I was a reporter and didn’t have a post, and that I just wanted a couple of minutes of sleep, please, because I’m tired and sore and not ready for this and damnit, it’s way colder here than it is in North Dakota. 

But it was just an exercise, and I was assured at several points during the prior day’s orientation that it was entirely safe, although the gear strapped to me may occasionally start madly blinking if I’m too close to an explosion. That would mean that I’m dead and my weekend in the woods would be over.
I was at Hohenfels Army Base at the Joint Multi-National Readiness Center where U.S. forces go to train in an entirely contained, simulated, more than 30,000-acre facility. These soldiers are miles away from the actual base and bombarded with explosions all night, insurgents and townspeople and translators and reams of intelligence all day, on ground that’s as arid and dusty as Iraq with the lush, forest backdrop of southern Germany. 

The weekend before, I was sitting in an upscale hotel across from the Sony Center at Potsdammer Platz in the middle of Berlin, sipping a milch cafe and a sparkling Evian with Grant Hill, the co-producer of the Matrix series, V for Vendetta, Speed Racer and part of the production team working on another high-budget flick to be released in the spring. We chatted about the history of the place and how to capture a moment, about the economics of Berlin and making a movie in the city, which is host to the world's oldest movie studio.

And a couple of weeks before that, I was 10 people deep in the middle of a protest of the Russian Embassy, just down the street from the Brandenburg Gate and a block away from the Hotel Adele, famous for the Michael Jackson baby-dangling. Georgians and Germans were shouting and chanting, while German police approved signs and catcalls and the insults being thrown at the embassy. I listened as Georgians talked about their dead families and I avoided going back to work because really, I'd never been in the middle of such organized aggression, anger, fire and passion before. 

This was my fellowship.

It started off with me being intimidated by my fellow fellows. They hailed from CBS, from Der Spiegel, from high-circ papers to popular news channels. They were all incredibly talented and motivated, and getting to know them, the Germans and the U.S. fellows, was an inspiring journey in itself. We had a weekend for that at the Airlie Convention Center, full of organic meals, the great outdoors and the last bits of warm weather and air conditioning the U.S. fellows would enjoy for a while. 

That weekend was a good prep for my lifestyle-change in Germany, however, where organic, unprocessed and preservative-free foods reign supreme, where beer-drinking barely wanes and where the best way to get around is truly on a four-speed bike. 
The week we spent in Washington D.C. was maddeningly fast-paced and informative and occasionally redundant at the same time. We were there the summer before that all-historic election and at the edge of one of the nation’s biggest economic stumbles, during a season when, truly, that’s all people want to talk about. Let’s talk about German politics, the U.S. fellows would say, but the conversation would circle back into Barack Obama’s renewable energy policy or what Treasurer Henry Paulson is going to do with Fannie Mae. Informative, but any prepping for German local, regional and national politics was better done after hours, talking with the German fellows and reading through English-language German news.
The latter is something I did often, although my host placement at the Associated Press, Berlin office, may have been happier with me reading German-language German news, which tends to be more informative and detailed, of course. My elementary-school German language skills, attained at the age of nine when my military family lived near Frankfurt while Ronald Reagan stood off against communism, did me very little good until the very end of the fellowship, when I stopped being embarrassed by my ignorance and just plowed through.

“I don’t speak English,” was often the response to my attempts. But I wasn’t speaking English. That’s how bad I sounded.
Thankfully, although the AP English service gets a lot of its news through German media and its German contacts, I was still able to get a lot done. It was the perfect placement for me, where I could react to daily news and plan for longer-range stories, all written in English.  The AP name gave me instant cred and I scored interviews and exclusive stories for the service, adding my own interests to the agency’s coverage during a time when they were short-staffed and could only cover the basics. 

I wrote earnings reports, covered protests for flavor, did a couple of solid features. I was able to muddle through interviews, 25 percent German, 25 percent English, 50 percent a mangy combination of the two, and get the information I needed. When they asked me to cover Chancellor Angela Merkel’s open house, to listen to her speech and come back with flavor for a story on open government day, I dragged along another fellow who was more fluent. Ask for help when you need it, I say.

I always had something to do, whether it was for my paper at home or the Associated Press. I found that my host media preferred it; they’d rather me pitch what I wanted to them and help out occasionally than demand work and stories from them every day. Despite some miscommunications and a heated conversation about bylines, we both came out of the relationship satisfied with the experience: They asked me to apply for a financials reporter position in Frankfurt. I’m still wading through that decision. 

