



[image: Cover]





    Memories, Confessions, Reflections

    
      It has now been over 35 years. In Berlin, on November 9, 1989, it was around midnight. At the 
      Bornholmer Strasse
       border crossing, a crowd of thousands forced the opening of the Berlin Wall. We, an East German couple in our fifties, tired from a normal working day, slept through this world-changing event. For us, as for millions of GDR citizens, it was a profound turning point, a radical change with far-reaching consequences. We made our way to the West the next day. Crowds gathered on Kurfürstendamm, eagerly soaking up everything Western freedom had to offer. Since then, the day the Wall opened, leading to the fall of the Wall and the Iron Curtain, has been commemorated in quite different ways. Now, Germany, the rest of Europe, and the world are having to pay the price for climate change. But that alone is not what makes H., now 86 years old, look to the future of those who will live after him with concern. Entangled in an inextricable web, humanity faces dangers, risks, and threats. These were unimaginable in his childhood years, marked by war and the post-war period: the ongoing loss and destruction of the natural foundations of human nutrition, such as arable land, water resources, and biodiversity; the deforestation of rainforests and the loss of their indispensable climate regulation; the associated reduction in plant and animal diversity; and the hunger of many millions of people caused by rural and urban poverty. Added to this is a regional war in Europe, triggered by an authoritarian ruler who wants his country back within its old borders, thereby jeopardizing global peace. The West is resisting. A global confrontation between the Western-style parliamentary democratic system of government and the authoritarianism of the Eastern superpowers China and Russia threatens peace. At stake is economic and military supremacy. The insane arms race, which, according to , was believed to have been overcome after the upheaval of 1990, is once again devouring enormous amounts of money and resources that are sorely needed to combat climate change, environmental destruction, and hunger.
    

    My childhood fell during a very turbulent and sacrificial time for many millions of people in Germany, Europe, and the rest of the world. Before the conflagration was ignited on September 1, 1939, with Nazi Germany’s invasion of Poland, German soldiers in Spain and Italian soldiers in Ethiopia were already practicing for war and testing new weapons. The Sudetenland, Czechoslovakia, and Austria fell victim to Hitler’s expansionist ambitions even before September 1, 1939. Poland, which was conquered, destroyed, occupied, and enslaved within thirty days, was followed by the Benelux countries, France, Denmark, Norway, and parts of the Balkans. Great Britain suffered under German bombs, but it did not buckle. With the treacherous invasion of Soviet Russia on June 22, 1941, the Second World War, started by Nazi Germany, reached unprecedented levels of destruction, human sacrifice, cruelty, and human suffering. This war cost over 50 million lives. More than six million Jewish people in half of Europe fell victim to the racial fanaticism of Hitler and his accomplices in the Holocaust. For almost twelve years, most Germans followed Nazi propaganda, with only a few isolated cases of resistance against the oppressive and surveillance apparatus of the “Third Reich.” Out of fear of the Russians, they remained loyal to their “Führer” until shortly before the end of the war, both at the front and in the rear. July 20, 1944, was a late and ultimately failed uprising. The war rolled back from east and west to the center of Europe, where it had started. With the unconditional surrender on May 8/9, 1945, the guns finally fell silent in Europe, but not yet in the Far East. There, it ended in August 1945 at a high price: US atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, killing tens of thousands of Japanese in a horrific manner. My German homeland was left behind as an immense field of material, intellectual, and moral ruins. The victorious great powers now decided the future of Germany. , disputes over how the country, initially divided into four occupation zones, should be shaped as a new democratic and peaceful state in the future, and the pursuit of conflicting interests and goals, Germany and Eastern Europe were drawn into the maelstrom of the Cold (Post-)War. In 1949, two German states with completely different political, economic, and social systems were founded. The division of Germany seemed cemented for a long time. Later assigned to the two military blocs NATO and the Warsaw Pact, the FRG and the GDR were so hostile to each other until the 1970s that the communist GDR leadership imprisoned its own population in 1961 with a wall in Berlin and high-tech “protective installations” along the “state border.” Under pressure from its own deficits and shortcomings, as well as external factors, “socialism in the colors of the GDR” was unable to maintain its often-touted invincibility and stability. The GDR state collapsed in 1989/90. Its population rejected this oppressive regime and wanted to live in a unified Germany again.

    So much for the historical background of my life. I look back on those decades. They shaped me. Age and illness are bad companions. In my ninth decade of life, I had to master a task that demanded a great deal of my physical and mental strength: caring for my wife, who was suffering from an incurable illness, and ultimately coping with her death. Now I keep revisiting my memories, which sometimes pile up into confusing dreams.

  
    Looking back

    
      The boy will never learn to ride, it’s no use, said his father, when H. fell off the galloping black horse after another attempt.  The beautiful animal was called 
      Zieten
      , and it only held him briefly on its back. His father probably had a somewhat Prussian-patriotic connection to Frederick the Great’s hussar general. Had he been one of those who, in the First Silesian War, had helped to turn my family’s former Austrian ancestors into Prussians? This is how great history can shape the lives of individuals centuries later. Later, when it came to choosing a career, his father knew: “What, a veterinarian? The boy had no vocation for that.” As a child and teenager, H. was put to work on the farm. His older brother made sure of that; he didn’t like his mother thinking she should go easy on him so that he would have enough time for school. She didn’t let up, which also raised her expectations; a C on a test almost caused a minor family disaster. His father, whose thoughts were mostly on the fields and livestock, was not particularly concerned. He may have signed a mid-term report card once. The boy’s interest was piqued whenever one of the local veterinarians showed up at the cowshed for examinations or treatments. But the dream of becoming a veterinarian soon faded because his father offered no encouragement whatsoever. Perhaps it was for the best. It drove H. in a different direction professionally. His high school Russian teacher advised him to study foreign languages. Thus, he eventually became a passable translator and interpreter of English and Spanish, and later even Portuguese. But he would remain connected to agriculture later in life, albeit in an academic sense.
    

    
      Summer 1991. Bonn. H. and his wife stroll leisurely along the banks of the Rhine. Their gaze wanders over to the 
      Siebengebirge
       mountains. The sun is shining, and they must close their eyes and pinch themselves. Have they arrived in this Germany that, like so many of their contemporaries, seemed unthinkable to them just two years earlier? Less than a year ago, the refusal and resistance of a “state people,” upheaval and change culminated in that difficult birth  known as
       German reunification
      . Even today, more than thirty years later, people still reflect, reason, doubt, dispute, rejoice, and fret about what was and what has become of it. Driven back and forth, geographically and politically, from east to west and back again, H. now sits here in Berlin and, with the leisure of old age, can return to the events that have also shaped his life. This simple rhyme might sum it up
      : 
      “
      We are all, in one way or another, part of the closely intertwined circles that weave origin, talent, and opportunity into what we then call our lives.”
    

    
      I will probably not outline anything with my life story. Neither literarily nor with my “material.” For I am hardly known. Like almost all my contemporaries, I belong to that gray mass known  in English  as  
      “no-name people
      .” Nevertheless, there would be something to tell. Where to begin and end with the attempt to write something that might be worth reading? So much experienced, seen, learned, less suffered! Looking back, I can say that fate, God, providence, or whoever or whatever determines a human life, has been kind to me. I have also often been quite lucky, which has saved me from bad things, ill-considered actions, and stupidities. Fortunate circumstances and situations, as well as my own actions, have set the course. Yet it is “just another life,” like millions of others in this world, and yet 
      “sui generis
      .
      ”
    

  
    Lower Silesian homeland

    
      Our contemporary witness was born in 1938 at 
      Goldberg
       (now  
      Zlotoryja
      ), a small town in what is now Lower Silesia, Poland. His hometown looks back on a long history. In 1211, it was granted Magdeburg municipal rights. Gold mining in the Middle Ages gave the town its name. In historical documents, it is also referred to as 
      oppidum aurei montis
      . Gold panning in the 
      Katzbach
       river did not last long. Later, cloth and linen weaving, trade, and agriculture shaped the economic life of the town and its surroundings. In the late Middle Ages, it was also a cultural center. A Latin school famous throughout the region reached its peak under its long-serving headmaster 
      Valentin Trozendorf
      . It is said to have been exemplary for its progressive teaching methods and attracted students from Poland, Bohemia, Lithuania, and Transylvania. It is even said that Goldberg was on the verge of founding a university. A battle was also fought on the banks of Katzbach river. The school known as 
      Stiftung 
      (Foundation) which H. would later attend, albeit for only a few weeks, drew on this cultural heritage for a long time.
    

    His parents were farmers. The “Wirtschaft” (farmstead) – as it was called – with 12 hectares of fields and meadows and a sizeable herd of cattle, was able to feed a family of five at that time. Behind this lay a lot of hard work. His parents had married in 1933. Hitler and National Socialism were already in power at that time. The son later learned little about this from his parents. They certainly did not cheer this event but simply accepted it. His mother remembered that H. had been in the world for only a few days when the shop windows of Jewish businessmen were smashed in tranquil Goldberg. But she could not provide any details about “Kristallnacht,” that euphemistic term for the rampage of the incited mob.

    
      His mother, a farmer’s daughter from the 
      Liegnitz
       area, mainly took care of the children, the household, the small livestock, and the garden. At that time, most food, such as butter, meat, eggs, vegetables, fruit, and potatoes, came from their own production. The farming family was able to eat well and have a balanced diet throughout the year. The mother still baked large, round rye loaves in her own oven. The father was the second-oldest son of a Silesian farming family that had farmed on the edge of Goldberg near the e for several generations. He was the epitome of calm, a farmer with heart and soul, not easily shaken.
    

    The early years of his life were soon overshadowed by the events of war, which H. would only become aware of after 1945. His father joined the Wehrmacht at the age of almost 40, and his mother, supported by her father-in-law and a Russian-German woman with two daughters who had been “brought home” to the Reich, now had to run the farm. This was no easy task, as the “Nährstand” (food-producing class) had long been part of the war economy and, as was also the case after 1945, delivery quotas had to be met. At least H. was already enjoying social progress at that time: he was “allowed” to attend the municipal kindergarten, but he refused to go there. The morning handover to the “aunts” was accompanied by screams and tears.

  
    War events

    He experienced the events of the war in the winter/spring of 1945 as a six-year-old. Few personal experiences and impressions are mixed with later stories told by older people. The passage of more than seventy years has blurred some of the details. But the end of the war shortly after May 8, 1945, left a vivid impression on the boy’s memory, as did the events leading up to it.

    
      On February 11, 1945, a frosty Sunday, his parents, his ten-year-old brother, H., and several relatives and acquaintances left their home in Goldberg with two heavily laden horse-drawn carts. The thunder of artillery and the crackle of gunfire from the direction of 
      Heynau
       (today 
      Chojnów
      ) became increasingly audible and prompted them to leave. So on that Sunday afternoon, the “treck” set off in a southwesterly direction. The grandfather could not be persuaded to go with them. Perhaps it was his stubbornness in old age. He remained at the farm in Goldberg and, after the Red Army captured the town on February 13, he presumably resisted the drive to move the cattle. He paid for this with his life. My father had been a horse-drawn carriage driver in the German 
      Wehrmacht
      . In December 1944, he and a comrade managed to escape from the collapsing Eastern Front with their two horses and a wagon. After a desperate flight, he reached his hometown and his family. So, he already had “flight experience.” I cannot remember Christmas 1944. In the days that followed, we packed our bags, quickly slaughtered a pig, and prepared provisions. The escape towards the 
      Riesengebirge
       led through a ravine at night, where the trek escaped a Russian low-altitude air raid without damage. Finally, they found shelter on a farm above the Bober, a tributary of the Oder, near 
      Märzdorf
       (today 
      Marciejowiec
      ). There, the refugees finally saw the end of the war. The father, who had been a deserter in the meantime, had rejoined the troops, but fortunately did not see any more combat until the end of the war; the Red Army had advanced victoriously to the north and west towards Saxony and Bohemia, and that part of Lower Silesia was spared further fighting, with the “main battle line” remaining unchanged. The mother visited the “defender of the fatherland” once at his “quiet” location near Hirschberg. He was in the anti-aircraft artillery. Things must have been quite relaxed and peaceful there during the last months of the war. He brought back the rather macabre saying, “Enjoy the war, peace will be terrible,” when we were together again. H. experienced the end of the war in a very drastic way. Shortly before May 8, a railway bridge was blown up nearby, completely pointlessly. Then came the day the war ended: brown shirts and other pieces of uniform, swastika flags and general staff maps floated in the river, swollen by meltwater from the Giant Mountains. The defeat of Nazi Germany could not have been more obvious. We children and teenagers, who did not grasp the historical significance of this event, had fun pulling these insignia of the Third Reich out of the water and spreading them out on the meadows along the riverbank. Soon after that day, we returned to our hometown. My father had cycled about 60 km towards Goldberg to assess the situation. The farm had been briefly occupied by Soviet troops. The hiding places in the chicken coop and barn, where canned food, household goods, and the leather drive belts for the threshing machine were to be kept out of reach of the “Russians,” had been quickly discovered and emptied by them. All the livestock had disappeared. But the farm was intact. The soldiers had thrown the mangle from upstairs of the house out of the window into the small pond. A dressing mirror stood in the yard, in which our foal later looked at itself in amazement. The H. family returned in mid-May 1945. The surrounding area was devastated. Corpses and animal carcasses spread a sweetish smell of decay in the already warm May air. The father had the sad duty of searching for his father. The search was unsuccessful. The body was not found and buried until 1946 by other residents who had remained in the town. Soon, father and brother used the remaining team of horses to plow the field for the first, albeit late, spring sowing in peace. But we did not harvest these oats. In the summer, a Pole took possession of the farm. Faced with the choice of working for the new master or leaving, the parents chose the second option. The H. family then found accommodation on the farm of a family of friends. A Polish militia officer and his family had settled there, and they tolerated the Germans, even treating them almost kindly.
    

  
    Postwar period

    The following months of 1945 saw a kind of dual rule. The large estates around the city were farmed and administered by the Soviet army. Germans had to work there, including H.’s father. H. no longer remembers how the family fed themselves at that time. He only remembers one incident clearly. The Polish family was allocated various foodstuffs at irregular intervals, sometimes a barrel of salted herring, sometimes a load of white bread. Then there was feasting, and the H. family also got some. It was a “Polish way,” as some Germans disparagingly called it at the time.

    Many Germans in the “eastern territories” wondered whether to stay or flee to foreign lands. After the Potsdam Conference (July/August 1945), whose decisions no one knew anything about, rumors began to spread that they would have to leave their homeland. Life in G., as in Silesia at the time, was characterized by chaos, arbitrariness, and a complete lack of state order. The Polish administration had not yet been established. But forced expulsion and displacement had already begun. There was no schooling either. Groups of children and young people passed the time roaming around the vicinity of the city, “robbing” and searching for live ammunition left behind, which they then set off in fires.

    In the documents of the Potsdam Conference, under “IX. Poland” on Silesia, it later read: “The heads of the three governments agree that, until the final determination of Poland’s western border, the former German territories east of the line running from the Baltic Sea immediately west of Swinemünde and from there along the Oder to the confluence of the Western Neisse and along the Western Neisse to the Czechoslovak border ... shall come under the administration of the Polish state and in this respect shall not be considered part of the Soviet occupation zone ...”

    
      It was hardly surprising that the newly settled Poles remained uncertain for many years and that the displaced Germans, encouraged by the activities of the expellee associations in West Germany, continued to dream of returning to the German “eastern territories” for a long time to come. His mother, energetic and pushing for a decision, had set off with a friend at the turn of 1945/46 to search for her father. He had “trekked” with his wife and other people from his village towards Saxony in early 1945 and had found refuge and land in a small Saxon town. He soon became a “Neubauer,” as the beneficiaries of land reform in the Soviet Occupation Zone (SBZ) were called. My mother returned from her daring “excursion” with this news. It was daring because women in those turbulent post-war times were at risk of being raped by Soviet soldiers. But she was lucky; nothing had happened to her. She returned with the firm decision to leave Silesia at all costs. She still had to convince her husband of this. Hesitant by nature and a long-considerer of all things, he found it very difficult to give up his Silesian homeland and thus the farm for good. The family did not feel that they had been directly displaced; rather, they had voluntarily yielded to the pressure of circumstances. With two handcarts, the family, accompanied by a single woman with a child, set off on the Breslau–Forst highway toward Neisse. That was in February 1946. The “refugees” sang the song 
      “Muss I’ denn, muss I’ denn zum Städtele hinaus”
       (Must I, must I leave the town) with gallows humor as they said goodbye. On the way, an armed Pole on horseback took some of the refugees’ belongings. He does not remember where and how they spent the night.
    

  
    New in Saxony

    
      Somehow, the family made it to 
      Forst
       
      an der Neisse,
       was loaded onto a freight train, and finally ended up as “resettlers” housed in makeshift accommodation in central Saxony, in a suburb of the small town of G. At that time, the Soviet occupation zone had coined this euphemistic term for the “refugees, the displaced people” (as they were henceforth called in the West). There, the grandfather was already working his 5 hectares of land reform land. The land had belonged to a so-called manor, which was expropriated and resettled as part of the land reform. The estate itself consisted of the manor house, large and, for the time, modern stables for cattle, horses, and pigs, as well as spacious barns. Close to the manor house stood the disused distillery, where alcohol was produced from potatoes. The buildings formed a spacious rectangle, open on two sides by gates. In the meantime, however, demolition of the farm buildings had already begun. In addition to the expropriation of the existing land (usually for estates larger than 100 hectares) and other inventory without compensation, farm buildings were demolished to obtain building materials. The only alternative left to the owners was to leave their estates and head west. The Soviet occupying power and the SED, which was forcibly founded in April 1946, also saw this as a symbolic act of uncompromising destruction of large-scale land-property. This also provided building materials for the construction of residential and farm buildings for the new farmers. An extensive rural construction program for the newly established small peasant-holdings had been launched. My father had joined the SPD in 1946 but soon left the party after the SPD and KPD were merged into the SED in April 1946 (with the “active” assistance of the Soviet occupying power), partly by force and partly with the honest intentions of some members.
    

  

Back to school


Soon H. was able to go back to school, once again in the first grade of an eight-grade village school, the August Bebel School. After starting school in Silesia in 1944, he had lost an entire school year due to the war and resettlement. The school was a solid pre-war brick building with a schoolyard, sports field, and sufficient classrooms—good conditions for the immediate post-war period. Mostly young teachers approached their work with enthusiasm. It is still surprising today how, under precarious post-war conditions, the school managed to teach the boys and girls the essential knowledge and skills they would need for later life. The simplest writing materials were lacking, so first graders still had to write on slate boards with slate pencils. Soon, however, there were fountain pens with glass nibs, pencils, and even notebooks and books were then available in sufficient amount.












My school class in 1949 

[image: a group of children sitting on a bench]

 






At that time, school was the most important point of reference for children after their parents’ home. There were not many distractions, especially not things that would have impaired their willingness to learn and their academic performance, such as television, computer games, etc., as is the case today. Whenever H. wasn’t called upon to do small chores on the farm or work in the fields, there was enough time for homework and recreation after school. At that time, the school kept silkworms, which was probably a remnant of the war economy, when the raw material was needed for the 

Luftwaffe’s

 parachutes. In the school’s sports hall, there were wire mesh racks on which the fat silkworms wriggled and devoured the leaves of the mulberry tree. In those years, pupils also had to help fight the Colorado potato beetle, which seriously threatened the harvest of potatoes, the most important staple food at the time. But this also turned into a political campaign, because the imperialist enemy had allegedly dropped this voracious pest over the Soviet Occupation Zone. The 

Colorado beetle 

did come from the USA, but it probably reached Europe, and ultimately Germany, during or after the war with potato imports – the pretty beetle and its voracious larvae knew no zone boundaries. In any case, there were no chemical means of control. So, the students were sent out to hunt for beetles. The state authorities were serious about this, because the students received a small amount of money for the beetles and larvae they collected. Some teachers still resorted to physical punishment from time to time to assert their authority. Occasional beatings on the inside of the outstretched hand with a stick or a “slap in the face” still occurred. But otherwise, things were quite civilized and orderly in the “democratic” school. Teachers were respected and often loved by their students. There were also discipline problems, but at that time they were usually solved by simple means (standing in the corner, leaving the classroom, informing the parents). Our teachers achieved good learning results with a few simple teaching aids and traditional frontal teaching . Class and homework essays had either quite naive or highly politicized topics, e.g., “Leaves are falling,” “Why traffic regulations?”, “Silent Night, Holy Night,” “10 Minutes at the Window,” “Our Classroom,” but also “May 1, the Day of Struggle...,” “The Colorado Potato Beetle, a Pest of Our Economy,” “One Year of the German Democratic Republic,” “The Five-Year Plan Ensures a Better Life,” “Why Am I a Friend of the Soviet Union?” Censorship was based on form, content, linguistic expression, and spelling; the teacher’s corrections were always written in red ink. The graded class tests had to be signed by a parent. This way, parents were informed about their children’s learning successes or problems.






Very soon, school meals were introduced on a modest scale. Shortly after the war, people were starving in Germany, especially in the industrial region of Saxony. It started with small, initially dry rye rolls. Then there were white rolls with a dollop of jam hidden inside. Milk was also later distributed to schoolchildren, initially as “blue” milk, i.e., skimmed milk. The school did not have its own kitchen. Hot lunches had to be brought in buckets from the town school. The mayor solved the transport problem pragmatically: every farmer in the village had to provide transport services. The green food buckets – there were no thermos containers at that time – were carted from the town school to our school, and then the empty ones had to be taken back to the town. That was just 2 km each way. When it was his father’s turn, H. was entrusted with this task. Every two or three weeks, he had to be excused from class to harness one of the oxen and thus contribute to the “food security” of his classmates. The meals were often stews with peas, noodles, potatoes with a sparing amount of bacon or meat, mashed potatoes with sauerkraut and blood sausage, or macaroni with some kind of sauce. It tasted good; the eaters were not spoiled and always had an appetite. H.’s sandwiches, topped with butter, sausage, or lard, were better than usual thanks to his family’s livestock farming. Sometimes he shared them with others. The farmer’s son also brought a packet of sausage and boiled pork for the teacher after the winter slaughter. It didn’t serve to improve his grades. Even before October 7, 1949, when the second German state was founded, the Pioneer Organization was created. It wasn’t really “brought to life”; it was introduced into school life from above. Like most of his schoolmates, H. was also a member. Did his parents have any objections? Probably not. Here, too, the Soviet model was followed; a unified children’s organization was needed. The cult of personality surrounding Stalin and the glorification of Soviet science and culture increasingly shaped school life. But the schoolchildren were not consciously aware of this. It was just the way it was. Soon there was a 

stengazeta

, as a wall newspaper is called in Russian. In it, the students dealt not only with political issues, but also with topics from biology, history, and geography with handwritten articles and cut-out newspaper photos. From the 5

th

 grade onwards, H. was allowed to learn Russian. He even had a knack for this first foreign language. But despite eight years of Russian lessons up to his high school graduation and very good grades, like other students, he did not achieve much in terms of fluency. Was it because of the rather complicated grammar? Certainly, but also because of the methodology, which placed too much emphasis on mastering grammar. In general, interest in learning Russian was rather low. This was not so much due to the Cyrillic alphabet, which had to be mastered first. Rather, a certain aversion to the “Russians” played a role, who, contrary to the official line, were not perceived by many as “liberators.” Western propaganda did the rest. At that time, there was hardly any contact with the natural speakers of the language, who were the soldiers of the occupying power.




The parents quickly received a plot of land as new farmers. They were also allocated some livestock, possibly a draft ox. They lived in makeshift rooms in the manor’s distillery building. The late winter of 1945/46 was very cold. But then, in the fall of 1946, the distillery went back into operation and cozy warmth, spiced with the “aroma” of alcohol and mash, filled the family’s makeshift quarters. How did the parents manage to rebuild their lives from practically nothing after losing their home and all their possessions after the war? This was the fate of millions. The local administration, often pressured by the Soviet occupying power, had to provide food, clothing, and shelter with minimal resources. This was sometimes easier in rural areas. But even there, the many “refugees” or “resettlers” had to be taken care of. They were not exactly welcome. The “refugees” had to be “quartered” at that time, were assigned to large apartments or houses, and the long-time residents had to move closer together to make room for them. The local population also mocked the fact that the refugees liked to talk about how well they had lived in their old homeland and what possessions they had left behind.


In these early post-war years, there was much hardship and deprivation in densely populated Saxony, as in the rest of Germany. People were starving. In addition, 1947 was a particularly dry and hot year. The harvest was poor, partly resulting from the war economy during the Hitler era. There was a shortage of fertilizer, draft animals, and equipment. People went to the fields near their homes to collect ears of grain from the harvested plots and dig up potatoes. This allowed them to supplement their meager food ration cards. The children had to help. Where possible, people kept rabbits. The children cut green fodder from the roadsides with sickles or gathered it from the forest. Those who were lucky enough to have their own small garden were happy. People also stole cherries, plums, pears, and apples from orchards as well as  potato tubers, cabbages, fodder beets, and ripe ears of grain from the fields. That is why the local administration organized “field protection.” Many people crowded into the few trains that were running again on “hamster trips”. People stood on the outer running boards and clung to the handrails, even on the buffers.




Some people had something to barter, in rare cases these were valuables, such as carpets, pianos, good clothing, silk stockings, or leather shoes. Many came to the farmers because they were begging for a few potatoes, some grain, flour, skimmed milk, even potato peelings. Anything edible was accepted. The farmers were reluctant to give anything away because they had to deliver most of their produce to the state at fixed prices. This part of production formed the basis for supplying the urban population with all kinds of food. Private retailers, and later increasingly state retailers, sold rationed foods. Due to the inevitable black-market trading, the food trade was also strictly controlled. The sections of the food ration cards cut off with scissors had to be stuck onto cardboard by the shopkeepers and served as proof of the proper sale of food on the “card.” An indispensable foodstuff at that time was the syrup that my mother extracted from home-grown sugar beets. First, the beets were cleaned, chopped, and steamed. Once the beet mass was soft enough, it was placed in a permeable sack inside a cylindrical container. The walls of this cylinder were formed by wooden slats attached to a metal frame with gaps between them. Above the cylinder was a circular wooden piston that could be moved downwards by means of a rotating spindle to press the sugar juice out of the soft beet mass. The juice then ran through a metal collection device into waiting vessels. The collected sugar juice was then boiled in the already heated washing kettle until the syrup reached the desired brown color and consistency. According to H.’s recollection, his mother produced so much syrup in the fall that it lasted throughout the year. There was a lack of warm clothing and sturdy shoes. However, some items were obtained through self-help. Jackets and pants were tailored from uniform coats. Old knitwear was “raked up” and new items (sweaters, scarves, hats, and gloves) were knitted from the wool. Leather shoes were a rarity. Country children usually went to school barefoot in the summer. But wooden clogs and “clapper sandals” (wooden sandals), and in winter wooden shoes (leather on top, wooden soles on the bottom) had to do at that time. Felt and leather boots for the winter only gradually became available again, unless people still had “peace goods.” H. remembers the 

Igelit

 shoes, which did not keep her feet warm and made them sweat so much in the warmer months that they burned and stank terribly when she took them off. 

Igelit 

was a plastic from the war years that was completely unsuitable as a shoe material. Some farmers, especially the wealthier ones, took advantage of the plight of the city dwellers to exchange valuables (carpets, porcelain, cutlery, pianos, leather boots, and the like) for a side of bacon, a pound of butter, or a sack of potatoes. This brought them into disrepute with the rest of the population. It was said that some farmers had so many carpets that they covered the floor of the cowshed. That was an exaggeration, of course. The piano for H.’s lessons also came from this bartering. However, by “escaping” from Silesia, the parents had lost almost everything they needed to live, apart from food: furniture, table and bed linen, outerwear, footwear. So they had to barter for many things that could not be obtained by other means, e.g., via the “clothing card.”




Every farm had to meet its “quota” of plant and animal products for the state purchasing agencies. Failure to do so was severely punished. State inspectors checked what supplies and livestock were available. There were regular state livestock counts. The dairy delivered skimmed milk, quark, low-fat cheese, and butter in return for the milk delivered daily. Once, an inspector caught my mother secretly churning butter. However, as “self-sufficient” farmers with no entitlement to food ration cards, the farmers did not suffer from food shortages. Life on the farmyard was not luxurious; meat, sausage, and eggs were not abundant, but they were available regularly, and there was no shortage of bread, potatoes, vegetables, and fruit.



    Lease and large-scale farmer

    
      The father apparently found the new farm with six hectares of arable land too small to be able to develop his full potential. Thus, in spring 1947, he managed to lease a larger farm in the neighboring village. With 22 hectares, the peasant farmer became a large farmer. According to the classification at the time, there were small farmers (up to 10 hectares), medium-sized farmers (10–20 hectares), and large farmers (20–100 hectares). The leased farm with its buildings, fields, meadows, and existing livestock was quite “run down”. This was certainly due to the owner’s absence during and after the war (imprisonment in the NKVD camp in Mühlberg/Elbe), but also to the war itself, as much was taken from the soil, but little was put into it. The landlady, a gaunt, gray-haired, somewhat haggard, and quarrelsome woman, lived on the upper floor of the spacious house. The tenant family occupied the remaining rooms on the upper floor (none of which could be heated, but fortunately located above the cowshed, which took up about two-thirds of the area of the residential building) and the other rooms downstairs: a spacious kitchen, a living room, the “parlor,” and the hallway. The farmyard was enclosed by a barn, a side building with living quarters in one half and the pigsty in the other, and the horse stable with storage space. At the rear, between the house and the horse stable, was the gate, behind which a dirt road led to meadows and fields. A paved path led to the main road, where the “milk ramp” was also located. Every day, the full milk cans had to be taken there for the 
      “
      milk truck
      ”
       to transport to the dairy and picked up in the afternoon, either empty or filled with returned skimmed milk. The latter was often H.’s job.
    

    
      The house and farm buildings were in poor condition. Most of the fields were heavily infested with weeds, especially couch grass. After years of depletion, the soil did not yield much, because with each harvest more nutrients and organic matter were removed than were replenished by mineral and organic fertilizers. However, this changed as his father helped with plenty of manure and the allocated mineral fertilizer. In the years right after the war, farming in the former Soviet Occupation Zone, new and old farmers, small, medium, and large farmers alike, were fully integrated into the state-controlled economy. This had already been the case under Hitler. There were cultivation and delivery plans dictated by the Government. The “target” was the top priority. Compliance was controlled and enforced by the state. The following excerpt from the foreword to the 1951 pocket calendar of the newspaper “
      Der Freie Bauer” 
      illustrates how the government’s agricultural policy was communicated to farmers at the time and made palatable to them.
    

    Farmers! The first year of our German Democratic Republic’s five-year plan sets the following main tasks for agriculture: increasing yields per hectare, increasing livestock numbers, and improving livestock performance... You have exceeded the two-year plan. The government and the people of the GDR thank you for this. Your farms have been consolidated, the fields and pastures have improved, and the livestock in your barns is impressive. You have been able to meet your delivery obligations and have thus ensured the nutrition of the population of our Republic... You are being given the opportunity to make increasing use of the results of agricultural research, especially that of the Soviet researchers Mitschurin and Lyssenko... When you consider all this, it will become clear to you that your life in 1951 must continue to improve and become more meaningful. But these advances are the result of the alliance between workers, working farmers, and intellectuals... Only in this way could our peaceful principles be realized and the friendly trust of the socialist Soviet Union and its great statesman, the leader of the world proletariat, Generalissimo Stalin, be won... This friendship has brought us into the great peace front of the Soviet Union, which protects our country against Anglo-American imperialism and its German henchmen and supports the struggle of the National Front for the restoration of the national unity of our fatherland, for a just peace treaty, and for the withdrawal of the occupying forces...

    How else but through the diligence of the farmers, backed by coercion, pressure, and threats from an administration beholden to the Soviet occupying power, could the basic food supply for the population—at that time, about 18 million people lived in the Soviet Occupation Zone—be ensured? Nevertheless, food was diverted, ended up on the black market, and was also spoiled because the administration issued unrealistic orders. Barns were also broken into at night to transport live animals away by truck. The Government imposed cultivation plans and delivery quotas on farmers, which were based on the size of the farm and the quality of the soil. Farmers then had to sell the corresponding quantities of plant and animal products to the state at fixed prices. Any additional products, unless consumed by the farm itself or used in its own livestock farming, were also delivered to the state at higher prices as “free surpluses.” In the early post-war years, the cultivation plan included rye, wheat, barley, and oats, as well as rapeseed, potatoes, and sugar beets, along with all kinds of other crops that were very labor-intensive to grow and harvest and seemed almost exotic. These also included tobacco, medicinal, aromatic, and spice plants (e.g., marjoram, caraway, peppermint), poppies, flax, carrots, white and red cabbage, and red beets. I remember the laborious harvest of poppies. The ripe capsules were cut by hand in the field, collected and, after drying, broken in a hand-operated potato crusher (which was otherwise used to crush steamed potatoes for pig feed), thus yielding the tiny seeds. The poppy seeds were processed into baking poppy but were also intended for the pharmaceutical industry; drug abuse was not a concern at that time. Propagation crops (clover, grasses, alfalfa) also had to be cultivated. At that time, agriculture was indeed very diversified, but it involved an enormous amount of manual labor. Two horses and two draft oxen were used for the necessary plowing, tending, harvesting, and transport work. There was also a silver-gray ox with wide horns, which must have come to Saxony from Italy because of the war. We called him “Mussolini.” Twelve dairy cows, young cattle, and calves were kept in the barn, along with about 20 pigs, including two sows. Fifty hens with roosters, as well as ducks, geese, and turkeys made up the poultry stock. A few pigeons also fluttered around.

    
      Most of the mouths had to be fed during the peak work periods in summer and fall. In those years, the State wanted the bread grain delivered as early as possible. Accordingly, the rye or wheat was not “brought in” to the barn (for threshing in late fall or winter) as usual, but the sheaves ended up on a large field stack. There, the grain was threshed very quickly using a mobile threshing machine provided by the State, powered by a tractor with a pulley. This involved a considerable amount of work. The sheaves on the large stack had to be fed to the “thresher” with a two-pronged fork, who cut the binding twine and placed them in the threshing box. The straw and chaff had to be collected, and the sacks of threshed grain had to be weighed to a specific weight (75 kg) and sealed. More people were needed for loading and transport. Seasonal workers were therefore hired; there were enough of them, because even people from the nearby town, still employed elsewhere, were attracted by the food and perhaps a few goods in kind as payment. For lunch and afternoon snacks, my mother had to prepare enormous quantities of stew with meat, bread with butter, liver sausage, lard, and “
      Muckefuck
      ,” the malt coffee that was popular at the time. My father was not very enthusiastic about the practice of early threshing (for which the Government even paid premiums). The storage space in the attic of the house, where other supplies were stored and later also the tobacco leaves strung on strings were dried, was not sufficient. Consequently, the threshed grain, which was often still too moist, was taken to sheds and floors in the nearby town. One of H.’s tasks were to “shovel” the grains several times to prevent mold and spoilage. When the sheaves of grain, arranged in long rows of squats or dolls, were brought in, the “ear pickers” crowded into the field. The bread rations at that time were not enough, so the grains removed from the ears were sometimes ground in a hand coffee grinder to make flour soup. This also helped to calm the children’s hunger.
    

    The potato harvest began in September and lasted until October. This required many hands. The tubers were lifted out of the ridges with a “potato slingshot” and thrown up for collection. Spread evenly across the length of the field, the harvest workers collected the potatoes in round wicker baskets, row by row. The filled baskets were then either tipped into larger baskets or emptied directly into the waiting box trucks. After the “spun” potatoes from one field had been picked up, the field was raked and combed through to get the last tubers out. In those years of famine, numerous “potato pickers” (mainly women and children) besieged the field and waited impatiently for the harvest operation to end. Sometimes the fields were literally stormed before the final harrowing. Then the people set about digging the last potatoes out of the field with hand hoes. Towards evening, at the end of such a potato harvest day, the full carts were driven to the farm, where they were unloaded into either a cellar or an earth mound. Unloading often continued into the darkness. Later, the tubers were sorted using a hand-operated sorting machine. This resulted in potatoes for delivery and personal use, seed potatoes for the next harvest, and (small and damaged) feed potatoes. This involved moving many filled baskets.

    In general, everyday life on a farm at that time was characterized by a lot of hard work from spring to late autumn. Today, H. wonders how it was all managed. His mother was most burdened with the traditional role of a farmer’s wife, with work in the household (washing clothes by hand, tending the garden, looking after small livestock, cleaning the living quarters, stocking supplies), in the barn, and in the fields. She therefore needed more sleep than his father. H. often heard him calling out loudly, “Elly,” when it was time to milk the cows in the morning and his mother didn’t want to get out of bed. I think my mother had a constant sleep deficit. That’s why she needed “her coffee,” which was difficult to obtain in the early post-war years. But bartering was flourishing, and luxury items such as coffee, cigarettes, and alcoholic beverages could be obtained in exchange for food.

    My father did not know how to milk by hand; he only had to learn it many years later, during the LPG era, but only for udder stimulation, and milking-out, because the new barn for 200 dairy cows where he worked had a pipe milking system. On our leased farm, my mother and two young women who were employed there did the morning and evening milking. Meanwhile, the barn also had to be mucked out, freshly bedded down, and green fodder or, in winter, hay, beets, and silage had to be fed to the animals. My father took care of feeding the horses and pigs. The preparation and administration of pig feed, mostly consisting of steamed potatoes, grain meal, and bran, also fell within his area of responsibility. In the spring and summer months, green fodder (mostly clover or meadow grass) also had to be mowed in the morning, at least every other day, loaded onto the cart, and brought to the farm. Breakfast was then eaten together after the animals had been fed.

    The tenant farm had no pasture nearby, and electric fences did not yet exist. Therefore, H. had the tedious task of herding the cows in the spring and summer, sometimes before school started, during the school-free summer holidays anyway, and then in the fall, often in the afternoon until it was almost dark. Even driving the herd out to the pastures was laborious. It took several people to lead the animals along dirt roads or the (then little-used) road past other farmers’ grains, beets, or vegetable fields to the designated meadow or pasture. From May to October (sometimes even longer), the cows grazed in the pastures, often in the nearby meadows, but in the fall also in fields with stubble clover and other fodder plants. Forage was scarce, so every available area (stubble fields with clover under-sown, harvested beet fields, meadows) had to be grazed until November. Sometimes H. had a little company when a school friend came along. Often a fire was lit from dry potato tops and wood to roast potatoes.

    Whether thanks to family connections or the RIAS radio broadcast – H. doesn’t know for sure – his father traveled to West Berlin at that time for the traditional “Green Week,” which always took place in January. He was not deterred by the occasional checks on the train to Berlin. He just wanted to see what was new in the field of agriculture. He didn’t talk much about his impressions of the “Green Week.” I only remember that he once brought back wonderfully fragrant smoked herring “from the West” (Berlin), a rarity at the time. Perhaps our mother also told us at the time: “You have to eat this with reason.” That’s what she said when there was something very special to eat that had been bought in the store to enjoy. She used the word “reason” instead of “pleasure.”

    
      In January 1990, I visited the International Green Week (IGW) for the first time
      . 
      Before that, it had been impossible. The Berlin Wall had come down in the fall of 1989, and as an employee of the still-existing GDR Ministry of Agriculture, I also received a free ticket. I was certainly impressed by the incredibly rich assortment of highly refined agricultural products at the time. At that time, for us from the East, it was more of a “food and drink fair” than an agricultural trade show (which it still is, however). 
      The world’s largest trade fair still attracts many visitors, but now exhibitors rarely offer free food; most items must be purchased. 
      Later, my wife and I lost interest in the IGW again, especially since we worked in Bonn until 2000. In addition, the Ministry only covered travel expenses if you had an official assignment. But in 2001 and 2002, I experienced the IGW for the first time on official business. After my transfer to the Berlin office of the Federal Ministry, I was the protocol officer and had a lot to do in connection with the reception for foreign guest delegations, the East-West Agricultural Forum, and other activities. My last big boss from my time at the GDR Agricultural Academy (AdL), the former president Prof. Dr. S., who was usually present at the East-West Agricultural Forum, greeted me at the time, already slightly tipsy, as “Ms. Federal Minister´s (from the Green Party) Master of Ceremonies.” Yes, I would never have dreamed of something like that happening ten years earlier.
    

    
      A note on S.: I only knew him for a short time as AdL President; he had taken over this high office from his predecessor, Prof. Dr. R., in 1987. He had been the top student from the GDR at the Timiryazev Academy in Moscow in the 1960s, where he had earned his doctorate at the same time as his diploma. Later, he worked in the State Secretariat for Higher and Technical Education and as a part-time lecturer at Humboldt University (HUB). His specialization in phytopathology and plant protection led him to the AdL, where he initially became director of the Aschersleben Institute and later rose to become vice president, first vice president, and director of plant production research at the AdL. As the third and last president of the AdL, he was also a member of the Central Committee. I remember him as an incredibly hard-working, intelligent, internationally renowned agricultural scientist who was committed to agricultural practice. A scientist through and through, he will not have agreed with some of the agricultural policy decisions made by the all-knowing Party, but there was certainly nothing he could do to change that. He had a close, trusting relationship with his colleagues, of whom there were many. I once accompanied him on a business trip to Egypt. The end of the academy in 1991, shortly before its 40
      th
       anniversary, must have hit him hard. He was not without his critics. But like many others, he stands as an example of the serious and successful research that was carried out in the GDR, contrary to the preconceived opinion of some people in the West that GDR science was nothing more than propaganda and politics. But he did not give up. Now on his own, he published in his field of expertise, worked as a consultant in Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine (also for West German agrochemical companies), and published university textbooks with Russian colleagues (financially supported, incidentally, by the Federal Ministry of Agriculture, BML) when agricultural education in Russia was in ruins. I first met him again after 1991 by chance at Krausenstraße 38/39 (as mentioned, the AdL headquarters) when I was visiting former colleagues there. I wanted to see my little study again, and when I opened the door, the former AdL president was sitting in my seat. When I asked him about it, he replied with the utmost matter-of-factness: “I work here.” Later, I was sometimes able to help him obtain agricultural information (which I brought with me from Rome from the FAO) and occasionally translate short texts into English. S. had an almost immeasurable “need for paper” (for the purposes of his never-ending work). In 2008, he fell seriously ill and was no longer able to find the time and energy to finish writing his “memoirs,” which he had already begun. I will never forget him.
    

    During his childhood, H. often visited Grandpa Richard and Grandma Agnes, who ran their new farm until the 1950s. Their new farm consisted of an older house, which had been extended to include stables, and a solid barn built as part of the land reform construction program. Grandpa Richard was talkative and spirited. I remember a simple radio (it was probably the “Goebbels-Schnauze” that had been brought back from Silesia) that stood on the cupboard in the kitchen and played beautiful German folk songs on Sunday afternoons. Grandma Agnes was a black-haired, later gray-haired, rather small and plump woman who also cooked quite hearty and rich meals. Father and grandfather also supported each other in running their farms. So, there was constant contact, especially since my mother had her biological father back in her neighborhood. Family celebrations were celebrated together. When his sister was baptized in the spring of 1949 and his brother was confirmed at the same time, their grandfather gave them each a calf as a gift. They were beautiful, almost entirely black twin calves that grew into magnificent heifers and later, as young cows, produced good milk yields.

    
      One episode with Grandpa Richard remained particularly memorable for H. as a “striking key experience.” On a sunny summer morning, he was still a little sleepy as he walked near his grandfather’s house and did not notice him. He wanted to trot past him without saying hello. He couldn’t even think as quickly as his grandfather slapped him across the face. Now it was clear: never forget to say hello. But otherwise, Grandfather Richard was fond of his grandson; he appreciated good academic results and, after H. had already learned to play the piano a little, he gave him a wonderful 12-bass accordion of the 
      “Hohner
      ” brand, which he had also “traded” for food. Grandpa Richard was a successful farmer. The fact that he achieved particularly good potato yields on his field by the standards of the time certainly had nothing to do with the saying: 
      The dumbest farmer harvests the biggest potatoes.
       He understood his trade in the open air. H. can still see him plowing with his team of oxen. To his wife’s chagrin, beer and schnapps sometimes kept him too long at the nearby 
      “Karpfenschänke
      ” tavern, where he enjoyed long drinking sessions. He was a skilled talker and debater, certainly also of “big” politics. With a special skill, he once helped my father and certainly other farmers in need: he knew how to perform a rumen puncture, i.e., he knew where to insert the trocar to save bloated cows.
    

  
    Becoming a member of the St. Thomas Choir?

    
      As a child and later, H. had quite a good singing voice. Singing folk songs was still very common at that time. He sang in the school choir. There was also good music instruction, in which singing still played an important role. His mother, impressed by her son’s modest talent, had heard about the Leipzig St. Thomas Choir and the annual auditions for this world-famous boys’ choir held in the trade fair city. She obviously wanted H. to become a member of the choir. So, she took her son to Leipzig for the preliminary audition. This audition, for that was all the initial assessment of his “vocal material” could be, took place at the St. Thomas School in Leipzig. There must have been 200 or 300 boys between the ages of six and ten gathered there with their mothers and fathers. The Thomaskantor himself, Prof. Günther Ramin, also a renowned organist, conducted the audition. H. was requested to approach the grand piano at which the strict cantor was seated. Asked to sing a melody, he began singing “
      Heideröslein
      ,” a song familiar to the examinee. He did not finish, because Ramin immediately recognized that H. had already gone through puberty. Thus, this attempt to enter the realm of the noble art of singing failed.
    

    H. had already been introduced to instrumental music earlier. As was customary in the countryside at the time, even the children of wealthy farmers received piano lessons. His parents, who were not rich, were able to exchange food for a piano. So, the ten-year-old received piano lessons. The teacher was an elegant figure in the eyes of a boy, with black hair, well dressed, and a Saxon accent. She was also the local dance teacher; his brother took “dance lessons” with her. In the first few months of lessons, she still came to our farm; she was initially paid in kind. The fee in the form of milk, butter, or eggs was welcome. The piano lessons took place in the “parlor.” Martha K. used very vivid examples to help her pupil understand the different note values. H. was not yet familiar with fractions. So, she went into the kitchen and came back with a large potato and a knife. The tuber, she explained, was the “whole note.” Then she cut it in half: two half notes were created, which, after being divided again, resulted in quarter notes. It was not necessary to go as far as eighth and sixteenth notes. Soon, however, the home lessons came to an end. Now H. marched to his piano lessons once a week, carrying a leather briefcase with his sheet music under his arm. Now she was paid two marks. In the summer, he usually went barefoot, as shoes were in short supply. Martha also taught her pupil a few rules of etiquette. Now H. had to prove how diligently he had practiced at home. Other duties at home besides schoolwork or simply a lack of diligence prevented his piano skills from flourishing. He could play simple folk songs and a few so-called salon pieces reasonably well. Then at Christmas, in the cozy circle of his parents, siblings, and grandparents, H. was allowed to prove himself when Christmas carols were sung. However, he did not get very far on this instrument. But now he could read music, his interest in music had been awakened, a gain for later life.

  
    Now back to the own farm

    
      After the lease expired in 1952, my parents bought a farm in the neighboring district of 
      Döbeln
      , in a village of about 5 km from the district capital. With 16 hectares, they were now medium-sized farmers. In addition to the purchase price of 32,000 marks, they had to provide services in kind to the former owners as part of the compensation called “
      Ausgedinge”
       (free accommodation, certain quantities of milk, eggs, potatoes, etc.), which was still common practice at the time. The decision to buy was made in the summer of 1952, when the 2
      nd
       SED party conference under Ulbricht’s leadership had decided to “systematically lay the foundations of socialism” in the GDR. This also marked the beginning of the collectivization of agriculture. Agricultural production cooperatives (LPG) were now being established on a supposedly voluntary basis. This new venture by the parents was thus politically ill-fated. Was the father aware of this? Seven years after their “escape,” my parents’ dream of farming their own land had come true. But for how long? The move to O. with a few pieces of furniture, everyday items, tools, and some livestock took place between Christmas and New Year’s Eve 1952 taking several trips. There was no moving company to help them. Everything had to be transported at a distance of about 30 km with their own horse-drawn cart. The last trip with the horse-drawn cart on the cold winter day of New Year’s Day 1953 brought the family and their household goods to their new destination. Looking back, it is astonishing how they managed this move. Settling into unfamiliar surroundings in the cold of winter needed a great deal of strength. As was the case immediately after the war, when the family came to Saxony as “refugees,” they were not welcomed with open arms in the village of O. either. The H. family were initially strangers and, moreover, Silesians, not Saxons, except for the sister born in 1949.
    

    The farmstead was in the middle of the village, which had a population of about 300 at the time. These were farming families and so-called cottagers. The house, with its crumbling clay half-timbering and roof in need of repair, was typical of post-war village standards, far from comfortable but still with enough room for a family of five. The living area in the basement consisted of a two-part, dark and cool hallway. A door led from it to the cowshed. The hallway also had a brick basin with water flowing in from the “natural pipe.” Here, in hot weather, the freshly milked milk was cooled in 20-liter cans. The hallway led to the kitchen and pantry. Immediately to the left of the kitchen door was the “steamer,” where hot water was prepared. Next to it stood the washing boiler, which was important both for doing the laundry and for slaughtering pigs. The “steamer” protruded into the “small parlor,” which was usually nice and warm. The now unused piano stood there; later, my parents (finally) installed a bathtub with an electric boiler there. Between the kitchen and the “small parlor” was the rather small living room, which was heated by a tiled stove. The kitchen, with its coal stove and sink, as well as a cupboard built into the thick foundation wall, dining table, and chairs, was also quite cramped, but had to meet the requirements of the time. The house was cool in summer, cold in winter, and always a bit damp. Upstairs, there were several bedrooms, the apartment for the former owners, and at the end of the long corridor, the outhouse, which was connected to the cow barn’s cesspool via a steep downpipe. It was not pleasant to stay there either in the warm season (odour) or in winter because of the cold air coming up. The rooms on the upper floor, except for the apartment mentioned, could not be heated. H.’s bedroom with a window facing the courtyard (east side) was very cold in winter. When it froze, ice crystals glistened on the walls in the morning and the windowpane was almost frozen shut. The side building housed the horse-stable and the sheep pen. Then there was a passageway with a gate that led to the village. On the east side of the farmstead, which was bordered by a fieldstone wall against the slope (below the slope were the villagers’ allotments), stood the tool shed and the poultry house. Behind the stable building was the kitchen garden, one of my mother’s domains. On the sunny side of the building wall, a few grapevines climbed upwards. After warm summers, there were a few sweet grapes from our own harvest, a rarity in childhood and youth.

    All in all, the new farm was not the best choice, but the arable land and grassland yielded decent returns at the time when properly managed. An orchard with apples, pear, and plum trees was located directly behind the barn. A meadow stretched towards the village road, which was used for hay making and as pasture for the cows. The field and a meadow (approx. 14 hectares) were in a parcel of land near the edge of the village. The soil (loamy) was of medium fertility (soil rating 52). With 16 hectares, the father was now a medium-sized farmer, in contrast to the former leasehold, which had made him a large farmer with 22 hectares. These differences played a significant economic role, as the delivery quota and the rates charged by the machine rental station (MAS) were differentiated according to the size of the farm. Large farmers had to bear the higher burdens. They were only tolerated by the SED’s agricultural policy if they fulfilled their obligations to the state; they were considered potential opponents (like the “kulaks” in Stalin’s empire) of the system, which became increasingly apparent from 1952 onwards during the so-called collectivization of agriculture. Many of these large farms were abandoned by their owners. They left the GDR via the still open window of West Berlin for the “golden” West. These farms were then called “devastated farms”; most of them were absorbed into the newly founded LPG.

  
    Village life

    There was still a blacksmith’s shop in the middle of the village at that time. The master blacksmith, a tall, bony man, knew his craft. H. particularly remembers the horseshoeing he did professionally on the horses of the farmers in the village and the surrounding area. In addition to horseshoeing, the blacksmith repaired the agricultural equipment and horse-drawn carriages that were common at the time. The farmers brought their plowshares to be sharpened. They were heated in the fire, then worked on the anvil and finally ground. I can still see the blacksmith standing at the anvil and the glowing forge, wearing his coarse leather apron that reached down to his work boots. He gave up his trade in the 1950s due to his age. The trades of wheelwright and cartwright, saddler, cooper, tailor, and shoemaker also came to an end under the influence of political and social developments and increasing mechanization in agriculture.

    Later, a KONSUM grocery store was set up in the village. There was a post office, to which the mail truck delivered and picked up mail every day (except Sundays). Later, the mail truck could also transport two or three passengers to the town, as there was no bus service. People walked to the nearby town, used bicycles, and later, a few had mopeds or motorcycles. In the 1950s, only two or three farming families owned a car. The post office also housed the village’s only public telephone. There were only two private connections. Urgent messages were sent and received by telegram, the post office manager and mail carrier, also ran the small village library, from which my mother borrowed books to read, especially during the winter months. But she also kept an eye on what H. was reading. The reason: she found an erotic passage in the novel “The Masters of the Beach” by the Brazilian author Jorge Amado that she felt was not suitable for me. At that time, any erotic depiction in words or pictures was taboo for children and young people, even though we could see with our own eyes how sexual reproduction took place through the farm animals we kept. Children were taken away by their parents when a stud horse (also called a “breeding stallion”) or a bull was about to “mount” a mare or a cow on a farm. At that time, children and young people received hardly any sex education, neither at home from their parents nor later at school, not even in high school.

    By today’s standards, the hygienic conditions in an old farmhouse at that time were still quite modest. Before a bathtub with a hot water boiler was installed in the house, H. had his bath on Saturday evenings in the hallway of the cowshed. A zinc bathtub was set up, filled with buckets of hot water, and the weekly cleaning began. It was indeed a somewhat cozy environment, with the well-fed cows as witnesses to his need for cleanliness. They sometimes turned their heads in surprise and mooed softly. In the summer, when H. came in from the fields sweaty and dusty, he would sometimes wash himself with cold water outside the front door using a hose.

    In the eight years of independent farming – which came to an end in the “socialist spring” of 1960 – his parents worked hard to advance the business and earn a decent income. His father had probably realized right away that some investments were necessary. He had an electric pump in the well-shaft, and a pressure tank installed in the house to stabilize the water supply for the house and barn. The “natural water pipe” was no longer sufficient. A feed kitchen was added to the barn to make it easier to prepare pig feed. An electric slurry pump was purchased, followed later by a small can milking machine for the ten dairy cows.

    
      Buying a tractor was out of the question. It would have been affordable, but with the mechanization of agriculture in the GDR, priority was given to the MAS (later 
      Maschinen
      -
      Traktoren-Station
      , 
      MTS
      ), the state farms, and the emerging collective farms (LPG). The state, which was committed to large-scale socialist agriculture, did not want to support individual farmers in this direction. So they had to make do with the machines and equipment that had been taken over when the farm was purchased, i.e., several plows, harrows, rollers, a planting hole machine (which was used to mark the holes for the subsequent manual planting of seed potatoes in two rows), hilling and other cultivation equipment for root crops, a seed drill, a fertilizer spreader, a reaper-and-binder, a grass mower, and several box trucks that could be converted into ladder trucks for harvesting grain or hay. In the barn, there was a threshing machine with a baler. Otherwise, there were all kinds of implements and tools for the numerous heavy manual tasks in the barn and in the fields: manure and hay forks, scythes and sickles, wheelbarrows (mainly for mucking out the stables), hoes for tending potato and beet crops, and implements for harvesting sugar beets by hand. At least the father had a rubber-tired flatbed wagon, which made it easier to transport goods from the field to the farm, but also to the town (to the train station, to the VEAB – the state purchasing company – and to the BHG, the delivery cooperative for mineral fertilizers, coal, and other inputs).
    

    
      Parents managed their farms with this basic equipment; the situation was similar for other farmers, although smallholders were even more dependent on the services of the state machine rental station. But the farmers also helped each other out with draft animals and equipment – spontaneously, not just in an organized manner through the Mutual Farmers’ Aid Association (
      VdgB)
      . At that time, for example, winter plowing was done with MAS tractor plows. Only one farmer had a tractor, an older LANZ Bulldog with a hot-bulb diesel engine. This had to be preheated before starting (which was done with the steering wheel removed and placed on the drive axle, requiring skill).
    

    
      The state-prescribed cultivation plan no longer had diversity right after the war. Winter cereals (rye, wheat, barley), summer cereals (oats, malting barley, mixed grain), winter rapeseed, sugar beets, fodder beets, and some field vegetables (white cabbage, red cabbage, carrots) were the main crops, with varying proportions of land devoted to each. In addition, clover (including seed clover) and alfalfa were grown as perennial fodder crops. The only special crop that remained was tobacco, which was planted on a small plot next to the farm orchard. In the 1950s and 1960s, corn became increasingly popular for fresh feeding and silage (as postulated by state agricultural propaganda based on the Soviet model as  
      sausage from the stalk
      ). Although initially shunned by tradition-conscious farmers, it gradually gained acceptance, although not yet as a grain crop at that time. Today, thanks to a warmer climate and improved varieties, corn is also grown as a grain crop in Germany.
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