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We have to learn to live as brothers or perish together as opponents.


We have learned to fly through the air like the birds and the sea to swim like fish, but not the simple art of living together as brothers.


(Martin Luther King)


Mountains of ignorance and huge black clouds of wrong thinking pile up behind all human suffering.


(John Knittel)
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Prologue


Life is a road that everybody must go for themselves. If you, like me, have already trodden almost to the end, you should be happy that you have managed it reasonably. Looking back can be annoying and depressing, especially when the memories deal with less edifying stages of life. To me, my time as a soldier, especially the time of the Battle of the Bulge in the winter of 1944, falls in this category.


Tell me about the war. Of which, the war from yesterday or today?


Actually, I did not want to talk about the war anymore. There are many reasons.


I would have to talk about times when people wore uniforms and thought uniform; first brown, then grey. If I wrote, there would not be anything of romance. The night sky would neither have moonlight or sunset. In my night sky you could see the light fingers of the headlights, they bundle when they caught a plane like in a spider’s web, in order to shoot it down better.


Above all, there is one reason: No one really knows what war is. I do not know it really well. Anyway, it's impossible for me to describe it and I think I dare to say that nobody gets away with describing so much nonsense . It exceeds every imagination, in detail and even more so as a whole. If you think of what has happened, you cannot imagine that you yourself took part in it.


When I think back, I remember, that I was trapped in a strange, inhuman law. It was as if I was in the cinema in the wrong movie. At the end we just got up and walked out. We were surprised that no one stopped us. But the war had devoured itself. There was nothing left, you could break any more. It was all done. There was even no more meanness left that you could do to each other. There was even no more meanness left that you could to do each other. There was even not a winner. In war there are only losers.
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Yesterday Today Tomorrow


In every week there are two days which we should not worry about. One of these two days is Yesterday, with all its faults and worries. Yesterday is no longer under our control! All the money in the world cannot bring back yesterday: we cannot undo facts, what we have done. We cannot take one word back that we have said. Although yesterday's over, today, just as it is, could not exist without yesterday. Nothing happens without a reason, and yesterday were many reasons for what is today. As the fruit originates from a small seed, like the root of a large tree is hidden, but vital, also our past is an important factor in our lives.


The other day we should not worry about is tomorrow, with its potential hazards, unpredictable loads and open promises. Even tomorrow we do not have under our immediate control. Tomorrow the sun will rise, either in its full splendor or behind a wall of clouds. But one thing is certain: it will rise! Until it comes up, we should not worry about tomorrow.


We should not worry and fix ourselves on things that we still cannot know in advance, nor those which cannot be made undone.


Our concern should be in today, making this day so perfect, that we need not regret it tomorrow. Without this forward-looking view of our present-day, decisions will remain ad hock.


Today is the tomorrow which we have worried about yesterday. What we can influence is ourselves and our current view of things. That is today!


Each person can only beat the battle of one day. Today to learn from yesterday for tomorrow, that might be a good premise.
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Werner tells his story from Cologne/Germany in the Twentieth & the Thirtieth


I am sitting here and writing what once was. I close my eyes and the years come back as a road over which one travels backwards, turning back its fingers, like a movie, running back its pictures. I see the world as through the eyes of another. Previously, people were all much older, at least they looked so. Everything is twisted slightly, as in an old photograph, the older it is, and the younger you look yourself.


My name is Werner. Werner Höfken, with one f and a k behind the f. I was born in 1924. My hometown is Cologne.


Anyone, who knows a bit about German history, knows that for those people who were born in Germany in the 20s of the last century, not a particularly good life prospect could be predicted. It was only to be hoped that you could fit a lot of positive energy into the first years of life to 1930. You needed it in order to survive the subsequent years of Nazi-Germany, the gradual descent into hell, without losing your humanity.


My parents were righteous people. I had an older brother.


My father was a church-clerk in a Cologne suburb, in Bickendorf. He was clerk and my mother did the work. I can still see her before me as she hurries to church over the forecourt, wearing her coat over her nightgown and slippers. That happened every morning at the crack of dawn, to ring the morning bells punctually at 6 o´clock. He dozed meanwhile peacefully in his bed. Once she had provided us with breakfast and brought us to the school, she was in the church on her knees again, to scrub the floor. My father was a survivalist, a master in the art of living. Actually, he was a glazier, but the work was too cumbersome for him. He managed to get through the war years without the convening of the Wehrmacht, although he was born in 1895 and, in 1939 just forty-four, right in the prime of life to save the fatherland. That did not bother him. There were less political reasons that prevented him. He simply did not want to leave his familiar environment and wanted peace and quiet. He continually suffered from every illness, but was not really sick. He would probably still be alive today, but he was overrun by a car at sixty five; a particularly tragic death, because he was otherwise very healthy, just right to enjoy retirement. My mother took his work over.


In his defense, however, it must be said that he participated in World War I as a very young soldier in France. He never talked about it, but I do believe that his stay in the front line was a lifelong trauma for him. At best the following description characterized him: If he should hang a picture on the wall, half an hour later he would have had a big thumb; the picture frame was still there.


We were Catholics, and there was a time when the church attracted me somehow magically. Everything was so mysterious that people became suddenly very different, when they stepped over the threshold of the church door. The attitude was already another, their back crooked, their head tilted, their look dejected. Were those the same people who chased us, if we played in the hallway, because it was raining outside? "Go away, you fool!"


Was that really our neighbor Mr. Kramp, who constantly touched the sister of my friend on her boobs when she had to pass him on the stairs?


We were very catholic. No wonder: Whose bread I eat, the song I sing. But my mother was really a believer. From her I learned to talk to God personally. For me this remained a lifelong feeling like an anchor ejected when the waves go up. If I do his will, I´ll certainly succeed, and wind and waves cannot touch me. As a child of God, prayer is like a phone-call at home. So I can know how I can make my life today, as he pleases. My mother had preserved her childhood faith in God, not as complicated as it was to be for me. For her he was a kind old man with beard, who could shout once if something did not fit. Basically, however, he was understanding and did not hold grudges, just the "dear God".


My mother really believed in Jesus and a few saints and of course in God. I also believed in God and Jesus, there were only difficulties with some saints. I got to know a whole lot in my life, but they were not in the catalogue of the Holy Church. For mom, there was a lot of what was sacred to her. She only had her problems with the ground staff. Finally, she learned to know some of them during her common work. Too good.


For me, from one moment to the next, I no longer went to church, but my faith therefore has not harmed. As an altar boy, I had to ring the conversion and communion. When I knelt, a clamp of three bells stood beside me on the ground, which I took in my hand at the right moment to bring it then vigorously to turn and shake.


The expiration of the service was always the same and we ran in principle from left to right and vice versa, in order to collect a book or put it away. We poured wine from carafes and water in a cup which the priest was holding. For water he pulled the cup always quickly away or lifted it so high that I could not reach it. For wine, he held it a little longer.


On that day I was not fast enough to get back to my place. Erected high above me was the priest and his eyes flashed angrily down at me, as he lifted the cup for a moment and waited for my ringing.


I was shocked, how anyone could look so angry in this holy place, and during such a sacred ceremony. Then he even growled some bad words through his false teeth that I would not speak in a dream, because I had been told, not to express such bad words. From that moment on had to do without me. Not even the haunting words of my mother could persuade me to return.


Character is what remains of a man when you see him as he really is. The priest didn´t leave any remarkable impression in me.


My brother Hermann was six years older than me. He was born in the first World War, just as it drew to a close. My mother always told us, how they suffered hunger and how hard it was, to nurture a baby, especially since my father was a soldier in France. Directly in the first weeks after the war he returned home and never talked about it. A couple of weeks he sat silently in a corner of the room, then he worked again as a glazier. He had learned this profession before the war. There was plenty of work for him after the war, because there was a lot broken. Not only glass. In a family in our vicinity the father returned, too. After a few days the little son asked his mother: "Mom, when will the man leave our home?”


Hermann always was my role model, even if we sometimes knocked like the tinkers did. My brother liked the Nazis after 1933. He marched in the Hitler Youth at age 15. That amused him, the community and camaraderie, he said.


Many others saw things in the same way. They received at last a long-awaited attention and self-responsibility. Who has the youth, has the future. They were not stupid. But it seemed rather absurd, because as more independence, and separation from home and school, made the new youth movement more fascinating, the more the youths were subjected to absolute discipline and obedience within the Nazi Youth. But the word compulsion did not come to mind. Here the young man learned to follow the “leader” and the "call of the fatherland" unconditionally. That this meant as a preparation for the service in the Armed Forces, with pre-military exercises, had to be clear to everyone.


Hitler himself had accordingly expressed it thus: "These teenagers learn nothing but German thinking, acting German, and if these boys go into the Nazi-youth-organisation at the age of ten and there, often for the first time ever, get fresh air and a feeling of fellowship and community, then we will go on and not give them back into the hands of our old class teachers and guardians of youth.


Our National Socialist Organizations are for all and eternal. If a spark of class consciousness or snobbery should remain present there, then later the Wehrmacht assumes further treatment. "


When my brother exactly followed this agenda, it ultimately resulted in his death by a bullet from an American GI in 1945.


Those, who look for danger, will die, is said in the proverb. Logically, this was to transfer to the life of my brother.


After the coming to power by Hitler in Germany, no one apparently saw, that the neighbor or co-worker, the Social Democrat, Communist or Christian sympathizer no longer lived at the same place as before. Maybe he did not want to see it. He could sympathize with the Confessing Church or be a Jew, the reasons were many. Labor camps emerged in many places, everywhere in Germany. There prisoners were housed for criminal offences, but also simple people whose political or religious activity appeared undesirable to the regime. They had to work hard and the mortality rate in the camps was many times higher than the norm. Moors were drained and farms emerged on the new land, on the "German soil", as they said. Later, the prisoners also helped with highway construction and even in the development of the country. One can imagine how difficult it was for them to have to forge weapons for a regime in the war industry, which they despised.


Johann Esser and Wolfgang Langhoff already 1933, wrote the Song of the Peat Bog Soldiers, as political prisoners in a labor camp. That happened shortly after the seizure of power by the Nazis.


(Excerpt)


Wide as the eye can wander and marshes are everywhere. Birds singing cheer us,


Oaks are bare and crooked.


We are the peat bog soldiers, marching with our spades to the moor.


Here in this desolate heath camp, where we tucked away from any joy behind barbed wire. We are the peat bog soldiers, marching with our spades to the moor.


In the morning the columns march out in the moor to work, digging in the fire of the sun, but going home is their desire.


We are the peat bog soldiers, marching with our spades to the moor.


These labor camps were the beginning of the concentration and extermination camps of the later years in Nazi Germany.


I was envious of my brother Hermann, as he marched into the labor service and performed his so-called service of honor in the Sudetenland. In uniform he looked quite dynamic. The Labor Service had made a man of him, who could choose the girls who caught glances at him.


The draining of peatlands was a punishment for the political prisoners and an honor for the men loyal to the regime of the Labor Service. A better example cannot be shown how political propaganda can lead people around by the nose like an ox. Later, someone once said, an entire people had been drugged. One really cannot explain so much irrational weak sense. If I'm honest, my own behavior was not particularly reasonable, but also influenced by the confusion of the period.


Hermann acted consistently for himself. From the labor service, he joined the Wehrmacht. After 1936, he fought in Spain for the Nationalists under Franco against the International forces and communists. In reality Hermann tried out the tanks and artillery with his voluntary comrades, that Hitler would later need for his fight against his opponents. He belonged to the armored force that was there with more than a hundred tanks in Spain and was involved in all the major battles. Most of the Legion participated in the massacre of Malaga, in which 10 000 people were killed. Ultimately Franco won the war and was able to last longer in Spain than Hitler himself. Only in 1975 did Franco’s regime end with the dictator's death. Hermann had become a perfect car-mechanic-technician by working on the engines of the tanks in his profession. The soldier cut had formed a man of him, which he never could have become in civilian life. Nevertheless, his image of life must have wavered during his time in Spain. In his mind he saw himself as an independent worker in a small shop somewhere in the Spanish mountains. He dreamed of living there like normal people, peaceful and hard-working. I did not know what had taken place in him, he had never written anything about it, but apparently he had had enough of marching and killing. However, the state kept him already in its talons. Instead, his life changed seamlessly from the war in Spain into the Poland attack. In the regular troops, but already battle-tested at the ripe age of 21, he helped to bring destruction and injustice into a peaceful country and thus initiate the beginning of the end of Hitler's Germany.


As a younger brother I accompanied him though in my thoughts, with pride for a long time for the supposed benefits of his bravery and his success.
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