THEARAINBOW
NEVER'SE]IS

Dieter Tieman



The Rainbow Never Sets
An autobiography by

Dieter Tieman

diis
BookBound

PUBLISHING



The rainbow never sets
An autobiography by Dieter Tieman
49 Pueblo Street, Copacabana, NSW 2251, Australia

First published in Australia in 1997
BookBound
POBox 309, Ourimbah, NSW 2258

Copyright © Dieter Tieman, 1997

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in an archival system or transmitted in any form, or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise,
without the prior written permission of the author.

ISBN 1-876231-10-6

Design by Aartworks, Ourimbah
Printed in Australia by Dobson’s Printing Service



Acknowledgments

I wish to thank my dear wife Alison for her support given to me during
the last four years while this book was written. Without her constant help
and support | could never have finished it.

My friend Craig Cormick from Canberra has read the manuscript twice,
has made countless corrections, and has given me most helpful advice. |
would like to extend to him my most sincere thanks for giving me so
much of his precious time.

Also my sister Gerda from Cairo has gone through this book several
times and shared with me much of her academic experience in linguistics,
to make this book readable to our family and friends. Thank you, Gerda.

Our friend from Copacabana, Nancye Stockbridge, with whom we play
tennis, has read the manuscript and made most useful suggestions. My
sincere thanks to you, Nancye.

Eric Hoek of BookBound, the Publisher, has also given me of his time
and advice, for which | am most grateful.

Copacabana, 2 October 1997

D.T.



© 0 N O O M WDN P

(A=
o

11
12
13
14
15
16
17

Contents

PART ONE

Fifteen years in a childhood paradise

Under the shade of a linden tree
Shelter from the war

School life in Posen

Weekends at home

Winter in Sapowice

Spring time

Summer holidays

Autumn in Sapowice

The beginning of the end
Soldier or student?

PART TWO

Refugee in search of a homeland

Berlin — on the run

Westerhausen — the end of the war
Emersleben — back to school

Kerstlingerode — unpaid farm worker

Bremen — the Wool Trade Capital of Germany
Dahlhausen interlude

Bremen — working and searching

18
25
33
51
73
84
89
100
117

144
156
172
193
212
235
241



18
19
20
21

22
23
24

25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32

Contents

PART THREE

Australia, my new home

Sailing under the Wind of Hope
Sydney — wool trade

Striking new roots

Spiritual awakening

PART FOUR

Indonesia

Learning to be a missionary
Study tours

Joys and setbacks of missionary life in Kupang

PART FIVE
Ministry in Australia

Albion Park

Canberra — Melba

Canberra — Wattle Park

Family and holidays

Consultations with neighbouring churches
Long service leave, 1987

Building a church at Melba

Reflections

264
276
292
308

321
338
348

376
403
410
414
419
427
458
461






PART ONE

FIFTEEN YEARS IN A
CHILDHOOD PARADISE



CHAPTER ONE

Under the shade
of a linden tree

A linden tree in German songs and poems inspires you to dream.
Inhaling the sweet perfume of linden blossom in spring, they say, makes
you drowsy and sends you off into dream-land. Many romantic poems
and songs have been written about it. We had several linden trees in our
park in Sapowice, Poland, where | grew up, but only one to which | had a
special relationship. It was here where my brother and | did our dreaming,
our playing, where fantasy mixed with reality. Its wide branches shaded
the path from our villa to the driveway which led to our grandparents’
manor house. Its flowers in spring were collected, dried and used as a
herbal tea, which was served to us when we were sick.

My brother Gunter, 14 months older and wiser than I, would often sit
with me under the shade of this linden tree and we would dream or just
chat, or climb its lower branches. One branch was reaching out so far that
it formed a natural archway. At the centre of the arch two steel rings were
fastened from which a swing hung. One of us would sit on the branch and
rock it like a see-saw, while the other was trying to swing. When our
cousins Horst and Bernd came to visit us from the neighbouring estate
just over three kilometers away, this was our favourite spot to meet. Then
the tree was used as a base for hide and seek, whilst we were hiding behind
a dense patch of shrubs.

On a warm and sunny afternoon towards the end of July 1939 our two
cousins, Gunter and | came again together under the shade of the linden
tree.

“What are you going to do?” asked Gunter his older cousin, when we
knew we were alone and no-one could hear us.

“I'm going to stay with my parents,” was the definite answer of the
almost fifteen year-old Horst.

Bernd, his younger brother, who was usually quiet, raised an anxious
voice: “But wouldn’t it be too dangerous? Haven’t our parents just told us
that the Poles are already digging trenches in the Borowy? Sapowice and
our Strykowo, with the lake on one side, is going to be turned into a battle
field. The Poles are planning to fight the biggest battle with the German
army right here where we are, and the Poles are going to win it.”
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Fifteen years in a childhood paradise

“That’s what they think,” | threw in for what it was worth.

Our ‘war cabinet’ was in full swing. For the first time in our young lives
we had been drawn into a secret plan of our parents. They had told us that
a war between Poland and Germany was inevitable, and that our homes
and land, until then idyllic and peaceful, could be turned into a battle-
field. Our family had been here since before the first World War. In 1919
the province of Posen had become part of Poland, when our family
became Polish citizens, but remained ethnic Germans.

We were still rather stunned and could not work out all the
implications.

After a thoughtful pause | ventured to say: “You are lucky Horst, you
can stay here, you have a choice, but we haven’t”.

It was true. Our parents had just told us that as Gunter and | and our
cousin Bernd were too young to stay, Gunter would be 12 in October,
Bernd 11 in August and | would be 11 in December. So we were to leave
our homes in Sapowice and in Strykowo together with our Grandparents
and go somewhere to the Free State of Danzig, near the Baltic Sea, close to
the East Prussian border. Our parents hoped that the Germans would take
over that part immediately, without fighting.

Gunter, who was always thoughtful and wise for his age, said: “We must
be very careful that we don’t tell anyone of this plan, not even Klarchen.”

“Isn’t Klarchen coming with us to cook and look after us?” | asked.

“Yes, she is,” said Horst, “but leave it to your parents to tell her. We
must not say anything to anyone.”

Until that time our secrets had been small and insignificant, but this
one seemed to us a matter of life and death. Suddenly our childhood
became a thing of the past, that glorious, carefree and innocent childhood
of our paradise on two neighbouring country estates in Poland, near
Poznan (German: Posen). The linden tree took on another dimension for
our life, one of danger and foreboding.

Before my mind flashed by the many times we had played together
here around this tree, also with our Polish friends. There were Stefan,
JOziu, Franek, (all sons of our coach-man Franz Kempa), Czesiu, Kubala
and some other sons and daughters of our Polish workers on the farm,
through whom we had learnt to speak Polish soon after we had learnt
German from our parents. Many times they had joined our hide and seek
games around the old linden tree.

“Why on earth would Germany want to make war with Poland?” |
asked innocently. “There is nothing wrong with the Poles? We play
together, they are our good friends. And look at our workers, so loyal to
Vater (my father), there is never any trouble! | can’t understand it.”

“Hold on,” said Horst, “you don’t go to a German school in Poznan as |
do. I know that some of the Poles hate us. At the beginning of this year, all
the windows of our school on the ground floor were smashed by Polish
students. And | can tell you, we were attacked many times by the kids
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from the Polish schools, but we gave them a thrashing. Only twice | got
hurt, remember when | had to stay home for a few days with my arm in a
sling? That’s when they got me when | was on my own. Four of them
against me. The other time | got hit by a stone, but that only gave me a
bad bruise.”

“But who started it all?” | said defensively. “If Germany had not
threatened Poland, those kids would have left you alone.”

“Oh yeah?”

“And besides, in Poznan you come up against the Poles who live in the
city. They don’t have any German friends like us. You go to a special
German school, they go to their own school, and you never mix. | like my
friends here, and | don’t want the Germans to fight the Poles.”

Gunter tried to stop our argument: “There is nothing we can do about
it. If there is going to be a war, there is going to be a war. Horst is older
than | and much older than you. He has gone to school in Poznan for
three years. He should know.”

“This year we too have to go to Poznan to start school,” | said
stubbornly. “What will happen to us? Will we be bashed up as you, Horst?
I don’t like it. I'm really scared.”

“Don’t be a frightened owl,” said Gunter. “We will be staying at the
Siebenburger boarding house. Don’t you remember we met a number of
the other boarders only a few weeks ago when they came to stay a night
here from their bike-ride? You romped with them on the straw where they
slept. They are all big, strong boys, so you really needn’t worry too much,
you know.”

I had enough of this. | wanted to go to a place where | was free from
worry. Not far from where we were talking was our beloved climbing tree
which had three stems, one had been claimed by Gunter, one by Bernd,
and one was mine.

“Let’s go on our climbing tree, Bernd,” | said. He too had enough of all
that talking. Horst of course, considered himself too old for such childish
games.

Although | was the youngest, in size | came right after Horst. Two years
earlier Gunter and | were much the same size. We looked like twins then.
But since then | had shot up and left Gunter behind. Bernd had always
been wiry but small, smaller than Glnter. Horst and Gunter were still
talking when we came back. | didn’t want to listen to them. I'd rather do
a bit of dreaming by myself.

[]

I was only one and a half-years old, | could hardly walk, but already
Ginter and | played ‘horses’ together. | was in the harness and he held the
reigns firmly in his hands: “giddup”, he called, and he wanted me to trot
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— but I couldn’t; just a feeble attempt going up and down on my knees,
just to please Gunter.

We also played with a little hay cart, which had a long handle. I loved
to sit in it and Gunter would pull me. One day he turned the corner too
fast and tipped me out. A few tears, but we continued to play. From early
on we were inseparable friends. Horst and Bernd had come to us to play
regularly, or we went over to their place. We grew up together almost like
brothers.

[]

But there was no point trying to hang on to the past.

“What’s going to happen to all our things here?” | heard Ginter say.

“l don’t know whether they’re safe,” said Horst. “They’re probably
going to lock and bar the big house of Oma and Opa (my grandma and
grandpa), but your father is going to stay here, so there will be someone
staying to keep watch.”

“But what if all is going to be destroyed?” persisted Gunter.

“I think you need to do something about your valuables, though, like
the silver and jewellery,” was Horst’s advice.

“Surely the jewellery could go with us, but the silver would be more
difficult,” said Bernd.

Horst had read many detective stories, and he loved especially the
books by Karl May on the Red Indians, like ‘Winnetou’ and perhaps
twenty other titles. Our parents always thought they were a waste of time
to read, but what Horst said now came straight out of the pages of ‘that
trash’: “You and we will have to bury our silver at some secret place where
no one will be able to find it. We will have to remember exactly the place
where we dig, and when the war is over we’ll be able to dig it out again.”

That sounded most exciting to us. We all agreed, and with that our war
cabinet meeting was over.

[]

We lived in the ‘small house’, a suburban style ‘villa’ about 150 meters
from the manor house which my grandparents owned. Our villa had been
built for my parents before their wedding, and they had moved into it
after their honeymoon. The ground floor had three rooms: the lounge,
the ‘Damen Zimmer’ or ladies lounge and the dining room. There was a
small toilet and ante-room as one entered the house from the front steps.
Upstairs were three bedrooms, one for my parents, one for my sister
Gerda, and one for Gunter and me. There was also a family bathroom
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with running cold water and a flush toilet with a septic tank in the
ground. A bath water heater was near the bath tub, which was fired once
or twice a week with wood or coal for a bath. There was a staircase to the
attic. In the cellar was the kitchen, the laundry, pantry and coal storage
room and two rooms where Klarchen, our cook, and the maid lived.

Our parents were still sitting around the table in the lounge, in deep
discussions with Onkel Werner (my father’s brother), and Tante Margaret,
Horst and Bernd’s parents. We went straight to them to tell them about
our resolution regarding the silver.

“Good thinking, Horst,” was the general praise. “You will have to help
us when we are ready to bury it.”

“Mutter is not going with you to Danzig, where you will be going with
Oma and Opa,” said Vater. “She will take Gerda to Tante Alice in
Bronikowo. This is near the German/Polish border, and we hope the
German army will get there on the first day of the war.”

Gerda was then only one and a half.

“Does that mean that you are going to stay here all on your own,”
asked Gunter?

“Yes,” said Vater, “Onkel Werner, Tante Margaret and Horst will be
staying in Strykowo. It’s not far if | need some help. Also, don’t forget,
Sapowice is away from the main road and the railway. So it should be even
a little safer here than to stay in Strykowo.”

“l don’t like that,” Bernd said to his parents. “You can’t stay in our
house. You have to go into hiding somewhere.”

“We’ve thought of that,” Tante Margaret replied. “The three of us will
stay in a little hideaway on a small island in the lake which is surrounded
by bulrushes. We should be safe there. And Lumpie is going to come with
us. He won’t bark if he is close to us, and he can help us keep watch.”

These were worrying times. In July 1939 everyone we knew was talking
about the war that seemed to be inevitable. In fact, as we later heard, it
was welcomed by the German minority in Poland. Since the beginning of
1939 some Germans in Poland were persecuted, because Hitler had
invaded Czechoslovakia earlier and now started to threaten Poland with
the same. There was also the possibility that the landowning families like
us would lose at the next ‘dispossession’” most of their land, which the
Polish government intended to give to poor farmers or landless workers.
Our estate would have been drastically reduced from 2400 morgen,
approximately 800 hectares, to about 800 morgen. However, the next
‘dispossession’ never came.

After the Strykowoers had left us, | went back to my linden tree. It had
all been too much for me. | longed to go back to the past, to my early
childhood, to draw some strength from it.

[]
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‘Villa’, where | grew up
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It was Christmas Eve 1928. Mutter was in Poznan, 32 kilometers from
us, in a private maternity clinic, expecting me. She had been rather
anaemic throughout the pregnancy, and the obstetrician wanted to keep
her under close observation. Vater had permission to take her home by car
over Christmas. She spent Christmas Eve together with Vater and Gunter,
but on Christmas Day she felt she had to go back to the clinic. | was born
in the morning of 26 December 1928 in Poznan. Mutter put me in the
bassinet under the Christmas tree.

January and February 1929 had been the coldest months on record.
Most fruit trees in the garden had died because of frost. On the morning of
my baptism, 8 February 1929, which was also Mutter’s birthday, the milk
in our kitchen froze. So had all the water pipes in the house. Nothing of
the plumbing works functioned. My baptism was held in the Manor
house, conducted by Pastor Schwerdfeger, our protestant minister.

I was breast-fed by Mutter for three months and grew up with Gunter as
my constant companion. | could hardly walk, when Gunter taught me to
ride his lovely hobby horse.

Our family 21/6/30, the 40th Wedding Anniversary of my grandparents.
From l.to r. Oma, |, Vater standing, Tante Margaret, Bernd, Onkel \Werner, Mutter,
Horst, Opa, Gunter sitting.
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In the donkey cart

A great deal of the magic of my childhood is connected with Christmas.
Christmas 1931 we received a beautiful rocking horse. Glinter was riding
it, and | was trying to hold it by its leather reigns. As it reared up, | lost the
grip, and | cried. But then it came back down. Its face looked like a real
miniature pony. There was a bit in its half-open mouth, real hair all over
its body, and a long mane and tail made from horse hair. On its back was
a saddle. For us it looked like Vater’s saddle. We would spend hours riding
on it, for many years, sometimes both of us sitting on it, sometimes we
shared the time willingly, sometimes we fought for it, and Irene had to
mediate.

Irene Lucht was the only German girl in our village, the daughter of a
machinist in our starch factory. She came regularly to look after us. She
was about ten years older than we, had beautiful long plaits, and we loved
playing with her. Later on she was to become Vater’s secretary.

In 1932 Father Christmas brought us a rather unusual gift. Vater told
us: “I couldn’t leave your main gift here in this room. It’s too big, and we
left it in the yard. I'll take you there tomorrow morning in daylight.”

We wondered all night what it might be. We had no idea. When
morning came, we put on our winter clothes and went with Vater and
Mutter to the stables where our coach horses were. There in a stall was a
donkey.

Vater said: “This is your big Christmas present.”

We were quite beside ourselves with joy.

“Can we ride it?” we both asked together.
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“Of course. It will take both of you at the same time, because you are
still small boys. You can also harness it to that cart and drive with it in the
park.”

We had a lovely time with our donkey. Franz Kempa was Opa’s driver,
coachman and valet. His eldest son, Franek, or Irene, had to be with us
though, for as Vater said: “With a donkey you never know.”

One day we were all sitting in the cart, with Irene, Franek and Stefan,
his brother, going around the oval drive way. Suddenly the donkey must
have thought he had enough, it was time for him to get to his stable for
his meal, for he first trotted, than galloped as fast as he could. Irene
jumped off the cart, so did Stefan. Franek was trying desperately to pull in
the reigns, but the donkey was stubborn. He didn’t stop. He raced through
the gate of the Park, then through the gate of the yard, jolting us three as
the small iron-clad wheels were jumping from one cobble stone to the
next, heading straight towards the stable door. | screamed and yelled and
hid behind Gunter under the front seat, for | was scared. Suddenly the cart
stopped. | looked up and could see that Franz had grabbed the donkey just
before it reached the door. Phew, that was a narrow escape. From then on
we made sure that we closed the park gate whenever we rode the donkey
or drove in the cart with him.

Another Christmas we received a threshing machine and a steam
engine — both made by our carpenter. There were lots of wheels that
would turn, and a leather belt that connected the steam engine to the
thresher. We played hours with it, slowly preparing ourselves mentally to
become farmers, when we would grow up.

Both of us also had a tricycle. Most of the time we rode them outside,
only when the weather was bad, were we allowed to ride them on the
brick floor of the kitchen. One day | was turning a corner too sharply and
came off the bike, hitting my head on the screw of the bell, which had lost
its top. | bled profusely. It was not so easy then to get two or three stitches
and for everything to be forgotten there. The doctor was far away and so
this accident left a scar above my right eye, which is still visible. | was
fortunate, though, that I did not lose my eye.

I remember from early days, that Mutter would gather us around her
and read to us some story from the Bible, or some other religious book
with pictures. We were encouraged to ask questions, but we were not
allowed to be ‘silly’ or misbehave. This was to be a special time and we
noticed that Mutter behaved differently. She held her arms around us and
we cuddled to her, feeling warm and sheltered. Mutter’s concern was that
we should learn the stories in the Bible so that we could come to a strong
faith in later life, the same as hers. Whether we learnt something from her
or not, these times with her meant a lot to me, and it always made me feel
good inside. She would also see to it that we regularly said our prayers at
night, before going to sleep, and before lunch and supper it was Mutter
who would say the grace, before she had taught us to say it.
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Unfortunately, Mutter could not sing, so we never sang songs with her,
but with others we loved to sing, either Christmas carols or nursery songs.
We also went to church whenever my parents went, to the German
protestant church in Steszew, six kilometers towards Poznan on an
unsealed road, only passable by horse-drawn coach. There was no Sunday
school nor any segment for children, that is probably why Mutter took it
on herself to teach us some of the Bible stories. She certainly taught us
respect for other people, an awareness of right and wrong, and tolerance
towards other religions, as we lived in a predominantly Catholic area.

I loved wandering around in our big park, about 20 acres of garden with
tall trees and lawns ever since | was very small. It was all fenced in, and
our parents must have thought it was safe. Our sand-pit was a long
distance from the house, in the south-eastern corner of the park. Usually
Irene came with us when we wanted to play there. One day | needed to go
to the toilet quickly. Irene said: “Just run home, you’ll get there in time.”

But I didn’t. | came screaming to Klarchen with my pants full and it was
all running down my legs. She had to clean me up and change my clothes.

In the summer of 1934 our parents took us and Bernd to Zoppot, a sea-
side resort on the Baltic Sea, in the Free State of Danzig. We rented a house
there and Klérchen cooked for us. We loved to climb in and out of the
window, but many times we got into trouble for that with the landlady. It
turned out, that she was a real dragon, as she constantly interfered with
Klarchen in the kitchen. It was in Zoppot that | saw the sea for the first
time — water as far as the eye could see. What an enormous stretch of
water! The magic of the sea had me completely enthralled.

During 1936 | grew faster than Gunter, and for a time he and | were the
same height. Mutter would often dress us the same so people thought we
were twins. She was always so proud of us and never tired of showing us
off. A year later | passed Gunter in height, and he never caught up with
me.

We had some Spanish relatives who stayed with us for some time
during the Spanish civil war in 1936. They were Beyme’s. Mutter’s cousin,
who had died earlier, had married a Spanish lady, Tina. She came with her
three grown-up children, two daughters, one of them Alice, and one son
Franz. Alice would insist calling us ‘the twins’.

Tante Tina would always complain about the cold. One day she walked
with us to the garden. Entering one of our greenhouses, with the hot sun
blazing on its glass roof, she exclaimed, “Oh, this is nice, like at home, like
in Spain.” At that time we had no idea of how much refugees missed their
home.

For Christmas 1936 Gunter and | both received a red-indian tent with
the appropriate clothing and head gear. It was great when the weather
became warmer and we could play outside. The tent became our head
quarters, from which we waged imaginary war with all and sundry.

The following summer Gunter, Bernd and | wanted to sleep outside in
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our tent. We would take turns to keep watch for two hours while the
others slept, just as we had read it in our books about red indians.

We got some blankets and pillows, and some food that needed heating
up over an open fire.

It felt like the real thing, especially when my turn came to keep watch.

“Wake up, Dieter,” said Glunter, “for the next two hours you must walk
up and down, and don’t let anyone see that our tent is hidden here under
the tree. Wake Bernd when it is his turn to take over from you.”

It was eerie to be up at night all by yourself. The owls were calling in the
distance, the moon shone its silver light over the park and over the manor
house, which was nearby. It was good to think that someone friendly lived
so close. | imagined all kinds of foes hiding behind the tall trees, and from
the lake came strange noises. It was altogether spooky and not as nice as |
had imagined it. | was glad when my time was over, and | could wake
Bernd.

“It’s your turn now,” | said, and crawled under my blanket where | felt
secure again.

That was the last watch | did. Bernd tried to wake Gunter at 4 am, but
couldn’t. None of us minded, as we all had a turn at watching, and we
slept wonderfully, till the sun was up. Then we heard a strange noise.

“What was that?” asked Gunter.

We each got our tomahawk and crawled out to see. The noise came
from the footpath. Could it be some foe imitating a bird call as a signal to
attack us? We were glad it was daylight.

There, from behind a bush came a turkey hen with her 25 or so
pheasant chicks. Our turkeys were used to finish breeding pheasant eggs
that were found in a nest on the ground when the grass was cut. Our
workers had instructions to leave the grass cutter immediately and bring
the still warm eggs to where the clucky turkeys were sitting. Once they
hatched the turkey mother would lead her pheasant chicks and shelter
them under her wings. When they were bigger, they were released in the
park, where the turkey hen guided them, until one day they all would fly
away and leave her on her own.

We began to laugh with relief. No enemy after all so early in the
morning. It had been a wonderful night, we all agreed, and we should do
it again.

Not until 1938 did we repeat a night out. This time it was going to be in
Strykowo, and Horst was going to be in it too. That gave us lots of
confidence, and anyhow, we were much older then. The tent was made of
tarpaulin. They didn’t have such a nice park as we did, so we went into
their woods instead, which was quite a distance from their home. We were
taken there by Onkel Werner by car, and left to fend for ourselves. We had
to cook dinner properly, none of that warming up business.

“Thick pea soup,” | said, “we all like it, especially with some ham or
bacon.”
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It was not easy to get the fire started, as we had forgotten the paper.
When it was burning, we put the pot with the soup on three large stones,
and in no time it began to boil.

“It must cook for at least half an hour,” was Gunter’s comment, “but
mind it doesn’t burn at the bottom.”

“I’'m not stupid. Don’t worry.” | was quick to reply. By now it was clear
that the youngest, that was me, had to do the cooking. | was glad that |
had been helping Klarchen in the kitchen many times, and to make sure
the porridge didn’t get burnt at the bottom | had stirred it many times.

With a long-handled ladle | kept stirring vigorously. Soon it began to
smell of lovely pea soup, and the others were coming over, as they were
getting hungry.

There was one big problem, though: “How am | going to get the heavy
pot off the fire?” | wanted to know.

“Easy, get a pot holder on either side of the handle, and then just lift it.”

“But we haven’t got any pot holders!”

After a bit of head-scratching, GUnter proposed: “We have to get the fire
away from under the stones, then we just ladle the soup into our bowls.”

After the others helped with that, and the soup was evenly divided, I
burnt my tongue, of course, too eager to taste my own cooking. It was
delicious, and the others said so too, which pleased me greatly.

Cleaning up was no problem, as we just stuffed the dirty dishes
together with the pot into a cardboard box.

“Frania will do it,” said Bernd confidently, and we all agreed.

As we had been busy eating our meal, dark clouds had blown in
without us noticing it. Suddenly there was lightning and thunder and we
all looked up noticing a black thunder cloud right above our heads.

“This looks ominous,” said Horst, “we had better secure our tent, so
that the wind won’t blow it over.”

Before he had even finished saying that, a gust of wind blew over us,
taking with it dried leaves and dust and the ashes from our fire, swirling it
around us and giving us all a real fright. We huddled together in the tent,
holding on to the rope that secured the door flap. Then all hell seemed to
have broken loose, crashing of thunder and continuous lightning. |
seemed to be feeling safe in the midst of my cousins, maybe feeling just a
little uncomfortable. One clap of thunder came almost simultaneously
with the lightening.

“That was close,” said Gunter.

“Would anyone like to go and see where it struck?” Horst asked wryly.

No one volunteered.

“Then I'll have to go and see for myself,” he said, and he left the three
of us wondering what we would have to do.

It was not long before he came back again.

“A whole wheat stack is on fire, just a couple of hundred meters from
here. Come and see.”
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We rushed out and there it was, a blazing inferno. Quite awesome
against the black clouds.

“It looks like fire-works,” | said when | saw the sparks flying, fanned by
the strong wind.

Suddenly the rain came down. Not as usually starting with a few big
drops. This was an instantaneous deluge. We needed to run only about ten
meters to our tent, but by the time we reached it we were all completely
drenched.

We lit a kerosene lamp to give us some light, but our mood was still
gloomy as night. All the joy of camping had gone. We were all damp and
couldn’t get comfortable. Outside the storm was still raging, and we were
wondering if our make-shift tent would hold. Then we heard voices over
the thunder and tumult: “Where are you? Halloo! Horst, Bernd ...”

Our faces lit up: “Here in the tent,” answered Horst, and he held out the
lantern.

We could see a torchlight approaching. By now it was pitch dark. We
recognised the voices of Onkel Werner and Tante Margaret. They stepped
inside our tent, shaking the rain from their coats. It was still pouring.

“As soon as we saw the storm approaching we got into our car. We
thought you might like to come back with us.”

We nodded silently.

Then Horst began to tell his parents about the lightening, how it had
struck the wheat stack and how we saw it go up in flames. On our way to
the car we looked to where we had seen the fire. There was nothing to be
seen, all was black. Next day we heard that the deluge had put out the fire.
Only the top of the stack had burnt. That was lucky!

After this experience, we never camped outside again, but Mutter made
sure that we would not get bored at home. Her family lived in Germany,
and so during the summer holidays of 1938 we travelled by car to her
mother, who lived on an estate in Hulm, Silesia. At the border our car was
searched, | didn’t know what for. Eventually the border guards let us go.
We were very impressed with the beautifully sealed roads in Germany, so
different to our pot-holed gravel roads. The villages looked neat and tidy
with trees and flowers in the gardens which surrounded the homes.

Onkel Helmut, Mutter’s brother who had had polio as a 16-year old,
which left him rather physically handicapped, managed the property, and
Oma Hulm, as we called her, looked after him. From Hulm we made
several excursions: Once to Beckern, where Mutter’s sister, Tante Alice
with her family Mackensen lived on a small farm. To Forstchen, where
Onkel Wilhelm, Mutter’s eldest brother farmed, and to several historical
ruins and castles. Only the dungeons made a big impression on us, with
their torture chambers. Quite horrible, and all so dank and no daylight!

[]
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The summer of 1939 had started with a special treat for us. It was
almost like a prelude to the events that brewed up on the political
horizon.

“We are going to Zoppot, just the four of us. We are leaving Gerda with
Schwester Anni,” said Vater one morning at the breakfast table. (Sister
Anni was Mutter’s maternity nurse),

We didn’t seem to be bubbling over with joy, or was it that our home
was so nice that we didn’t really want to go anywhere?

Noticing our obvious lack of enthusiasm, Vater continued, “we are
going to stay in a hotel, one of the best in Zoppot.”

That put a smile on our faces. The first time we had been in Zoppot in
1934, we had stayed in a rented home, with Klarchen cooking for us. But
this promised to be different.

“Will we be eating in the hotel restaurant?” inquired Gunter.

“And will we be able to order ice-cream for sweets?” was my most
pressing concern.

“The answer to both your questions is yes. We will pack our luggage in
our Hansa (a convertible), and drive there. It shouldn’t take us too long,
maybe four hours. The roads have improved in some places.”

When we left the following Monday soon after breakfast, it turned out
that the roads were still as bad as they had been before. Potholes
everywhere, and Vater had to steer the low-lying Hansa around them. |
got car-sick in Bromberg, in the middle of the market place. The rest of the
journey seemed to take ages. We arrived six hours later, and we were all
worn out. When we saw the hotel, our spirits lifted.

“That looks really great,” said Ginter, “and it is so close to the jetty.”

The jetty was broad, almost like a street, and about 500 meters long.
There was always pedestrian traffic on it. In the evening, the lamps looked
like fairy lights, reflected in the water on both sides of the long jetty.

Mutter and Vater’s hotel room had the most beautiful view of the jetty
and the sea, ours didn’t.

Next morning Glnter whispered to me: “Let’s go down to the jetty, we
might see some ships.”

We crept silently out of our room, down the stairs, and through the
main entrance. Nobody stopped us. Outside we continued towards the
jetty, where we saw an enormous white passenger liner moored along the
jetty. We sprinted right to the end of the jetty.

“Isn’t she a beautiful ship”, | said. | couldn’t take my eyes off her.

Smartly dressed passengers walked down the gang way. This was a
world we had never seen before. A hustle and bustle, so different to our
quiet Sapowice.

“Look, Gunter, there is the cook!” | yelled. He must have heard me, as
he turned towards me and with a broad grin waved to me. “Oh, what a
fortunate man, to be the cook on this ship. | wish | could be him!”

From that moment on | wanted to become a cook. When we came back
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to the hotel for breakfast, | told this to my parents.

“Well, let’s wait and see”, was their less than enthusiastic reply.

Gunter and | found out that a ship like the one we had seen, would
moore every morning along the jetty. We made sure we wouldn’t miss a
day. It was always exciting, especially when | saw the cook again on
another day.

During our week in Zoppot, we once went to the Wald Oper, a famous
out-door opera theatre in the midst of the woods, where only works by
Wagner were performed. Or we would walk along the promenade lined
with flowers and greens, where several fountains gave the plaza in front of
the casino a special note of grandeur. But more than anything, we enjoyed
being given the freedom of adolescents, no longer tied to mother’s apron
strings.

[

“Dieter!” | heard Mutter calling, “Come in for supper, and stop your
dreaming under that tree.”

I hurried inside, glad that the afternoon discussion with our cousins
had not changed the routine of daily living — yet. One job still lay ahead
of us. We had to bury our silver in the park.

“Where should we dig?” | asked Gunter next day in the evening, as we
collected a spade from the shed.

“Behind the big house, about 20 meters from the South/West corner,
and ten meters from the trunk of that plane tree there. This way we will
always be able to find the spot.”

That evening no one was around. Gunter and | dug the hole, while
Mutter was wrapping up the silver (large spoons, and small ones, large
forks and small, knives, a coffee set and a tea set, platters of varying sizes)
all in soft cloth bags and Vater placed them in a large box. The box was
lined with waxed paper and the lid was sealed with lots of nails. The hole
we had dug was about one meter deep, and when the box was in, there
would have been about 40 cm of soil above it.

“Make sure that the soil is thoroughly firmed on top,” said Vater. “It
usually sinks in after heavy rain. We don’t want that to happen, for that
would give it away.”

“Scatter the spare soil around and put some dry leaves and twigs on top.
This way nobody will see that there is a treasure buried here,” said Mutter,
after we had finished.

“Hopefully, before too long, we’ll be able to come and dig it out again,
all safe and well,” | said.

The next day Vater and Tante Margaret went by car to Danzig to find a
place where Opa and Oma, Ginter, Bernd and I, with Klarchen to look
after us, could stay until the war broke out and until it was safe again for
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us to return. They found two holiday homes to rent in Steegen, an old
fishing village only about 10 kilometers from the East Prussian border,
within the Free State of Danzig.

“When do we have to go?” asked Gunter with obvious indignation,
when Vater and Tante Margaret came back. None of us really wanted to
go.

“Tomorrow,” Vater said sternly, “we can’t lose any more time.”

And that was that.

Packing had to be done quickly, and very thoughtfully, as we did not
want to raise suspicions at the Polish border. We had to travel as if we were
going on a holiday by the sea. In a way that was what we were doing, but
we felt more like being refugees or exiles, escaping the approaching war.

The farewell from Mutter and Gerda was hard. Vater would take us to
Steegen. When would we see them again? What would the war bring? All
uncertainties.

That foreboding sensed under the shade of the linden tree had come
over us again. For the last time | went to the tree to hug it.

There the anxiety of the last days vanished.

The watershed of our life, until then only vaguely perceived, had
become a reality. On the one side lay the dream land of our sheltered life
with the period of a slow awakening, on the other lay our unknown future
of more mature years, beckoning with tempting adventures, requiring
decisions of us. All this against a backdrop of predominantly dark and
gloomy colours of an all-consuming war.

For a short while we would experience what life was like without the
secure feeling of the linden tree, away from parents, from the familiarity
of a childhood paradise. Would that experience strengthen us for the years
ahead, or would it leave scars which only time could heal?
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CHAPTER TWO

Shelter from the war

It was the 20th of August 1939. After we had left Sapowice with a heavy
heart, the adventure before us made us forget the past. We were all sitting
in the train, which clickety-clacked steadily towards the Polish-Free State
of Danzig border. Vater came with us to deliver us safely to Steegen, only
to go back again.

“Klarchen, why are you getting up and down from your seat all the
time?” | asked her, for she was obviously not her usual calm self.

“Never mind”, she answered; “but look at Opa, he is walking up and
down the corridor of the train like a wounded hare. | wish he would sit
down.”

I looked at Oma. She was as calm as always, nothing seemed to be able
to ruffle her. Gunter, Bernd and | tried to pass the time with some games,
but our hearts were not in it. We too were feeling tense. What if they
didn’t let us through the border? They might put us in jail straight away?
A child’s imagination has no limits, but something similar must have
gone through the minds of the adults too.

Looking out of the window | noticed the train slowing down. It came to
stop at a station called ‘Tczew’. In German we called it Dirschau. This was
the border town.

“Everybody must get out here — Border control,” came over the
loudspeakers in Polish.

We followed Vater who knew the way.

“Men to the left, women to the right!”

Facing the border guards fearlessly, we were asked: “And where are you
off to?”

“We are going on our summer vacations to Steegen,” was our rehearsed
reply in fluent Polish.

“Well, then, have a nice holiday,” and we were through in no time.
They searched nervous Opa, who much rather would have travelled on a
Belgian passport. He and Oma were both born in Antwerp, Belgium. Opa
had bought the estate in 1888, when it was part of Germany. After the first
World War he had to become a Polish citizen, in order to keep the estate.
But he was never comfortable with his Polish passport. His Polish was
atrocious, and at every opportunity he would say that he was Belgian. At
home he even had a Belgian flag, and he and Oma would usually converse
in French. But poor Opa couldn’t do that here at the border, because here
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only the passports counted, and he had a Polish passport, the same we all
had. But he too was soon through and joined us. Vater was already
waiting with us. But where were Oma and Klarchen? What was delaying
them?

The whole train seemed to be finished, as people were going back into
their compartments, but Oma and Klarchen were still missing. Now we
got nervous. Dear Oma, of all people, she had been the calmest, and she
seemed to have the most trouble. At long last we saw them coming. No
sooner were we inside, the train left. In the fading light we could see the
train crossing the border. We were safely in the Free State of Danzig. Free
indeed, | thought. Would we find shelter here from the encroaching war?
For the moment you could hear a deep sigh of relief from all of us.

Then we heard Oma say: “They made me take off my dress and then
they searched all over my body. | don’t know what they were looking for.”
“The same happened to me,” said Klarchen, “I was so embarrassed.”

“Probably just their way of being spiteful,” Vater drew the conclusion.

All the tensions of the last few days were lifted and we could chatter
freely without worrying who would listen. From the station at Danzig,
Vater hired two taxis which took us to Steegen, about 30 kilometers east
along the bay of Danzig. Very tired, with hardly the energy to eat our
supper, we dropped into our beds and went off to sleep.

Home seemed such a long way. It was unreal, like a dream, from which
you fear to awake. For it had vanished as quickly as that, with a
threatening border between us and home. But | do not think that any of
us dreamed that night, we were all too exhausted.

A week went by with much the same routine. We would go to the beach
each day in the morning, and in the afternoons we played games, either
outside or indoors. We would always see Oma and Opa for meals, and
would often talk to them about home. | don’t think we realised then, how
home-sick we really were. We were cut off from any communication with
home. We had no news from Vater or Mutter, and didn’t even know what
was happening on the political scene.

Early one morning, it was Friday, 1 September 1939, we kids were
woken up by a loud chatter outside our bedroom window. | thought ‘how
rude to wake us so early’, but then | listened closely to what they were
actually saying: “Hitler had declared war on Poland this morning!”

We were up in an instant. Leaning out of the window, Giinter asked: “Is
it true that war has broken out?”

“Yes, German troops are marching into Poland this very minute. Soon
your country will be German.”

That’s what we had come here for, and now it had happened. A strange
feeling came over me.

“What would Vater be doing? And how were Mutter and Gerda? Did
everything go according to plan? Had Vater arrived safely home after
delivering us here? How soon would the troops be in Sapowice and
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Strykowo? Would there be a decisive battle fought in our area, as had been
planned by the Poles? When would we be able to go home?”

There were no answers to these questions.

The only source of information was the radio. So we switched on an old
set that stood near the dining table. We all sat around the table and heard
familiar march music. Then the announcer came over: “In a minute our
Fuhrer will be making a broadcast to all Germany. Please stay tuned in.”

There were anxious moments. What would he be saying? Would he tell
us something about Poznan?

Then came Hitler’s speech over the radio: “Since five o’clock this
morning German troops have been marching into Poland ...” A rather
long and involved speech followed, saying that the Poles would be
defeated in a short, but fierce battle and that all oppressed and persecuted
Germans in Poland would now be freed. He gave all sorts of reasons for
starting the war. The main thrust, though, was that the injustices of the
treaty of Versailles would now be righted and that all Germans would
again be united. There was no mention of Poznan or our province. We
were rather disappointed.

His voice sounded harsh and rasping. He said that the Free State of
Danzig of this morning, was incorporated into the German Reich.

We started to listen eagerly to news bulletins to learn about the progress
of the war. Our ears were longing to hear names that were familiar to us,
but so far we had not heard one mentioned. From now on, our holiday
spirit was gone. The beach had lost its attraction. All our thoughts were
centred on home and what we could do about getting back there again.

There was no resistance in Danzig, as the population was almost 100%
German. After we had eaten breakfast, a newsflash came over the radio:
“The Poles of the shipyard in the town of Danzig, called ‘Westerplatte’,
had resisted German take-over and they are prepared to fight it out. A
German battle ship is ready with heavy guns to respond to the challenge.”

Soon we heard heavy gunfire in the distance.

“Can we go to the beach and see what these explosions are?” we asked
Klarchen. “We can hear the sound, it clearly comes from beyond the
beach.”

“Would it be safe?”

“Oh, yes, it’s far away, we won’t go near it!”

Our curiosity got the better of us. We trundled off to the beach with
Klarchen, who was not at all sure whether she should have let us go there
in the first place. But we wanted to see what was going on.

On the last sand dune we stood mesmerised.

“Look at that huge battle ship,” Glnter said.

“Yes, | can see it,” and rather timidly | added: “But it is far away from us,
and it is shooting to the left.”

There it was before our eyes, facing Danzig. Each time we saw puffs of
black smoke a few seconds before we heard the heavy guns firing.
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“They are certainly shooting at something,” observed Klarchen.

“I think they are shooting at the Westerplatte. We heard it this morning
in the news. I’'m sure that’s what it is.” Gunter always knew everything!

This was to be the closest that the war would come to us for a long time.
For three days we heard the guns, then there was calm. Again through the
news we heard that the Poles on the Westerplatte had capitulated.

We also heard that the German troops were advancing in Poland very
fast, but Poznan was never mentioned.

“l don’t know what it means,” said Opa, “but | think they have not
taken Poznan yet. Maybe the great battle along our lake is being fought
right now.”

“Oh, why be so pessimistic, Arnold,” said Oma. “You always see the
worst happening. You just wait and see what really happens before you
start worrying.”

It seemed to us an endless time before we heard in the news that
Poznan had been taken. It was more than a week since the war had
started. Opa was not at all sure that all was going well. He said: “Children,
I have been through the first war. It never works out the way you think it
will. I don’t like this war, and | don’t like Hitler. He brags too much. You
wait and see.”

But we thought, let him talk. All we wanted is to get back home again.

Nearly three weeks later, actually on 18 September, the war against
Poland had ended. The rest of the Polish army had surrendered, and many
German nationals, whom the Poles had taken as prisoners, had been
released, and they were allowed to return to their homes. In the news they
called the war a Blitzkrieg — a lightning war. It may have been as quick as
lightning for them, but not for us.

Nothing could stop us now from returning home. “Please Klarchen,
can’t we all go home now?” said Gunter, and Bernd and | nodded eagerly.

“Let me make some enquiries.”

A day later she came back from town, waving a piece of paper in the air.

“We’ve got it,” she called from afar. “There is a bus which will take
refugees like us back to Poznan. Isn’t that wonderful!”

And we all joined hands and danced around the kitchen, when
suddenly Opa and Oma appeared.

“What is all this merriment about?” Opa wanted to know.

“We can go home, we can go home. There is a bus leaving for Poznan.”
It came out from all of us like one voice.

“I don’t know about that,” said Opa, “What sort of bus is this, Klara?”

“l picked this leaflet up at the baker’s,” she said. “It says here: ‘Any
Germans wishing to return to their home in the Province of Poznan can
do so on Sunday, 24 September 1939. You must buy your ticket by Friday’,
and then it gives an address here where you can buy the tickets.”

“Friday, that’s tomorrow! Well, we’ll have to make a decision very
quickly then.”
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“Yes, please, Opa, we all want to go,” we urged again.

Then Opa, Oma and Klarchen withdrew into the lounge, and we waited
anxiously for the verdict.

After what seemed an eternity, the door opened and Klarchen called us
in.

“You can go on that bus,” announced Opa, “but Oma and | won’t be
going with you. We will stay here till it is safer. Maybe Vater or Mutter can
come and pick us up.”

We were jubilant and nearly strangled Klarchen in the process.

Next day the tickets were bought and all our things packed.

Early on Sunday morning we were standing outside the post office,
waiting for the bus to pick us up. Oma and Opa did not get up so early, we
had said our good-byes the night before. We had promised to tell our
parents that they would be waiting for them in Steegen after things were
back to normal again. No one knew how long that would be.

“There is the bus,” Klarchen declared, as a large 44-seater bus turned
into the street where we were waiting. There were already some people
seated, but we dashed for the closest seats to the front.

“l don’t like sitting too far back, as | always get car-sick,” | said in a
matter-of-fact way.

“Come, sit next to me,” said Klarchen, “Gunter and Bernd can sit
behind us.” | had the sneaking suspicion that Klarchen was also afraid of
being car sick, but she would never admit it.

Our bus picked up many more passengers, some young children like us,
some families, and only two or three elderly people. The bus was almost
full, when the driver announced: “We now have all the passengers who
are coming with us to Posen on board. The trip will not be an easy one, as
we will come past some places which were badly damaged during the
fighting early this months. Some bridges are still down, and we will have
to ford the small streams. There is a pontoon bridge over the Brahe, near
Bromberg, and of course, there are some bomb craters which we have to
go around. But cheer up, you are all going to be home tonight.”

“Hooray!” came the reply from everyone, together with a general
applause. | noticed, for the first time our provincial capital was called
Posen, instead of Poznan, the Polish name. What a change in such a short
time!

The feeling on the bus was one of great joy, mixed with anxiety. How
would we find our home? We had not heard from our parents at all —
were they still alive? How did they fare during the fighting? Had our home
been destroyed, like some of the places our bus took us through? or would
we find everything as we had left it, oh so long ago!

Slowly but steadily our bus took us towards Posen. The pontoon bridge
was very exciting for us, as some water was lapping over the boards, as the
heavy bus was crossing it. But we made it without any trouble. The
fording of some of the streams seemed more difficult, as the banks were
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steep in places and the earth was wet from all the vehicles driving
through. But again, our bus seemed strong and managed very well. Nearer
Posen we didn’t see too much damage, only the occasional burnt-out
barn, or bomb craters near the road.

By the time we arrived in Posen, it was already dark. Klarchen hired a
taxi which whisked us to Sapowice in half an hour.

I remember vividly Gunter and | standing in the hallway of our home
in Sapowice embracing Vater and Mutter and wee Gerda, and a feeling of
utter joy and relief, that our family once again was united.

“Strykowo was not as lucky as we,” said Vater as he greeted us. “Their
barn was bombed, and the carpenter’s shop went up in flames.”

Bernd looked up anxiously.

“But your family is all well, Bernd.”

“And Horst, how did he get through all those difficult days?”

“He was a real hero.”

“Can | go home straight away?”

“Of course, the taxi is still waiting for you.”

We waived good-bye to Bernd. This had been the longest time we had
been together.

Gunter and | were quite jealous of Horst, but we were really glad that
nothing had happened to him and his parents. We were also glad that
nothing was destroyed in Sapowice.

After a good night’s rest, we all sat around the breakfast table and heard
from Vater, what had happened during our absence:

“Once Mutter and Gerda had left for Bronikowo, | moved downstairs
into the cellar into Klarchen’s room. There | blocked out the window
with boards and blankets. | took the radio down with me and listened
daily to the news from Germany, making sure that the volume was low,
as | was afraid someone might hear it from outside. So | knew where the
troops were, and | could see from the way the army was moving, that
the Germans were trying to encircle the Polish army in the region of
Poznan. The Poles must have got wind of this, however, and so
withdrew their troops right at the beginning of the war.

“This area here was virtually no-mans-land for almost a week, with
bandits and hooligans roaming around, causing great fear among the
population. Our workers were guarding both our villa and the manor
house, but especially ours here, as they knew | was hiding here. Armed
with scythes, sickles, hammers and clubs, they would not let anyone
near. They were really a fearsome-looking lot, but effective. Bandits
tried several times to get me, but thanks to the loyal protection of our
workers, | was saved.”

He paused a moment to gain back his composure. Needless to say, Vater
must have gone through tremendous pressure and emotional strain. He
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would never forget the loyalty of these men throughout his life, especially
later when the Nazis tried to move some of them into the General
Gouvernement, a special zone designated for Poles only, a buffer zone
between Germany and Russia. Their loyalty in guarding him became
Vater’s strength to stand up to some of the Nazi officials, who accused him
of siding with ‘those Polish swine’.

Then Vater continued:

“Other people were not as fortunate as I. As you know, since Hitler’s
tirade against Poland, the Poles themselves had begun a propaganda of
hate against the Germans. This came to a pitch when German troops
invaded Poland. Thousands of German nationals, but Polish citizens
like we, were driven from their homes and forced to walk in long
columns without food and water in great heat for days on end. Many
collapsed from sheer exhaustion. They were either shot dead by the
guards, or left on the road to die. Those who arrived at Brest-Litovsk,
their final destination, were freed by the German troops. Had it not
been for our men here, | could have gone the same way.”

He stopped again, tears running down his cheeks. We did not dare to
interrupt him.

“Here in Sapowice, a motorised unit of the German army, under the
command of Erich Schulz, a cousin of Mutter’s, came through on 8
September. He announced that the troops were not far. However, it took
them four more days before they eventually appeared. When they did,
I was greatly relieved, as Mutter and Gerda had already come back soon
after the 8th. | was really scared then, but everything turned out all
right. And now, that you are back again, | feel really wonderful.”

Gunter and | gave him a big hug. “It is great to be back home again. We
missed you very much, both of you.”

“The only ones that are missing now are Oma and Opa,” | said. “I hope
they will be able to come soon.”

“That may still be a couple of weeks or so,” replied Mutter. “Things will
have to go back to normal first, like trains and busses running on a normal
schedule. | tell you what, as soon as the trains go | will fetch them
myself.”

We were very happy to find that the war had not touched our estate at
all. We quickly unearthed our family silver from its hiding place, very glad
that the fears we had about battle and destruction did not come true.

A couple of weeks later, Mutter caught the first train to Berlin, and from
there to Danzig, to fetch Oma and Opa. When they were all back, healthy
and well, we all were happy and thanked God for their safe arrival.
Travelling was still fraught with danger so soon after the fighting.
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CHAPTER 3

School life in Posen

For ethnic Germans life returned to normal in what used to be Poland.
Poland had once again been carved up, this time between the USSR and
Germany. Our province was occupied by Germany and we became
automatically German citizens. For the Poles in our region, life would
change slowly for the worse. The official line was that they were not
allowed to forget that they were the enemy. For us who had never seen
them as anything else but as other human beings, with whom we played
and were friends, this caused a conflict within us, which was only solved
at a later stage.

When our parents heard that schools would start again, they checked
with the school and boarding house in Posen, whether we could go there
as arranged before the war in Poland. Glnter and | had sat for and passed
our entrance examinations to a public school before the war broke out.
Gunter has had five years of private tuition, the first year from Mutter
herself. When | needed schooling, a teacher was engaged to teach both of
us. From September 1935 to June 1937 our teacher was Fraulein Mdller.
She was a warm-hearted, and fun loving person who taught us the usual
three R’s and also the Polish language, for which we needed to learn the
latin script (German was taught in Gothic script), music and singing, craft
work, and the appreciation of God’s beautiful nature. | had always shown
interest in flowers, but she helped me to see so much more in them, also
in trees, birds and animals.

From September 1937 to June 1939 Fraulein Parr was our teacher. Both
teachers came from German-speaking families who lived in Poland. Both
had to teach us also Polish, but for proper pronunciation (we tended to
speak the local dialect, which was not acceptable in well educated circles)
the local primary school teacher was hired for a couple of sessions a week.
We thought it was a great joke, as this teacher came from an area where
Polish was spoken with a Russian accent. Our Polish can’t have been too
bad, though, for at the entrance examinations to enter public schools, our
results were better than those of other Polish children, who also had
received private tuition at home and wanted to go to public school during
the new term in 1939. All subjects had examinations that had to be done
in Polish.

Our school in Posen was the only German school, the Schiller Schule. Its
Primary School was at a different location from the High School. The
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Polish system of six years in Primary and six in High School was
maintained at first. This meant that both Gunter and | started at the same
school, he in year six, | in year five.

Our boarding house was called the ‘Pension Siebenburger’. At that time
the students came exclusively from German land owners of the province
of Posen, both boys and girls. The head was Frau Siebenbirger, whom we
all called Tante Else. She herself was the daughter of a land owner near
Posen and had a son in the boarding house. There were about 14 boys and
girls including us, but at this stage neither Horst nor Bernd were there.
Their parents had chosen a family who took in boarders, but they didn’t
like it as much as we did, and a year or so later they joined us at Tante
Else’s. In the first year Gunter and | shared a room with two other boys,
about two or three years our seniors.

“Come quickly, the Wyczinski’s are having a fight,” we heard through
the corridor of the boarding house. Everyone seemed to be rushing to
their room, but by the time we arrived we could see only two red faces,
their long plaited hair very ruffled, and rather sheepish looking. Then we
were ordered out. Erika and Rosel did not like to be caught fighting by the
boys.

“You should take an example from them,” said Harro, who never
fought with his sister. “I’'m talking to you, Gunter and Dieter, you seem to
get at each other rather often.”

It was true. As brothers do, we often had rows, but we really loved each
other, and if one of us was attacked by someone else, the other would
come to help.

For lunch and dinner all boarders sat together at table, boys on one
side, girls on the other. Tante Else sat at the head, having everyone in
sight. At times the conversation was quite noisy, other times it could be
very quiet. At one of those quiet moments, one of the older boys would
say: “Jutta, why are you blushing? Come on, tell us the story.”

As everyone looked at Jutta, she would promptly turn into a red
beacon, for no apparent reason. We all burst out laughing. Sometimes
tales from school were told, specially if they were amusing, or Tante Else
wanted to know, how we had done at our exams. At times this was rather
embarrassing, and it was then time for the boys to get red faces. This
helped to put group pressure on us in order to perform better. Overall,
there was a good atmosphere in the boarding house, and we liked it.

Our cook was Berta, and we called her ‘Dachs’, the badger. No one
remembered why, she seemed to have come with the furniture of the
boarding house. Her cooking was rather mediocre, and especially a few
years later on, when food was pretty scarce, it was quite bad. But she had
to make sandwiches for everyone for school, and as they were placed on
each one’s assigned place at table, one would be wise not to spoil relations
with her.

At school settling in took a little longer. Having never been used to a
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class-room situation, | had discipline problems. Glnter seemed to adapt
better than I. Also, | found it harder to make friends. Before | woke up to
myself, 1 got into trouble. There was one particular boy in my class who
was tiny compared to me, but wiry and very aggressive. He seemed to be
picking on me.

One day | had enough. “If you pick on me again, I’ll fight you,” | said. |
had hardly time to take a deep breath, when he was already at me,
punching me with short, hard hits. Immediately the whole class was
grouping around us, forming a kind of boxing ring, and encouraging us to
fight. The blows were hard and hurt. | got angry, and with my longer arms
I caught him in an arm tackle, gripping him tightly around his neck, and
squeezing as hard as | could. We both fell on the floor, but | didn’t let go.
Eventually he managed to say: “Enough”, and | let him go. It seems
strange, but from that moment on we became friends. His name was
Helmut Herke, and he was to come home with us quite often for the
weekend, and in class we would sit together.

Towards the end of the school year of 1940, late May or early June, the
two seniors of our Pension, one of them Tante Else’s son, were sitting for
their final exams. In some ways we all shared their tension, and we were
pleased when all was over.

We also realised then, that both of them had to go straight from school
to the army, to fight in the war.

“I won’t be going to the war,” | said, “by the time my age comes up, the
war will be over.”

“Don’t be too sure about that,” Tante Else’s son replied.

“I wish | could go, then | wouldn’t have to go to school.”

“But that is stupid. Don’t say a thing like that.”

He put me to shame. And everyone was quiet around the table.

In September 1940 the school system changed. Instead of doing
another year at primary school, | was put with the rest of the class into
form two of high school. This meant that we had to go to the Schiller
High School, a much longer journey by tram than to the primary school.
But all four Tieman’s were now together at the same school.

At High School | started learning English as a foreign language.
Unfortunately, my teacher and | did not see eye to eye. She was a big, fat
woman, who made learning English a real chore, instead of fun. Her name
was Frau Vogee. Right from the start | hit it off wrongly with her. | hated
learning vocabularies, and she always sprung tests on us, and invariably |
would earn a ‘six’ — the bottom mark.

“Tieman,” she would say, drawing out the first syllable twice as long as
anybody else, “You will never learn English. Look at this paper here, full of
red marks. You should be ashamed.”

Ashamed | was not, only when | had to get the paper signed by Vater
did I stand there with my head down.

“What is wrong with you? Why don’t you want to learn English?”
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“I just can’t.”

“Well, we’ll see about that. Next weekend you’ll stay in Posen and you
will learn your vocabularies, and do a lot of English home work.”

I was devastated and burst out into tears. Not to be able to go home for
the weekend was just about the hardest punishment | could get. But Vater
could be very hard. Nothing would move him from that verdict. | felt like
a condemned prisoner. My brother and cousins could go home, and | had
to stay!

Yet, as hard as | tried, | could not make myself learn English. The
motivation was simply not there. Instead of learning English, | went to
the swimming pool in the river Warthe, or to the pictures. The latter
called for some ingenuity on my part, as Vater would require us to write
down regularly detailed accounts of what we had spent during that week,
as he gave us ‘spending money’ not ‘pocket money’. | think I must have
been using then what is called ‘creative book keeping’. There seemed to be
a lot of money spent on copybooks and ink, and pencils, and tram
journeys, and | imagined that Vater would not notice. Whether he did, is
another question, but he never let on.

It happened several times that | was not allowed to come home.
Eventually Vater told Tante Else, and she kept an eye on me, but | am not
sure that my English improved. | must have felt destined to fulfil Frau
Vogee’s prophecy: that | would never learn English.

The following year our class had another English teacher. | can’t
remember his name, but we called him ‘The Englishman’. He was of small
stature, very wiry and lively, and he made English an interesting subject.
He taught us all sorts of English ditties and songs, and surprise, surprise,
my English improved considerably. Instead of sixes | brought home threes
and twos.

Unfortunately for me, this joy didn’t last very long. | think before the
year was over, ‘The Englishman’ was transferred and Vogee was back with
us. Tough luck. But | do believe that from then on Vater knew that it had
something to do with the teacher, and not solely with me.

In mathematics | came top of the class with another student. We
seemed to alternate in coming first. Our teacher was excellent and we got
on very well. I also liked our teacher of Biology and Geography, so these
subjects became favourites of mine. | think | needed a challenge, and
these teachers were able to make the subjects interesting. Latin was
introduced in third year and | did not have any problems with that either.

One day during Latin, it was the last period of the day and a lot of
classes had already gone home, we suddenly heard ‘bump, bump’, outside
our classroom window. All eyes turned to the window, including Mr.
Mdller’s, and as we were watching, slowly the shape of a leather suitcase
appeared, let down on a rope from the classroom above. Mr. Muller was
rather annoyed about the disturbance. He opened the window, hauled the
suitcase inside, untied the rope, and put the suitcase under his desk. About
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three minutes later there was a knock at the door.

“Come in,” shouted Mr. Miller, this time even more annoyed.

“Mr. Muller,” Hermann from the senior class stuttered ...

“Raus!” Mr. Muller angrily interrupted, “Out you go”!

The lesson continued, but our attention was gone. Soon the bell went.
Mr. Miuller packed his things and walked out of the class room with the
leather suitcase under his arm.

A couple of minutes later Hermann came back and asked for his
suitcase.

“He’s taken it with him,” we said.

He couldn’t believe it. Then Karl shouted from the back of the class:
“Look, there he goes. He’s got the suitcase with him.”

Still not believing, Hermann rushed to the window only to see his
suitcase disappearing around the corner attached to Mr. Mullers arm.

“It’s Ernst’s fault. He tied it to the rope and let it down. They were
teasing me, but | need it for the weekend.”

“Sorry amigus (friend in latin), we can’t help you.” We packed our
things and went home, forgetting the whole episode.

But meanwhile some mischievous students from the senior class were
continuing their dark and cunning business. In the paper the following
Saturday, an astute detective would have found the following
advertisement under the ‘for sale’ column:

Well maintained
LEATHER SUITCASE
RM.15
Sunday morning
6 am.

18 Stein Str.

We had no idea of what was happening, but coming back to school the
following Monday, everybody was talking about the suitcase affair,
including the teachers.

At the first opportunity we asked our teacher in class:

“Is it true? Did that ad really appear in the paper? And did anybody
turn up?”

“In their tens! Masses of people. Just imagine, a leather suitcase in these
hard times! Where could you buy anything like that, and so cheap! Even
the police arrived to calm the people down, as it was still so early on
Sunday morning.”

Well, Hermann had his revenge, but unfortunately schools do not seem
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to have a sense of humour. As Hermann was responsible for putting the ad
in the paper, he had to leave the school. Our class was very proud to have
witnessed the best prank of my school years.

Our sports teacher was Mr. Korn. He came from Riga, one of the Baltic
States. He was tiny. Most of the pupils were much taller than he, but he
was quite wiry and strong. He took us out to the stadium for athletics, or
in bad weather we used the well-equipped indoor sports hall. After sports
we usually had a hot shower (ours was a progressive school!). Mr. Korn felt
he had to supervise us there too, which we didn’t like. So we sang a ditty
to annoy him:

“All corns grow, all corns grow,
only the Korn from Riga not”

“Who has started this ditty?” he wanted to know.

Being all naked, we lined up in front of him and replied with one voice:
“I did.”

So poor Korn couldn’t do a thing, but he always tried desperately to
catch the one who started it, much to our amusement.

Relationship between the German authorities and the Polish
population deteriorated constantly. Early in 1940, a law was introduced
which prohibited Poles to travel in the same tram cars or train
compartments as the Germans. They encouraged Germans to dob in those
Poles, who tried to ignore this law. We students felt it was our duty to
police this law from time to time. Most of the time we could tell by the
face who was Polish and who was German. We would then go to the
conductor and tell them to check their 1.D. cards. If they were Poles, they
had to go into the car at the rear.

We, as Germans, were allowed to travel anywhere in the trams, but very
rarely did we want to go to the rear as it usually was full of smoke and we
didn’t like it. In the trains, there were also compartments for Poles and
compartments for Germans. Initially this meant that we always had far
more space than the Poles had. But as the German population increased,
Poles were gradually ‘evacuated’, i.e. they were thrown out of their flats
and put into a special buffer Zone between the USSR and Germany, called
the General Gouvernement.

Gunter, Bernd and | were asleep one night in the large front room of
the Siebenblrger boarding house. The row of narrow windows was facing
the road. One of them was open.

“What was that?” asked Gunter in the middle of the night. Ginter,
Bernd and | were rudely disturbed from our deep sleep, waking up at the
same time. All three of us raced to the windows and saw a large number of
uniformed men standing around several delivery trucks. What had woken
us up was the scream of a woman who was dragged by the uniformed men
into one of those trucks. The uniforms were all black.
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Gunter remarked quietly: “They must be from the SS.”

“Now he is beating her,” | heard Bernd whispering, as the screaming
continued. More people were dragged from the house next door, most of
them had only the barest of personal belongings with them.

“Look, they are even taking children into that truck,” | found out to my
horror. Meanwhile, Bernd and | opened another window so that we could
see better. The SS were dragging people from the house next door, and
from further on. These were all large blocks of flats, about 7 storeys high.
The trucks were slowly filled with people. Suddenly one of the SS men
shouted at us: “Hey, you, shut those windows at once!”

We were rather scared about having witnessed this whole episode, and
shut the windows immediately.

“Next thing they will be after us,” | said.

“No, don’t worry. They are after the Poles,” GlUnter said somewhat
reassuringly.

“But where are they taking them? And why in the middle of the night?”

There was no answer to that question. Bewildered we stood behind the
curtains, our eyes still fixed on the ugly scene before us. Could this
possibly also happen to us, or were we safe from such violence? After the
trucks were filled they left and all was quiet again, but it was hard to go
back to sleep after seeing such cruelty and violence. We were really scared.

A few days later the house next door was taken over by the SS and one
floor became the Headquarters of the Hitler Youth in Posen.

[

Until that time, life in Posen had been pretty peaceful, especially
compared with other parts of Germany, where they had constant air raids
and destruction and many deaths; particularly in places like Hamburg and
Berlin. It seemed the war was passing us by. But it was not to be.

One night in May 1941 we were all fast asleep, when a tremendous
explosion shattered the peace. Bernd was so fast asleep that he said in his
sleep: “pick it up again”, before he was fully awake. Glass was shattering
and falling on to the pavements, and in a few minutes there was utter
chaos on the street outside. Ambulance and fire engine sirens went, and
people were coming out of their homes to see what had happened. Tante
Else came into each room to calm us down and said: “It was probably a
bomb. Now go back to bed, all of you, there is nothing we can do.”

It was hard to go back to sleep after that crash, particularly as we didn’t
really know what it was. But sleep came eventually.

Next morning the explanation came over the radio: There had been a
single mega bomb, which fell just a few streets from our block of flats,
destroying three large blocks of flats. It was assumed that it was a single
American plane that had tried to destroy the very important railway
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station of Posen, not far from the impact.

After that bomb Posen received its first air raid sirens. They were
installed on top of the blocks of flats at strategic corners. Cellars had to be
cleared and fortified with sand bags and places prepared for people to sit.
From then on we too knew that there was a war on. Many times the
wailing of the sirens woke us, and we had to go into the cellar. Sometimes
we would stay there for an hour or longer, until the ‘all clear’ came, a
continuous high sound. Next day at school we would be bleary eyed and
rather tired, but school always went on as if nothing had happened.
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CHAPTER 4

Weekends at home

School was all right, but to be able to go home for the weekend was
bliss. It was a return to one’s roots, where one belonged, where reality
could, for a time, be replaced with dreaming, the dreaming of a childhood
paradise. Home was removed from the hustle and bustle of city life, away
from the bombs and war, and the conflict between Germans and Poles,
and more recently the influence of the Nazi party. | cannot remember ever
taking homework with me for the weekend. School work and home in
Sapowice did not seem to go together.

On Saturday mornings we would take our weekend bags with us to
school. We usually had only five periods, finishing about 12.30 pm. Our
train left about 1.20 pm, which gave us ample time to catch the tram to
the station. The return fare for us students was 1.30 Reichs Mark. All four
Tieman’s met in the train, almost filling one compartment. The train was
pulled by a steam locomotive and its carriages had an outside board to
connect the compartments, where the conductor walked along to check
tickets. Some carriages had two compartments with an isle connecting the
two. This was the compartment which we usually selected for ourselves.
There were about five or six carriages pulled by the train, two were
reserved for Germans only. It took one hour to go the distance of about 30
kilometers from Posen to Strykowo, where Horst and Bernd lived, and
which was also our station.

The train had to pass through seven stations before it reached Strykowo.
The stop before it was Steszew, a small market town, where apart from our
butcher and chemist, there was also our German protestant church.

After Steszew, when we were in a competitive mood, we would get
ready for a race between our cousins and us.

“You will see, Horst, this time we will beat you to the corner of the
highway,” said Gunter .

“No way,” came the reply, “our horses are faster, and anyway with
Walek and me, | think we can drive faster than your Franz.”

“Well, we shall see. Make sure, Dieter, that you don’t dilly-dally. Stay
here behind me, and let Horst and Bernd go to the other door. When we
come near the station, I’'ll open the door and go out on the runner board,
then you come straight after me and then we can jump off the train at the
same time.”
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Clutching my bag in one hand, and the door rail with the other, |
wanted to make sure that this time it was not my fault that Horst and
Bernd’s coach won again.

The breaks squeaked, Guinter opened the door.

“Don’t kill yourself” shouted Gunter, when | followed him on to the
runner board.

I couldn’t see where Horst and Bernd were, as | had to hang on to the
rail. The platform was still a few meters away, but it was approaching fast.
I knew I couldn’t jump out at the speed we were still travelling. The breaks
were squeaking louder, then | jumped. Glnter was there too, and we both
ran as fast as we could to where Franz was waiting with the two horses and
the coach.

Our coach waiting at the station

“Quick, Franz, today we must win,” shouted Ginter, and off we went.

“Whip the horses, come on!”

They went straight into a gallop. We looked back and saw the Strykowo
coach hard on our heals. Their horses were better than ours, but this time
we had the advantage of being off first. They tried to pass us, but suddenly
there was an ox-cart on the road, and Horst, who by now had taken over
the reigns from Walek, had to pull in the reins whilst we went full speed
ahead. We had to turn to the right at the highway. There was no traffic
coming and we were around the corner before Horst.

“Hurray, we won!” we both shouted and threw our arms up in victory.
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Horst and Bernd’s coach had to go straight, which lead to their farm
yard. We still had another three kilometers to go until we reached our
home. We waved to them until their coach disappeared behind the
houses. We were happy to know that Franz with our horses and our coach
could beat the others, even if only once. But now the horses were allowed
to trot. They did not let us down this time.

For special occasions we were allowed to come home on Fridays, and
once we even had special dispensation from the Principal to come home
on a Thursday. This was a day before the golden wedding anniversary of
my grandparents. On the morning of Friday, 21 June 1940 | went with
Vater and Gunter to congratulate them. We met Opa in the servery.

“Happy anniversary, dear Opa. May you still have many more happy
years together,” we said to him.

“Thank you, thank you, so nice of you to come over.”

“And where is Oma?”

“Oh, | have killed her this morning.”

“Come on, Opa, that’s a bad joke,” Gunter replied.

His face looked most mischievous, and then he began to laugh heartily.
That was a typical Opa joke.

In the afternoon we had a huge party, with relatives and friends coming
from all over the place, and our cousin Jetty Oboussier from Hamburg,
who was the grand-daughter of Opa’s sister, was also there.

Mutter had a wonderful gift for rhyming and poetry. She had put
together a verse play for Glnter, Bernd and me to perform in the
afternoon. As the weather was warm and beautiful, the performance took
place outside on the front lawn, with trees as a back drop. We were dressed
up as dwarfs, and recounting some episodes of Opa and Oma’s life, some
serious, and some very funny ones. We had the audience in stitches. As
Opa could not hear so well, he read the manuscript, instead of watching
us, and of course he laughed at the wrong place. That increased the
general merriment, and the whole day was a huge success. Dinner was a
white tie affair and all ladies in long dresses. It was a fabulous dinner,
produced by Fraulein Lina, Oma’s cook and housekeeper, and everyone
enjoyed it.

After this event it was not long before our long summer holidays began.
Mutter was always very hospitable. She encouraged us to invite our friends
home for the weekend. Glinter had asked his friend Hans Zipper, who had
been with us for several weekends already, to spend the 1940 summer
holidays with us. We all liked him, and he joined our activities with great
enthusiasm. After the holidays | wanted my own friend Helmut Herke to
come. He was the friend | had gained after fighting him during the first
week of school. He came eventually for a weekend in autumn of 1940. |
was quite excited about this, as there was so much | wanted to show him.
I was going to explain everything in detail to him, for | wanted him to like
our home.
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He came with us in the train and | told him about our races with the
coaches. Helmut met Franz, our coachman, and also had to admire the
horses, though he probably had never seen what we would call proper
horses. They looked better than the horses you could see in Posen pulling
the taxi-coaches there. They had to be able to run and be strong enough to
run for at least half an hour at a time.

“Is it dangerous to race with a coach?”

“No, | don’t think so, but it is probably not so good for the horses, nor
for the coach on these rough roads.”

When we passed the road sign with ‘SAPOWICE’ on it, | explained:
“This is the road leading to our estate. You can see the lake there on our
left. This lake is about 12 kilometers long, and goes from beyond Strykowo
way past us. But on average it is only about 300 meters wide. It’s more like
a broad river, meandering through the fields here and further down our
way through forest.”

After about ten minutes we came to a forest.

“This is our border here. From here, as far as you can see, is our
property. The land here is not as fertile as the rest, so our Opa planted the
forest here on our right already in 1894.”

“I can see a path going into the forest. Could we go in there by coach?”

“Of course. But we won’t do it today. Those tall pine trees, the silver
birches, and the odd fir trees, they are all about 50 years old. If you follow
this drive way, you come to a place which is fenced in. There is a vault
with the coffin of my father’s brother Walter there. There is also a grave
inside the fence where a sister of Horst and Bernd is buried. She died as an
infant. | will show you the place one day.”

Our coach went past the forest, and in the distance we could already see
the park and the tall chestnut trees that lined the road which led into
Sapowice.

“What is this monument under those trees?” Helmut wanted to know.

“That’s a monument to a catholic saint called Swigty Jan — Saint John.
Our Poles here are mostly catholics and they will always show respect in
some way to it, either by lifting their cap, or making the sign of the cross.
We must not poke fun at their religion. They are serious about it.”

“Why does the sign here say “Schdnsee”? | thought your place is called
Sapowice?”

“Since we have become part of Germany, the administration would not
allow the old Polish names. Why, they wouldn’t even know how to
pronounce them! Anyway, they wanted to give this area a German
character, but when they came up with Schdnsee, (meaning ‘beautiful
lake’), we were not very impressed. But there was nothing we could do.”

When Franz stopped the horses, | said proudly: “This is our villa.”

We jumped out, waved good bye to Franz, and instead of going up the
front steps, we went through the side-door. Only Vater had a key to the
front door, which he regularly used.
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“Hello Mutter, this is Helmut. What’s for lunch?”

She greeted Helmut warmly and said: “You must be starving. Just go
into the dining room. Olga has left you something nice. See for yourself.”

Klarchen, our cook, had left us soon after the German occupation. She
had bought a shop in Rackwitz, her home town, where she was selling
haberdashery and materials. A large slice from our childhood went with
her. We visited her in Rackwitz several times. Later on she got married,
and she stayed in contact with Mutter until just before she died.

Starch Factory, with workers’ house in foreground

After lunch | said to Gunter:

“I’'ll take Helmut around the starch factory first, and then around the
yard and tell him a bit about our farm.”

“You do that. I'm going to the yard to talk to the foremen. They usually
tell me what went on during the past week.”

Helmut and I strolled off, past the yard and through the gate that lead
to our starch factory.

“Let’s start where the potatoes are stored. This huge pit can store tons
and tons of potatoes. Can you see the drain there running along the
bottom of the pit?”

“It’s all covered by pieces of timber, except that one segment over
there.”

“Yes, that’s where the potatoes are shoved in and a strong jet of water
flushes them forward to the washer. Come, I’ll show you.”

“Does this factory operate all year round?”
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“No, it only works seasonally, from now till early spring.”

Then | told him how Vater had been modernising the factory each year.
At first only the potatoes grown on the farm were used in the factory, but
recently that large pit had been added and farmers from the surrounding
area would be delivering their potatoes and fill it shortly with potatoes. As
this factory used a lot of water, we were fortunate to be able to use water
from the lake.

We entered the factory through a side door. | showed Helmut where the
washed potatoes came into the graters, and | warned him to keep his
fingers out of there, as the teeth were terribly sharp and were spinning at
enormous speed. From there the pulp was pumped into large settling
channels, where the starch was separated from the pulp. As the starch was
heavier than the pulp, it settled on the bottom of several trenches, and
was then flushed out with a strong jet of water. This starch milk was then
piped into a centrifuge which separated the water from the starch. The
pulp without the starch was used as fodder for our cattle.

“Come, I'll show you how the centrifuge works. This here is one of my
favourite spots.”

“But there is no one working here?”

He was a bit uneasy as it seemed a dangerous place with lots of driving
belts crossing overhead, and pipes going in all directions.

“Oh, yes, there is. There is only one woman here now. Before this new
machine came, two women had to work here, and the work was very
hard. They had to put their sharp instruments against the wall of the
centrifuge, and get the starch out all by hand. The machine does it all
automatically. Watch out, here comes Maria. Can | show my friend
Helmut how this works?”

“Hallo, Master, we are home for the weekend again, hey? And you want
to show your friend? Go ahead then.”

| pressed the knob and a very sharp vertical cutting edge moved slowly
towards the edge of the centrifuge, where all the starch had clung to, like
after a spin of a washing machine. As it touched the crust of the starch it
began to force it along a pipe which led to an elevator belt. More and
more starch was pushed into the pipe, and the elevator seemed to work
overtime, but it managed to carry all the starch up, through the ceiling.
Then the centrifuge was empty. Another pushbutton moved the cutting
edge back to its former position.

“Thank you, Maria. See you again. Come on Helmut, we have to go
upstairs now, to where the elevator belt has carried the starch.”

We walked to the top floor, and again a narrow staircase to the top of
the huge drier. This area was always warm, and | would sometimes spend
hours there. The workers in the factory were already saying, that one day
I would inherit the factory, and Gunter the land.

“Here, this container stores all the starch from the centrifuge, and the
auger distributes it evenly over the drier. Be careful that you don’t put
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your fingers into this auger, or they can be cut off in no time!”

We peeped through a window of the drier. There, on about 20 meters
long and two meters broad sheets of canvas the starch was travelling
slowly from one layer to the next, about 15 layers in all. By the time it had
travelled to the bottom layer, it was dry. Then the starch was sifted
through a fine silk screen and bagged into 100 kg bags, sealed and stored,
ready for shipment.

“That was interesting, for sure,” said Helmut. “I liked the machine
room best with all those moving parts.”

“Oh, | forgot to show you, that is also where the generator is housed.
We make our own electricity. There is a column of batteries which are
storing electricity, and when we or Opa and Oma are putting our lights
on, the power comes from here, even when the machines are not going.”

“How can that be?” he wanted to know. “Didn’t our teacher tell us that
to produce a current, a turbine must constantly be turning?”

“Yes, that’s correct, but we are producing D.C., not A.C. This is a much
cheaper way of producing electricity.”

Farm Yard, Cowshed on left, horses stables next.
In centre the Forge and Carpenter’s shop.

Then | took Helmut through our farm yard, starting with the cow shed
on our left. | told him that we had about 100 milking cows, that they were
milked twice a day by a team of about 15 women, mostly the wives of the
workers, and that milking time was usually from 4 to 5 in the afternoon,
and then again 4 to 5 in the morning.

“That’s very early. Isn’t it still dark then.”

“Of course, but that’s why we also need electricity here. After the
women have milked a cow, they bring the full bucket here into the cool
room where the milk filter stands. They pour it there into that container
at the top. Then it runs through the filter and the cooler and is collected
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in those big milk cans of about 20 litres. These are then carted into a cellar
on the other side of the yard. That place is cooled in summer by ice.”

“Where do you get ice from in this village?”

“I thought you would ask that. It comes from our lake.”

Then | explained how each winter, when the ice was about 20 cm to 30
cm thick, our workers had to go on the lake with axes, picks and hooks
and had to cut slabs of ice while they were standing on the edge. This was
quite a tricky job, as it was very slippery, and they had to be careful not to
slip into the ice cold water. The ice was then pulled out of the water with
hooks, loaded onto carts, taken to a place near the factory, and stacked
high, making a mound with a radius of about 15 meters and about five
meters high. When the mound was finished, it was covered with water
and left to freeze over night into a solid block, before it was covered with
lots of layers of straw and earth. That heap provided the ice in summer for
cooling the milk, a slab at a time.

“It sounds very complicated to me,” said Helmut.

“Maybe, but what else can we do. And you know what? For special
birthdays, particularly Opa’s on the 29th of July, this ice is used to make
the most delicious ice cream you can imagine. Usually strawberry or
raspberry with real cream and fresh fruit. Yum. So you see, it’s not all
wasted on just cooling the milk.”

“How can you make ice cream with ice from the lake?”

“There is a special machine. You place the ice cream mixture into a
metal container which has a mixer attached to it. This container is then
placed into what looks like a wooden bucket with plenty of space on all
sides. A handle on the outside turns the mixer in the ice cream mix. Then
you crush the ice from that heap into small pieces and place it around
into the space between the container and the bucket and sprinkle
occasionally salt into it.”

“Why salt?”

“It melts the ice slowly, and as it melts it gives off cold. This helps to
freeze the ice cream mixture.”

“How long would it take to freeze the ice cream?”

“We need someone with a lot of patience and energy to turn the
handle, as it takes more than one hour, usually two. But I tell you the ice
cream that comes out is one of the most delicious things you can eat. Just
out of this world!”

“You reckon it is better than the one we can buy in the ice cream
parlour in Posen?”

“Much, much better. But let’s come back to our milk here. The evening
milk needs the cooling, not the morning milk, as that is put straight onto
the milk-cart. We have a special driver with two horses, who goes every
day to the milk factory in Posen. It takes him about three hours one way.
The fresh milk you buy in the shops probably comes from us here.”

“I never thought of where it might come from.”
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“Well, now you know.”

Helmut was intrigued to hear that the milk driver had to do errands for
Mutter or Oma occasionally. For him, shopping was just round the corner.
We had to get our cheese and butter from the factory.

“One day we received a large piece of ‘blue cheese’. The manager of the
factory told us, a customer of theirs had returned the cheese complaining
it had gone mouldy already. Well, | tell you, we didn’t mind. | love ‘blue
cheese’, don’t you, Helmut?”

“No, | don’t like it.”

“We all do, especially now that cheese is rationed, to get an extra
portion was really good. | must tell you another story which is linked with
the milk cart going daily to Posen. When my sister Gerda was born in
December 1937, | couldn’t understand why it took so long for her to get
home. | suggested that she could be picked up by the milk-driver and
brought home on the milk-cart. | was very disappointed when she wasn’t
among the other parcels.”

“That was rather dumb.”

“I was only nine then.”

After the cow-shed we came to the horse stables. We had over fifty work
horses. Each horseman or fornal in Polish, had to look after four horses,
feed them, clean them, and then work with them (depending on the
season, either ploughing, pulling the harvesters, or pulling the carts).
When they worked with just two horses, someone else ‘borrowed’ the
other two.

When Helmut saw some name plaques above the mangers, he wanted
to know if that meant anything. | told him that Ginter and | had given
each horse a name. Gunter had worked out a system whereby we could
tell the age of each horse. The oldest horses got a name starting with the
letter ‘A’, then ‘B’ and so on. The youngest were now starting with the
letter ‘P’, like the three-year-old ‘Pollux’. Then | had to explain to him
how the fornals were good at telling the age of a horse, by just looking at
their teeth. The older they are, the shorter they get.

“But what'’s the point of all this?”

“When harvest time comes, we help in the field and earn ourselves
some pocket money. The foreman tells us the name of the horse which we
are to take. It usually is an old one, very docile. We wouldn’t be allowed to
take a young one.”

Then | showed him how we harnessed a horse to a rake in the shed. Just
one horse per rake. There were usually two or three rakes required at
harvest time. Gunter would take one, | would take another, and if Hans
was around, (Gunter’s school friend), he would take the third. The rakes
were about three meters wide, so when we sat on one going to a field we
had to be careful not to bump into anything. In the field, the corn had
been cut and the bundles were all put into neat rows of stacks. We had to
rake between these stacks. Whenever the rake was full, the driver had to
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step on a lever which hooked into a notch on both wheels. This lifted the
rake and released the straw, which still had to be thrashed. We had to
make sure that the bits we raked together were all placed in one row, so
that when the corn was brought in it was easier to load on the carts.

I told him that at times it was quite tiring work. We had to get up at five
in the morning, and didn’t come home much before 7 pm. Although the
hours were long it was not boring to sit all day long on these rakes.

“I like it very much. The whole field is yours, perhaps 30 or up to 50
hectares. | can listen to the larks singing in the sky, or watch perhaps a doe
jumping across the field, or a hare, or very occasionally a trappe, a large
grey bird. There is also plenty of time for day-dreaming. When the warm
sun is higher in the sky we take off our shirts and sing or talk to ourselves.
Mutter always packs us something for breakfast or afternoon tea, nice
things, you know. We have to come home for lunch, as the horses need to
be fed and watered. That is also part of our job. Horses always come first,
then we can go home for lunch.”

“Have you been doing this for long?”

“No, we only started this year.”

“And for how long does this last?”

“Practically throughout the school holidays, starting with barley early
July, then rye, wheat, and the last is oats. We finished last month. When
my parents asked us if we wanted to go somewhere for our holidays, we
just said ‘no’. Even to come to Opa’s birthday, they had to persuade us
first. I guess we look at it as our job, for which we get paid, so we can’t just
run away from it any time it suits us. On our way home in the evening, we
are really tired. Then we just sing to ourselves, or listen to the Polish
women singing on top of the fully laden harvesting carts.”

“I don’t know whether | would like it.”

“You might get used to it?”

“Maybe.”

“What else is there to see in this yard?”

“Come, I’'ll show you.”

We crossed a cobbled area, and | showed him the pigs. They were just
for our own use, as we didn’t sell any. Then | had to explain to Helmut,
how Mutter had become well known for her recipes for liverwurst and
salami, and how a couple of workers had to do the killing near our house.
One of the men took a big wooden hammer and hit the pig between the
eyes. One hit stunned the pig. It just slumped down. Only if he missed,
the pig would give a loud squeak. Then an artery was cut in the neck with
a sharp knife, and the other man had to catch the blood in a large bowl.
The blood had to be stirred vigorously by hand to stop it from
coagulating. Later it was used for blutwurst (black pudding). Then the pig’s
carcass was heaved into a trough and boiling hot water poured over it, to
remove the bristles and to clean it properly everywhere.

“Are you allowed to watch all this?”
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“Of course, otherwise | couldn’t tell you this. The girls always make a
terrible fuss about looking away when the gory parts happen, but we don’t
mind. After it is clean, they expose the sinews of the hind legs and put a
strong wooden bar through it, and a hook. It had to be hung up with its
back on a ladder, which was leaning against a tree, head down. Then the
stomach is slit open carefully, so that nothing inside is damaged. All the
intestines and internal organs are then inspected to see whether they are
healthy or not, and a piece of meat is sent in to the meat inspector, who
tests for trichinosis. The intestines are cut and thoroughly cleaned, as they
are filled with sausage meat the next day. Then the carcass is quartered
and hung in the cellar also for the next day. That’s when the real meat
processing starts.”

And | told him how the following day everyone in the household was
busy. The liver, kidneys, lungs and some fat was boiled, finely minced and
made into liverwurst. The legs were sent off to the smoking chamber to be
cured as ham. Much of the other meat was minced and made into salami,
which also had to me smoked. Weiss-wurst is really white bread soaked in
fatty broth with some meat, and black pudding is white bread soaked in
blood and again some meat. All these were pressed through a sausage
machine, filling all the available guts. Sometimes additional guts had to
be bought. Except for the salamis, all other sausages were boiled in the
large copper. If one or two sausages burst in the process, we had a better
and more substantial wurst soup that evening for supper.

“That’s quite a lot of work, then?”

“Yes, but it is well worth it. There is nothing like home made liverwurst
or home made salami! You’'ll see for yourself at supper time.”

“I’'m already looking forward to it.”

“Are you getting hungry? What do you think, can we finish our tour
first before we turn in, or do you want to go home straight away?”

“Oh, let’s finish first, there can’t be much left.”

“Actually, there still is quite a lot to see.”

I showed him quickly the chicken house, which had chickens, turkeys,
geese and ducks, all again for our own use. Then came a building for the
calves and heifers and at the far end were the stalls for the bullocks, which
were used as draft animals. Around the corner was a long barn. Some steps
led to the cellar where our fresh milk was stored before it went to Posen.
The door in the middle of the barn was an entrance to the grain store, and
behind that was another barn.

“Before we come to the last building, | want to show you our forge and
carpenter shop. They stand here in the middle of the yard. Let’s see the
forge first.”

As we entered the forge | said: “I would like you to meet our master
smith Kowalski, and these are his two assistants.”

“Good afternoon, what can we do for you?”

“I just want to show my friend here the bellows. If you pull this lever, it
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blows and the coals get red hot.”

“I have to shoe this horse here, master, so | can show your friend.”

“Oh, great, thanks.”

Sparks were flying as Kowalski put his iron into the flames. A minute or
so in the fire, and the iron was red hot. The smith held it with a long
tongue on the anvil and hammered on it, until it had the desired shape.
Then he dipped it into cold water and went over to the horse to see if it
would fit. A little blow on one side, and it was ready to be nailed to the
horses hooves. A smell of burnt hoof came into our nostrils.

“It smells like burnt hair,” said Helmut.

It did. I just nodded.

“Kowalski is really a master smith. He can repair most of our farm tools
and machinery. He is very good.”

A broad grin appeared on Kowalski’s blackened face. He knew he was a
good tradesman, but he also liked to be appreciated.

“We must be off again, see you later.”

“Now to the Carpenters around the corner.”

We entered a large workshop and as we walked towards the work
bench, a lot of wood shavings curled around our legs.

“This place always looks untidy, full of saw dust and wood shavings,
but the work done here is again excellent. Master Novak has helped to
build our house, and he made us a lot of toys. | sometimes call it Father
Christmas’ work shop. He can do practically anything.”

Master Novak was working the chain saw again and because of the
noise it made, he had not seen us coming in. | pointed to his missing
finger and said: “He lost it working this saw, not so long ago. I'm glad |
wasn’t here when it happened. He said that there was a lot of blood. |
probably would have fainted.”

After a brief exchange of greetings we left the workshop again. Novak
was too busy. We went straight to the coach house which contained about
ten coaches plus our two cars: a black Chevrolet belonging to Opa and
Oma, and a Hansa sports cabriolet, which was ours.

Helmut remarked about the large number of coaches and wanted to
know what they were needed for.

“The biggest coach here can carry nine passengers. We use it when we
take the whole family for an outing on Sundays into the forest, or for a
drive around the fields. The six-seater or the four-seater usually takes us to
the station. We arrived with the sixer this afternoon. The coach with a
folding roof is used mainly by my grand-parents, and the completely
closed-in coach standing in the corner is for bad weather, rain or snow,
and it is usually used by Oma.”

“And the two little ones?”

“They are buggies, handy for just one passenger and the driver. We only
need one horse for these.”

“And this looks like a sleigh?”

45



The rainbow never sets

“It is. It will seat six. It is drawn by two horses. Come into this side
room here. Inside that cupboard, there are two splendid bell arrangements,
one for each horse.”

“That really looks like it is out of a fairly tale. The tuft of horse hair on
top of all the bells, it is all so colourful and looks really beautiful. But — do
you really use it?”

“You can be sure of that. If you come to visit during winter, you will see
it in use. The sleigh glides so quietly over the snow, that no one would
hear it without the bells. All sleighs have some type of bells. This here is
just a little more elaborate. At every step of the horse the bells jingle. It’s
very practical. Come through this door. It leads straight to the stables.”

Then | showed him our two pairs of coach horses. They always went
together in pairs, as they had to get used to one another to work as a team.
In a separate pen was Vater’s riding horse, a full-blood Arab.

“That looks mighty strong, and quite tall. Can you ride it too?”

“Not as a rule. It is strictly Vater’s. But once he told me that | could ride
it, as he had to stay all day in Posen, and it is not good for the horse to
stay inside all day. | rode to the woods, which we passed on the way, and
on the way back I let him run as fast as he wanted to go. | tell you, it was
fast, like on a racing track. A bit scary at first, but | had him in control, and
the feeling was great. It was the most exciting ride | ever had.”

“What about the other horses here, can they be ridden?”

“Yes, we learned to ride on them. They are much slower, of course, but
still good riding horses. Our saddles are kept in this ante-room. Vater gave
us our first riding lessons in the park on the grass. He held the horse on a
long line and it could go around in a circle. He taught us to sit straight, to
have proper leg-contact with the horse, and how to use the reins. When
we had mastered that we were allowed to go out into the fields on
horse-back. Sometimes we arranged to meet up with Horst and Bernd,
perhaps also with Vater and Onkel Werner, and then we had a great time
all together riding in a group around the fields, or along the lake. It is such
a good atmosphere, especially early in the mornings.”

“Do you think I could go on one of those riding trips?”

“I’m not sure. You need to be able to control the horse first, but we’ll see.”

We walked through the door into the yard again. On our left was the
wing that closed the rectangle of the big yard. It consisted of the house of
the administrator, a grain store upstairs, and the nursery for our calves.

“The female calves come here as soon as their mother has licked them
dry after birth. They are given their mother’s milk mixed with some eggs,
to make them strong and healthy. The male calves are sold to the Steszew
butcher. Do you want to let a calf suck your finger? Watch this.”

I held my finger through the barrier and the calf began immediately to
suck vigorously on my finger.

“Let me try,” said Helmut. “Oh, it tickles. The calf has such a rough
tongue.”
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“Yes. It misses its mother.”

We left the calf standing there, giving off a pathetic bleat. Then we
walked through the main gate.

“This is locked during the night, so no strangers can come in. That
completes our tour through the yard. Can you see the pump there on the
outside wall?”

Helmut nodded.

“That is our village pump. The whole village comes here to fetch water.
They don’t have running water in their homes, of course. When you lift
the handle it usually makes a squeaky noise, like this.”

I pumped, and sure enough there was the squeak, and beautifully clear
water came through the spout.

“The water from this well is the best drinking water in the whole
district. Even from Strykowo they come with big milk-cans to fetch
drinking water from our pump. Inside the house we have a motor pump,
which pumps water about twice a day into a large water container under
the roof. This gives enough pressure to have running water everywhere,
but the water is not the same quality. Our girls still come here to get the
drinking water. Before we had the electric pump, a man came once a day
from the village to pump with a hand pump till the tank was full.”

“That sure beats carting or carrying it from here.”

From the corner of the cowshed | showed Helmut the village street.
There were about eight to ten houses which belonged to our estate, where
our workers lived. They had all been built after the first World War and
were in good condition, each housing at least two families. The total
workforce on the farm was more than 100, counting the women who did
the milking and helped with harvesting on a part-time basis. Beyond our
buildings stretched the village with about twenty peasants with their
modest homes and farmyards. The village school was also in that area.

“Gee, it’s getting dark. Let’s go home. Supper should be on soon.
Tomorrow I'll show you the garden. That’s also quite interesting.”

“Sehr gut,” said Helmut, as we washed our hands for supper.

The maid brought in two steaming platters, one with mashed potatoes,
one with fried eggs. After that we had bread with salami and cheese,
which had been nicely arranged by the cook. To finish off we were served
with stewed fruit and starch custard.

“The starch for this custard came from our starch factory, Helmut. |
think that’s the best way to use starch, but it is also used in the proper
custard powders, starch for washing and in many other food products.”

Our family loved it, but | was not too sure whether Helmut did, as it
didn’t taste the same as shop custard.

The next day was one of those brilliant autumn days which we were
blessed to have in Poland quite frequently. After breakfast Helmut and |
roamed around the park.

“You were going to show me your garden,” said Helmut.
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“Oh yes, | forgot. Let’s go then.”

We walked past Oma and Opa’s house, over a bridge, past the cat house
with its cage, (in spring and summer Oma’s black angora cat was banished
to it so it wouldn’t catch any birds), until we came to a large wooden gate,
which led to the fruit and vegetable garden. Right next to the gate was a
hot house.

“Come and have a look at those grapes, Helmut.”

“They look enormous. Gee, | wish we could eat some of these,” he said
as he handled the padlock which held the chain in the clamp. It was
firmly locked. Our eyes were caressing the fully grown and ripe dark red
grapes hanging from the vines.

“No problem,” | said. “They are actually the prized possession of Opa,
and he won’t let anyone near them. That’s why he keeps the door locked.
But watch this.”

There were strong hinges on the door, but no guard over them. | just
lifted the hinge side of the door, and we could open it.

“Let’s go in”, | said.

At that moment, the garden gate opened. Nellie, Opa’s little pincher
dog, appeared first, and behind her the tall dark figure of Opa emerged.

We had just enough time to lean the wire door to the hinges, and stood
there bedraggled, caught in the act, as it were, guilt written all over our
faces.

“Ah, you naughty boys, want to steal my grapes,” he said as he came to
the door and checked the lock. “But you can’t. See, it’s locked.”

With a feeling of deep satisfaction he left us standing there, while we
blessed our lucky stars.

“Well, this taught us to be more careful next time,” | laughed, and as it
was safe by this time, we both entered the green house and took our time
to pick the biggest and ripest bunch of grapes.

We made sure the door was back on its hinges, as we left. “Now let’s get
out of here before anyone else comes.”

We took our loot to a big fir tree, which hid us completely from the
view of any passers-by. We didn’t want any more surprises.

“They are absolutely delicious,” said Helmut. “l have never tasted
anything like it before.”

“Well, you know the proverb about stolen fruit tasting the best. It’s
true, isn’t it?”

“It sure is.”

“Now let’s go into the garden again and have a look around. There may
be more to eat, but this time it is all legitimate.”

Coming through the gate, we turned left. About thirty meters along the
fence was another green house. This too had delicious grapes hanging,
just waiting to be picked, but we had enough with the bunch we had
eaten, and besides, we could not have opened that door anyway.

“The trees you see here have all been planted this year. Last winter was
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so severe that we lost most of our fruit trees. Beyond the hawthorn hedge
is our vegetable garden. We also have our strawberries and raspberries
there, but, of course, they only come in early summer.”

“I love strawberries.”

“Well, you just have to come again here often, then you will get as
many strawberries as you can eat.”

“That sounds terrific.”

We walked through the gate in the hedge and came to a long path lined
with beautiful flowers.

“This looks pretty,” commented Helmut.

“Opa also likes flowers, so there are always plenty of them. But Mutter
can’t plant what she wants here. Opa is still in charge, and he won’t let
anyone meddle in it.”

We came to a patch of tomatoes and picked a couple of ripe ones. They
were delicious. Further down was Jadwiga, who worked the garden under
Opa’s instructions.

“Hello, Jadwiga, what else is there to eat. We have already tried the
tomatoes, they are very nice.”

“There are some nice rock melons. I’'m not supposed to give you any of
those, but seeing you have brought your friend along, see if you like
them.”

“They are very juicy. Thanks, Jadwiga.” And we moved on, through
another gate in the hedge, which brought us back to the first part, where
the young fruit trees were growing.

“Once they have grown, we’ll have plenty of fruit here,” | said to
Helmut. Then | showed him large shrubs of hazelnuts on the side of the
lake, but they were not quite ripe yet. Usually the squirrels harvested
them, unless we can outsmart them.

“How about going to the lake now?”

“Yes, we can do that, on our way to the tennis court.”

“You also have a tennis court here?”

“Yes, Helmut, but my parents don’t play any more, and they say that
we are too young, so it is a bit neglected.”

“What a pity. | would like to learn to play tennis.”

“So would 1. Horst is playing in Strykowo, but then he is four years
older than I.”

“We have also a vertical climbing bar there, and a parallel bar to do
your push-ups.”

“Let’s go there then.”

We had a lovely time on the bars, climbing over the whole structure,
and jumping about. Soon it was lunch time.

In the afternoon we went by coach around our estate, to show Helmut
all the land that we owned. Franz was sitting on the driver’s seat, but
Helmut and | were allowed to sit next to him. | was lucky to have my
friend with me, for usually we had to take our turns.
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“All this belongs to us,” | said, pointing to the horizon.

“It’s really big,” Helmut said, “As far as the eye can see, hey?”

“These buildings which you can see over there under the trees also
belong to us. That is called ‘Antonin’. Opa bought it, because some
excellent land came with it. We are now using it as an out station, and the
sheds are used for some more young cattle. The worker responsible for
this, lives in the farm house.”

“Well, you sure have plenty of land.”

When we arrived back home, it was time to pack our bags. Supper was
served, and after a walk with the whole family through the park, we went
to bed.

Next morning Vater got us up at 5. He was already dressed and ready to
start his day. We said good-bye to him, had a quick breakfast, a drink from
a thermos, and there was Franz already waiting with the six-seater coach.
Gunter went straight to the front seat next to Franz, and we settled in the
back.

No one spoke much. It was too early.

Helmut was deep in thought.

“It’s been really a prima weekend,” he said, “Thanks for inviting me.”

“You must come again.”

“That’s for sure.”

The train was on time. A new week awaited us in Posen.
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CHAPTER 5

Winter in Sapowice

Winter in Sapowice had a special attraction for us. Living in Poland, so
far away from the influence of the Gulf Stream, our climate was far more
extreme than in Germany. Our winters were much colder, and if Vater
called it a good winter, we would have plenty of snow. This snow cover
protected the winter crops and provided the most essential moisture for
the soil in spring, in an otherwise very dry climate. For us children there
was always something to do, either skating on the lake, or skiing on the
few slopes we had, or going hunting. But best of all, of course, was
Christmas, which for us children was pure magic.

Our linden tree had lost all its leaves in winter. Where could | go for my
dreaming? It had to be somewhere inside, where | felt safe and
inconspicuous. In Ginter’s and my room stood our rocking horse pony. |
loved it, and would often sit on it, stroking its fur or its mane, and gently
rocking myself into dreamland. | had been doing it for years, and now
that | was twelve, | felt | could mount it as always, and slip back in time to
the dim past of my memory, where reality and dreaming mingled into a
sweet sensation of coziness, security and happiness. | knew, nothing in
the world would ever be able to take that feeling away from me.

[]

It was the Advent season of 1933. For us it was, in the truest sense of the
word, a preparation time for Christmas. It was laced with secrets and
magic.

On the evening before the first Sunday in Advent Mutter said to us:
“Children, tomorrow is the first Sunday in Advent. Father Christmas is
working already, and one never knows, he may pass by your window
tonight. If he sees little slippers behind the curtain on the window sill, he
might leave a sign behind, that Christmas is near.”

“What could that be?” we both wanted to know.

“Maybe some Christmas biscuits or something nice to eat.”

“Oh, can | put out one of Gunter’s slippers? It is slightly bigger than
mine, perhaps | might get a wee bit more from Father Christmas that
way?”
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“You never know,” Mutter said, “you may not get anything at all if you
are too greedy.”

But | thought it was worth the risk. | put Gunter’s slipper on the second
window sill, whilst GUnter put his other slipper on the window sill nearest
our beds.

“Tomorrow we shall see what we’ll get,” | said with my usual optimism.

Next morning, at first day light, we sneaked to the windows and looked
behind the curtain.

“Look, Gunter, I've got something in your slipper.”

“Why, that’s also mine,” he teased me, “but you can have the biscuits
in my slipper this time. I’'ve got some of my own here.”

“Oh, they smell so delicious. Dear Father Christmas hasn’t forgotten us.
But | didn’t get any more than you.”

This practice went on for all four Sundays in Advent. Also, on the first
of December, we received an Advent Calendar on a piece of cardboard
with little doors to open each day until the 24th. The excitement grew
from day to day.

One evening, Klarchen came to our dining room, where we were sitting
around the table, cutting out, pasting, and occupying ourselves for
Christmas. She said: “Irene asked me if you are going to buy anything for
Vater or Mutter for Christmas this year, but | told her, ‘where could they
buy anything here?’ You always make something for them, don’t you?”

“Yes, Klarchen, but what can | make this year?” | asked her, “I never
know what to do.”

“How about a bookmark. I’'ll cut it out for you and you can take a
needle and some wool and sew a nice border around it.”

“Yes, Klarchen, make it in the shape of a pussy cat please.”

Klarchen sat down at the table to start work, when Mutter came in.
Gunter pushed his work under the table cloth, but when he saw it was
Mutter, he got it out again.

“I thought it was Vater coming in.”

“No, he is out somewhere.”

“What, so late? It is already pitch dark outside.”

“Yes, poor Vater, he is always working.”

Suddenly there was a loud knock at the veranda door. It was always
locked and barred in winter, and no one had ever knocked there before. It
seemed strange to us. Mutter said: “Don’t you boys want to open the door
and see who it is?”

“No,” we both said at the same time. It seemed a bit spooky to us. |
jumped on Klarchen’s knee, where | felt more secure.

So Mutter had to open the door, after it had knocked a second time, this
time much louder and more urgent.

In came an old man. He looked enormous to us. He had a large fur cap
on his head, and a long white beard, and heavy boots. On his back was an
old potato bag, stuffed with things.

52



Fifteen years in a childhood paradise

Mutter exclaimed: “Oh, Father Christmas, how nice of you to call in.”

Could this really be Father Christmas, | thought? He certainly looked
like him with his long white beard, and large fur cap. But | wasn’t too sure.
I hung on to Klarchen with a firm grip.

Then | heard this deep voice asking us: “Have you been good boys,
Gunter and Dieter? Are you always obedient to your parents, to Klarchen
and to the others?”

I couldn’t say anything because | was far too frightened. All | managed
was a very tentative nod. But then | remembered all my misdeeds in the
past, there seemed to be so many. So | began to shake my head violently.

“No?” he looked me in the eye, “You have been naughty?”

| said very hesitatingly: “Yes, Father Christmas.”

He took off his big sack from his back and pulled out a small broom
made from thin willow twigs.

“I think I’ll leave that here, just in case you need to be punished,” and
he handed it to Klarchen.

By then we were even more frightened, but Father Christmas
continued: “Have you learnt some Christmas carols, boys?”

“Yes” we said both together, hoping that that would make him more
friendly.

“Well, then you had better sing one for me.”

And so we plucked up all our courage and sang, at first haltingly, but
then with more confidence, a song that Klarchen had taught us:

“Morgen Kinder, wirds was geben,
morgen werden wir uns freun,

welch ein Jubel, welch ein Segen

wird in unserem Hause sein.

Einmal werden wir noch wach
heissa, dann ist’'s Weihnachtsnacht.”

Tomorrow children you’ll get something,
tomorrow we shall all be glad,

Oh what joy, and oh what blessing

there shall be in our home.

Only once shall we awake

yippee, then is Christmas Eve.

By then Gulnter plucked up some more courage and said to Father
Christmas: “Look, what | am making for Vater for Christmas! It’s a letter
opener.”

Dutifully Father Christmas inspected his handiwork. He seemed to nod
with approval: “That is good work, Gunter.”

Then he turned to me: “And what are you doing for Christmas?”

I pointed to Klarchen and to the outline of a pussy cat for a book mark
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on the table and whispered: “That’s for Mutter.”

“Oh, good. So you are good boys, after all. In that case | can leave a
little gift for you here.”

He delved into his bag again and brought out two little parcels and put
them on the table.

“Here, this one is for you,” he gave one to Gunter, “and this one is for
you.” | received a little red parcel with a green ribbon.

“You can open it later, and if you are good, I'll bring some more on
Christmas eve.”

“Thank you, Father Christmas,” we said together.

“Well, | had better be off again. There are many more children to visit.
Be good and behave yourselves.”

A cold draft came in as he opened the door. We heard a few heavy
stomps from his boots outside, and then he was gone. For a moment we
were all silent. What could one say after such a visit? It had been, to say
the least, awe-inspiring.

Soon after this, Vater appeared.

“Vater, Vater, you missed him?”

“Missed whom?”

“Father Christmas was here. Yes, he came to visit us, and look what he
has left for us.”

“Well, that is very nice of him. Aren’t you going to open your
presents?”

When | unwrapped mine, | saw a little tin soldier in his sentry box
emerging from the paper. Giinter had a soldier in a shooting position.

“We can add these to our soldier collection,” | said. “Isn’t that nice of
Father Christmas.”

[

The rocking horse stopped for a moment. | thought, how stupid we
were then, believing in Father Christmas, and showing him the presents
we were making for Vater, when hidden under the furside-turned-out-
footwarmer, and behind the white beard was Vater himself. We had given
away our Christmas secret.

This practice of Vater turning up as Father Christmas stopped when we
were about six or seven. By then Gunter was already suspicious, as Vater
was never present during those visits, and | think he might have also
recognised his voice.

As | began rocking again, my mind went back only a couple of years.

[
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Christmas 1938. Fraulein Parr had taught us to work with ply-wood,
and also how to carve wood. We were again sitting in our dining room
and thinking, what we could make for Christmas for our parents and
grandparents.

“What are you going to make for Vater and Mutter this year?” | asked
Gunter while | was still wondering whether | should make a little
jewellery box out of ply wood or a calendar mount.

“A holder for note paper to put on his desk for Vater and a candle
holder for Mutter.”

Gunter was always sure, whilst | liked to do something more
challenging, but then lacked the courage. To make a jewellery box
required a lot of patience, and needed detailed work. The pattern had to
be drawn onto the ply wood and then with the jig saw the lines had to be
carefully cut out, then smoothed with sand paper, the wood stained and
finally lined with a contrasting colour felt.

“I’'m going to make the jewellery box,” | decided. “Do you think the
green felt will look nice as a lining?”

“Depends on what colour you are going to stain the wood.”

“Dark brown, I thought.”

“Yes, that will look nice.”

The first panel went all right, but with the second a leaf in the pattern
broke off and left an ugly gap. | couldn’t repair it, so | had to start again.
Eventually | finished it, after working at it for several nights.

“Doesn’t this look beautiful,” | admired my own work.

“Yes, Dieter, it does look very nice. Mutter should be pleased with that,”
said Gunter.

His approval was very important to me.

[

Christmas is so full of wonderful memories. | was rocking again on my
horse. It was so nice to dream of the time when | still believed in Father
Christmas.

A couple of days before Christmas Mutter called us: “Get me some
moss, and some stones, children. Make sure the stones are not too small.
Like my fist, or double that size.”

We were pleased to be useful, for we knew that this too was part of the
Christmas preparations.

We never saw the christmas tree brought into the house. We firmly
believed that Father Christmas did all that. About two days before
Christmas Eve the doors to Mutters lounge were locked, all three of them.
Sometimes we would call out through one of the closed door: “Father
Christmas, sound the bells please!”
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After a some intense waiting, we heard the tone of a small, high pitched
bell, ringing vigorously for a brief time, and then there was silence again.

Sometimes, to heighten our expectations, if that was possible, Mutter or
Vater would open one door to the christmas room when all was dark and
we were allowed to take a deep breath and smell all those delicious smells
of Christmas: the fir tree, the candle wax, christmas biscuits and
chocolates and all the rest.

Finally, Christmas Eve arrived. It was 3 pm.

“Children, are you all ready for church? We are going in five minutes.
Have a look if Franz is already standing outside with the sleigh. And put
your fur coats on, it will be cold.”

As usual, we were ready before our parents, all wrapped up and eager to
go into the cold winter afternoon. Franz was waiting, both horses were
harnessed with their jingle bells, and | saw he also had the lanterns ready
with the candles, for our homeward journey.

When we were all wrapped up in sheepskin blankets, Franz made a
sound with his whip and the sleigh moved silently through the snow. Had
it not been for the bells, no one would have known that there was a
vehicle on the road. It took us half an hour to get to Steszew.

The church was decorated with a christmas tree, on which lots of
candles had been lit. By then it was already getting dark, but there were so
many candles that it seemed like daylight to us.

We sang lots of carols. The familiar christmas story from Luke’s Gospel
was read. Some brief words addressed to all, us children included. Another
carol was sung, and we were on our way home. A few stars appeared in the
slowly darkening sky. | was wondering, which one it had been, that had
pointed the way to the manger.

Back at home we could hardly contain our excitement. We assembled
in the lounge with Mutter. We were sitting in the dark. Vater had
mysteriously disappeared. Through the key hole we could see some light.
Then we heard the gramophone play: “Ihr Kinderlein kommet” (Come, all
ye children).

The double door opened. There, before our eyes, was the most
wonderful christmas tree, brightly lit with lots and lots of flickering
candles, lametta (tinsel), some coloured glass balls, and the branches laden
heavily with what looked like snow. Under one of them was a low table
with the nativity scene. There we saw the moss and stones we had brought
in a couple of days earlier, the moss as grass for the sheep, and the stones
as rocks, surrounding a pool of water. On top of one of them stood an
angel, who announced to the shepherds the birth of the Saviour. Above
this angel, hanging on the branch of the tree, was the ‘great army of
heaven’s angels’. Under another branch was the stable with Mary and
Joseph and the baby Jesus lying in a manger, together with the ox and
donkey. More shepherds, but no wise men, it was strictly according to
Luke’s Gospel.
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We stood there, full of wonder and amazement, and sang:

Ihr Kinderlein kommet, oh kommet doch all,
zur Krippe her kommet, in Bethlehems Stall,
und seht was in dieser hoch heiligen Nacht

der Vater im Himmel fur Freude uns macht.

Oh come all ye children, oh come one and all,
come near to the manger, in Bethlehem’s stall,
and see what the Father in heaven has done,
on this holy night he brings joy to every one.

After singing all three verses, and looking at the nativity scene, and
having been to church before, we knew why we were celebrating
Christmas. Then we were allowed to turn our eyes towards the table where
our presents lay, all unwrapped and beautifully arranged, Giinter’s on the
left, mine on the right, and in the middle was the most beautiful
gingerbread house, straight from the fairy tale of Hansel and Gretel.

“This shirt is from Tante Margaret and Onkel Werner, and this teddy
from Oma Hulm. Dieter, this book is for you from Tante Joni. It tells the
story of the Ugly Duckling. And this wooden threshing machine is for
both of you from us. You can put the engine in front of it, connect the
wheels with the driving belt, and then all the wheels inside will also
move.”

“Can we play with it now?”

“No, just wait a few more minutes, till we have seen our own presents,
and those of Kléarchen and Irene. Come over to our table now.”

We had to wait, rather impatiently, till Vater and Mutter had seen all
their presents. Then Klarchen and Irene were called, and after singing a
carol again together, they were shown to their table. Only after every body
had seen their gifts were we allowed to play with our presents. It was all so
exciting!

We played till about 6.30 pm. Then Vater and Mutter called out: “Come
on, we are going to Oma and Opa’s now. You may take your favourite toy,
but don’t lose it.”

We slipped into our overcoats and made for the manor house. The
snow was reflecting the star light and we could see the way clearly, even
without the moon.

At Oma and Opa’s the Strykowoers were already there waiting for us.
Their Christmas celebration had been held the day before, on the 23rd, as
that was Onkel Werner’s birthday. Then we all sat down for Christmas
dinner. That year the main course was goose, the year before it had been
fish, it could also be venison, if Vater had shot a deer. Fraulein Lina, Oma’s
cook, always prepared a wonderful meal, and to finish off, a lovely fruit
trifle with meringues.
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After the meal there was another presentation of gifts, another
Christmas tree, and singing in front of the piano. Tante Margaret was a
good pianist.

We spent most of our time playing together, either with our new toys,
but mostly we boys played some games together, while the grown-ups sat
and talked. The four of us were like brothers, sometimes we fought, but
mostly we got on very well together.

Opa and Onkel Werner interrupted our games.

Onkel Werner said: “Can | have one of your balloons, which you had
for Christmas, please?”

“Sure, here is one,” | said. “A nice red balloon. What do you want it
for?”

“I'll show you,” said Onkel Werner. He sent Horst to Fraulein Lina to
get some dried peas from the kitchen. Then he put a couple of them into
the balloon and blew it up.

“Have you got some string?”

“Yes, here is a ribbon which was wrapped around my parcel.”

“That’ll do.”

When the balloon was tied up, and Onkel Werner shook it, it rattled.

“Who is that rattle for?” | wanted to know.

“Come, let’s go into the servery.”

We all followed Onkel Werner and Opa, somehow mystified. In the
servery, there was a special settee, which Dinkie, Oma’s black angora
tomcat, had adopted as his own. Onkel Werner made straight for the
settee and stroked the cat.

“Ah, a Christmas present for Dinkie,” | shouted.

Opa chuckled: “Yes, Dinkie should also have a christmas present.
Werner, why don’t you tie it to his beautiful long tail.”

That was quickly done.

I thought, how pretty the black cat looked with the red balloon, but no
sooner had | thought that, Dinkie took off. He went berserk, up the long
curtain, across to the other window curtain, down again, across the table,
over chairs, like a whirl wind. At every leap the peas in the balloon rattled
and frightened Dinkie even more. We all shrieked with laughter. In the
general merriment, we had not heard Oma entering the room. In utter
disgust she could only exclaim: “That poor animal!”

Oma was such a gentle person. | have never seen her getting angry,
even then, though we knew that she was not amused!

Christmas was the only time when we could stay up as long as we liked,
but when Onkel Werner, Tante Margaret, Horst and Bernd had left, our
parents went home, and so did we. By then it wasn’t even midnight yet.

Christmas day was spent playing mainly with our threshing machine.
The belt fitted over the driving wheel of the steam engine and the main
wheel of the thresher. | had to twiddle the steam engine wheel, and this
turned many wheels inside the thresher. It was great fun, and we played
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with it for a long time. Every now and again we nibbled from the
gingerbread house and from the plate of delicious home-made sweets or
biscuits. Then we tried to lick the ‘snow’ off the christmas tree. To our
astonishment, it did not taste sweet but salty. Later, much later, we found
out, that Father Christmas did not decorate the tree at all, but Mutter and
Vater. After that initiation, we were allowed to do it, and we were very
proud to play Father Christmas ourselves. To put the salt on the tree, we
had to moisten it first with water and then rub it into the fir needles
against the way they were growing. When it dried, it went hard and stayed
on the tree. It really looked like snow, as the branches bent down with the
weight of the salt, just like snow does too.

The second day of Christmas was a very special day for me. My parents
told me that | was born on that day. That was my day, my birthday, and |
was someone special on that day. It was hard to live with that for a whole
day!

“Come, Dieter, and see what you have here for your birthday,” Mutter
called, and she rang a little hand bell.

To have some more presents so shortly after Christmas was perhaps a
bit much, but there would always be a small birthday cake with candles,
some small gifts from Vater and Mutter, and there was always a present
from Tante Joni von Treskow, the owner of Strykowo. She was my
Godmother. Mutter had decided from early on that it would not be fair for
me to have all my birthday presents so close to Christmas. | should
celebrate it rather on 26 June, when | was three and a half, or four and a
half and so on. In this way | had two special days in the year. Looking
back, it may perhaps have been a bit unfair to my siblings, but that did
not enter my mind then.

“Let’s play some special games with our ‘birthday boy’,” Mutter said.

I jumped on a chair next to her, and when Gunter, Vater and Klarchen
had taken their seat, Mutter said: “Let the ‘birthday boy’ start throwing
the dice.”

I liked to play board games, as long as | was winning. Today, it was not
my day. | didn’t throw a six, and Gunter and Vater were ahead of me. |
began to cry: “I don’t want to play any more.”

“Come now, it’s your turn,” said Vater.

“Don’t be a spoil sport,” | heard Glinter saying.

“But | don’t want to play,” and with that | gave the board a shove with
my elbow, and all the counters fell over and got mixed up.

“Now look what you have done,” said Vater angrily, and he was just
about to send me out, when Mutter said: “Leave him, Alfred, it’s his
birthday today. Let’s play blind man’s buff instead.”

We did for a while, but when | got caught and | had to be blindfolded, |
yelled again: “I don’t want to play this game.”

It became obvious, that this ‘privileged’ status of a birthday boy didn’t
agree with me. | ended up screaming and kicking and was out of control.
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“Go with Klarchen, Dieter, she will put you to bed,” said Vater, “you are
far too tired. Too many late nights are no good for you. Or have you been
eating too many sweets?”

I knew subconsciously then, that | could not cope with this ‘special’
treatment on my birthday, for | usually came ‘second’, after Gunter, and |
was not used to being first. But then | was just far too tired, so | just cried
and cried, until I was tucked in by Klarchen. She seemed to understand
me.

The Christmas tree stayed well into the New Year. Our new toys,
together with our most favourite old ones, were able to stay in the
‘Christmas room’. Vater, too, was able to spend more time with us.

[

The thought of Vater brought me back from my dreaming. | stopped
the rocking horse and went downstairs. During the weeks after Christmas,
Vater read to us from one of the books we had received. It’s title was: “Soll
und Haben” (Debtors and Creditors). It dealt with a family, not unlike our
own, which had land property and other businesses. The head of the
family got into financial difficulties, some of his own making, others were
beyond his control. There was a lot of intrigue and wheeling and dealing,
of mortgages and failures. It was a fascinating book, and as Vater read it to
us we could always ask when we didn’t quite understand. I’ve learnt from
it a great deal of business terminology and concepts, and it probably
influenced my thinking about business practices more than | knew then.
The fear of ever going broke and loosing our home and property as a result
of mismanagement stayed always with me. As we were able to discuss
these things, Vater taught me his business attitudes and ethics, which |
adopted unconsciously.

Only too soon, our lovely Christmas holidays were over. On Monday, 6
January 1941 we had to be back in Posen. But there was one special event,
which Gunter and | could look forward to: The Hunt on the Friday of that
week. Vater had written a letter to our school principal, asking to give us
the day off. When that was granted, we went home early on Thursday
afternoon.

Gunter was up early on Friday morning. The hunt was to start at 9 am.
We both had a shot gun, and this year we were allowed to go as hunters
for the first time. After breakfast, Glunter went outside, with his coat on,
but no gloves.

“Why are you standing there and getting cold?” | wanted to know.

He pointed to his head and said: “I’'m not stupid, you know. Once my
fingers are all cold, I’'ll go inside and get them warm again. After that, | can
use them for shooting, and they won’t get cold again.”

“I thought of putting these gloves on, but maybe you are right, it’s not
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easy to pull the trigger accurately with them on. I'll do the same, thanks
for that tip.”

Meanwhile, the first hunting guests arrived. They were: Onkel Werner,
Onkel Wilhelm Forstmann from Porthof, Mutter’s cousin, Mr. Czapski, a
Polish property owner from the neighbourhood, Herr and Frau Iffland,
also neighbours, and five others, among them another woman hunter.
They all came with their own coaches.

After a quick welcome, Vater divided the shooters, including us, into
three groups. We were all driven to a different starting point, where about
20 men and older boys, all workers from our farm, had been assembled.
Our game keeper was in charge of the total operation. He assigned a
foreman to each group. When | arrived with the group of four other
shooters, the foreman looked on his watch. At a pre-arranged time he said
to two of our workers: “Start walking, you in this direction,” and pointing
to the opposite side, “and you walk there.”

After each of these men had reached a little marker, about 100 meters
away, he told the next two men: “You follow these.”

At this point, Herr Iffland, whom | had accompanied many times
before, said to me: “Now remember, when we all turn towards the centre,
which is going to be this direction, you never shoot to your side. That’s
where the beaters and the shooters are. You shoot only towards the centre,
or behind you. And when you see people coming from the opposite
direction, you only shoot behind you. We don’t want to shoot any people,
do we?”

He needn’t have told me that again, as | had been with him before, but
I didn’t say anything, just nodded that | had understood him.

It was his turn now to follow the two beaters. Then came four more
beaters, before the foreman nodded to me:

“Your turn now. Good luck!”

I marched behind the fellow in front of me, aware that | must not walk
too fast or too slowly, as the distance between us had to be maintained.
The bag with the ammunition hung over one shoulder, the shot gun over
the other. My fingers were as warm as toast. | could see clearly the man in
front of me, but the second man was already hidden by fog, which had
come over from the lake.

After walking for a while | heard shouting from the front: “Stop!” That
meant the first man from our group had met up with the first man from
the other group, and the circle was complete. Now we only had to wait for
the signal to walk towards the centre. | had plenty of time to load the gun,
always pointing it downwards, as | had learnt. Looking around me | could
see some rabbit holes not far from where | was standing. | shouted to my
neighbour: “Do you think we’ll get some rabbits here?”

“Wait, till we get the signal to start, then I’'ll make a noise. You just get
your gun ready to shoot.”

The signal came sooner than | expected. From right and left | heard the
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beaters making noises with their sticks and whistles, often shouting, as if
they had seen something in the young trees.

I had hardly started to walk, when a rabbit came out of a hole, right in
front of me. | shot once, but missed. Then | re-loaded and walked slowly
forward. Suddenly a shout came from my left: “There is a hare coming
straight at you.” | had seen it too late. It came racing past me. | let it go
through the line, aimed and shot. The hare catapulted in the air and lay
still.

“You’ve done it! Good shot, master. I'll get it, you just keep walking.”

I was very proud, my first hare. No sooner had | re-loaded, when
another rabbit jumped up in front of me, heading towards its burrow. |
shot once, missed. Another shot, this time | remembered to aim about two
length in front of it, and | scored another hit.

As we were walking we came past some tall trees that grew along a
creek. | heard the beaters beat the tree trunks with their sticks, when
unexpectedly, a pheasant flew out. | saw that it was a male, aimed and
shot. It came tumbling down, feathers flying.

I was grinning from ear to ear. Not bad, for the first part of the first
hunt.

Meanwhile the fog had lifted. The men from either side of me were
coming closer, as we were moving nearer the centre of the giant circle. In
the distance were a couple of un-threshed rye stacks, and beyond | could
see the people from the opposite side moving towards us. Then | heard
shots. The man on my right shouted: “A fox, a fox!” | looked closer, and
indeed there was something reddish-brown moving smoothly past one
stack and hiding behind the other. It was the fox, there was no doubt.
Would they be able to out-smart it? After a while, having come closer to
one another, | pointed in the direction of the corn stack. One of the
beaters got the message. He ran around the stack, beat his stick on the
straw, and then we saw the fox running out, to his death. A hunter from
the opposite side shot him.

As we all came together at the centre, | saw Gunter. | waved to him and
held three fingers up.

“I've only got two, two hares,” he said. “Congratulations. You did well,
but then you would have got more game your way, near the forest.”

“Thanks,” | said proudly, “I’ve used only six bullets.”

“You’re a good shot. Remember when you shot the cat in our park with
only one bullet in your gun?”

I smiled. | remembered during the last summer we were about to go for
a swim, when suddenly a cat appeared from under the shrubs. As cats were
absolutely not allowed in our park, because of the birds, | went straight
back into the house, got my shotgun, and with one bang, it was dead.

But there was no cat here. The total bag of all the hunters was lined up,
hares first, then rabbits, pheasants, and the fox. It looked quite an
impressive line up.
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Meanwhile, the coaches had arrived. After a small refreshment, we all
went off again to start on the next circle, in a different area. | only shot
one hare this time, and wasted quite a few bullets on those that got away.
When we met again, sandwiches were handed around and drinks for every-
one. The third and last circle finished about 4 p.m. By then it was getting
dark, and | had very sore legs from all the walking. But it had been a great
day. | had always loved to go on a hunt, accompanying other shooters,
but this time | was on my own with a gun. | almost felt a grown-up.

In good old tradition, the evening meal was a great social occasion. All
the ladies, who had not participated in the hunt, had arrived. The hunters
had time to change into formal dress, and in no time the meal was in full
swing. The table extended several leaves on either side and could seat 24
comfortably.

Franz was the drink waiter. He wore white gloves, and in his livery he
looked very smart. Our house maid and a woman from the village were
dressed in black with white aprons. They served at table. A toast was
proposed to my parents. The speaker stressed, that as usual, the wine had
been excellent: “It must be, because you don’t drink that stuff everyday,
that’s why you can afford to keep such a good wine cellar. And what a
tremendous day it’s been. Well organised, plenty of game, and wonderful
food. Three cheers.”

When the sweets came around, Franz whispered into my ear: “Take
plenty, there is enough even for seconds.”

“Just make sure you come around the second time,” | whispered back. It
was good to know that someone was looking after us.

The party moved over to the living quarters. The men lit up a cigar and
enjoyed a cognac, while the ladies had some coffee. By then we had had
enough. We were full to bursting, and very tired. We said ‘good-night’ to
everyone and retired to bed, without needing to be prompted.

It was wonderful to go to bed, thinking: tomorrow is Saturday, and we
don’t have to go to school, and then it will be Sunday, another day off.
How great it was to be at home. As we dropped off to sleep, we had no
idea, that we wouldn’t be going back to school for another six weeks.

Saturday started with a severe frost. It had snowed already late in the
evening, getting heavier after midnight, and a strong easterly was
blowing. Our road to Strykowo was blocked. Snow drifts had covered the
low-lying parts of the road completely. The temperature had dropped to
below -20°C. On Sunday the weather turned even worse. More snow and
cold temperatures. We heard on the news, that the roads were blocked and
railways were not running.

On Monday my parents phoned our school in Posen: “This is Tieman,
from Schonsee. Our children Ginter and Dieter are stranded here. We
can’t get them to Posen, as no trains are running, because of the frost and
snow. What? No school? All closed until further notice? Okay. I'll tell
them.”
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“Yippee,” we cheered together. We needed no further explanation.

“Extra holidays — until further notice — that’ll suit us fine,” and we
danced around the dining table.

“Don’t think you will be idle here,” said Mutter. “Help here with this
dining table. It needs to be shifted to next door. We’ll close up the dining
room here, as we can’t keep up with the heating. It’s too cold.”

We shifted the table and some chairs into Mutter’s room. It was much
easier to heat just the two adjoining rooms. In the morning the tiled
stoves, which stood from floor to almost ceiling in both rooms, were fired
with wood and then anthracite coal for quite some time, until the tiles felt
too hot to touch. Then two briquettes were put on the glowing coals and
the door of the stove was tightly closed. That evening, three more
briquettes were put on the glowing embers, as it had been an
exceptionally cold day.

Next morning Vater came to breakfast with the following news: “This
morning the outside temperature was —32°C. Remember, children, when
you go outside, to really wrap up. Your nose or ears can freeze in no time
with this temperature. So do be careful.”

What a challenge!

“Let’s go out, Gunter, | have never experienced —32° before.”

We put our ski boots on, layers of warm clothing plus overcoat, and a
woollen cap which covered our ears.

Walking on the snow was quite eerie. Each step | took screeched so
loudly, that it seemed to go right through my bones. The snow was so dry,
that it would not stick together. There was not much we could do. We
soon got cold and went back inside. Inside our house there was turmoil.
Mutter had just found out that the toilets had frozen, and could not be
used. A commode was quickly put up in the upstairs bathroom. Mutter
locked up the front-door and toilet downstairs. They were not to be used,
to protect the house from getting even colder from the east wind. But it
was too late. The water pipes had also frozen. One had already burst, and
our whole plumbing system had to be turned off. For the rest of the freeze,
which lasted until early March, we had no bath, no plumbing, and only a
minimum of water, as it had to be carried from the village pump.

Our bedroom upstairs had also a tiled stove, which that winter was
heated daily. During a normal winter it was heated only every second day.

The following morning was warmer, only —20°C, but brilliant sunshine.
We took our skates to the lake, cleared snow from a patch, and went figure
skating, and chasing each other on ice. | was lucky, as | could wear Mutters
shoes with the hole in the heel, for special skates. Mutter had taught me
how to figure skate, because she was very good at it. Our skates had to be
screwed on to the heels, as well as to the front of the shoes, and
sometimes they came off, just at a crucial moment. But Mutter’s skates
fitted firmly. As we moved about, we didn’t feel the cold.

“Pity there is so much snow,” said Gunter,” otherwise we could have
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gone over to Strykowo to visit Horst and Bernd.”

“Do you remember the other day?” | said, “before the snow fell, and the
ice was as smooth as a mirror? | just opened my coat and let the wind
push me, like a sail. | went ever so fast. Would have been nice to see how
they got over the cold day yesterday.”

“Probably much the same as we did, stayed in all day.”

“Hey, look there! What’s the snow plough doing here on the ice?”

“May be sweeping a path for us to skate on?”

We skated to the end of our patch and Gunter called over: “Hey, Jerzy,
are you going to clear a path for us to skate on?”

“No, master. The road is completely snowed under, and your father told
me to clear a path up to Strykowo. This is going to be the road now for
everyone.”

“What? if we have to go to the station with the sleigh, we have to come
this way?”

“Yes, even the big steam engine, which they need in Strykowo, has to
go here over the lake.”

“But that’s impossible, Jerzy. How thick do you think is the ice then?”

“Your father said, it is at least 75 cm thick. So no matter how heavy a
vehicle is, the ice will hold it.”

“And what about the fish holes?” | wanted to know, “Will they keep
them open as well, right next to the road here?”

“More so now than before. The fish need some holes to get air.”

There was a hole of about 25-40 cm in diameter every 50 meters in the
ice to allow the fish to breathe, as they said. It had to be stirred several
times during the day so that it would not freeze over. We children had to
watch out that we did not fall into those holes.

As we went back to our skating, Gunter said: “Do you remember, Vater
telling us the story about the man going over to Slupia to church when
the new ice was still very thin?”

“Do you mean, the man walking across here last December?”

Gunter nodded.

“He was only half way over, when he suddenly realised that he was
walking up a slight hill.”

“Yes, it was all new ice, which holds much better together, than old ice.
As he walked he prayed all the way to church, and he reckons that God
saved him that day.”

“But he didn’t go back the same way, did he. He was just too scared.”

“Wouldn’t you be?”

“Well, we’re not allowed on fresh ice anyway.”

That night we heard several big bangs from the lake which sounded like
gun shots. We had just gone to bed, and | was a bit scared.

“Don’t worry, it is only the ice expanding which makes the noise,”
explained Vater. “When it gets very cold, ice expands and gives off those
terrific bangs. Tomorrow you will see long rifts in the ice. You will have to
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be careful when you go skating again, so that you don’t get into those
ruts, otherwise you will fall and hurt yourselves.”

“Maybe we won’t go skating tomorrow,” said Gunter, “There is so much
snow now, we should really be skiing.”

“That’s a very good idea,” said Vater, “now go to sleep. Good night.”

I thought of skiing, that most wonderful feeling of sliding down the
hill, with the wind biting my face as | gain speed. | remembered the time
when first | learnt to ski.

[]

It was January 1938, before the war. Gerda was born on 10 December
1937. Mutter was still feeding her and needed a rest from us boisterous
boys. A couple of weeks earlier, we had received a pair of skis each for
Christmas and a track suit. The gift came with a note, on which we read:

THREE WEEKS HOLIDAY IN ZAKOPANE

Zakopane was a ski resort in the Karpatian Mountains in the south of
Poland. We couldn’t wait for the day when we would leave on these
special holidays.

We went there by train in second class, which had soft, green
upholstery, as we had to sit up all night on the train. Gunter and | had a
window seat each, sitting opposite each other. By the time the train left
Poznan, our compartment was full. The door was closed and inside it felt
quite cosy.

When it was getting dark we heard Vater say: “Let’s have something to
eat now.”

He got out a packet of sandwiches each, which Mutter had carefully
cut. We munched these happily, as we were speeding through the
countryside.

“Shut the curtains,” someone in the compartment said. “It will keep us
warmer”.

The steam of the engine was heating the whole train. Each car was
divided into single compartments, all connected by a long corridor. Under
each seat was a pipe running parallel to the seat. It was frequently used as
a foot rest, but actually, it was the only heating for our compartment. The
pipes were quite hot, and at that time of the evening it was almost too hot
for us, but we didn’t say anything.

When the other people in the compartment were getting tired,
someone suggested: “Please, everybody, stand up from your seats. Each
seat can be pulled towards the middle! It will leave only a narrow gap
between and everybody can put their legs on the opposite side, shoes off,
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of course.” Part of the back rest had come down to give us all enough
room to recline comfortably for the night. | tucked my feet next to
Gunter’s seat. We thought that was marvellous, and when Vater got our
rugs out and tucked us up, we thought we would go to sleep. But sleep
would not come. We were far too excited.

“I can see some snow, Gunter,” | whispered excitedly, peeping behind
the curtain as we were heading south with the steam engine chuffing and
puffing and belching black clouds of smoke.

“We must be getting near Katowice,” said Gunter, showing that he had
learnt his geography.

The next stop was Katowice, the lights were reflected in the snow. Lots
more people joined the train, and some tried to get into our
compartment, but as we were lying there like herrings, no one could come
in. They had to make themselves comfortable in the cold corridor, and
when | had to go to the toilet, | had to walk over many bodies. In the
morning we saw that some people had sneaked into the red plush seats of
the first class compartment. Well, some people were lucky. After a while
the train stopped at Krakéw. There were more people, all seemed to be
heading for Zakopane. Meanwhile the weather was getting colder and
colder. We pulled our rugs tightly over us, and peeping through the
curtains, we could see that the windows were freezing up. If we wanted to
see anything we had to blow and make a peep-hole in the ice. Eventually
we must have dozed off, for we suddenly woke from a big commotion on
the train. Outside, the frosted windows were showing daylight. People
were getting their things together. We must be close to Zakopane. And
then the train stopped with a loud swishing noise. We had arrived.

Very much awake now, we scrambled to the exit door. Vater was first.
He was leading us to a cab-stand. They were all sleighs drawn by a single
horse, which had a bell around its neck. All three of us could sit on the
seat facing the front, behind the driver. The scenery was like in fairyland.
It had been a very cold morning (about -30C°) and hoar-frost was on all
the bare branches of the deciduous trees, and also on the fir trees. Steam
was puffed into the air through the horse’s nostrils and the sound of the
single bell was all one could hear. Houses swished by, until the driver
stopped the horse in front of a large hotel. Not far from it we could see
some gentle ski-slopes. There was no stopping us.

“Quickly, Vater, let’s get into our room and then we want to go skiing,”
we both said in unison.

“First you need some breakfast,” he answered, “and then you should
have a bit of sleep. You didn’t sleep much in the train.”

“No, we don’t want to sleep,” was Gunter’s quick reply, and |1 nodded
agreement. “We are not tired.”

We had our breakfast, changed quickly into our ski-gear, and went
down to the ante room where our skis had been placed. Vater booked us
straight into a ski-class for beginners. He didn’t need to learn, as he could
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ski quite well. So he went off on his own skis, while we were busy all
morning to learn to bend the knees, as we were sliding down the gentle
slope, learning to do a snow-plough, and to make a turn. It was all most
exciting and we did very well for the first day, we thought.

Vater, Gunter and | in Zakopane

Then came lunch. After lunch — well, the lack of sleep during the night
had caught up with us and we slept firmly for three hours. Vater had to
wake us.

“Come, we will go for a walk through Zakopane,” he suggested, and we,
half in a dream, followed wherever he led us. The hoar-frost had
disappeared after a whole day of sunshine, but we thought Zakopane was
still a very nice place. It was surrounded by high mountains and
everything seemed so quite in the place. Every now and again a sleigh,
pulled by a jingling horse, passed by, but that made no sound!

At the evening meal we were introduced to a family Bardt. They had
two daughters, both just a bit younger than we. One was Ingrid, the other
Daudi. Ingrid, some 15 years later, was to marry our cousin Bernd. If we
were not on the ski-slopes, we would play with them. It was good to have
someone our own age there. Each day we took our lessons in the morning,
and went skiing with Vater in the afternoon.

Our skiing improved quickly and soon the teacher took the whole
group on an excursion. This meant we had to climb up a slope first before
we could enjoy the down-hill run. It was rather strenuous for us with our
short legs, and | think Vater eventually took us cross-country on his own
— but never very far. After two weeks, Vater had to return home. He had
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arranged for Fraulein Muller to come and look after us. By then Fraulein
Parr was our teacher, as Fraulein Muller had married. So she came with her
husband. It so happened, that she had married a Herr Muller, and we
should have called her really ‘Frau Muller’, but we kept calling her
‘Fraulein Muller’, much to the amusement of others, when her husband
was around. Herr Muller taught me quite a few card tricks, which came in
handy later on when | wanted to impress some of my school mates. Those
were happy days in Zakopane. They teased me terribly with Daudi, but |
didn’t mind. I think | even gave her a kiss once under the stair case. We
returned home, full of all the new experiences, and very grateful, that
from then on we could ski.

[

When | woke up next morning, | thought I was still in Zakopane. But
the contours of our bedroom reminded me, that we were in our home.
Suddenly | remembered why | must have dreamed of Zakopane the night
before. We were going to ski this morning!

“Wake up, Gunter, the sun is up. We wanted to go skiing, or have you
forgotten?”

He turned around, saw the sun streaming into our window, stretched,
and gave a big yawn.

“No, | haven’t forgotten.”

We got up, dressed in our track suits, and went down for breakfast.

“We are going on the Kiesberg this morning,” announced Ginter, “it’s a
glorious day. No wind. Skiing should be fun.”

“Okay, but just watch out, on the northern side, where the trucks get
their gravel from. It’s very steep there and the edge can easily collapse. Just
stay away from the edge.”

Mutter is always warning us of any possible dangers, but we knew to
stay away from that side. The Kiesberg was a large hill towards the end of
our village, right next to the lake, a gravel deposit. According to legend, a
glacier had pushed all the gravel in front of it during the ice age and had
come to a stop at this point. When all the ice had melted, it had left the
gravel hill and formed our current lake. The Kiesberg was easily reached via
the lake, and it had some slopes that were pretty steep.

“Let’s go up on the easy slope,” Gunter said, “and then down on the
steep end.”

“I think I will first go down the easy slope a couple of times and practice
my parallel stops, before tackling the steep slope. I’'m always a bit scared at
first, going straight down that side.”

“Okay. I'll go first, and then you can follow me.”

Gunter was off. | followed about ten meters behind. There were some
steeper patches, as the hill undulated down to the lake. We both practiced
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our ski turns, as we had learnt them in Zakopane, and came to a stop
where the lake started. With all the snow about, the actual shoreline had
disappeared.

We went down a couple more times, and then we faced the short side of
the hill, going straight towards the lake.

“You go first, Dieter,” said Gunter.

I hesitated. From where we stood, we could not see the whole run
down, as the slope became steeper further down. But | was challenged,
and wanted to go first. Plucking up all my courage, | decided, | would go
down at an angle, not straight down, turning several times. But | had to be
careful not to get too close to the northern rim.

“Holidioh,” | imitated some yodelling, and down | went. As there was
plenty of fresh snow on the hill, the steep bit wasn’t too bad. | managed
the turns, and in no time | was down. | turned round and saw Gunter
coming down straight. He was a slightly better skier than I, and he
certainly had more courage. He zoomed by me and came to a stop about
50 meters further down on the ice.

“Let’s do it again!” | shouted as | was heading towards the long end of
the hill. To climb up the steep end would have been too difficult. As we
arrived on top again, both panting heavily, | said to Glnter: “This time it
is your turn to go first, and let’s see who can get furthest on the lake.”

Without hesitation he shot down the hill, knees bent, stocks parallel,
just as our teacher had taught us in Zakopane.

I followed about half a minute later, as | wanted to use his tracks, to get
me further. Going straight down there always gave me a tremendous
thrill. It was easy to follow Gunter’s tracks, and coming down, | passed
him easily on the lake.

“You are cheating, following my tracks. Of course you would get further
than | that way.”

“Ha, ha,” I couldn’t help laughing. “Let’s do it again, and then see who
can get further.”

And so it went all morning. We forgot all about the time and coming
home for lunch. It was sheer joy. Only when the sun started to come quite
close to the horizon, did we realise that we had been here for too long,
and we made a hasty retreat home.

At home, they were a bit worried about us.

“We nearly sent out a search party,” said Mutter jokingly. We were
happy that no one was really angry with us. We still got some lunch and
then snuggled up with a book in our cosy lounge.

Before we went to bed that night, Glnter asked Vater: “Could we have
a horse for tomorrow? We want to take it to the lake and around the park
and have him pull us on our skis.”

“I’ll tell Franz in the morning. You just go when you are ready.”

Next day Gunter went to fetch the horse, while | was getting the skis
ready. He had to get a couple of long lines, which we fastened to the
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horse’s harness. The reigns had also to be lengthened. Guinter put them
around his neck and held on to the tow line.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes, | have got the other line.”

“We are off.” With that he hit the horse with the reigns over his back
side, and the horse started towards the park. At first it went slowly. We
needed to make sure that we would not get in each other’s way. | stayed
on the left, and Gunter on the right. When | had steadied myself, |
shouted: “Let’s go a bit faster.”

The horse began to trot. We were sliding along the snow covered road
at first. Then Gunter steered the horse towards the lake cross-country.
There was a bit of a slope, and | came closer to the horse than | wanted. |
had to apply the snow-plough. Then the surface became rather uneven,
and | began to wobble and lost my balance.

“Wait for me,” | began to shout, as Gunter had not noticed my fall.

He pulled the reigns and the horse stopped.

I got up, brushed the powdery snow from my pants, and went to join
Gunter. It was much harder to walk without stocks, as | slid back with one
ski, as | put the other forward. Then | grabbed the line again, and away we
went. On the lake it was easier, as the surface was even. Our horse had
studs screwed into its shoes, as all our horses had when there was ice and
snow on the roads. That prevented them from slipping.

“How about going back into the park,” | said, “this here is getting a bit
boring.”

“I think, if we continue on the lake, we could turn off the lake about
half a kilometre further down. There is a slight slope. Maybe the horse can
pull us up, and we slide down. How’s that?”

“Agreed,” | said, and we continued on the lake. When we turned off to
go on to the shore, it became very bumpy again. There had been reeds
along the shore. The heavy snow had flattened them all and covered
them, but as we were sliding over them, our skis got entangled with the
dry reeds.

“Hold on, this won’t work,” | said.

“We are nearly through.”

The horse sank into the snow almost to it’s belly. It had to struggle, but
it was nearly through. | had let the rope go, and | could see Gunter doing
awobble and he fell. He too let the rope go, and the reigns slipped over his
head. The horse felt the jerk, but it didn’t take any notice. It just kept
going. We shouted from behind: “Whoa, whoa,” but to no avail.

“I think the horse had enough of this.”

“It looks like it. That damn horse wouldn’t stop. Why didn’t it stop
when | called out?” Gunter was angry.

“I don’t know. Now we have to walk all the way home and carry our
skis. Without stocks it is impossible to go cross country.”

And that’s what we ended up doing.
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Near our house, we met Vater.

“I'm glad to see that you are okay. Franz caught the horse just before it
entered the stables. He still dragged the reigns and the ropes behind him.”

“That stupid horse. Next time we’ll take another one, one that’ll stop
when we call out for it to stop.”

“Next time you need to be a little more careful, where you are going.
Stay on the road. But | agree, perhaps the chestnut would be a better horse
for skiing.”

We had learnt a lesson, but we’d also had a lovely day.

All too soon our winter leisure time came to an end, that is for us. Vater
had phoned once a week, to find out whether the schools would be
opened again, but they remained closed throughout February. 1941
turned out to be one of the coldest winters on record.

On Monday 3 March 1941 our school finally resumed. It was terribly
hard to get up at five on that morning, after such a long and wonderful
break, especially as it was still pitch dark. Franz, who had to take us to the
station, had also the unenviable task to wake us. He threw a snow-ball at
our window. It was not easy to hear through our double glazed windows,
but we were expecting it. It was lucky that the outside window didn’t
break. But, we were up. We then dressed quickly, a thermos flask with a
hot drink stood on the dining table. We ate some bread with jam, gulping
down the tea. Then, quickly, we put on our coats and the fur coats over
that, grabbed our school bags, and the bags with the things we needed for
the week, and stepped outside into the faintest dawn of a chilly morning.
Franz was there in the sleigh, waiting patiently for us to get into it, and
then we went off, jingling all the way to the station. We were thankful to
be able to put our feet into the fur-lined bag to keep them warm. No part
of our body was exposed. The steam of our breath was the only sign that
there was a living body inside the mummy.

When we arrived at the station, it was still not daylight. Horst and
Bernd were already at the station. Judging by their faces, they did not
seem to be too enthusiastic about school either. We had to struggle to get
a seat in the train, when it eventually arrived. It was crowded. By the time
we arrived in Posen the rising sun was glistening on the snow. We had to
go straight to school, as it started at 8 am and we didn’t have much time
to spare.

Since the previous September Horst and Bernd had also come to stay at
the Siebenblrger boarding house. | had moved with Ginter and Bernd to
the back room, at the end of the passage, which had a balcony. There was
an ante-room which was occupied by Otto Koérner, a new boarder, and
another younger boy. Gunter and | were no longer the youngest in the
boarding house, which was a great relief. Otto went into the same class as
I, and we became good friends.
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CHAPTER 6

Spring time

As with so many things in life, the good comes often together with the
bad. The wonderful snowfall provided plenty of moisture for the ground,
as the snow melted slowly, but the severe winter killed off most fruit trees
in our garden and along the tree-lined roads. The same thing had also
happened in the cold winter of 1929. For our fruit-loving family, this was
a severe blow. New fruit trees and new varieties had to be planted in early
spring in the first section of our garden and along the roads to Strykowo,
Steszew and Antonin.

There is a strong connection between the re-awakening of nature in
spring with the resurrection theme of Easter in Europe. It was also the
most important religious season observed by the catholic people of
Poland, who were very devoted to their religion. No doubt, the theology
of neighbouring Orthodox Russia must have contributed towards this
emphasis. The long fasting period during Lent culminated in Good Friday,
a most holy and solemn day for all.

On Good Friday of 1941, as was our custom, we went to our little
Protestant Church in Steszew. After church we walked in the park and
along the lake, enjoying the early spring air with its promise of new life.
All ice and snow had by now completely disappeared. There was a gentle
ripple on the water’s surface. Sea birds were gathering sticks and bits and
pieces for their nests. The trees were still dormant, only here and there a
willow tree had the slightest hue of green showing. Our boat shed had
received a fresh coat of paint, and both boats were securely tied inside.
The seating platform along the jetty had been restored. Everything was
waiting for the warmer weather.

Easter Saturday was a busy day for all people, who had to prepare food
for the great feast. Large trays of cakes were baked in the village oven. The
scent of freshly baked bread and cake made everyone’s mouth water.

Fasting during Lent had been taken very seriously by the Poles. They
must have been looking forward to the feast even more than we. But in
our household, people were also busy with preparations for Easter.

“Come on, Gunter and Dieter, the eggs are ready for you to paint!”
called Olga, when she saw us. Olga had replaced Klarchen as our cook,
after she had left.

“Can we do the ones with the coloured paper first?”

“Of course, these here are already boiled. Now all you need to do is
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wrap them into your transfers and then place them into cold water, and
press a tea towel around them. Hold that for about two minutes, and your
eggs come out beautifully coloured.”

I saw on the stove a saucepan with boiling water.

“What colour did you put into this saucepan, Olga?”

“Blue.”

“Can | put the eggs in here? They come out in such a rich blue colour, |
always like that.”

“I thought red was your favourite colour?”

“Itis, but don’t you think red goes well with the blue?”

“What you kids can do now is to grease the ready eggs slightly with this
bacon rind. They will all come out shiny and the colouring will come out
much brighter.”

“Let Dieter do that. | would like to use my artistic talent,” Gunter said,
“Maybe this year it will come out nicer than last year.”

“You can always try.”

“Do you remember,” Gunter said as he used the paint brush carefully,
“how Fraulein Miuller had taught us to blow out eggs, and then paint
them?”

“Didn’t you have to make a hole into the egg?”

“Oh, you forgot then? A small hole, top and bottom, then you had to
blow the yoke and white through it.”

“Yes, now | remember, but | was never very good at it.”

“You dropped an egg because you were too hasty. Then you had to clear
up the mess, ha, ha, ha.”

“But you managed all right, Glnter, after Fraulein Muller pierced both
ends with a sharp needle for you.”

“Yes, | did.”

“Then | coloured the egg shells, a flower on one and an animal on
another.”

“Yeah, | thought you had painted a Rhino, but you said it was supposed
to be a horse.”

“I know. But then Fraulein Muller put a cord of wool through each egg
and fixed them to the dining room lamp.”

“It did look pretty, all six eggs hanging there.”

“Then there was the seed box which Fraulein Muller told us to sow with
oats. We had put it in the green house and in about four weeks it had
grown to about 10 cm. Jadwiga must have put a lot of wood into the
furnace, to make it warm, because it grew so well.”

“Don’t be daft. The green house needs heating all the time, because
there are many more seed boxes with young vegetable seedlings, which
are later planted out into the garden.”

“I like the greenhouse with the smell of good, damp compost and the
growing plants.”

“When we put the ‘Easter Lawn’, as Fraulein Mdller called it, on the
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dining table, it really looked like a lawn, so green and so real.”

“Then she put some of the coloured easter eggs in. Why can’t we have
another Easter Lawn this year?”

“Because it takes four weeks to grow, dumbell.”

“Oh, | forgot. | wonder if we will get another chocolate easter bunny,
like the one that was put in the easter lawn

then? He was so tall that he looked right over the lawn.”

[

It was Easter Saturday 1934. We had been painting eggs just as we were
doing then.

After we had finished colouring the eggs, we both rushed out, for there
was still more to be done. We still believed in the easter bunny.

“Where are we going to make the nests this year?” | asked Gunter.

“Where always,” was his short reply.

‘Always’ was near the low shrubs, parallel to the road which ran just
beyond the fence. The shrubs we played ‘hide and seek’ around. We
collected lots of soft moss (to make it more comfortable for the bunny, |
suppose) and shaped two lovely nests with it. If we could find a flower,
like a daisy or dandelion, we would decorate the nest with those. When
we were satisfied that all was just fine, we left the place with great hopes
for the morning.

After this there was not much else to do, so | meandered to the boat
shed by the lake. | often walked around the park by myself, along the
water, and one of my favourite spots was the boat shed. During winter the
boats were put away, but in spring they came back. It was a great joy for
me to see the boats again, the large black one, and the white which was
sleek and easier to handle for one person. | jumped from one boat to the
other and had great fun. Then | stood on top of the seat of the black boat
and started rocking it. It made big waves and that was even more fun.

Suddenly Opa appeared with his dog Nellie, whom we called das
Mistvieh among ourselves, a rather rude and vulgar expression. She was
tiny and always yapping. Needless to say, we didn’t like her.

| stood still, as a thief caught in action.

“What are you doing there?” he asked me, and | could not see a twinkle
in his eye.

“Just playing,” | said as casually as possible.

“Are you allowed to do this?”

“Hm, yes.”

“Does Vater know that you are here?”

Grateful for this suggested excuse | said quickly: “Yes, he allowed me to
play here.”

With that Opa turned and left me. | wasn’t too happy with the whole
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affair. All the fun had suddenly gone, so I left also. When | arrived home,
Vater was already waiting for me.

“So you told Opa that | had allowed you to play on the boats! Is that
correct?”

“Yes, but ... but ...” I didn’t get any further.

Vater got hold of me, bent me over his knee, and with the flexible steel
ruler I got my bottom smacked, several times. Then | was taken upstairs
and put into the dark cupboard where all our fur coats were hanging.

There | was, yelling and feeling sorry for myself. It was not altogether a
rare occasion that | was naughty — far from it — but what made this
incident so really frightening for me was, that it was the Saturday before
Easter, and my greatest fear was that | would miss out on my easter eggs
the following day. My mind was confused, and guilt stopped me from
thinking rationally, if that is possible at five. Although still believing in
the easter bunny, | also believed that my parents had a great influence
over it, and since | had been naughty, | feared that this Easter | would miss
out on all those lovely chocolate eggs and bunnies. So | sobbed and
sobbed until Mutter came to my rescue. She didn’t belittle my great sin,
she simply said: “You have had enough punishment.”

There was no hint about whether | was forgiven or not. My bad
conscience would not leave me in peace. | was kept guessing until the
next morning.

When morning came, we both ran down the stairs and into the garden
to where we had made the nests the day before. The first nest was
Gunter’s, | saw some coloured easter eggs there. | was still doubtful. Then
I saw four brightly coloured eggs in my nest too. What great relief!
Perhaps not so much because of the eggs, but because | then knew that I
was forgiven.

After breakfast we went to church, and when we came back again, we
went looking for easter eggs — the chocolate variety this time.

[]

“Do you think we will get any chocolate eggs and easter bunnies this
year?” asked Gunter. My thoughts came back from the past and I
remembered, that | had asked the same question a while ago.

“l was just wondering myself,” | said. All my eggs were finished now,
and | was happy about the way they looked.

Gunter went upstairs, and | followed him.

Easter morning passed as usual. We no longer had nests for ourselves,
only for Gerda. Her surprised face reminded us of our younger days. For
breakfast we all had a coloured egg, and to see whose egg was the
strongest, each one of us knocked their egg against our neighbour’s egg.
Those eggs that were still not broken, were knocked together again and

76



Fifteen years in a childhood paradise

the one whose egg lasted through all contests was declared the final
winner. Then we went again to church. The weather was fine, with a
promise of spring in the air.

After church my parents kept up the tradition of hiding chocolate
easter eggs. On this beautiful day Mutter called us together and said: “Go
looking in the back yard, not around the house, and not beyond the fir
trees at the other end, and whatever you find, you will bring to me. I'll
watch, and when all are found, we will divide them equally. And mind
not to find the easy ones the easter bunny hid for Gerda.”

It was fun to look for easter eggs, for as we had grown older, Mutter and
Vater had been able to find hiding places which were harder and harder to
find. The eggs for Gerda were hidden on a lower level, or were too obvious
for us, so we just left them for her to find.

“I think you have got them all now,” Mutter said, after we could not
find any more, and she called off the hunt.

Mutter had put all our findings in a box. Gerda had found her’s quite
easily. She was bright for her age. When all were counted, it turned out
that three eggs were still missing.

“I can’t remember where | put them, Alfred, can you?”

“No idea, we will all have to look for them now.”

And so everyone joined in the hunt, until all were found. The last one
was right on the ground, and as Gerda was so small, she found it, and said:
“I found it, I found it. No one else could.”

Meanwhile, in the village, Easter was observed in the following way:
After the long lenten fast, everybody thought about food. They brought
the freshly baked trays of cake and bread, meat, eggs, salamis and other
food items outdoors into the street and placed it on a large trestle table. A
priest stood there for a brief ceremony, sprinkling holy water over the
food and blessing everyone. Only then could the feasting begin.

In the afternoon we went to Strykowo to celebrate Easter with them.
We had good food there and, of course, our two cousins, without whom it
would not have been a real celebration.

On the afternoon of Easter Monday another treat was awaiting us in the
village: an old Polish custom, which we found fascinating, if not a bit
scary. It was called: ‘The Easter Bear’.

A group of eight people put on some ragged costumes and blackened
their faces, so that they were unrecognisable. The ‘bear’ was wrapped in
straw, that had to be twisted into fist-thick ropes, from neck to arms and
feet, over the whole body. Over his head was a pyramid-like straw cover.
The whole man was totally covered in straw. One of his feet was tied to a
long rope which was held by the ‘bear tamer’ in one hand. In the other he
held a long whip, which he cracked on the bear occasionally.

The next pair was ‘the man and the woman’. | had my doubts about the
gender of that ‘woman’, as she was tall and strong, but | don’t think that
mattered. Her female contours, in any case, were duly over-emphasised. It
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certainly looked very funny. The ‘woman’ carried a great big basket on her
arm, in which she collected edible donations, such as cakes, eggs,
chocolates, sweets etc. which later were shared among the group. The
‘man’ took donations of money, which was equally shared.

Group around Easter Bear

Another character was the kominiarz or chimney sweep. He looked like
a real chimney sweep, with a semblance of a top hat and very black all
over, with plenty of spare soot in his pockets for later use. There were two
of them in that group.

The *horse rider’ was the most feared of all, because he chased all and
sundry with his strong whip. Part of his costume was a simple papier-
mache half-body of a horse, attached to his front and back. His cap was
the square cap of the Polish Ulans, an unmistakable sign of authority and
power. He had an assistant, who rode a hobby horse, with an equally
feared whip in his hand.

This motley crowd moved through the village streets, the riders chasing
young men and whipping them, if they got caught. The chimney sweeps
chased the girls, and when they got caught, they would give them a big
black Kiss, leaving their sooty marks all over the clothes as well. For a
special treat, they put some spare soot over their hair as well. The bear
tamer, with his long whip, also aimed at worthwhile targets, but in any
case, he made sure nobody, especially naughty boys, would come too
close to the bear. For us children this procession was terribly exciting and
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we would not have wanted to miss it for anything in the world. But we
were also terribly scared of the riders and of the chimney sweeps.

As usual, | got caught again by one of the riders, but he didn’t hit me
very hard, and when a chimney sweep grabbed me by the arm, and put
soot all over my face, it didn’t matter. | felt | was just one of them, and
having great fun like the rest of them.

When they came near our house, Vater gave them money which later, |
am sure, was converted into liquid food at the pub.

This custom was also traditional in Strykowo and other villages around
in our area.

“Vater,” | asked him afterwards, “what about other parts in Poland, do
they have this custom there too?”

“I don’t know. And | also don’t know the origin of it, and what the
meaning of it is. It may go way back to ancient times and have something
to do with forgotten myths. The same applies to the other custom peculiar
to our area, namely the wetting of people with water at Easter. As you
know, Easter Sunday is reserved for boys wetting girls, and Easter Monday
is for girls wetting boys.”

“Oh yeah, | got some water from a bucket today,” said Gunter. “I didn’t
watch out. | was running away from the kominiarz, the chimney sweep
when, whoosh, a bucket of water came from around the corner of a house.
I quickly jumped aside, but I still got some on me.”

“Did you wet a girl yesterday, my boy?”

“Yes | did, it was Jadszia, and it was she who poured the bucket over me,
or tried to, today.”

“Well, that’s what happens. If you wet a girl, you can be sure she will try
everything to get you on Easter Mondays.”

“But | only used a water bomb made from paper.”

“That doesn’t matter, you still wet her.”

“And where did that custom come from?”

“It could be that it goes back to the time when people were baptised
only at Easter. There may have been some children in the village, who had
not been baptised yet, and people took it out on them. But I really don’t
know. This is only a guess.”

Our easter holidays were soon over, and we had to go back to Posen.

Another custom in spring-time was to contract with another person to
always have some fresh green in your pocket or on your person. | played it
often with Irene Lucht, who then had become Vater’s secretary in the
office. It went throughout the month of May, the month when fresh
leaves come out on every tree and grass was growing vigorously. It was
called: Bitte Griin, which translates: ‘please show me green’. Either of us
could challenge the other to show some fresh green leaves on us. Whoever
failed to show a fresh green leaf, or had only an old shrivelled up leaf from
yesterday, had to pay a fine. Pine needles were not allowed in this game.
At the end of the week the points were added up and the looser had to buy
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a block of chocolates for the winner. An innocent game which added
some spice to our life, and a good way to celebrate the arrival of spring
after a long and cold winter.

But the spring of 1941 was not all celebration and new life. It brought
some sadness into our family. Mutter had expected another baby. When |
went to visit her in the clinic in Posen from the boarding house, she told
me in tears, that she had given birth to a baby boy who was too weak to
survive. | was the first one in the family to see her after the birth, and |
tried to comfort her to the best of the ability of a twelve-year-old. This was
quality time with Mutter, and it remained deep in my memory. Schwester
Anni Kiwull, a nurse who had come originally from the Baltic States, came
again to look after Mutter, after she was discharged from the clinic. She
had become a friend of the family, and was able to nurse Mutter back to
health. For Gerda this must have been a particular disappointment,
although she didn’t understand fully. All she heard was that the promised
little brother or sister didn’t come. As we boys were most of the time away
in Posen at school, she grew up almost like an only child and must have
looked forward to the birth of another sibling.

At that time Ginter and I still had our occasional fights, mainly in the
boarding house in Posen. Like in earlier days, the other boarders
assembled and watched, edging us on when the fight became physical.
The fight stopped, when one of us got hurt, or Tante Else intervened.

On one of those occasions, when the sparks were flying again, Gunter
ended up with a thick lip and | with a black eye. This happened on a
Friday, just before the week-end. When we arrived home, we told
everyone, that we got hurt at sports. But when we said ‘hallo’ to Opa, he
took one look at us both and said with glee, rubbing his hands, “So you
both had a good fight!” We couldn’t deny it any longer, and | think from
that time on we both decided that there was no point fighting each other.
We had become too strong, and anyway it was much better to solve our
differences by talking it out, in a peaceful way, and to stick together. In his
humorous way, Opa had taught us a most valuable lesson.

As long as | can remember, Opa had been hard of hearing. He used
various hearing aids with only limited success. Sometimes, though, when
we whispered to one another, so that Opa wouldn’t hear, he heard
everything we said. When he and Oma walked together in the park, Opa
always commented on the things he could see (as Oma was very short
sighted), and Oma commented on the things she heard, like the singing
of a nightingale, or another bird. This way they complemented each other
beautifully.

Whenever they were alone together, especially at dinner table, they
spoke in French. This was a remainder of their childhood and youth
which they had spent in Belgium. When we were invited to share a meal
with them, they also spoke in French. Their daily morning devotions were
carried out in French, and they tried to teach us some French, although
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not with much success. But having absorbed a lot of French during my
childhood must have made it easier for me to learn French later on.

Opa had always been interested in family history. He took up
correspondence with Heinrich Rolffs, a chemist in Stettin, who had
married a Tiemann. He had done some family research and in 1925 sent a
hand written chronicle to Opa.

Opa 1941 Oma 1941

Opa was a great one for teasing others, not so good, though, when he
was at the receiving end.

“Tell me, Dieter,” he said, when | came home one day from school,
“what mark did you get this time in English?”

“Asix.”

“Oh really? Can’t you learn English? Look at my school report here,”
and he delved deep in the drawer of his desk and produced a document.
“Here are all the subjects, and it says: ‘tres bon, tres bon, tres bon (very good)
... for all the subjects.”

“Could I have a look?”

“Oh no, child, you will only make dirty marks on it. It stays here in this
drawer.”

Unfortunately, we never had the opportunity to see the document. So
one day | asked Oma: “Does it really say ‘tres bon’ on all of Opa’s subjects
in his school report?”
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“Oh no, he is only teasing you.”

He also had a safe in the cloak room, firmly cemented in the wall and
hidden by a large picture. We were always fascinated by it, as it seemed
difficult to unlock.

“How do you unlock this door of the safe, Opa?” | once asked.

“Oh, that is very difficult. You need to say a magic formula, and then
you can open it.”

“Could you tell us this formula please Opa?”

“Well, seeing that you are now big boys, I'll tell you. You have to make
six crosses over the rim of the door, three on top, and three at the bottom,
and each time you make a cross you have to say: ‘Rotototoo, rotototoo,
rotototoo”.

“Can you show us?”

He inserted the big key of the safe into the key hole, turned it over once
and said: “You see, it doesn’t open. Now watch.”

He made a half turn with the key, made his three crosses at the top and
three crosses at the bottom, each time, with a solemn voice chanting:
“Rotototoo, rotototoo, rotototoo.”

Before our amazed eyes, he gently opened the door.

Then Gunter said: “Can | try it, Opa?”

He performed the exact ritual as Opa had shown him, but he still
couldn’t open the safe.

“Why doesn’t it open for me?”

“You need to be grown-ups to open this door,” he said, and he never
told us his secret of the half-turn.

Rumour had it, from reliable sources of course, that when Opa came
past the women near the cow shed, when they were leaning over as they
were scrubbing the buckets and milk cans after milking, that sometimes
he would use his walking stick to lift their skirts to see if they were wearing
underpants. Maybe his rationale for doing this was, although there is no
proof, that he wanted to encourage them to wear underpants. But it is just
as likely, that he enjoyed this type of practical joke.

All the workers loved him. They called him Wiele Mozny which means
‘The Mighty one’, and when they greeted him, all would kiss his hand,
men and women. That was their way of showing respect.

Before | went to school in Posen, | had a bad infestation of worms. The
doctor had suggested a couple of days treatment in the hospital in
Poznan. | went through two days of terrible trauma, all by myself, and a
wardsman putting ointment on my anus several times a day. | was very
embarrassed by the whole procedure. The following day | managed to get
home on the train by myself. At the station Opa was among those
meeting me. In his loud voice he asked me: “Did you get rid of all the
robakis?”” He said it in his poor Polish, so that everyone could understand
it. Robakis means worms. What would | have given to disappear instantly
from the surface of the earth!
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Oma was quite different. When we visited her, each time we came from
Posen, she would often sit in the lounge and play patience. This was one
of her favourite past times.

On one of those occasions, | came again to her. She was in a talking
mood, and we talked about the time when we were still small.

“Do you remember, one holiday time, all four of you grand-children
were sitting around the table in the servery, and we were playing cards?”

“You mean, when the lightening struck your house?”

“Yes, everything seemed as bright as daylight for a second, which was
followed by a tremendous crash of thunder. We all stood up at the same
time, it must have been like a shock. Then everything was plunged in
darkness, as the electricity went off.”

“We were lucky, you had the lightening conductor on top of the house,
otherwise the whole house could have burnt down.”

“I’'m not so sure it could have, for | remember, after | lit a candle, we all
sat down again, when suddenly water came rushing down from the
ceiling, where the lamp hung. You cried out: “Die Stndflut, die Stindflut”
(the biblical food). We were all terrified, but your interpretation made us
really laugh.”

“Didn’t the water tank burst in the attic, after that lightening?”

“Yes, that was the cause of the flood.”

On rainy days, the four of us would spend hours and hours playing
rummy in Oma’s house. Even when the rain had stopped, we would still
sit there, until Oma came in and said: “Shouldn’t you be running outside
a bit to get rid of your surplus energy?”

That’s when we stopped for the day, but the next would be a rummy
day again.

Oma’s life must have been rather monotonous, but she never
complained. Her cousin Gertrud Schmid from Stuttgart, came to stay with
Oma for lengthy periods. She helped her over the loneliness. They would
sit on garden chairs under the shade of large trees and talk for hours. Tante
Gertrud became quite popular with us, and when | did not seem to make
any progress in English at school, she gave me some good coaching,
especially in pronunciation, as she had been a teacher all her life, and had
lived in England for some time.

In Spring we usually were looking forward to Summer, as there was not
so much to do at home. We preferred either Winter or Summer. It was not
unusual, therefore, for us to be waiting impatiently for summer to come in
1941.
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Summer holidays

Our summer holidays started earlier than usual in June 1941. We didn’t
ask any questions, as we were only too happy to come home again for the
long holidays, usually until early in September.

At home we had billets. Officers of the German army. They stayed in
the manor house, but they came to us for meals. The troops were billeted
in the barns. They slept on straw. They all seemed to be having a
marvellous time in Schdnsee, especially the officers, full of free time,
swimming and boating on the lake, and enjoying the good food, the park
and the pleasant surroundings. One of them was a medical doctor.

“You should really bandage your ankle bones,” he said, looking at my
festering sores on both of them.

“Do you really think so?” | asked somewhat doubtfully. “I’ve had them
for weeks, and every time a scab forms there, | knock them again with the
heel of the other foot when | walk.”

“That’s why they should be bandaged. Come over to my room in the
manor house and I will do it for you.”

“Thanks, that’ll be great.”

From then on we were friends, and the sores began to heal.

One evening, after he had put a new dressing on, he told me: “We have
to go away from here the day after tomorrow.”

“Oh, what a shame. Can’t you stay a bit longer? Why do you have to
leave?”

“Id love to stay longer but | can’t, and I’m not supposed to tell you, but
we have to go further east.”

“Further east?” | said in a parrot way, for | knew that could only mean
Russia, but then Russia was an ally of Germany. So | was confused.

“Don’t ask any more questions. | can’t tell you any more.”

“At least let us have a nice day tomorrow. I’'ll row you, and you can
relax and look out for the beautiful white swans, the herons, and the other
birds. Best thing is you don’t think at all about the day after tomorrow.”

He smiled at me and ruffled my hair. “Pity | can’t take you with me.”

“No thanks, I’d rather stay here.”

“I thought you would, but that’s a good idea of yours, to have a really
good day tomorrow. Let’s do that.”

We went over to our home and had dinner. | didn’t say a word to
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anyone about our conversation. | was thinking about the day after
tomorrow, and | was sad.

When tomorrow came, | was cheerful again. | had heard from Multter,
that all the officers would be leaving the next day.

“So they told you too?” | said knowingly.

“You knew, and didn’t say anything?” she replied. “You can keep secrets
well!”

I left. | had my appointment with the doctor. We spent a lovely day on
the lake, and we talked non-stop. He told me about his training as a
doctor, that he wanted to save lives, not destroy them, and how he hated
the war. | told him about school. | tried hard to cheer him up, telling him
about the pranks we played at school, but then | became sad again, for
tomorrow he would be gone.

“Thank you for a wonderful day, and thank you for being my friend.”

I could hardly say good-bye. There was something choking me. |
wanted to give him a hug, but I couldn’t.

They all left before dawn, on Friday, 20 June 1941.

On Sunday morning we heard through the news, that Germany had
declared war on Russia and it’s troops were advancing into Russian
territory. It had been a complete surprise attack and as a result, there was
hardly any resistance.

“Strange,” | thought, “to have come so close to history at my age,
knowing a few days before the Russians knew that they would be
attacked.”

A few weeks later we received a letter from another one of our billets,
telling us that the doctor had died during an air raid by the Russians on
the advancing troops.

I found it difficult to cope with that news. Our idyllic and peaceful
home seemed to be blown apart by this terrible war. | remembered, that
the doctor didn’t like the war, and now he was dead. What else would the
war bring? More death and destruction? From that moment on | had lost
all interest in the war, no matter how victorious the German army seemed
to be at that time.

The death of my doctor friend shocked me more than | thought. | had
to seek comfort and consolation from the past. It had been such a
wonderful and unforgettable childhood. Thinking of the past gave me
strength in my present crisis.

[

It was summer 1934. Vater was worried that we couldn’t swim, as our
park was so close to the lake, and he wanted us to be able to roam around
freely by ourselves.

“Come, children, I'll teach you how to swim,” he said one afternoon.

85



The rainbow never sets

We didn’t have to be told twice. We went with him to the boat shed,
not our usual swimming spot.

“Why are you taking us here?” we wanted to know.

“Just wait and you’ll see.”

“First you need to learn the breast stroke movements. Arms like that ...
yes that’s right, and feet like that.”

“That’s how frogs swim,” said Gunter in his matter of fact voice.

“Yes, and that’s how you are going to learn to swim.”

Then he got a belt with braces out of his bag, and a strong line. He tied
the line to the braces and said: “Who is going to be the first one?”

We both said “Me” at the same time, but as Gunter is older, he got the
nod from Vater first.

“Put the belt round your waist, and both arms through here. Now I'll
tie it behind you, quite firm, can you feel it. I'll hold you on this rope, no
matter what, do you understand?”

“Of course.” And in he went to his waist in the water.

“Now do your arm movements and lie flat on your stomach.”

Gunter did just that, while Vater held him up, body in the water, but
the head was well above.

“That’s great, Guinter, now try to do the leg movements.”

It took a bit longer, as they had to be synchronised, but he soon
managed very well.

“Now comes the breathing. As you put your arms forward, you breathe
out, and as you make the circle with your arms, you breathe in.”

That did not go too well, but then it had been only the first day. My
attempts were even poorer, but Vater had a lot of patience.

“Tomorrow we’ll try again,” he said.

For the next few weeks we had our regular practice. Then he took us to
the swimming spot where we had a long board going from the dressing
shed right past the reeds, with a railing on one side, and a spring board at
the end, where the water was quite deep.

“I’'ll give you a few more training sessions here,” he said, “But | think
you’re now good enough to swim without the braces and the line.”

Without us knowing, Vater had constantly loosened his hold on us
until he held the line merely for ‘just in case’. Another couple of days at
the swimming spot, and he said:

“I’'m not holding you now at all. You can swim, boys, congratulations.”

We were mighty proud.

“Tomorrow I'll give you a test.”

Next day, Vater was treading water at the end of the spring-board.

“Now you go in at the steps and start swimming from there towards
me, as you are.”

I swam towards Vater, and then back again without stopping. The
stretches became longer and longer until Vater said: “I'll give you two
more days to practice, then you must swim for 15 minutes without
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stopping. If you do that | know that you can swim”.

I knew that | could do it and a few days later | passed my test without
any trouble. We knew that Vater could now relax and not worry about us
falling into the water and drowning. | was five-and-a-half then.

“Do you remember when you were only three-and-a-half? We were all
at the jetty near the boat-shed. We were looking for crabs in the water
(fresh water yabbies). The water was rather murky, and suddenly | saw you
jumping up and down with excitement, calling out: “Keeps, Keeps” (for
Krebs), leaning over and — splash — you disappeared under the water. But
I got you out quickly. You were dripping and crying.”

I nodded my head: “I was only crying, because you all laughed at me.”

“That’s a good story, anyway,” concluded Gunter.

“Now you know why | was always worried about you near the water.
That’s why | wanted you to learn to swim.”

Once we could swim our parents let us go anywhere we liked. One of
my favourite past times was to go on the small white boat and row along
the foreshore and explore the thick bulrushes. It was full of bird life. One
spot was favoured by a couple of white swans. During breeding time they
were rather touchy. The male would not let me near the nest. He came
flying straight at me, landed with a big splash, wetting me in the process.
Then he would ruffle his feathers, put his beak to his long neck and give a
warning hiss, seemingly saying: “Don’t come any closer or I'll get you.”

I also loved to row to the other side of the lake, perhaps 200 to 300
meters across. There were big trees with overhanging branches, reaching
right into the water. | could get the boat in behind the branches and so be
completely hidden from view. This added to my imagination of being a
pirate, waiting for another boat to capture. Needless to say, it never came.

The usual swimming season lasted from the middle of June until the
beginning of September, parallel with the school holidays. As young
children, before we could swim, we had a special spot where the reeds had
been cleared and one could go slowly into the water from the shore. The
ground was murky and a bit slimy, but to us it did not matter. From early
on, | loved the water. Visitors were less taken by that spot. But they could
usually swim anyway, and the swimming jetty was just a bit further on.

[]

In the summer of 1936, our parents wanted to go and see the Olympic
Games in Berlin, unhindered by us two youngsters. For that reason they
booked us into a children’s holiday camp by the sea. The place was called
Widow. We didn’t like it very much. | think conditions were rather
primitive and sparse. We were also terribly home-sick.

From Berlin, Vater and Mutter brought us a lot of sporting equipment,
such as a javelin, shot-put, discus, stop watch, and also an Olympic Flag.
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Vater also had our carpenter make us a gym, with a cross bar and a vertical
bar to climb up.

“Yippee,” said Gunter, “We can now hold our own Olympic Games.”

We fixed a day, and invited about 20 young people for this occasion.
Horst and Bernd, of course, and they brought their two cousins Junkermann
along. They also brought some of their Polish friends from Strykowo. The
rest of the participants came from our own village.

To make the competitions somewhat more even, we grouped ourselves
into different age-groups.

Our games started with a parade. Our parents, grandparents, and any
others present stood on the steps of the big house, taking the salute. We
waved and they waved back. After that the races started all around the
drive way. From one end to the other was about 120 meters, so the 60
meters and 100 meters sprints were started in such a way that we ended
up by the steps of the house. So did the 200 meters and 400 meters. We
did not have any races longer than that. We had dug a sand pit for long
jump and high jump, and on the lawn in front of the house we threw the
javelin, shot-put and discus.

Swimming was also part of our Olympics, and diving. Our families were
the umpires and we received gold, silver and bronze medals at the end of
the games. Mutter had made these medals from gold, silver and bronze
paper, over some card board. Because there were so many divisions, and so
many different kinds of competitions, somehow we all managed to get at
least some of the medals and proudly displayed them afterwards. This was
quite a memorable day for us. We kept talking about it long afterwards, re-
living all the details. We also kept up with our athletics for years after that.

[]

It was good to dream of the past, even though the sadness about the
death of the young doctor was still there.

Soon after that, Vater and Mutter invited a boy from the city to stay
with us. His name was Heinz, and he was the son of a friend of theirs. He
stayed with us for three weeks. The previous Christmas we had been given
an Indian tent with red-indian head gear made of turkey feathers, and a
tomahawk. The spear was our javelin. We were now fully equipped to
wage war against the pale faces. They were, of course, imaginary, and we
spent many hours fighting them, making camp fires, and smoking the
peace pipe (a chestnut hollowed out, using dried leaves).

Heinz’s visit was just at the right time for me. He helped me to get over
my sadness.

Once the harvest started, we were again fully occupied with our horse-
drawn rakes. A feeling of peace and freedom came over me, and for a time
I was allowed to forget the horrors of war.
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CHAPTER 8

Autumn in Sapowice

Hans Zipper was really Gunter’s friend, but he came so often to visit us,
that | became fond of him too. We all liked him, and he loved our free and
easy life. During the summer of 1941, he had worked, as we had,
throughout the harvest time on the horse-drawn rake, got up at 5 every
morning, and came home late, sometimes after 7 pm. For Opa’s birthday,
29 July, he came with us to Lake Gorka, where we often went to a nice
restaurant which served delicious ice creams, and Opa hired a pedal boat.
We fought with him to be the first to pedal the family in around, and
shared with him our teenage secrets. He lived in Posen not far from our
boarding house, so even during the week we would see quite a lot of each
other.

On one of his visits to Sapowice he asked me: “Don’t you have any
harvest festivals here? | helped bringing in the harvest, | would like to be
also part of the festival, when it comes.”

“Sorry, Hans, since the war we have not had any harvest festival, but
you should have been here before the war!”

“Was it good then?”

“Absolutely magic!”

“Can you tell me a little bit about it?”

“The harvest festival of 1933 is still very fresh in my memory, because
Gunter and | received a pair of rabbits then. Oma and Opa, my parents,
and we both stood on top of the front steps of the manor house over
there. We all wore our sunday bests, watching a procession of brightly
decorated harvesting wagons coming towards us from the right, along the
circular drive way, just passing here by this tree. There were about eight of
them, all beautifully decorated with coloured ribbons, with straw and
with greenery. On the first cart were all the musicians, playing a march,
with plenty of umpah, umpah. You know, those typical village bands with
wind instruments and a strong drummer.”

“Yes, | love those.”

“The cart with the band stopped on this side of the steps, leaving
enough space for the other carts to file past. On the next cart, and those
that followed, were our women folk, all dressed in their white dresses,
aprons, and with those coloured ribbons hanging around, typical of the
traditional Polish dresses of this area. Each cart was driven by a fornal, you
know those workers responsible for the horses. There were other men and
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women on the carts as well. When the whole procession came to a halt,
all, except the fornals, came down and walked slowly towards our stairs.
Four women were carrying a ‘harvest crown’, two per crown. They looked
a bit like a very large lamp shade, where bunches of ears of corn were tied
around the wires, a bit how wreaths are tied, interspersed with flowers and
coloured ribbons. When it is fully decorated, it does look like a crown,
though I wouldn’t like to wear one.”

“Would be a bit scratchy, | imagine? But what did you do with them?”

“They came up the steps, two at a time, and presented a crown first to
Opa and Oma, the other was for Vater and Mutter. It was considered a gift
from all the people to honour my grandparents and my parents.
Afterwards they were hung up in our hallways, where they would hang
until at least spring time. But that was not all. Another pair of women
walked up the steps, and walked right up to where Gunter and | were
standing. They presented us with an open basket with two rabbits. We
were very thrilled, of course, and as we held the basket up for everyone to
see, they all clapped.”

“So what did you do with the rabbits?”

“Our carpenter made us a hutch for them and we put it under Oma’s
verandah, on the west side of the manor house. There was no floor, just
sand, but it had a door, and the area was closed in. We let them run
around there, feeding them occasionally, but someone else must have
helped with that, because we were still not responsible enough to look
fully after them. As you know, rabbits are terrific breeders and after a few
weeks, instead of two, there were already ten running around. They had
dug holes into the sand and lived there almost like wild rabbits, and
breeding like them too. Of course, we had no idea where they came from.”

“And did you ask your parents?”

“I can’t remember, but I think not, because we still had no idea where
all these young rabbits came from.”

“It would have been a good opportunity for your parents to tell you.”

“Of course, but | think they missed it. They multiplied so much, that
eventually there were rabbits everywhere. And then, one day, one by one
they all died.”

“How awful. Why was that?”

“Vater said, much later, mind you, that they were in-bred. They had lost
their resistance and just died.”

“What a sad ending to a lovely story.”

“Hang on, | haven’t finished telling you about the harvest festival. The
following year we received a pair of pigeons on a plate. They too did very
well in the pigeon tower in our yard.”

“Yeah, but what about the actual harvest festival? Better get on with
that.”

“l told you it is a long story. After the presentations, Vater made a
speech, thanking everybody for their good work that year, that they had
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worked hard, often for long hours, first to get the seeds in, then to
cultivate the fields, and finally to harvest the grain. He mentioned also
that nothing got wet that year, for which they all had to thank God, but
also them for they had worked on the last field till nine before it started
raining. As the harvest had been good, they would all get a bonus that
year. Then, of course, loud cheers and clapping came from all around the
people crowding around the staircase. To finish off he told them that this
day was a day of celebration. The coach house had been emptied and
decorated. The band was ready to play all night for them. There was food
and there was drink for everyone. They could go now and enjoy
themselves. Then the band started a song, in which everyone joined in:

‘Sto lat, sto lat, niech zyje, zyje nam, ...
Jeszcze duze, jeszcze duze, niech zyje zyje nam ...’

“And what does that mean?” interjected Hans, who couldn’t speak
Polish.
“It says:

‘Hundred years, hundred years, may you live for hundred years.’
... and ‘Even longer, even longer may you even longer live.””

“Well, well!”

“When Vater went to the vieniec, the harvest festivities, they sang this
song again, and in doing so, several strong men grabbed him and threw
him up in the air repeatedly, each time catching him, as he came down.”

“That must have been a bit scary?”

“l don’t think so. He is used to that. They always do it when they are
happy and want to thank him in a special way.”

“Hm, I’'m not too sure. But what happened afterwards?”

“Well, the whole procession went again around the oval drive way, and
then disappeared through the gate, to the coach house.”

“Did you go there too?”

“Not that year, we were too small then. But from 1938 we were allowed.
It was good fun, but we didn’t like the dancing. It was all right to watch
though. The band sat at one end, seats and tables along the wall, and the
rest was dancing floor, all on concrete, of course. Vater and Mutter had to
have the first dance. They always opened with the Mazurka, and when
everybody joined the dancing floor, we too mingled in, chasing each
other between the dancing couples. But then the floor became too
crowded, so we just sat and watched.”

“How long did you stay there?”

“Not much longer than that. As the evening progressed the Stimmung
or atmosphere, became more rowdy, and we were advised to go home. You
know, sometimes we heard next morning, that some gate-crashers from
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another village had tried to come in and cause trouble, but Vater made
sure there were enough people at the gate to prevent anybody from
disturbing the peace. We knew from other festivities in the village, that
often these types of parties ended up with a bad fight, where knives and
knuckle dusters were used, and once somebody even died as a result of it.”

“Really? Didn’t the police do anything about it?”

“We have no police in our village. Vater had to see to it that law and
order was kept.”

“A big responsibility, especially, if you have some hot-heads among
your people.”

“That’s why we always had guards at the gate for our vieniec. And, really,
our harvest festivals were always beautiful.”

“I wish they had them again this year.”

“So do I. It’s the war. Vater would not get a permit.”

“Pity.”

Our conversation drifted on to some other subject, but the excitement
of the wonderful harvest festivals in the past

lingered on.

[]

Hans wanted to know what other work was there to do on the farm
before the winter set in. | explained that all the potatoes still had to be
harvested, and the sugar beet and feeding beet, which was again quite
hard work.

As we were walking towards the forest, Hans asked me: “Why are there
those dog kennels made of straw alongside the road?”

“Hans!?” He sometimes liked to tease me. “They are for the guards of
the apple and pear harvest. One of them actually is the contractor who
buys the harvest of all those trees along this road and the other roads.
When the various brands of apples, pears and plums begin to ripen, he
estimates the crop, and offers Vater a price for the whole lot. When they
agree on the price, it is his responsibility to guard it with his dogs and the
other helpers.”

“Don’t tell me that he sleeps in these straw shelters.”

“He does, Hans, but | don’t think he gets much sleep during the days
when the fruit is nearly ripe.”

“And who harvests them later?”

“That’s his job too. He then has to sell it. The best fruit he offers back to
us and we buy from him what we need for the winter. The rest goes to the
shops in Posen.”

“But how come, | didn’t see many apples or pears on these trees? They
look pretty young to me.”

“They are. Most of the old trees died in the severe winter of last year.
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This contractor just doesn’t want to lose his job. Vater didn’t charge him
anything for the few apples that are left, and he also keeps an eye on the
new trees.”

“l don’t think I would like that job.”

“Neither would I. But how about going to the orchard instead to the
forest?”

“Why, would there be anything left that we could eat? | thought you
had no fruit this year?”

“You are quite right, but I know an old pear tree which survived the
severe winter.”

“Oh, I like pears,” said Hans.

“So do I, let’s go then.”

We went through the garden gate and turned towards the third
greenhouse. There was a tall pear tree, with branches hanging low enough
to be reached, if we climbed along the outside wall of the sloping
greenhouse roof. There were a few pears hanging in the tree.

“Hans, | must tell you a story connected with this tree. It must have
been in September 1934, before my school lessons started. | often roamed
about then with my Polish friends. Glinter was already getting his school
lessons from Mutter, so | was left to amuse myself.”

“What has that to do with the pear tree here?”

“One day | played again with my Polish friends in the sand pit over the
fence there. We knew that the fruit in this garden were beginning to ripen.
As some branches were hanging over the fence, we could see some pears
almost ready for picking.”

“But it’s very tall.”

“It wasn’t that tall then, but as it stands right close to the fence and
near the greenhouse here, we just had to steal some pears.”

“Why didn’t you just go into the garden and get them, as we are doing
now?”

“Opa didn’t want us here, and as | had about four friends from the
village with me, he most certainly would have had a fit.”

“So, what did you do?”

“I said to JOziu, one of my play-mates: ‘could you climb the fence for us
and reach those pears?””

“But Joziu was scared. ‘Let Stefan go, he is taller’. Stefan, his older
brother, didn’t need any encouragement. The pears looked too attractive
to him to argue about who was to go up. He climbed the fence from out
there, then on to the side of the roof, and higher to where he could reach
the pears. He threw a couple of pears down for each of us, and some more
went inside the top of his jumper, after he made sure that it was tucked
into his belt. When he picked all the pears he could reach, he turned to
come down. Then he suddenly ducked. ‘The Wiele Mozny is coming,” he
shouted.”

“Who’s that?”
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“That’s what they call Opa, it means ‘the Mighty One’.”

“That must have given you all a bit of a fright?”

“It sure had. We all panicked. Stefan must have felt the most guilty, for
when he had jumped off the fence, he ran way ahead of us. We could
hardly keep up with him. Out of the corner of my eye | could see him
emptying his loot by beating his jumper from the belt upwards, first with
his left hand, then with his right, like the blades of a paddle boat, whilst
running as fast as he could. The pears came toppling out one by one, until
all were scattered over the ground in the park.”

“What a waste! And where did you run to?”

“Straight home, of course, everyone to their own home. These kids
were really terrified of Opa.”

“What about you? You ran too, didn’t you?”

“Yes, | guess | had a bad conscience too. But Opa never said a thing to
me about this. Maybe he had not caught up with the pranks of his
grandson. But in general, he was very stingy about the fruit in his garden.”

“What, to you and Gunter too?”

“Yes, every time we sneaked into the strawberry patch or into the
raspberries, we had a guilty conscience. But Mutter would never say
anything. If you ask me, she didn’t mind us eating the fruit here, provided
we did not damage anything, and of course we did not bring in all our
friends from the village.”

“What about now? Is Opa still the same? Could he chase us out here
now?”

“I don’t think so. He has mellowed a great deal. Mutter is slowly taking
control of the garden, but of course, she always consults with him.”

“So, how about those pears then?”

“Okay. Can you climb up there?”

“No thanks, I'll leave that to you. I’d rather you fall through those glass
panels, than 1.”

I had no trouble climbing the side wall of the greenhouse.

“There are just a couple of ripe ones here, Hans. | can’t reach the others.
That’'ll have to do.”

“Sure. Just make sure you don’t fall, when you come down.”

“No worries,” | replied, and jumped the last bit to the ground. “This is
better than seven years ago. At least we can enjoy a nice, juicy pear.”

“Hm, they are really sweet and juicy. Thanks a lot.”

“How about going to the rabbits? I’'ll take some cabbage leaves from
here to feed them.”

“Yes, let’s go there. | like rabbits.”

“You haven’t seen our latest batch of babies yet, have you?”

“No, when were they born?”

“Only two days ago. The mother is a good one, she lets us take the
babies out of the nest and have a close look at them. Not like the other.
She bites and scratches, every time you put your hand inside the hatch.”
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“Do Horst and Bernd still breed rabbits?”

“My word. We’ve got ours all started through them, as you know. They
bought the Chinchilla breed, so did we. Their carpenter made them that
beautiful rabbit house, so did ours. We always compare notes about our
rabbits.”

“How many single hutches has your rabbit house?”

“There are twelve. And you know, the floor of ours is made of slats so
the straw doesn’t get so wet and dirty.”

“Does the dirt then fall on the heads of the rabbits below?”

“Oh, don’t be silly. There’s a floor between each row.”

Meanwhile we had arrived at our rabbit house, which stood in Oma
and Opa’s chicken enclosure.

“These rabbits eat a lot. They need to be fed twice a day, and fresh water
also. Now that we live in Posen, someone else is looking after them, but
we always do the cleaning out when we come home for the weekend.”

“Can | pat one?”

“Here, take this one, he’s a young male. We’re fattening them.”

“How can you tell that’s a male?”

“It’s not so easy when they are very young. But this one is already about
six weeks old. I'll show you.”

I took him gently by the scruff of his neck, legs up. Then | pushed the
outer genitals towards the tummy.

“See, this protrusion? This is the penis. If there’s nothing, it’s a female.
We keep only the females for breeding. Occasionally we have to buy a new
male, so that they won’t inbreed. When these males are big we sell them
to Mutter for the kitchen.”

“That’s a good scheme.”

“It is. We then ask the kitchen staff to dry the skins and save them up
for a fur-coat for Mutter.”

“That should look nice, a whole fur coat of these blue-grey pelts.”

“Very nice indeed, but somehow | fear she will never get her fur-coat.
The skins have a tendency to disappear.”

“Somebody else must like them too.”

“l am afraid so. It’s best to enjoy and admire them, when they are still
alive, though.”

Hans went back to Posen, thinking about how he could start breeding
rabbits in his home. But | don’t think it ever came to anything.

[

When we came home the following weekend, it was raining all
Saturday. It was typical autumn weather. Sunday, however, was bright
again, and Vater suggested we all go for a walk.

“Okay, we’ll come with you, but what about Gerda?”
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“She can stay with Maria,” said Mutter. Maria had recently started to
help in the house and look after Gerda.

“Will you tell us a story, please?” we begged Vater.

Our parents had just finished their afternoon snooze, and Vater
couldn’t think of a story at that moment.

Vater’s stories were not fairy tales. They were usually taken from his
own life, or from a book, or even out of his head and then adapted with
names changed. We never knew, which it was. He had the wonderful gift
to mix fact and fiction, intertwined with his own experience, and he
would spin an interesting story for us. We found these stories quite
fascinating, and we could never get enough of them. He usually started
soon after we left home, and finished just before we got back again.

“I don’t know what to tell you.”

Ginter said: “Don’t tell us a story this time, we would like to know
what life was like here when you were young.”

Vater’s face turned very serious, and after a while he began: “As you
know, your Opa and Oma lived in Antwerp when they grew up. Both their
parents had businesses there. As Opa had always loved animals and birds,
and his health was rather delicate at that time, his parents thought that it
would be better for him to live in the country. He learnt farming from Mr.
von Bernut in Borowo and Mr. von Guenther in Gzybno, who still live
there. In 1888 he bought the manor here at Sapowice, which was then
known as Eberhardslust, named after the former owner Ebert. Opa and
Oma were married in 1890 at Antwerp and moved into the manor house
here. They had three boys, Walter, born in 1893, me born in 1894, and
Werner born in 1898.

“We grew up here just like you, in the freedom of this beautiful place.
When | was four, Walter and | had a French nanny who taught us French
in no time. Then we had private tuition until 1905, when Walter and |
came to a high school at Posen, he in year three and | in year two.

“We boarded in Posen with an elderly couple, but always came home
for the weekends, like you now.”

“Except for the times I'm not allowed to come home,” | had to
interrupt.

“Only because you don’t want to learn English. But where was 1? Oh
yes, coming home for the weekends. In those days there was no railway
station at Strykowo. The line hadn’t been built yet. We had to take the
train to Otusz, on the line to Berlin, where we were met by our coach,
seven kilometers from here. During holidays our friends came here, just
like yours, and we rode horses, swam, rowed, sailed, played tennis and
drove through our property and the woods. | did everything together with
Walter. We were inseparable.

“Then something dreadful happened to him. There was an epidemic of
scarlet fever here at Sapowice in 1909, and we were not allowed to come
home for the summer holidays. When we came home in autumn, we
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helped with the potato harvest as usual. In those days only hoes were
used, and somehow Walter must have got infected from one of those hoes
we borrowed. He was very sick with scarlet fever for six weeks. To make
things worse, he also contracted diphtheria and in spite of the best
nursing care he never recovered. He died in November.

“This was a terrible shock to my parents and me, and we never really
got over it.

“Opa and Oma then decided to send me to Antwerp, to help me forget.
I went to school there from 1910 till 1912 and stayed with my
grandmother Schmid, Oma’s mother. Grandma’s brother was Eugene
Kreglinger. His children grew up with Oma like her own brothers and
sisters, for they had lost their mother when they were very young. The
social life in my grandmother’s and uncle’s houses was extraordinary. |
met great artists and famous people and | remember to this day some of
the most interesting conversations | had with them. | played lots of
tennis, learnt fencing, went to concerts and theatres and had the best time
of my life there.”

“Vater, could you stop for a while please?” | interrupted.

Our walk had taken us to the forest, where we had turned into a
driveway, walking along the soft forest road with tall trees forming a
canopy over our heads. We had just come to a silver birch grove which
was less dense and had some grass growing underneath.

“I can see some mushrooms.”

“Where?” asked Gunter, who was also keen on collecting mushrooms.

“Under that beech tree. It’s a Steinpilz!” It was a large mushroom, fairly
firm with sponge-like gills.

“They are very nice,” said Mutter. “See if we can get any more, then we
can have mushrooms for supper.”

I knew quite a lot of varieties of edible mushrooms. Soon | came across
a large umbrella mushroom, standing above the green grass.

“We can fry this one in bread crumbs. That tastes yummy.”

“But we need a few more to make it worth while.”

Gunter, who had raced ahead, shouted: “There are many more
umbrella mushrooms over here, just come and see for yourselves.”

“That should be enough for the whole family!” Mutter seemed very
pleased. She got out her head scarf, which she always had in her pocket,
just in case it would rain, and we almost filled it with those delicious
mushrooms.

“They are really most delicious,” Vater said, who had not found any to
that point. But he knew that there were mushrooms in the pine forest,
and he came back with a handful of yellow Pfifferlings.

“Oh Alfred, they will go well in our stew,” said Mutter. “But | can’t carry
any more in this scarf. It’s full to the brim.”

“Please, Vater, continue your story,” we both pleaded.

We had just come to a T-junction, where we turned into a broad avenue
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lined with holly bushes, leading to our private burial place with the family
tomb, surrounded by a fence.

“Let’s go first to the tomb,” he said.

We stood along the fence and looked at the brick building, which had a
door on the side facing us, and a window on the opposite side. Behind the
door a few steps led to the tomb itself.

“Why is Onkel Walter’s coffin standing there all on its own?” | wanted
to know.

“There is enough space for several more coffins. One day Opa and
Oma’s will be standing there.”

I couldn’t imagine that anyone living now could one day be dead. Then
I thought of Vater losing his brother. How terrible that must have been for
him. I could never lose Gunter, it would tear me apart.

“Why is Anna Berta, Onkel Werner and Tante Margaret’s daughter,
buried here and not inside the tomb?”

“She died when she was only three months old,” Mutter said. “They
didn’t want her inside. There’s plenty of space between the fence and the
tomb.”

“You can bury me here when | die,” said Vater. “I don’t want to be
inside the tomb either.”

“Oh, Vater!” | said. “Stop it!”

I turned away from this place of the dead. Life was still all in front of
me, and | didn’t want to think about death on this lovely autumn day.

“Please, Vater, tell us some more about your life.”

Vater looked into the distance. His mind was obviously still somewhere
else.

“Where was 1?”

Mutter helped him out: “In Antwerp.”

“Oh yes. | came back from Antwerp in 19