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Within 4 hours of arriving in Germany, I found myself sitting in a boat, on a lake, in Berlin.  German culture stared naked at me from the shoreline.  Was I really in a boat? Yes, and yes they were naked!  I rubbed my white knuckles trying to forget the scooter ride I had endured to get there and I remember determining that I should rethink my expectations and goals, and just have a drink.  In good German form, a beer was not far away.  With a splash, I began my nine weeks of unexpected experiences.

I was forced to confront my own uncertainty two days later at Deutsche Welle TV.  To them, I was a very confusing new contributor because almost everyone is bilingual in the English department. "You don't speak German? Well, I don't know what you think that you will get out of this internship," I was informed by most people I met.  I had to come up with a pitch that they couldn't refuse.  "I'm here to see what you do and to be helpful where I can... and actually it is a fellowship not an internship,” I said each time and was then quickly accepted as that.

I discovered quickly that Deutsche Welle TV doesn't produce much original reporting and the English Department does not have the opportunity to make many editorial contributions, especially within the magazine shows.  Speaking German is important because the English Department translates German shows into English, pulls in English-speaking presenters and voiceover artists, and re-tapes the German shows for broadcast in English.  I had the opportunity to write for the news updates, which are in English.  This process is mostly converting AP and Reuters wires into broadcast.  During these news hours, there are subtle differences between the German show and the English show.  It was interesting to contribute where I could to decide what to air during the news hours, especially during the Georgia/Russia conflict and the Olympics.

At first, I was disappointed to learn that there wasn't original reporting.  I decided to focus on learning what their news product was, in detail.  For the first few weeks I rotated to every department and position sticking my nose into everyone else's work as politely as I could and finding ways to help.  What I found most interesting were choices that made the English broadcast different from the German and why.  They often edited out bits that sounded too "German" and talked a lot about the differences.  I did learn to pick up on them and became a sounding board off which producers checked their own "English" style.  Along with that, I helped on a shoots, wrote and corrected script, lead voiceover artists for the magazine shows, was the weather girl, and was the voice of their chancellor, among other things.  Closer to the end, I was able to structure my time to work in areas where I was most useful and also where I felt I could learn the most. I got to train with some of the top English voiceover artists in Germany, taking a lot of criticism but greatly improving as well.

My overview of the organization was very interesting, detailed and enjoyable.  I did, however, have one unfortunate experience of being teamed with a German high school intern who only spoke German.  We were assigned two three-minute pieces to translate from German to English. This resulted in six hours of charades, but it also prompted me to track down the head of the German language team and request time with some commissioned freelance journalists who were shooting a piece to sell to DW-TV.   With some initiative and because DW-TV was very open to my request, I got to travel outside of Berlin and meet people beyond DW-TV, which I would recommend.

Possibly the most rewarding part of working at DW-TV, was meeting and learning why and how each person in the English Department (each as interesting as the next) had found their way there.  My curiosity also reached beyond DW-TV to Berlin.  The people I met all had great stories and Berlin itself was fascinating to experience.  The city is very diverse and draws amazing artists and creative thinkers.  This may be partly due to the low cost of living, but also because it is a city that seems to be reinventing itself daily.  It was fascinating just to live amongst everyone and witness all the activity.  I met many ex-pats whom I also interviewed for possible stories in the future.

While working in circles at DW-TV, I also managed to continue to update my home news organization's website on a daily basis.  In the middle of the day, I biked five minutes home to take advantage of the six hour time difference and populate my website before the U.S. woke up.  I also shot some interviews with my handheld camera and lots of Berlin shots that I could use in the future as well. DW-TV was very flexible with my time so as to allow me to race home or to an internet cafe to publish.

I had started the nine weeks with nine goals but quickly learned to drop expectations and reconsider goals.  Some of my goals became vital: take a deep breath and let yourself really absorb your surroundings. This skill had gotten twisted up somewhere in the tornado of New York City and I wanted to find it again.  In Berlin, I took this goal very seriously and it was very rewarding.  I took the time to go to as many museums, parks and markets as I could.  I saw plays, concerts and even tried yoga in German.  DW-TV was accommodating because I worked either an early morning or a late evening schedule and this often allowed me to have either the mornings or the evenings free for activities around Berlin.

Other goals proved to be a little ambitious and worth letting go: learn enough to trick a German into thinking I am German.  I found that my German language skills were not even close to adequate to attain this goal, even though I had taken a course before my arrival.   This was a big challenge at DW-TV but also outside of professional situations and interviews.  Instead of struggling with language I studied the people I met and even tried to disguise myself with a German haircut.  I found that many Berliners actually spoke some English and were very willing to teach me about their culture. When Germans finally did ask me for directions I could only point and stumble but at least they asked ME and I feel that I did come away with some cultural understanding.  While the language barrier is a big hurdle, DW-TV does have English broadcast and might be the best fit for someone who speaks no German and wants to do broadcast.  You can function on a daily basis, but you must enter with the understanding that they do not produce original reporting in English and find another niche.

My nine goals seem primitive in comparison to all I took from this experience.  I believe the fellowship seems to attract journalists seeking something and escaping something.  Personally, I discovered more than I anticipated and surprised myself.  I am still realizing ways that this experience has changed me.
