Burns final report – Sarah Wildman
It was a particularly cold and dreary summer for Berlin – the weather barely scratched at 20 degrees Celsius, it rained relentlessly through August, and the sky seemed permanently set to Paris-in-January grey.  But warmth is found in other ways, and August and September in Berlin as a Burns fellow was anything but a chilly experience. I made some great friends, collected a few wonderful colleagues, and was embraced by my neighborhood.  
That said, the experience started out a bit inauspiciously.  I was placed at the Financial Times Deutschland at the foreign politics desk.  My first day was a disaster.  I arrived at 9:15 for my 9:30 meeting with a contact that never appeared.  At the 10 a.m. meeting of the staff, and at the 11 a.m. video-conference meeting of the three main offices of FT-D, all conducted, of course, in German, I wasn’t introduced, nor welcomed.  A contract was handed to me – in bureaucratic German – and when I asked for a translation, and/or to strike a few of the stricter clauses, I was told to “just sign it like everyone else.” It didn’t feel like I was particularly welcome at the FT’s offices, a feeling that persisted when I was moved desks again and again, and no one seemed, that day, or that week, quite sure what to do with me.  “What will you do here?” I was asked, I thought, at first, relentlessly but in retrospect, fortuitously.  It forced me to be far more proactive.  By the end of day one I had meetings set up with editors and an outline for what I wanted to contribute.

By day two, I began working to underscore how I could help the FT-D.  Knowing American politics and Washington, DC was a huge help in this summer of political conventions in the United States. The FT has only one person on the ground in the United States, Burns alum Sabine Muscat who couldn’t be everywhere at once. Muscat graciously welcomed my contributions.  By the end of week one I was writing political pieces for the section, parsing Hillary Clinton’s refusal to step down from the race.  Writing for the paper ranged from analytical pieces to commentary, and I began penning regular emails to the staff on what I thought the section should be covering regarding the American elections.   (In the meantime I continued to write an American political column for the Guardian, UK.)

During the Democratic and Republican conventions, FT editors would often ask me what I thought of the events as they unfolded– of Hillary, of Michelle Obama, of Sarah Palin – and we discussed some of the issues more intriguing to German editorial boards and readership.   I spent a lot of time talking about the American culture wars, for one.  And we argued a bit about coverage here and there.  The biggest drawback was my own failing: It certainly would have been better for me to have had German fluency, there were times that I felt something had been just discussed that I reopened, or written about that I had missed, simply because of language barriers.
Nevertheless, the team began to open up to me, inviting me to lunch, occasionally chatting after work.  But the most interesting experiences in Berlin were outside of my office time.
I was invited by the Heinrich Böll Foundation to give two talks on American politics alongside Michael Werz of the German Marshall Fund – the first in Berlin at the beautiful new headquarters of the Böll Foundation, and the second in Hamburg, at the law school.  The reception to both panel discussions was lively and fruitful.  I think – and hope - the relationship to the Böll Foundation, will continue into the future.  I’ve already nudged to be invited back to Germany to give more talks in the spring.
In my downtime – which at first seemed non-existent, those FT writers work long days! -  I worked on a larger, Holocuast related, project that I had begun earlier in the summer in Germany.  

But not all was work. I explored Berlin, Dresden, Leipzig and Hamburg, and began to meet Germans and expats living in Berlin.   Like the others that come before me, I found having a bicycle to be essential to feeling like a “Berliner” and getting around.  I took regular classes at Dock 11, one of Berlin’s premiere modern dance centers in a city that loves modern dance, as well as various yoga studios, and I spent a lot of time in the flea markets, taking photographs, and bargaining for random trinkets.   I became friendly with a ceramicist in my neighborhood, as well as a local art historian who took me to the museums with a trained eye, and spent time with German journalists outside of the FT; I also met a smattering of interesting writers and artists at the English language bookstore in Prenzlauer Berg.  I hung out with the Burns alum network in Berlin, wandered with friends and alone, and very much fell in love with the city.  As Frank suggested would happen, suddenly in my last weeks I felt like I was running out of time: to do the things I wanted to do, to write the stories I wanted to write, to see everything I wanted to see. There were plenty of narratives I could have penned and hope to in the future!
I suspect that I’m one of (if not the only) person to have spent the Burns fellowship pregnant - a ‘condition’ that led to both some strange and interesting experiences: having a cutting edge German sonogram with a Lebanese expert in the field, having my colleagues concern for me extending far beyond the norm, going to a German obstetrician who spoke little English and struggling to understand the differences between German pregnancies and American pregnancies – more alike than different, but not entirely the same – and  simply living in Prenzlauer Berg and feeling that, despite my linguistic barriers, I fit right in. I had the right accessories after all, the belly and the bicycle. I suspect when she’s born the baby will have an uncommonly strong taste for apfelschorle…
Some links to stories:
Coverage of the 2008 Conventions for the Guardian:
on Palin's speech
on Barack Obama's speech
on Michelle Obama
on Hillary's speech
on Hillary as potential spoiler...

 Spain's Unchanging Costa Brava The New York Times - Cover story which ran while I was in Germany, though I reported it earlier.


For the FT-D 
Hillary Leaves a Door Open (German) Financial Times Deutschland

“Sarah Palin’s Roter Feminismus” -  

http://www.ftd.de/meinung/kommentare/:Kommentar-Sarah-Palins-roter-Feminismus/415847.html?p=1
“Gott würde Palin” wählen http://www.ftd.de/politik/international/:US_Wahlkampf_Gott_w%FCrde_Palin_w%E4hlen/408373.html
