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That Hope and History Will Rhyme 

(from Irish poet Seamus Heaney) 

Healing Seven Generations: A Multigenerational Healing Memoir 

Douglas W Schoeninger, PhD 

 

 

                               Four Generations on Marien Platz, Munchin, Deutschland 2017 

Prologue: 

          

How this book came to be and what you will find in it 

The inspiration for this book came to me in July 2017 as I was standing with my 
children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren in Schwabisch-Hall, Germany, at 
the address where my paternal great-grandparents had lived, and where my 
paternal grandfather was born and raised until he emigrated to the United States in 
1904. 
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Four Generations at the address where Grandfather Wilhelm was born and raised 

I had stood in this place 38 years before, in 1979 with my father, Irvin. I traveled to 
Germany with him to search for records of his father Wilhelm, who had ended his 
life by suicide in 1913. My father at 7 had found his father hanging when he went 
to say goodbye as he left for school. Throughout my father’s life, the pain of that 
moment had remained split off and buried, manifesting in depression, but never as 
the conscious pain and shock of that moment. However, I was filled with tears and 
grief whenever I spoke of it and I longed to search again for more records 
pertaining to my grandfather Wilhelm’s life. I wanted to know him. My father’s 
silent grief became my felt grief. I became my father’s voice, the voice of his loss, 
reaching out to find his father. I was moved to repair the breach, for his sake and 
mine. I lent my father motivation to find his father’s roots and beginnings. He 
acted on my expressed desire and his own unconscious longing. 
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When my own children, Kevin and Karin, asked me to take them, their spouses, 
children and grandchildren on the journey I had taken with my father in 1979, I 
was thrilled. They wanted to join me in imagining the life of Grandfather Wilhelm, 
their great-grandfather, great-great-grandfather, and great-great-great-grandfather, 
by walking the streets he had walked as a child.  
 
In July 2017 I stood, with my four living generations on Neues Strasse in 
Schwabisch-Hall, Germany, at the address where my grandfather was born and 
raised. I was standing with my children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren on 
the street where my grandfather had walked and played as a child. I was aware that 
here in this place he had lost his mother when he was just shy of 5 years old. Here 
my great-grandfather had grieved the loss of his wife, my great-grandmother, and 
my grandfather had felt the loneliness and lostness of missing his mother. And here 
I am standing with my greatgrandchildren who are just shy of 5 years old. As I 
recounted to my children and grandchildren and greatgrandchildren my 
grandfather’s loss of his mother, I became aware that we were healing 7 
generations, the three that precede me through the three that issue from me. 
 

Wounds are passed forward down the generations. So are blessings. This book is 
about my journey to heal wounds passed forward to me and through me to my 
children, and blessings passed forward and received by me and passed forward to 
my children. Wounds and blessings reflect relationships. They are the consequence 
of what happens between us. My journey is a journey of reconciling relationships, 
giving voice to those formerly silent, searching the vulnerabilities behind hurtful 
voices and forgiving, freeing creative love, now, for those who have been, are and 
will be.  

Healing between my father, Irvin, and his father, Wilhelm, and between my father 
and me is a theme that runs through the first half of this book. With the help of 
genealogical research (e.g. through ancestry.com), family stories, letters and 
personal memories, I have searched my father’s lineages, imagining my ancestors’ 
perspectives and relationships, their wounds, transgressions and blessings-- the 
wounds and gifts they passed forward.  As I have searched, I have tried to keep an 
eye on how their lives, their actions and inactions, have impacted me and my 
siblings and our relationships and through me my relationships with my children. 
The search is two directional. I search for ancestral roots of patterns I see in my life 
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and relationships. I am awakened to patterns in my own life and relationships as I 
learn about my ancestors’ lives. 

To illustrate: Until I was in my late - 30s, I was a fiercely guarded person.  I 
allowed no one to see my weaknesses, uncertainties, confusion, insecurities, 
unhappiness. I pretended to be secure, happy, to know what I wanted. Hiding and 
pretending, I became severely depressed at age 30 and masked that as well - until I 
could not. I hated the weakness I felt. My mind slowed. My mood was heavy. I 
resisted facing the day. I felt incapable of doing anything well enough to satisfy 
myself.  I felt worthless, a failure. By age 35, I had obtained a PhD degree in 
Clinical Psychology and transitioned through two jobs, making changes that were 
my choice. Vocationally I was learning to make decisions that aligned with what I 
wanted to do, family therapy and spiritual healing. I wanted to heal relationships. 
Yet, my depression deepened. My second job ended due to lack of funding. I was 
without work.  

I reached out to Barbara Krasner, a family therapist at Eastern Pennsylvania 
Psychiatric Institute (EPPI). We had met once, 4 years earlier. We met for lunch, 
and immediately identified our shared passion for the mystical, spiritual, heart of 
relationships. Despite feeling bereft and incapable of professional competence, my 
excitement overrode the depressive drag within me. Barbara introduced me to Ivan 
Boszormenyi-Nagy, Chair of Family Psychiatry at EPPI, and a few days after a 
brief encounter with him, he called to invite me onto the staff of Family Psychiatry 
at EPPI. Eager and terrified, I said yes. With Ivan and Barbara and another 
colleague, Margaret Cotroneo, as mentors, I was now introduced to 
multigenerational, contextual, family therapy. As I read Ivan’s book, Invisible 
Loyalties (Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark, 1973), and listened intently to Ivan, 
Barbara and Margaret, I gradually understood the multigenerational roots of my 
depression.  
As I listened and read, I began to see and feel my generational connections, even 
when my depression slowed mind could not decipher Ivan’s complex sentences.  
 
I remembered my father’s bouts with depression when I was a child, and my 
grandfather’s suicide when my father was 7. My depression seemed rooted in my 
father’s emotional wounds. I was buried under the weight of trying to compensate 
for the deprivation and shame my father carried, to make up for his losses; more 
weight than I could carry, especially as a young man. 

My job within my family had been to be strong, in order to help quiet my father’s 
emotional eruptions, his anger, and sense of not being appreciated. His upset had 



5 
 

dominated our dinner table. If my voice disquieted him, mother instructed me in 
how to care for him. My own anger, hurt, and sense of inadequacy had to be kept 
hidden. I had to pretend they didn’t exist. And I had to keep silent about all of this 
outside our home. I was ashamed of my father’s angry paranoia, accusing others of 
taking advantage of him, which was at times visible to my friends. I had to look 
good, unaffected, mature. I had to represent my family well and ‘never’ shame 
myself by admitting that I felt insecure, inadequate, neglected, and a social 
outsider.  

I came to realize how the wound of my grandfather’s suicide had dominated our 
home. My parents and, at times, my siblings ‘parentified’ me, expecting me to join 
my mother in parenting, tending the wounds of my father and being a steady 
‘mature’ presence.  

As I studied Ivan’s text, I began to ask my father about his childhood. He 
remembered finding his father hanging but felt nothing. Later a neighbor gave him 
an egg, perhaps feeling sorry for his loss. His mother smashed the egg he brought 
home. She chased him with a switch to deter him from ever taking such a gift 
again. She hated anyone thinking that her family had need. She lived with us. I 
knew her. My father spewed his vulnerabilities onto us at home. I carried 
Grandmother’s fierce commitment to hide my need, to hide any form of 
inadequacy.  

My grandmother’s self-preservation required keeping silence regarding her 
husband’s suicide. He was never talked about. And I never asked her about him 
while she was alive. 

My father buried his emotions regarding his father. When I asked him to read my 
writing about the generation-to-generation dynamics in our family, he refused. I 
felt disappointed and then released. He stood for himself, to maintain inner 
distance from the horror underneath. I came to respect his defending himself from 
feeling the intense pain underneath, a pain I could only imagine.  

I saw hiding my “weak” emotions, anxiety, fear, anger, sexual desire, insecurity, as 
my self-preservation. 

Today, at age 81, I am amazed at how essential hiding weaknesses seemed to me in 
my young adult life. I exported this family loyalty pattern into my friendships, as if 
my life depended on it. I remember how angry a friend was with me when I 
decided to leave my first job at the University of North Carolina and move to 
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Pennsylvania. He was dismayed that I was not grieving the loss of his presence in 
my life.  

And then at EPPI I betrayed a commitment to Barbara Krasner, because I was 
unable to discuss my fear and trepidation with her. Barbara, Ivan, Margaret and I 
were to lead a conference on Contextual Therapy in Holyoke, Massachusetts. I was 
to introduce one of the main speakers, Maurice Friedman, Jewish scholar and 
psychotherapist, the foremost interpreter of Martin Buber’s work. The idea 
petrified me because I knew that a cousin of my father, who was a holocaust denier 
would likely be coming to the presentation. I wrote Barbara a short note, but no 
explanation, saying that I was withdrawing from the conference. Not surprisingly, 
my incomprehensible note caused a severe rupture in one of my most important 
relationships. I could not admit my fear that my German cousin Gudrun would 
show up and disrupt the conference, by voicing her holocaust denial ideas. I told 
no one my fears.  

My father’s cousin Gudrun lived in Holyoke and I visited her yearly. I had first 
met her in 1959 when on a student European adventure. Her mother was my 
father’s first cousin, Hilda. Gudrun, who was still a child during World War II, 
married an American GI after the war and they eventually emigrated to Holyoke, 
MA. During my visits Gudrun would get out her Holocaust denial literature and 
lecture me about the Jewish conspiracy to take over the world. She would show me 
‘evidence’ that “only 200,000 Jews were killed in the concentration camps,” not 6 
million. I would finally say, “Even if it was 200, it would have been horrific and 
wrong.” Then she would stop her diatribe, put her literature away and resume 
conversation as if nothing had been said about it. Gudrun’s pejorative tone 
intimidated me. I was afraid of her, as I had been afraid of my Grandmother’s 
stern, unyielding tone and my father’s angry, accusing paranoia.  

Over several years, Barbara and I slowly recovered our trust and intimacy. I 
reached out to her acknowledging my unexplained betrayal of our trust. She 
reached back, at first tentatively, and we gradually resumed conversations and 
mutual support. We have now been friends and colleagues for forty-seven years.  

My entrenched commitment to hiding weakness was clearly damaging my 
relational world. The pattern was killing me, emotionally, and relationally, 
wherever I went. And yet I felt trapped. My emotional growth was being stunted. I 
pretended a maturity that I did not have. I feared rejection if I let anyone know the 
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insecurities I felt. My pretending prevented spontaneity essential to having any real 
intimacy with family or friends. 

I began to realize that to break the grip silence had on me, I had to go to the source.  
I had to confess my weakness to my father and ask him to care for me. My mother 
had died in 1959 when I was 20. Now, 20 years later, I had to confront her 
mandate, which I carried within me, to be strong and to care for my father. In 
1979, at the age of 40, when preparing to travel to Germany with my father, I 
finally began to reveal my weaknesses to him.  

I came to understand healing as restoring relationships, reaching for “I-Thou’ 
intimacy between myself and family, friends, colleagues. I love Martin Buber’s 
phrase, ‘healing through meeting.’ I wanted to know my father, mother, brother, 
sisters, cousins, grandparents, aunts, uncles, great-grandparents and my children, 
grandchildren and great-grandchildren and for each to know me. I wanted to know 
their best thoughts, what they cared about most, what they desired to fulfill in their 
lives, and to impart life and hope to the younger generations. I wanted to know 
how they hurt and what were their deepest wounds? How did they defend their 
wounds and how did their wounds and transgressions impact those around them 
and their progeny? I knew how to proceed with those living. I could finally tell 
each directly that I wanted to know them and them to know me. I could ask them 
to engage with me in sharing with each other our most important thoughts, the 
values we hold dear and want to live by, the struggles we each encounter, what we 
hope for and want with each other? Risky, at times frightening, but doable. 

Over my lifetime I have learned that everyone matters. Every voice counts. Every 
person is a unique gift to humankind, and therefore deserves to be cared for and to 
develop because s/he is needed by all of us. Life is sustained through connection, 
through relationship. The energy of life is love. Healing frees creative encounter. 
Meeting, I with you, when safe, open, receptive, fair and mutual, sparks life. I need 
you. You need me. Part of me is waiting to be brought to life by you and you by 
me. Safe intimate encounters are spontaneous, unpredictable, lifegiving, and 
healing.   

With ancestors no longer on earth, I have a similar hunger for intimacy, to hear 
from them and be heard by them. Of course, I cannot speak to them directly, but I 
can through prayer and imagined inner dialogue. Often their “speech” is invisibly 
hidden in the voices of those alive now.  Those who have impacted me were 
impacted by them. In this way, they have influenced me. I imagine my 
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grandmother’s childhood and the way her parents related to her through my 
father’s memories of how his mother treated him as a child. Under stress parents 
often exhibit the attitudes and behaviors of their parents, even treatment they hated 
as a child and vowed never to repeat with their children. Genealogical/historical 
data helps as well. I was struck with increased compassion for my grandmother, 
Christine, when I discovered that her father, Johann, died one month after her 
husband, Wilhelm, committed suicide. 

Frequently, we have lost the stories of our distant ancestor’s lives, e.g. letters once 
passed forward have been lost. Or their stories have never been told.  

With my mother’s family, the focus of the second half of this book, I am very 
fortunate. With the help of my mother’s younger sister, my Aunt Georgia, who was 
the first woman to run for Governor of Wisconsin, and who ran twice for Vice 
President on the Socialist Labor Party ticket, I have many family documents. She 
collected family genealogy records as well as her invaluable personal writings, 
including accounts of my mother’s and her own childhood and the lives of my 
maternal grandparents. I am also indebted to my brother Ken and his wife Lynn, 
for their persistent genealogical research. Through Aunt Georgia and Ken and 
Lynn, I have an extensive family genealogical record including many personal 
family letters that members have luckily saved. In addition, our family has been 
blessed with the extraordinary and detailed writings not only of my Aunt Georgia, 
but of two other amazing women in our family:  my maternal great-grandmother’s 
cousin, Rachel and my maternal grandfather’s sister, Great Aunt Clara.  

Through these amazing writings and letters, and the genealogical data (including 
the resources provided by Ancestry.com), I have had the good fortune to hear these 
ancestors’ voices, and to imagine what was real for them, what they cared about 
and held most dear, what they suffered and how they survived, and what they left 
unsaid and undone. I hear the echo of their lives in mine as their values play out 
through me and as I work to heal wounds passed forward and to recast beliefs that 
constrain life and limit intimate exchange. 

As these ancestors have come alive in my imagination, I have been amazed by the 
liveliness of feeling their presence within me. I feel their gratitude for my 
eagerness to know them, encouraging me to repair the consequences of their 
misdeeds, and helping me draw life from the good they passed forward. I 
experience my ancestors urging me to act on their behalf, to do what they left 
undone.  
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My Great Aunt Clara wrote fascinatingly of her childhood, the childhood of her 
brother, my grandfather Will Purvis, and the lives of her parents, my great-
grandparents William and Ellen Jane, GGF William’s homesteading in Illinois in 
the 1830s and GGM Ellen Jane’s homesteading on the prairie in north western 
Kansas in 1885.  

Cousin Rachel, my maternal GGM Mary’s cousin, wrote of her life in the mid-to-
late 1800s in Indiana including many passages about my GGM Mary Quick Pryor, 
who was raised by Rachel’s parents from a young age (A Hoosier Girlhood, 1923). 
She included GGM Mary’s marriage to GGF Smith Pryor and their homesteading 
in northwestern Missouri. 

My Aunt Georgia wrote of her and my mother’s childhoods and the lives and 
concerns of my maternal grandparents Will and Mary Daisy. Grandfather Will’s 
helicopter invention failed in 1910, and the inspiration and shortfall of his creative 
impulses were played down through the generations seemingly influencing a 
hesitance to complete and promote creative projects in the next generations.  

Great Aunt Clara, Cousin Rachel and Aunt Georgia’s writings are so personally 
expressed that they can bring us close to the experiences of their generations. I am 
astounded by the passthrough of their cares and concerns as I witness them playing 
out in my life and those of my children. These include an incredible resilience after 
the death of children, young parents and spouses. My grandmother Mary Daisy 
Pryor, after losing a one-year old child, another just after birth and several 
miscarriages, and being advised by her doctor to not become pregnant again, 
refused to give up trying. Thus, my mother was born! 

These ancestors were actual pioneers, homesteading again and again, each time 
starting virtually from scratch, and moving west. Great Aunt Clara describes my 
grandfather Will and his brother building a sod house on the prairie in Kansas. 
Grandfather Will, the inventor, pioneered new ideas, as did his daughter Aunt 
Georgia, running for Vice-President of the USA, her daughter Gina joining the 
Peace Corps, myself in fashioning this book, my son, Kevin, in meditation and 
physical fitness, and his son Greg in programming artificial intelligence. 

Education was primary, in the home, in teaching, founding, and administering 
schools. GGF William, who learned to read at age 20, founded a school in Moultrie 
County, Illinois, where he homesteaded. He educated himself in law and served as 
an elected justice, reportedly trying a case for which Abraham Lincoln was either 
the prosecuting or defense attorney. Grandfather Will, who left school at age 9, 
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later educated himself in drafting and trigonometry and saw to it that his children 
had the best education available. He, and Grandma Mary Daisy, read poetry and 
played word and number games to educate their children, including my mother, at 
home. I watch my daughter, Karin, use every occasion to educate her children and 
grandchildren, inventing games and turning household tasks into teaching venues. 

Family cohesion was maintained at great distances by letters and visits. The laying 
of rails in the 1850s and 1860s, made long hauls more possible and horse drawn 
carriages served the more local short runs. Local newspapers made available 
through Ancestry.com supply a record of my family members’ visits with each 
other in the late 1800s. GGM Ellen Jane emphasized family solidarity, including 
quite remarkably with her stepchildren, the children of GGF William’s first 
marriage, who were mostly her own age. To this day family reunions and 
gatherings are highly valued, if infrequent. With the Covid-19 pandemic, we now 
gather by Zoom more frequently!  

The reaching out to each other in the family, overflowed to the community 
especially to those in need. GGF William built a room onto his house where those 
traveling through, who needed lodging and a meal, could stay. Grandfather Will 
and Grandmother Mary Daisy always fed the vagabonds who ‘rode’ the rails. I 
remember strangers at our holiday dinner table as my parents invited those who 
were far from their own homes or had no family to be with. 

I believe my ancestors’ generosity and attentiveness to those in need, was the 
ground for later social justice activism. My grandfather Will led a local chapter of 
the rail workers’ union, who went out on strike for better wages in 1922. Aunt 
Georgia joined the Socialist Labor Party and fought for workers. Cousin Gina 
worked in the Peace Corps. I invest in racial justice, healing the wounds of slavery 
and Native American displacement and genocide.  

The dignity of every human being is a central family value passed down to me and 
through me to my children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. This is 
reflected in the multiracial family that we are today, and in the relationships I have 
forged with Native Americans. Now, in my generation, the time has arrived to take 
steps missed by earlier generations, to promote racial justice. At times I feel my 
ancestors cheering me on, “Do what we were not able to do, did not see to do, 
lacked the courage to do, were afraid to do.” 

My pioneering ancestors, GGF William, GGM Ellen Jane, GGF Smith Pryor, 
GGM Mary Jane, homesteaded in areas in Illinois, Kansas, and Missouri, shortly 
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after Native Tribes had been removed. They were surely witness to the buffalo 
herds being decimated, shot down by bounty hunters from the windows of trains. 
Yet in Great Aunt Clara’s writings there is only one reference to Indigenous 
peoples. She mentions my GF Will’s concern that their smokestack and the smoke 
not be visible from a distance, for fear of Indian raiding parties. The 1867 treaties 
removing Natives from that area in Kansas had not been fully ratified by the tribes. 
There is one reference, in GGM Mary Jane’s letters, to friendly relations with 
Natives in northern Missouri. A Native hunting party stopped at their homestead to 
water their horses and share food with her. 

Not only is little said by my ancestors about Native peoples, but, as Natives were 
removed, settlers had little contact with them. For the most part the cultures were 
kept separate with little to no interaction or learning from each other. Indigenous 
Tribes were removed from their homelands and food supplies, e.g. buffalo, and 
made dependent on US government supplies. They had been removed from the 
lands they believed the Creator had given into their care. My ancestors paid the US 
Government a few dollars for land sacred to the Tribes. 

 Today I try to take reparative steps my ancestors would not or could not take. I 
listen and learn from Native People. I honor their traditions and am enlightened by 
their perspectives. I support their return to dignity and restoration of the best of 
their ancient ways.  I ask forgiveness. We each need to right the wrongs of the past 
and to save our Nation and our planet. 

As religious differences evolved in my mother’s family, GF Will became more 
doubting of God’s existence as he aged and my mother and her siblings diverged, 
Mom a Baptist Christian, Aunt Georgia an Atheist, Uncle Bill Pentecostal. 
Expressions of love, being present to each other in need, always took precedence 
over religious differences. Mom and her siblings agreed not to talk religion and 
never to try to change views and beliefs of the other. This openness persists with 
me and my progeny, with one change. I want the intimacy of knowing each 
person’s religious experience and reasons for doubt and/or atheism and I want my 
religious experience to be known. So, I foster religious dialogue, without attempts 
to convert each other. Intimacy is my goal, and all the new horizons that intimacy 
brings to life.  
 
As I chronicled my healing journey and the impact of the lives that preceded me, I 
was moved to reach out to my siblings, children and grandchildren, sending them 
portions of my writing and asking them to engage me with their responses, their 
memories, observations of the impacts of ancestral themes, gifts and wounds, in 
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their lives. Responses trickled in. I persisted with repeated requests and then face 
to face conversations with furious note taking. Every response I received was 
lifegiving to me. The depth of feeling in these exchanges initially surprised me.  
My internal dialogue with ancestors through imagining their lives was feeding a 
living dialogue with my family.  
Ongoing conversations with my siblings now intermingle past and present and 
have freed me to receive the differences between us joyfully. We each carry the 
particular significance and residual that we do. My joy is in our knowing each 
other and in growing from our intimacy. No need to see or feel or remember events 
in the same way. We challenge each other to see from each other’s standpoint. I am 
safe when I honor the integrity of what I remember and grow from the integrity of 
another.  
My family’s responses to my childhood memories and to our ancestors’ recorded 
memories has opened to me their reflections on their lives, their relationships with 
me and my delight in witnessing the mirroring of our ancestors’ lives in each our 
lives, in unique ways.  

I began with recording my healing journey through the impact of wounding 
and gifting generation to generation. I have been blessed with the spontaneity and 
richness of contemporary dialogue that incorporates and is alive with gratitude and 
forgiveness and awareness of our ancestors’ contributions to this moment. 
Recently, while I was watching my grandson working with his tool, a laptop 
computer, writing code for an app he is inventing, I was inwardly hearing my 
Aunt’s political speech on ABC TV in 1956, defending the value of workers 
owning their tools. 
Now I engage this Healing 7 Generations project with an extended vision, to 
address each family member with the ancestral lives I have searched out and from 
which we all inherit and to learn to converse and exchange with each person 
individually and together in the family forum. 
Recently, when four generations of our family were together at a cottage on the 
shore of an island in Maine, I witnessed this process continuing and unfolding. 
Later, my son wrote to me, “Dad, what you have envisioned and longed for is 
happening.”  
 
I write with this consciousness: The words I use are the best I have at this time to 
express my experience. They can never do full justice to the experiences they 
describe. The words I use are intended to open realms to ponder. They are not the 
end. At best, they are a window. And they point.  
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What I want to accomplish through this book: 

• To record my healing process and experiences. 
• To leave this record to my children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren and 

all the others who will come after me. 
• To pass forward my understanding of the emotional and spiritual healing that 

come through healing relationships, especially family relationships. 
• To convey how much of my healing and strengthening has occurred as I have 

become conscious of the generational roots of my wounds and strengths, in 
learning to appreciate the experiences of previous generations of our family. 

 
Where did my urge to do what I can to right wrongs come from? Might this have 
been nurtured by inner urgings from my ancestors all along. It certainly 
expresses the further development of the values they taught me. 

I want to take readers on my journey of healing, to share what I have 
experienced and learned. 

My hope is that entering into my journey will open up horizons for my readers, 
in their families, friendships and communities. 

 


