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    Foreword




    Newton Abbot




    2015




    To Sabine and Christiane




    My sisters




    ***




    This book is dedicated to my mother.




    She helped me greatly with the events I was too young to remember.




    My clear memory starts with my father and


    myself at the Brandenburg gate




    In 1939




    ***




    The strong character and determination of my mother was




    Instrumental in all of us coming through these difficult




    Times. My mother died in 1994.
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    The Dark Edge of the Rainbow


    Angela Valentine




    Du hast sie zerstört




    Die schöne Welt,




    Mit mächtiger Faust,




    Sie stürzt, sie zerfällt!




    Ein Halbgott hat sie zerschlagen!




    Wir tragen




    Die Trümmern in Nichts hinüber




    Und klagen




    Über die verlorne Schöne.




    Mächtiger




    Der Erdensöhne




    Prächtiger




    Baue sie wieder




    In deinem Busen baue sie auf!




    Neuen Lebenslauf




    Beginne,




    Mit hellem Sinne,




    Und neue Lieder




    Tönen darauf.




    Goethe, Faust, I




    You have destroyed her




    This beautiful world




    With a mighty fist




    She crashes, she crumbles!




    A demigod has shattered all.




    We carry




    The fragments across to the void




    And lament




    The lost beauty




    Oh mightiest




    Son of the earth




    Magnificent




    Create her again




    In your heart create her anew!




    A new course of life




    Begin,




    With a shining new spirit




    And new songs




    Shall sound thereafter.


    (My own translation)




    


  




  

    Foreword




    When I asked my ten year old son to tidy his room and then do his homework, he clicked his heals and lifted his arm and shouted: “Heil Hitler!”




    I looked at him, pulled him close and asked “What’s all this about?” It turned out that one of his friends had asked what it was like to have a Nazi as a mother.




    I explained that neither his granny nor I, were ever Nazis and that I was only as old as he was, when the war came to an end. I also explained that my father belonged to the Nazi party, because if he hadn’t, he would have been out of work and so he had to go to fight in the war in 1942. I explained I never saw him again after that.




    My daughter had also had to put up with listening to silly questions at school. But being older, she’d been able to put it aside. She knew and loved her relatives in Germany. I answered their questions and we had a long talk.




    Not knowing what war is like, how could they understand what I was talking about? What their mother, their aunts and their granny went through, was so unbelievable, that it did not make sense. They were too small and too protected.




    After the war and the years that followed the monetary reform on the 20th June 1948, we did not talk about the bombing and the loss of our relatives and possessions, anymore. We talked instead, about the loss of our homeland and whether we could ever return to the land that was our home for so many generations. We carried the trauma of what happened inside us, buried, as if it never happened. The trauma of what happened to the Jews in Germany, was so unbelievable that many of us were unable to come to terms with it.




    We were truly hoping, that as soon as things were sorted, we could return home. But home did not exist anymore, it was given to foreigners and the rest was rubble and ash.




    Most dispossessed Germans felt the same.




    What so many of us thought and hoped for, was that if we suppressed it, it would go away. Not surprisingly, this didn’t happen. The years went by and we kept ourselves occupied by helping rebuild houses. We scraped the bricks of the rubble heaps clean, and replanted forests and picked Colorado beetle off the potato plants, which had been sprayed by enemy planes, just before the end of the war.




    We went out into the world, got married and had children. But deep inside us, was a wound that would not heal. Noises and certain smells brought events back so clearly, as if they were happening at that moment.




    I had come to Britain to work and then got married here and my children were born here. I would never have believed this would happen at the time, when the events described in this book took place.




    I soon found out that people here, who were not involved in politics, had no idea of what really happened to ordinary German people. I learned quickly, not to answer questions about what happened to us. I really didn’t know where to start and when I was told that I must have been too young to remember the war, I left it at that.




    My New Zealand father-in-law only ever referred to my countrymen as the “Bloody Hun”, but then turned round and said that his best friend in New Zealand was a German.




    When asked whether I came from East or West Germany and then trying to explain, when the next question came about the wall, I found that people didn’t know or care about east or west. They weren’t interested in the iron curtain or the Island of West Berlin, isolated in the middle of the cold war, Communist East Germany.




    In June of 1989 I finished my Access Course at Dartington/Totnes with an installation. I built a large replica of part of the Berlin Wall, in front of the Brandenburg Gate and broke it down. At the time, I, or anyone else for that matter, had no idea it would fall six months later, so dramatically and completely. My fellow students were intrigued and I explained, but they had no idea where it was.




    So for my children and my fellow students and anybody else who would be interested, I wrote the story of an ordinary family from Berlin, having been bombed and evacuated to East Prussia in 1943 which is now Russia. Then in 1944, to Silesia, which is now Poland and finally in 1944/45, to Bavaria, where we waited for the Americans to finish that terrible war. The bombing, the shooting, the killing and the dead, three children under ten and one brave mother and other happy and sad events are described in this book.




    I also illustrated it with pencil drawings, some from photographs and some from memory.




    My heart was a lot lighter when I finished the book.




    ***
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    The rain had stopped and grey clouds were racing across a blue sky, chased by brilliant sunshine, sleet and snow. It was cold outside, Mother had put on her warm coat and boots. She had to go to feed the rabbits in our garden, and left me in charge of my two little sisters.




    I was standing by the window, resting my chin on the windowsill looking out, feeling very bored. The weather wasn’t nice enough to be outside. I had lifted the lace curtain over my head to get a better view of the clouds as they hurried across the sky. The strong wind changed their shape constantly. I turned round and through the patterns of the curtains I watched Bine and Tissi.




    Before Mother left, she had put Tissi on the pot. She was a nervous baby and soiled her nappies as soon as she heard the siren or the doorbell. A constant string of nappies hung to dry in the bathroom, and to save even more nappies, Tissi spent a lot of time on the pot, surrounded by her toys with Bine or myself playing with her. She was wrapped in a lovely pink blanket, which used to be my favourite, then Bine’s and now Tissi’s. It had fairy tale characters woven into it, like Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Dornröschen and the Froschkönig.




    A strange noise made me look out of the window again.




    Suddenly, small and very dark grey clouds appeared. They just popped out of nowhere and there they were. Lots of them. I called Bine over and we watched together, fascinated. Each little cloud was accompanied with an ak sound. Ak-ak-ak. We tried to count them, but as soon as they appeared, the wind blew them away again. The sound was muffled through the double windows.




    Another strange noise took our attention. Over the roofs of the apartment houses opposite, planes appeared, row upon row. A droning sound filled the air. Slowly, the sky darkened with these menacing planes, and just as we were trying to work out what they were, I heard the siren. A prickling went down my back. Tissi started crying, I looked at her. Mother hadn’t gone all that long ago. She would turn back and come home, surely.




    How many raids had we survived? I looked back through the window. The first planes had disappeared over our roof and they were still advancing over the roofs opposite. How many were there? A hundred? At least a hundred. There were no gaps in the sky. Suddenly, one changed into a fiery ball and crashed into many pieces, behind the blocks opposite. Laboriously, the others continued to cross the sky over our street.




    The Doorbell rang. Bine rushed to the door, yelling: “Mutti, Mutti”, but it was Frau Meier, Roland’s mother.




    “Why aren’t you downstairs? Where is your mother?” Not waiting for an answer, she picked up Tissi, potty and all. Bine picked up some toys. I picked up the first aid case, which was always ready by the door and we went down into the cellar. As I came out of the back door, before turning into the basement shelter, I could see, that the blanket of planes, had disappeared over the horizon of the bombed and burnt out apartment blocks at the back and were still coming on, overhead. The air was filled with snarling engine noises. Hypnotised, I watched.




    Frau Meier shouted: “Come quickly, don’t stand there. You’ll get killed.” I turned and ran down the stairs into the basement shelter. Where were so many planes headed? What was the target? Where was Mother? I listened to every little noise. Frau Meier asked again where Mother was, and I said: “She has gone to feed the Angora’s. Will she be alright?”




    Frau Meier nodded her head.




    “She has gone into somebody else’s shelter. Anywhere between here and the Colony.” (We called all the gardens the Colony).




    Frau Pfeiffer, from the second floor, put new nappies on Tissi. She was still fretting, I went over and put my arm around her. Bine’s eyes were dark and huge. She was watching everybody and although she said nothing I could read her question. Where was Mother? I took Bine’s hand, there was safety and reassurance in just sticking together. The din outside had become deafening. There was the smell of cement and dust trickling from the ceiling. We had all landed on the floor involuntarily. The three of us huddled together, Frau Meier close with Roland. The other members of the apartments above, also huddled on benches along the wall, barely visible in the dingy light.




    Suddenly, it was very still outside. Nothing could be heard and no one uttered a word. Then the door was flung open and Mother rushed in. She was out of breath, bleeding slightly on her forehead, her clothes were torn, and she was very dirty.




    She put out her arms and Bine and I flew into them: “Where were you?”




    She put her hand up to the mass of plaited hair, which was hanging down her back, pins sticking out here and there. She tried hard to pin it up again.




    “I ducked from doorway to doorway, but I got hit by small pieces of shrapnel. It looks as though they are attacking Tempelhof again. But where they are going with all those planes, goodness knows.” The neighbours asked a lot more questions. Frau Meier was cross with Mother, because she came back in that hellish inferno.




    “You know we will always look after the children, we would have been quicker had we known you were not here.”




    “I didn’t think there would be a raid so soon again and I simply had to come back for the children. The rabbits have to go. I cannot leave the children again.”




    We loved the rabbits, their soft, warm fur and strawberry red eyes. Their twitching pink noses when they ate. Bine’s eyes filled with silent tears, and my heart sank.




    “It is much better they go, Kinderchen, they are not safe in the garden here in the city. We take them to Silesia.”




    Mother went over to the bunkbeds and fetched the Grimms Fairy Tales book. Roland came too, and we all settled down to listen, including the adults.




    Mother read the story of someone who went forth to learn how it feels to make his flesh creep.




    The chap in the story was fearless. His bravery knew no bounds, and his adventures were horrific, and still he had not learned what fear was. Nothing made his flesh creep. Eventually, he met a miller who hired him as an apprentice. While they were all sitting down for the evening meal, he told the family of his quest, and how he had wandered through the world and still had not yet learned what fear was.




    That night, the miller’s daughter went out and filled a bucket from the cold stream with water. She had also inadvertently caught some tiny fishes in her bucket. She poured the bucket over the sleeping lad, who woke up shuddering and said: “Why, now I know what it feels like.”




    We thought this story was a little strange, but also funny, and asked for it often.




    The book of ‘Grimms Fairy Tales’ was part of the first aid kit and always came with us into the cellar and made the time we spent there more cosy. It made us forget what was going on outside.




    Half way through the next story, the siren announced the end of the raid.




    We went straight upstairs and Mother started to cook lunch. We were so hungry. We all sat in the kitchen quietly, watching her.




    “Minka, go and lay the table, Bine can help.” she said, but Bine had a very special knack of suddenly and quietly disappearing.




    This meal was only potato soup with lots of parsley in it. We added a lot of Maggi, which was always on the table. We added it to everything. Normally, lunch would have been a vegetable stew with any amount of vegetable from the garden plus potatoes, and for the evening meal, two slices of bread with either cheese, or jam, or Kunsthonig which was the best thing we could buy. It was artificial honey and came in blocks and was simply delicious.




    In the mornings, we were bribed with Kunsthonig to have one spoon of cod liver oil. I retched every time I swallowed that.




    We had just settled down to our meal when the bell rang. Mother opened the door and we could hear voices. After what seemed, to us children, a long time, Mother came back, very upset.




    The colony had been hit by several bombs. Frau Sauer had been buried under her garden house, Emil was dead too. He had been on his way to Frau Sauer, when he was killed. They were our next door neighbours in the colony. Omi Pless, an old lady whom we had befriended and called Granny Pless, had been hit and wounded. She couldn’t get to the shelter in time.




    I could not imagine Emil and Frau Sauer dead. They had been there on the day when Mother first wheeled me into our garden in the ancient pram.




    ***
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    I possess a beautifully leather-bound diary, which was started by my grandmother, Margarete von Stückerodt, for my mother, who was born in 1907. She had kept it up for a while, and then she had become ill with Tuberculosis and had to spend two years in a Sanatorium. When she was cured, my grandfather took her to the Baltic Sea for a holiday, but sadly she was swept away by a freak wave, which almost took my grandfather too, in his attempt to save her.




    This diary was only used up by a third, and my mother carried on after my birth to record little things when my life started.




    Times were confused and unsettled, when I was born. People were confused about what was happening in Germany at the time, and slow to realise the size of the monster that was awakening.




    There were also preparations in full swing for the Berlin Olympics. The great excitement was visible on everybody’s face, and troubles were momentarily forgotten.




    Mother also told me in the diary, that the 1st of July was the birthday of my great grandmother and my great great grandmother, Mother’s side. I was always very impressed by this.




    I was born on a Wednesday afternoon at five, in my Onkel Kurt von Stückerodt’s clinic in Wilmersdorf. He was a gynaecologist and my grandfather’s nephew. A terrible ‘tropical’ thunderstorm raged outside, it was ‘greenhouse-weather” and flooding followed. Berlin is built on ancient swampland with rivers, lakes and canals in abundance. Some people called it little Venice. My father always said there were more trees and gardens in Berlin than in Venice and just as many bridges.




    The French windows in Mother’s room, in the clinic, were open all night and the wonderful fragrant smell of strawberries and warm, damp earth filled her room. She got up early with the rising sun, looked into my little cot, saw that I was happily asleep, and walked out a little into the garden, letting the soft warm earth caress her bare feet. She pulled a few weeds and admired the many raindrops, as they sparkled and glittered in all the rainbow colours in the first rays of the sun.




    Onkel Kurt, watching her from his apartment upstairs, pulled up the venetian blind furiously and told her to get back into bed immediately. A nurse appeared with a bowl, to wash her muddy feet, grumbling something in Silesian dialect. Mother felt totally at home. Onkel Kurt had to have his good natured grumble.




    I had spent my first night on earth.




    On the third of August, the day the Olympiad opened, I was christened in the Passionskirche am Marheinike Platz. I was given many godparents, because Mother didn’t want to hurt any of her cousins, and, as she put it, one can never have enough. There was Onkel Max von Stückerodt, Tante Ria’s son, Tante Ria von Stückerodt, Tante Elisabeth von Heigedorn, Onkel Max Ludwig von Gerebrecht, who was Mother’s cousin from Mönchgut, and my father’s brother, Onkel Holder. I was wearing the traditional von Tilemann christening dress, in which my grandmother and my mother were christened, and my Onkel Max Ludwig drove us to the church in his car. It was a beautiful, carefree day and my family looked with some sense of hope into the future. Our roots went back a long way, our family had been closely knit over many generations.




    On 20 October 1936, I took my first flight on Heinkel HE III Lufthansa to Breslau in Silesia to visit my father’s parents and other relatives. Mother got terribly ill on the plane; flying in those days was quite an adventure.




    Silesia was my second home. Mother’s relatives lived there. Mother’s father was born there too. Mother grew up in a beautiful Schloss, Mönchgut, which was owned by her mother’s sister. After my grandmother’s death, my mother went to live there, until Grandfather married again. Mother didn’t get on at all with her stepmother, so she went back to Mönchgut and a string of cousins and her own grandmother. It became her home. Often, in later years, we would sit together and she would tell of all the things that had happened in that rambling, friendly and happy place. When I was a little older, Mother’s cousin’s children were there, all about my age, and the same customs and habits continued. Nothing ever changed there from generation to generation. There was always room for everybody.




    It used to be an old monastery, renovated and rebuilt in the baroque style, but was abandoned by the monks and bought by a younger son of a Silesian landowner. He married, but only had one daughter, who married an ancestor of the present owner, the husband of my great-aunt. The estate had been in that family for one hundred and seven years. It was wonderful to have a home that was forever.




    The house was a long, two storey building with two rows of fifteen windows either side; and two graceful little towers on each end of the roof. One was a little clock tower, the other carried a bell.




    There was a large park with a lake on one side of the house. The front of the house, with the open stairs leading to the entrance door, faced a large court area, surrounded by farm buildings. Standing on the open staircase, looking into the court, immediately in front was the drive. On the other side of the road was a giant trough, with clear well water, running constantly for longer than history was recorded at Mönchgut. The work horses, returning in the evening, would drink there before going into their stables, which were in a large building, dominating the entire opposite side of the court. It housed the field and carriage horses. It also housed the cows and oxen. It was designed and built by my great grandfather, Tante Mieze’s father, who was an architect-builder, and many famous buildings in Berlin and other cities were built by him. These stables had wonderful, vaulted ceilings and roped pillars and intricately tiled floors. The stables and the cow house always reminded me of a palace.




    Four very tall chestnut trees, two on either side of the trough, divided the courtyard. To the right, making it an enclosed yard, the entire side was taken up by what looked like a big wall with windows and two large carriage entrances with domestics-and servants’ quarters either side and above. It also housed the riding horses. At the very end, was a water mill and the mill pond, with the leat running past the entire length of the back of the manor house. A little bridge, from where we used to drop leaves and sticks, led from the French windows into the park, past the orchard with apple and pear trees. One could lose oneself entirely for days in that area, and always find something to do.




    Adjoining, was the cherry orchard from which a gate opened into the fields. A path carried on past greenhouses and the birch wood to the fishpond and the play lawn and into the park property, eventually leading to the pastures where there were horses grazing, often with foals. Closing the half circle here, one would arrive at the back of the huge barns, which also housed the woodwork shop.




    A little further on, was the large sheep house, the foreman’s house, the farmworker’s cottages, the village street, leading to the little village where some of the farmworkers lived, the bake house and brewery, and the many village children, with whom we often played. The village street entered this enclosed yard from the rear and finished the square. This place was my entire world, as it had been to my mother, who still called this place home. I too would regard visiting Mönchgut the same as going home.




    ***




    Not far from our apartment block in Berlin, there was ‘a garden colony’. Many Berliners had their own garden where they grew most things for their own use, and with the arrival of the first swallows, the apartments emptied, and the Berliners would move into their summer-houses for the summer. They were small, very cosy and comforts were basic. But the Berliner likes his own bit of earth. Berlin is the Garden City, the Green City.




    We too had such a garden. Ours was surrounded by other gardens and so gave the illusion of being in the middle of a wonderful jungle. Every garden had lots of fruit trees and berry bushes. Our little summerhouse consisted of a lounge, a bedroom and a kitchen, and outside, adjoining the entrance into the lounge, we had a grape-arbour from which we harvested the most succulent grapes just before we returned back to our apartment in the autumn. We lived in that arbour and only went indoors when it rained too much and the drops found their way through the thick leaves, and at night. I loved to hear the raindrops tapping gently onto the roof, with the doors wide open into the arbour and the air filled with the aromatic scent of the wet fresh earth.




    Since the kitchen was the first room when entering, it was almost, as if the cooking took place outdoors.




    A trap door in the kitchen led down into a little cellar, containing some wine, bottled fruit and jam, potatoes and bottles of juice.




    Father had built a sandpit filled with the shining golden and silver grey sand, native to some parts of Berlin. He also built a swimming pool for my second birthday. It wasn’t very big, but it had a shallow end, into which led some steps from the sandpit, and a deep end for the parents.




    I celebrated all my birthdays in this paradise garden and we had noisy parties with lanterns and many of the children from neighbouring gardens. Emil, one of the neighbours, always brought a Punch and Judy show. Mother traditionally made a birthday crown from all the different flowers growing in our garden in July. A birthday without the crown was not a birthday.




    I was given my first doll, which had a porcelain head and jointed arms and legs and real hair. I had her for many years. My mother’s half-sister visited us on these occasions; she was ten years younger than my mother and much shorter and very round. She had beautiful small but very hard hands, which she used frequently to slap me with when I did something she thought I shouldn’t. She was employed as a governess to the children of a count, which would explain her strict behaviour with me. She was the daughter of my grandfather’s second wife, who was born Gräfin von Helmstatt (Countess of Helmstatt).




    There were plenty of strawberries from the garden, with real whipped cream, two very wobbly mysteriously shaped pink Götterspeisen, Streuselkuchen and Sahnetorten (ambrosia pudding, crumble cake and gateaux). For the children, there was barley coffee, and real coffee for the adults. And lemonade!




    Six weeks after my second birthday party, my sister, Sabine arrived. She had black hair and huge dark brown eyes. With those eyes she followed me around. For days I would just lie on my tummy and look at her in her cot. I thought she was a little miracle. I had been given a baby doll at the same time. I named her Sabine, and copied everything my mother did. Sabine was also delivered by Onkel Kurt, and I stayed in the apartment above with Tante Guste, short for Auguste. Tante Guste had two teenage daughters and two sons. One son, Hermann, was only two years older than I, a latecomer; there was a nine year gap between him and his brother.




    Over time, Hermann and I, played together in the large private and clinic garden, when we visited. There was a little wooden gate which separated the two gardens. We often hid among the bushes and watched the patients, against Onkel Kurt’s orders.




    He was strict, where his patients were concerned, but I wanted to know where he stored the new babies. I was convinced that we were all from Onkel Kurt, and I wanted to know where he got the babies from. My father thought it was sweet and nobody would explain to me what really happened. Onkel Kurt would laugh good naturedly, pick me up and hug me. I loved that big and cuddly man. What interested me was, why my parents chose Bine and me!




    ***
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    On a clear, hot summer’s day in 1939, I was sitting astride my father’s shoulders. We were standing very close to the Brandenburg Gate. Huge crowds lined the street. All the buildings behind us and the Brandenburg Gate were completely covered with giant swastika flags. Everything was draped in red. All along from Unter Den Linden up to the Brandenburg Gate and down to the Siegessäule, the red flags on the flagpoles were gently waving in the breeze. The golden Angel of Peace on top of the Siegessäule caught the light and glistened like a sunbeam. It was almost too bright for my eyes, but I kept blinking towards the angel, because he looked so beautiful. The people around us were laughing and joking. Everybody was in a festive mood.




    I was wearing my ‘princess dress’, so called because in one of my fairy-tale books, Snow White was wearing a similar dress. In my hand, I clutched a little round handbag with a big tassel on the bottom. Best of all, I had three bananas in that bag and I was eating one, very slowly, scraping the banana little by little, with my teeth, savouring every bit of it, holding the banana carefully with the peel, neatly hanging over my fist. My father was holding me firmly by my feet to stop me from over balancing.




    From my lofty height, I could see column after column of soldiers in their gala-uniform marching past. A few men were assembled on the balcony of a large building opposite, and, as the columns came abreast, they all looked right, and as if by some secret signal, lifted their arms. All the men on the balcony lifted their arms too, except one, who only held his arm up a little. I wondered why. The soldiers looked proud, some carried huge banners of various colours. There were musicians and the men were singing. Soldiers on horses. It went on and on, I was on my last banana. Father was happy and excited.




    “These are unsere Jungs” (our boys) my father said proudly. Standing next to my father was a friend of his, Onkel Rolf. He had a very deep dimple in his chin, through which he said he could whistle. I didn’t really believe it, but he was very convincing.




    When the parade was over, we went into an open cafe in the Tiergarten, where we sat on white wooden chairs and tables with white cloths under chestnut trees. Little bits of the trees drifted down and landed on my ice cream. Father and Onkel Rolf drank a Berliner Weisse which was served in a wide glass goblet. It was an exciting day and I wished for it never to end. So many people in beautiful clothes and summer shoes were happily and slowly walking past. There was a fountain not very far from where we were sitting and the sun was playing in the water as it gracefully fell back into the big basin from which it had sprouted up. We sauntered slowly through the Tiergarten to the underground and there Onkel Rolf left us.




    By the time we came out of the underground, I was almost asleep and Father carried me home.




    ***




    My hair was light blonde and thick and growing fast. Mother used to weave huge blue ribbons into my plaits to match my eyes. Bine’s hair turned out to be very dark brown, almost black to match her dark eyes. She had a tiny curl at the top of her head, and Mother tied it up with a small red bow. I did the same to my doll.




    As the summer of thirty nine came to an end, Mother had a letter from her father, who lived at this time, at the Chiemsee, just south of Munich.




    After Grandfather lost his third wife, he employed a housekeeper, who consequently had fallen in love with him and he didn’t know how to get out of this embarrassing situation.




    Father took leave from work and stayed with us while Mother took a coach to Munich where my grandfather collected her in his Nimrod, which was a very racy sports car.




    Ten days later, Father took us on a whim, which he could not explain later, to join Mother in Prien.




    Grandfather and Father were happy to see each other and ‘behaved like schoolboys’, Mother said. They went out together, slapping each other’s shoulders and came back late, laughing even more loudly. Everybody was happy, and Father spoiled us, which didn’t happen very often.




    Grandfather rented the rear of his house to some strange people. The woman was friendly in a quiet way. Her husband was a wrestler from Italy. There also lived a black man, Ali ben Abdul, who wore long white robes, like sheets, draped around him. He washed these large pieces of material with his feet in a big bowl in the garden. On his head, he wore a colourful skullcap, beautifully embroidered.




    He was a gentle giant and spoke German with a very guttural accent. People often asked me what he had said, because I could understand him better than others. We went on long walks together. My hand disappeared almost to the elbow, in his hand. I had a little brown birthmark on my left hand, and people teased me, that his colour was rubbing off, onto me. I believed it, and watched myself very carefully after that, but the mark never grew any bigger.




    I was very fond of Ali. When he stood up with his arms stretched out, my father fitted underneath. He was fond of Bine too, because, as he put it: “she black like me.” She wasn’t really, only her eyes and hair.




    In early autumn, the family was sitting round the table, finishing lunch, with the Volksempfänger, the people’s radio, which stood in the other room, making little nondescript noises, when suddenly, there was a loud fanfare which made us all sit up and listen.




    Grandfather left the table and turned up the radio. A male voice prepared us for a Sondermeldung, a special announcement.




    The German Wehrmacht was advancing into Poland. England had declared WAR!




    Everybody was listening to this, but Grandfather turned the radio off. His dear, friendly face had changed. His eyes were like black coals. He said nothing, just looked at each one of us around the table. Father said:




    “It had to come. We can’t sit back and let the Poles murder the German people. The Poles should not be so ungrateful. Over the centuries we have brought them culture and wealth, stability and government. Without us, what has Poland got? They would soon go to the dogs.”




    Grandfather stopped in front of my father and said:




    “Those are rumours, put about by warmongers and propagandists. There is no proof about the horror stories. I have heard them too. I have worked and lived in Poland, I know these people. Polish blood runs in our veins also.” He had difficulty controlling his anger, turned his back on my father, and left the room. Grandfather and Father were no longer friends, it seemed.




    I went out and found my friend, Helga, from next door, and we shared a caramel which she had been chewing, and bit it in half. I picked my half from her lips. It was wet, but delicious.




    Father went back to Berlin that same day, but we stayed on in Prien.




    Two days later Father rang and said we should stay, it would be safer, and he would keep us informed.




    Nobody knew what was going to happen. The adults talked a lot in whispers, we were sent out of the room, and of course we were curious and also worried. What was a war? I thought to myself. What happened in a war? Nobody seemed able to tell me.




    I asked Helga what she had heard, but she didn’t know anything. Her Bavarian dialect was fascinating. She thought I sounded ridiculous, with the way I spoke. She said her mother told her off for asking so many questions.




    We sat, looking at the Alps, which completely blocked out the world like a wall, the Kampen Wand, which rose high into the sky. Often, they seemed very close and at other times, they were much further away. I had never seen anything like these jagged big mountains before, strange and mysterious. I often looked at them and wanted to go into them.




    One day, Ali took me in Herr Salvatore’s car. I asked him what he was doing here and where his home was. He said he was a wrestling partner of Herr Salvatore, the man he shared the flat with. Herr Salvatore and Ali trained together.




    Herr Salvatore was a hot-tempered and unpredictable man, and his wife had a very difficult time. She called her husband Stinky. Ali intervened many times, and stopped Herr Salvatore from beating up his wife. There was a lot of shouting in the Salvatore household, and Ali would often be found walking in the garden, or by the lake.




    Ali was the one who explained to me what war was. He said that in the hot and dry desert, where he lived, there could be a war just because somebody used their well without permission from the chief. If somebody comes and takes something which is not his, the owners fight for it, and kill for it, and the stronger wins, whether he was right or not. Because the winner is right. He said those were the rules, no matter how big the war, or how many tribes or countries got involved. I sat on his knee, pondering over what he’d said. It seemed unfair.




    Sitting on Ali’s lap, I temporarily forgot the war that seemed to threaten our lives. He told me a lot about his people and the desert. He said they lived together in tribes, and travelled across the desert on camels. The sun would burn the sand, the heat from the ground would meet the heat from above and the air would be too hot to breathe in. That is why the desert people would wrap themselves in so many sheets of cloth, showing only their eyes. Ali said it was to keep the heat out. I explained to him, that we take our clothes off because of the heat, and he laughed. It was fascinating to listen to him. I would like to see the desert. At times, he took me through the garden to the lake, boating and fishing.




    ***




    Winter came with so much snow! This soft and fluffy whiteness muffled all sound.




    I was given brightly coloured mittens, a matching hat and scarf, warm socks and boots, and Grandfather produced a wonderful sledge, with colourful webbing to sit on. The sledge runners came round in a big arch, to make it easier to hold on to. A curved back rest stopped us from falling off. Bine and I were put into Grandfather’s furry foot bag, which he had, from the times when he drove in open, horse drawn carriages, in the winter. We spent endless hours out in the snow.




    When mother pulled us up the long hill, for our run down on the sled, huge amounts of snow fell down on us from the overhanging fir tree branches. It was a magical Christmas and fairy land, all rolled into one. We took mouthfuls of fluffy, virgin snow and it tasted special. The first signs of war to reach us, in this remote wonderland, was rationing. Suddenly, Grandfather and Mother could not buy what we wanted in the shops, only what the authorities permitted us to have.




    But with Grandfather around, things were not so harsh. He would take his rucksack off the hook, put on his green hunting hat with the bushy Gamsbart, (goats beard), and his mountain boots, and go into the mountains to visit the Alm farms. On his return, there would be smoked ham, cheese, butter, a six pounder, charcoal baked rye bread and with any luck, a chicken. I always loved the crafty smile on his face when he returned, and we all surrounded him, full of expectation.




    Close to where Grandfather’s house stood, passed the newly built Autobahn, there was also an ancient Inn, and this Inn became the first Autobahn Raststätte (Motorway service station). It kept the adjoining farm, which produced most of the meat and vegetables, consumed by the Autobahn users.




    Very soon, we saw column after column of military vehicles going south. Finished with the Polish invasion, they were now headed for Italy. Mother said the soldiers were so very young, with boy’s faces.




    Grandfather, feeling restless, decided to go to Monte Carlo for the rest of the winter, which left us free to return to Berlin.




    Ali was very sad to see us go, but he said he would not stay for very much longer himself. “When there is a war, one has to be in one’s own country.” he told me. He said he would write. Mother sent a telegram to Father, announcing our arrival time in Berlin. We took the train via Munich. There was utter chaos at the Munich railway station, and there were soldiers everywhere.
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    We soon realised that our scheduled connection from Munich to Berlin, as such, did not exist and that we had to line up with many other stranded passengers, and see which train to the Capital had space for us.




    After a lot of running back and forth, with the suitcases and Bine in a Rucksack on her back, myself trying to keep up, Mother headed for the Bahnhofsmission, where we were given some space to sit and a bowl of soup, with a slice of bread.




    A sawdust stove radiated cosy warmth. A nurse with a red cross on her nurse’s cap, came over and told us there would be a train in the morning. She pointed to a corner with a mattress and two children already asleep on it and said to my mother:




    “You can put your two alongside those two. I am afraid I haven’t anything for you to sleep on.” Grateful, Mother put us on the mattress and settled us down. It was a very noisy night, but we slept, even in the bright light of the mission’s shade-less bulbs.




    In the very early morning, Mother was there, with a bowl of porridge and even a little lump of margarine floating on top, with some milk and a slice of bread. It tasted very good. She hurried us, because the train was already on the platform, and she said:




    “We will have to share a compartment with some soldiers. I asked them to keep seats for us and they are looking after our luggage too.” I got all exited and couldn’t wait to get on the train. I said I couldn’t eat anymore, but Mother insisted I finish the porridge and milk. The bread she wrapped up and put into her pocket. Then, she picked up Bine and we all went to the mission’s loo, before boarding the train. Mother washed our faces and hands. We were black from the soot of the trains.




    When we entered the station again, there was steam hissing everywhere. We ran along the train and in the distance, I saw a soldier leaning out of the window waving. Mother smiled and waved back. She lifted us up and handed us in through the window. The train was already so packed, that we could not get in through the doors. The Soldiers had made beds for us in the luggage nets, above the seats with their overcoats, and lifted us straight into our nests, since there was little room below. From there, I watched how they heaved Mother in through the window too. Everybody laughed, and a man with a red cap helped push her up from outside. Finally, we were all in, the window closed and the door to the corridor was closed too. A miracle, everybody had a seat. Two soldiers sat astride our suitcases, in the middle of the compartment, leaving very little room for the feet of the other passengers, on the wooden benches. They were all soldiers returning from one front, to go straight to another one.




    Slowly, the train started to roll out of the station, gathering speed. We were on our way home.




    Excitement and laughter filled the compartment. One of the soldiers had some chocolate, which he shared between my sister and myself. It tasted delicious. There were bits of nuts in it too. I let the chocolate melt slowly in my mouth, until only the nuts remained, which I took out and looked at, very carefully, before I ate them, one by one. Bine had long finished hers and had ended up with a chocolate beard.




    Another of the soldiers made hats, boats and aeroplanes, out of newspaper. The planes were best because I could fly them from my lofty position and the soldiers would catch them and hand them back. It was great fun in the luggage nets and so cosy.




    When it was lunchtime, one by one, the soldiers came up with bits of their rationing. Everybody opened up what they had. Mother had two loaves of bread, big six pounders, which she had hoped to bring back to Berlin. One of the soldiers produced a knife and started to slice up one loaf, holding it against his chest and turning the loaf as he drove the knife through it. Another opened some tins, someone sliced some Salami, and somewhere, some Speck appeared, got sliced and shared. Another had a tin of Saure Gurken (gherkins).




    It turned into a lengthy feast. The food was plentiful. There were even desserts and a bottle of wine, but no glasses, so everybody had to drink from the bottle. There was lemonade for us, some more chocolate and some tinned peaches. Someone suggested to leave some for later.




    After that, everybody went to sleep. Legs came up and criss-crossed over to the other seats, past the soldiers in the middle, who rested their bottoms on our suitcases, but leaned over onto the other soldiers laps, with their feet on the laps of their comrades opposite. It looked just like the tin of worms, which Ali had, when we went fishing on the Chiemsee. Mother had a seat in the corner, into which she could lean, and one soldier leaned against her shoulder. Everybody, except Mother, snored. I lay on my tummy and looked down on this human salad. But soon, I too fell asleep.




    When I woke up, I could hear muffled laughter and whispering down below. Everybody was sorting out their limbs and fishing for more food. One by one, they woke up, yawned and stretched, as best they could. There was a lot of pushing and shoving amongst the soldiers and Mother climbed over some people and finally disappeared down the corridor. When she came back, Bine needed to go to the loo. One soldier stood up, lifted her from the net and handed her out of the door to another soldier:




    “Hand her down the line. One package for drainage.” Bine’s large eyes looked at Mother who nodded at her and laughed. Before I knew what was happening, the same soldiers had picked me up and handed me over and said:




    “And another one.” I went from hand to hand, following Bine who still looked worried. When we arrived at the loo, one soldier was told he had to put us on the loo. I turned round and told him we didn’t need his help for this. I laboured with Bine. She was wearing nappies, but they were still dry. I lifted her onto the seat and held onto her until she had finished. It was difficult putting the nappies back on, and the soldier by the door, laughed, lifted her up, loose nappy and all, and handed her back. I closed the door for myself. When I came out again, I was handed back as well, surrounded by a lot of good natured, laughing soldiers.




    Soon we settled down to another meal. It was quite dark outside now. While we slept, we had passed Regensburg, Nürnberg and Hof, and were now heading for Leipzig. The soldiers were telling jokes and stories, we weren’t allowed to hear. I listened intently, but when everybody laughed, I wondered why.




    Many hours went by. Some of our companions got ready to leave, as Leipzig was the point where they gathered, as one of the soldiers explained to me, to go back to protect the East of Germany, against the Russians. I was sad to see them leave, they exchanged addresses with my mother and everybody promised to write. Mother often wondered later, if any of them had survived.




    I slept again until we reached Berlin.




    Father was not at the station, and we took a taxi home, which wasn’t very far. When she opened the door, she found utter chaos. Nothing had been tidied. In the kitchen, the dirty dishes were piled high. She started in the bathroom to make room to give us a bath. While we were in the warm water, she went to the kitchen and busied herself there. Her head came round the corner every now and then, to see if we were still all right. Soon she came to dry us and put us to bed with a pile of books. I never tired of books, and I was glad to see all my old favourites again.




    Cooking smells came through from the kitchen. I could hear the vacuum cleaner in between times.




    When Father came home, the place looked spick and span, as if we had never been away. Mother didn’t say a word, and neither did Father. He took it for granted, that the place would look like a battle ground, when Mother was not around, and that she would quietly tidy it up when she got back. I expected Mother to be really cross, as she was when we didn’t tidy our room. I was disappointed when she said nothing to Father.




    ***




    With the first swallows, we returned to live in our garden, in the spring of 1940. There were reunion celebrations, and visiting neighbours. The neighbour at the back of our garden was a large and very fat lady. Frau Sauer lived in her garden all the time, summer and winter. It fascinated me to see her sitting down, because one couldn’t see the chair. She had difficulty walking. She was friendly and jolly, perhaps a little loud and had a strong Berlin accent, into which she weaved a constant string of little jokes. Listening to her, one had to laugh all the time. Even when she said serious things, she was funny. People said she had Galgen Humor, (gallows humour).




    I used to ask her what she was doing when she was just sitting there, and the answer was usually the same: “I am ironing, see?” And when she got up, there would be a neatly folded pile of laundry, perfectly flat on her seat, which she picked up and put away in her chest.




    She always used to say: “Kauft Kämme, es kommen lausige Zeiten,” ‘Buy combs, there are lousy times ahead.’ It was a saying which we all soon adopted.




    Most times when I visited, Emil, our other neighbour, was there.




    “Na Kleene, little one, come here,” and with a sweep of his big hand, I would land on his lap. There wasn’t much room there, because he had a big belly on his lap already. He was always around, and helping if there was the need. He had time for everybody.




    We spent a perfectly relaxed summer in our garden. Relatives came to visit us all summer, glad to escape their city apartments for the day. Their visits were always a cause to celebrate, and we celebrated, a lot.




    Playing in the large sandpit, we could watch the planes as they lined up for landing at Tempelhof. Often there would be an airship slowly purring across the sky. The adults called those a ‘Churchill Zigarre’.




    We grew strawberries, cherries, yellow and blue plums, apples and pears, red and black currents, gooseberries and peaches and even apricots. Mother allowed us to go to the bushes and help ourselves, to anything which grew there and still, there would be plenty to bottle for the winter, or eat raw as a dessert with sour milk or Quark (cream cottage cheese).




    The idyllic summer of 1940 came to an abrupt end however, when a week after Bine’s second birthday, something happened, none of us at first expected or understood, except Father.




    There was a strange and frightening noise in the air. Father was the first to realise what was happening and made us all go down into the little cellar in our garden house. There, we sat worried and confused and waited, and Father said:




    “I expect, there will be a lot of this now. I didn’t expect it so soon. We have to move back to the apartment, it is too dangerous to stay here.” Mother looked at Father but said nothing.




    “What is happening?” I asked.




    “The Tommies are dropping bombs on Berlin.” Father said. “They took us by surprise, it won’t happen again.” Father sounded cross. His finger came up and he wagged it, as he said “Just wait.”




    “Come, come, calm down,” said my mother, “I wonder who dropped the first bombs.”




    Father replied to Mother, “That is not the point anymore. Since we lost the First World War, and that war was not of our making, but they would have us believe that it was, they have exploited us financially, crippled us, milked us dry, and they do not understand, or don’t want to understand, the serious threat we are facing in the east. They should be helping us. It is time they looked to Europe. All they can see is their precious empire. What they don’t realise is, that they are threatened the same as we are. Communism is marching, it won’t stop until it has conquered the world. They had better watch out. They will wake up with a thump.”




    Seldom had I seen my father so worked up. He was short sighted and that made his eyes look small behind the lenses, which always looked strange in any case, and now they were two dark glittering dots. He was impatient with Mother. She didn’t seem to agree with him.




    “What is that noise?” I asked and Father, calming down a little, explained that it was a siren, announcing the end of the raid. We climbed out of the little cellar through the trapdoor; nothing outside had changed! So what was it all about?




    From then on, the raids continued irregularly and we had to leave our garden early that year, but still spent most of the daytime out there, only at night we had to be back in the apartment block for better shelter. There, we had proper bunk beds and the noise outside was muffled. The walls in the cellar were thick concrete and there were iron doors and air filters. We all had coal central heating in our apartments and the big boiler was in the basement. Hence the iron doors for fire safety.




    On a visit to Onkel Kurt, shortly after that, I saw what the bombs had already done. I couldn’t believe that something falling from a plane could break a house so completely. Houses that had looked so safe and strong! If such a thing fell on our house, would it break like that too? Mother said “yes it would.” I was very worried. There were many nights though, when there was no raid, and I thought the war was over.




    ***
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    Father took us all on a holiday to the Wannsee, where we kept a large paddling boat. Since the raids were few and mostly at night, we had relatively peaceful and wonderful days. Days I would never forget.




    Out on the quiet lake, the water surface was so still, it looked like mirrored glass. When my parents stopped paddling, with the paddles just resting across the boat, the drops made a chain of ever increasing perfect circles. It was fascinating and putting one finger into this smoothness, I watched as the v my finger created, grew and grew. Leaning over the edge, I could see the endless sunlit greenness of the water, some fish darting out of sight and the boat making a shadow. I loved these moments, and when my father ordered: “Come on, one – two, one – two, pull hard!” the paddles would slice into the water, in unison, leaving big swirls and the boat would rush forward. I could feel the wind on my forehead, imagining myself as a viking on the high seas or Siegfried, going to Iceland to find Brünhild. Our trips were highlighted when we ‘dropped anchor’ at the Pfaueninsel, Peacock Island, which was also a truly magical place. The peacocks there seemed unreal, they were so beautiful. I liked to imagine, that they were enchanted princes and princesses, and the white Schloss on the island was also enchanted, and one day, the magic would break and the palace and the peacocks would return to their original forms and live happily ever after.




    There was a big aqua slide in beautifully carved, smooth wood, towering, soaring and long. You reached the top platform via a ladder. Before splashing into the lake, you had to negotiate a bump in the middle of the slide. My woollen bathing suit wore out completely, several times, and Mother had to knit new bottoms. Every Berliner seemed to come here and be happy.




    Potsdam was near the Wannsee, and we often went there too. It was where Frederik the Great’s Residence stood, surrounded by many palaces and stately buildings, dotted with clean and shining simple homes, for the ordinary citizens of Potsdam.




    The summer palace of König Friedrich II, known as the Alte Fritz, was there too. It was called Sanscouci, and built like a miniature Versailles, set in a dense parklike forest which suddenly opened up, and amidst beautiful gardens with the scent of many flower beds filling the hot air, stood the little palace, with fountains, where one could cool off, dotted here and there.




    We entered into a graceful, colonnaded semicircle and approached the front entrance. I was always in awe of the grace and beauty of the place. Onkel Max told me that the columns were Korinthian, which was a place in Greece, and that we had adopted their way of building things, because no one found a better way of producing beautiful monumental buildings, since ancient Grecian times.




    It was usually a little gloomy, after the bright sunlight, and on the marble floor, immediately in front of us, we found a mountain of huge felt slippers, big enough for me to sit in and go paddling. The floors in Sanscouci were highly polished parquet or marble flooring, intricately inlaid with different varieties of wood or marble. One room was magically decorated with mirrors and crystal chandeliers. It was the so called Spiegelsaal. I imagined it to be like the Ice Palace in the fairy tale of Anderson’s ‘Snow Queen’.




    The garden side of the palace led onto a terrace, which ended in a wide staircase sweeping downhill, on which, used to grow grapes. Either side of the staircase were greenhouses, which hugged the hillside like giant glass steps. The hot air which emanated from the glasshouses, was filled with the scent of thyme and lavender. In the Orangery, real oranges grew. Marble kings and princes on horseback, further documented Germany’s history in the garden. At the foot of the sweeping staircase of green houses, was an enormous artificial, perfectly round lake with rounded marble benches and statues in between. Here, Mother used to sit down and unpack our sandwiches and bring out the lemonade. Bine and I ran around the lake and glanced up at the glittering glass houses. The light would catch the glass and a million suns shone down on us. This palace was a magic jewel and favourite place of excursion for us.




    Not far from Tempelhof and easily reached by the U-Bahn, was the Lustgarten with the Royal Museum and its many columns, flanked by two enormous bowls of water with fountains in the middle. Fountains fascinated me. I loved water, and often tried to create the fountain effect with our garden hose to make a rainbow. I always circled round a fountain to find the rainbow.




    The Dom to the right of the Lustgarten, dwarfed everything within its sight. The Royal Palace next and opposite the Kaiser Wilhelm I National Memorial, jutted out into the River Spree. A bridge, adorned with many snow white marble statues, on tall square pillars, spread like an extension of the square, across the river. There were statues everywhere, a lot of the heroes, kings and queens that ever ruled over Germany, were there to be remembered and admired.




    An enormous park in the centre of Berlin, leading away from the Brandenburg Gate down to the Siegessäule was called the Tiergarten (Animal Garden). Formerly, this was the hunting forest for the kings and princes. The main entrance, with gigantic marble elephants on both sides, and a Chinese pagoda-like gate, faced the platform, where you left the train. Great excitement came over me, every time we entered through the gate. What sort of adventure would I have today?




    One way to reach the zoo, was to walk through the Tiergarten. There were strange and exotic animals and smells and sounds. Different species of trees grew around a lake and along intricate waterways, where one could hire boats.




    The ultimate delight was a camel or elephant ride, and the Reptile House, with snakes so enormous, they could have eaten me, sent shivers down my spine. Huge butterflies and birds, no bigger than bees were found in a gigantic glass house. More white marble statues of the famous, Richard Wagner, Queen Luise, Kurprinz Friedrich Wilhelm, the young Wilhelm and Goethe, Schiller, and so many more adorned the Tiergarten. There were fountains and one was called the Roland Brunnen and Roland looked such a proud knight in armour.




    There was never a dull building, a dull moment or a dull day.




    Berlin, the Garden City, the Beautiful! There was no place more exciting or beloved.




    We used the underground to travel to most places in Berlin, and often visited Onkel Kurt. He was a gentle man, wise and loving and made time for all the family, even though he was a busy doctor. He could be so funny, there was much laughter in his house, and Tante Guste, his wife, moved quietly among the family with a mysterious, happy smile.




    Her two daughters, in their late teens, were serene and beautiful. Kurt, their teenage brother was in the Hitler Jugend and proudly displayed a swastika armband. There was a certain authority about him.




    Hermann, the youngest, and I were good friends and teamed up together as a rule. He was going to be a gynaecologist, like his father. They had two large German Bulldogs, which were very beautiful to look at, except for their mouths. They seemed too big for their faces and often a tooth would stick out. It reminded me of an aunt we had, who also had a tooth which didn’t go behind her lips, but always sat on the bottom lip. Mother called it the ‘cake tooth’.




    ***




    There was a marked change in the autumn of 1941. The adults huddled worriedly, discussing events, making sure we weren’t listening. When they saw us, they sent us away to play. Hermann had overheard some things and took me to his room.




    His mother had started to collect warm clothing, because, as Hermann explained to me, ‘our boys’ were going to Moscow. Winter was near and they had no winter clothes. He told me a lot about strategy, which I did not understand. He knew so much more, having grown-up sisters and an older brother, they included him in their conversations. Once he said:




    “Oh you wouldn’t understand anyway, you are a girl,” and I said crossly “No, I am not.” I hated to be put down as ‘a girl’.




    We went down again and tried to listen to the adults, discussing the situation. Tante Guste had organised collections in her area for scarves, mittens, socks and long johns, sweaters and pullovers, in fact, anything warm.




    “It won’t be enough” I heard her say.




    “They’ll never survive the Russian winter.”




    Hermann told me that his uncle, his mother’s brother and two of her cousins were heading to Russia and Tante Guste was afraid for them.




    “Stups is going to Moscow (he was one of my godfathers), did you know Gittel?” Onkel Kurt asked my mother. She nodded.




    “Max Ludwig is going too,” Mother said, “he wrote to ask us to come to Silesia before he leaves.”




    “I hope Hitler remembers what happened to Napoleon’s Army, and doesn’t make the same mistake.” Onkel Kurt said.




    (Many years later I remembered that remark, when I learned about my great-great-great grandfather, a tactician in the Prussian Army. He took his leave to join the Russian Army, after the Prussian treaty with Napoleon. His King thought him a traitor, and only many years later, was he hailed as a hero. It was he and Clausewitz who advised the Tsar to let Napoleon advance as far as Moscow and let the Russian winter do the rest).




    Mother was very quiet on the way home. I heard her later discuss the situation with my father. He was optimistic and full of enthusiasm. He only talked of winning the war. He said he wished he could be there. Mother was sad and I saw tears in her eyes, which she wiped away very quickly, when she saw me in the darkness of the corridor.




    “Shouldn’t you be in bed,” Father said, as he led me back to my bed and tucked me in. Things were not the same anymore. Father too, wasn’t the same. I even heard my parents quarrel, on some occasions. One day, when I entered the drawing room, I actually saw them with raised hands, and eyes flashing. But as soon as they saw me, they were soft and cosy again. I wondered what was going on. Mother explained later, as we were going to the garden, what was happening:




    “Your father and I don’t agree over some things concerning this war. Your father thinks we have to fight this war, but I think there is another way to solve the differences we have with our enemies.”




    Our enemy! I saw posters everywhere on the sides of houses and the many advertisement pillars, where a German soldier was stabbed in the back by a monster, which was the enemy. One had to fight that enemy. I was inclined to be on my father’s side.




    ***




    In the late summer of 1941, Mother went back to Onkel Kurt and returned with a baby. Bine and I had a sister, Christiane.




    As winter set in, we heard the situation reports daily, the tactical withdrawls by the Russians, the dreadful cold and the suffering of the German Army, their weakened combat ability. Everybody in the neighbourhood spoke about the blinding snow-storms, unstopped, across the Russian plains and how the ground was too frozen to dig in for shelter. Temperatures were so cold, the guns froze and their vehicles would not move. Some of those poor soldiers came back with their legs frozen so badly, they had to be amputated. They would tell of such cold, where their breath would make icicles on their eyelashes. So cold, that their lungs would freeze and their noses fell off, if they didn’t warn each other, to keep rubbing them, when they became white. I couldn’t imagine it. It was sickening.




    I collected all my warm things and gave them to my mother for her to pass them on to the people who collected for the soldiers.




    “They won’t fit, my little heart, but maybe one can unravel the wool and knit something else.” My warm things disappeared, leaving me with only one of each. The Berlin winters were also very cold, the canals and rivers froze over, and there was lots of snow. As I built a large snowman outside our front entrance, I had to think of the men on the Eastern front. Would my uncles be safe?




    ***
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    Easter 1942 came and I couldn’t wait for my first school day. It wasn’t school so much, as what came with it. Most of all, the wonders of the Schultüte, which was a large paper cone, almost as tall as I was, and filled to the brim with chocolates, sweets, all sorts of biscuits, little toys and things for school. Apart from that, a brand new shiny leather satchel with a slate, slate pencils in a carved wooden pencil box, and dangling from the slate on a piece of string, a large yellow sponge and cloth. With envy, I had watched other children walk to school, past our apartment, carrying their satchels on their back with their sponge and cloth dangling in the wind. Now it was my turn. My Schultüte was as big as everyone else’s. My friendship with Reni started here as we compared what we had in our cone on that first day.




    The school was not very far, only down two blocks, crossing a wide semi-circle street, called Damm, through a little park, over the Tempelhofer Damm to the Schwiebusser and Jüteboger Strasse where the school was.




    Reni and I became best friends. Her full name was Reni Peresselenkow, her dark hair was cut into a neat bob. I begged my mother to allow my hair to be cut too, but she wouldn’t hear of it. Reni and I played after school until the raids became too frequent. She lived halfway between my house and the school, but I needed to be with my family when there was a raid, and Mother soon insisted that I come straight home from school. Reni and I were both sad, that we couldn’t play together more.




    Then came the letter, which called Father to war. It had never occurred to me that he might have to leave us. He was always at home in the evenings, and at weekends, we often met him in town and spent an hour with him in the park, eating sandwiches. But he was being called away, and he couldn’t tell us where he was going or for how long. It was a secret. All I knew, was he was with the Air Force Ministry.




    “Must you go?” I asked him, sitting on his knee, with my arm around his neck, cuddling up to him. His face came close to mine and he rocked me a little back and forth.




    “Well, my little Minka,” as he used to call me, “when my Führer calls me, I have to go. I have no choice. Everybody has to do his duty. Your mother will have a difficult time now, and you as the oldest, must help her. She will be relying on you, and so will I.”




    Those were his last words to me.




    And so Father went to war. I missed him very much and looked more and more for Emil in his garden, but mostly, I found him with Frau Sauer, or die Sauern, as most people around used to call her.




    I asked Emil, why he didn’t have to go to war and he lifted up one trouser leg and knocked on a wooden leg, which ended in a leather bucket where his real leg rested, just below the knee.




    “That’s why. Weltkrieg.”




    “What is Weltkrieg?” I had heard that before I thought to myself.




    “That is the war your grandfather fought in, when your mother was little. It was a bad, unjust, unfair, terrible war. Too many people got hurt and died and now our ‘glorious Führer’ is trying to put things right for the German people, but he is doing it all wrong.”




    The way Emil said ‘glorious Führer’ I could tell he didn’t like him. But Father does. I didn’t understand.




    “Why don’t you like the Führer?” I asked. I could see Frau Sauer looking at Emil and shaking her head a little. Emil gave me a hug, dug into his large pockets and found some fruit drops.




    “Here, have these and now be off with you and play. I will tell you one day.” Puzzled, I left. There were always things we children were not allowed to know. There were many times adult conversation stopped, when we came into the room. It was puzzling and worrying.




    I was slowly walking down the path to the garden gate, when Emil, limping hard, caught up with me. He hardly limped at all, when he walked properly, only when he ran.




    “Don’t be sad Kleene (little one), I will be here, even if your father isn’t, and you can come to me any time. If your mother needs any help in the garden, just come round, I have nothing much to do nowadays.”




    “Did it hurt when you lost your leg?” I asked him, taking his hand and remembering how my knee hurt, when I fell and took off all my skin.




    “Well,” he laughed “first it was very painful, and my leg hurt, even though it wasn’t there anymore. I could see it wasn’t there, but it still hurt. Now,” he laughed and squeezed my hand “it only hurts when the weather changes.”




    “Why when the weather changes?” It didn’t make sense. But Emil laughed and said: “That’s when the wood expands.” I would never be an adult, I thought to myself, there was too much to learn.




    ***




    A large, formal envelope, containing an invitation, arrived by post one day. It was really a summons, and we dressed as if we were going visiting on Sundays. Christiane in the pram, Bine sitting on a seat across the pram between the handlebars, and myself walking beside the pram holding on, we took the underground from Papestrasse, our local stop.




    Emerging from the underground at our destination, we saw a big building, resembling a palace, which we entered. I felt excited. Mother left Tissi’s pram in the lobby, with the other prams, and we went inside. It was a large theatre which we entered at the top, and way down the sloping floor was the stage. There were many red flags with the black Swastika on white ground, men in mustard coloured uniforms with a Swastika armband, women and children. We sat down, and I wondered what was going to happen. Would there be a show? I slid around, excitedly on my seat, looking around at so many children. They too were all excited and there was a din like in the big wave pool in the swimming baths.
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