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    Introduction

    The story you are about to read about a young man who began training as a merchant seaman in 1987 and completed it in 1990 is based in part on true events. It is an adventure that only a few people in the GDR were able to experience. The action in the individual chapters takes place in countries such as the FRG, Cuba, Canada, Japan, Israel, Australia, and on all the oceans.

    The German shipping company, the only one of its kind in the GDR, was active around the globe. Its staff was supposed to consist entirely of active comrades who believed in socialist state doctrine.

    Any violation of this principle could be fatal or result in long prison sentences.

    All names appearing in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.

  
    Chapter One

    Tim Klark was a smart and hard-working 16-year-old boy. He was convinced that he would spend his life at sea, as his father and grandfather had done. The only difference was that his father was a captain in the German People's Navy on a coast guard boat. Tim, however, preferred to earn his wages (seaman's pay) in civilian life, that is, in merchant shipping.

    Yesterday, on February 26, 1987, he picked up his mid-year report card and went to an interview at the German shipping company DSR in Rostock. He wanted to train as a sailor and finish his high school diploma at the same time. In plain language, that meant working and cramming like crazy! He was well aware of that.

    The dominant yet friendly head of human resources at DSR pointed out to Tim that this combined training would take three years. It included theory at the maritime academy, a four-week short voyage on the sailing training ship "Wilhelm Pieck" on the Baltic Sea, and a six-month voyage on a general cargo ship in international maritime traffic. In plain language, that meant two and a half years of theory and six months of practical training. And all of that in that order.

    Tim had the best prerequisites for this grueling work. He was physically fit, tall, and in perfect health. His family background was also top-notch. His grandfather had been an engineer on large ships. His father was a captain on a coast guard boat and guarded our maritime borders against the capitalist enemy. His mother was a high school teacher of history and civics. He also had no relatives in the West.

    He truly believed in the great triumph of socialism and communism worldwide. All of these were the best prerequisites for such a tough training program. After more than two hours of continuous conversation with the DSR personnel manager, Tim signed his apprenticeship contract, thanked him warmly, and went home happily.

    Tim lived with his parents in Wismar in a nice neighborhood with many private homes that had been built especially for officers of the People's Navy. February 29 was the first day of his winter vacation. And it was on this very day that his little voyage on the sailing training ship began. The weather was very good at the time. Sunny and not too cold for this time of year. Tim hoped it would stay that way for four weeks, which was actually unrealistic.

  
    Chapter Two

    Forty boys between the ages of 16 and 17 stood at the Rostock harbor wall (quay), ready for training. Most of them wanted to become naval cadets in the People's Navy. The large sailing training ship, the "Wilhelm Pieck," was an iron three-masted full-rigged ship.

    The captain, Comrade Hansen, stood in front of them and greeted each member of his new crew with a handshake. Then he addressed them all: "My ship is run with military discipline and tone. Every morning, you will line up for roll call at the change of watch. That also means twelve hours of duty and twelve hours of rest, unless there is an alarm. In the event of an alarm, everyone is required to report to the deck, no matter what time it is. Everything you learn here will be useful to you in life. The harbor master has already provided you with clothing. Starting today, you will wear the uniform for four weeks, after which it will belong to you if you leave the ship honorably. There is no financial compensation for your honorable service. Requests for travel expenses from your home to the harbor and back must be submitted to Comrade Harbor Master. Board and lodging are free at sea. When I have finished giving my orders, I will always ask you if you have understood me! And then I want to hear you say in unison: 'Yes, comrade captain!'"

    
      This man
      , Tim thought,  
      has a powerful, deep, frightening voice
      . His brutal, dominant behavior as captain was similar. First, all the new ship's boys were given instructions on the ship. There were eight bunks for five men each. Everything on the ship was very clean, but not well maintained. The windlass (spill) showed clear signs of wear. Eight men were needed to operate this winch, lifting the anchor at the turnstile. Tim was also there. After that , the sails were set. The rope ladders were 35 meters high from the deck to the top of the mast. All the ship's boys were free from vertigo, without exception. An instructor from the regular crew, the second officer, who familiarized the boys with the ropes, skills, and knowledge, led the way up into the rigging to set the sails.
    

    None of the forty ship's boys said a word. They all listened and watched the second officer intently. After the command "Cast off!" was given, everyone noticed the majestic movement of the ship as it headed out to the open sea. The wind was force three. "Quite good for getting used to it," said the officer. None of the boys felt the cold of minus five degrees. They were all full of tension and curiosity about the unfamiliar new experience. Some were recreational sailors, but that had little in common with the huge sailing ship they were now sailing on. No one had put on the weatherproof clothing, the so-called oilskins, yet. The second officer said to everyone, "Listen carefully. Now you will learn what you are here to learn. You will be taught how to sail the ship. You will assist the ship's cook (Smutje) as well as the helmsman, the radio operator, the signalman, the boatswain, and me, the second officer. You will be familiar with every area when you leave the ship. But that also means you won't have land under your feet for four weeks. Is that clear?" "Yes, Comrade Officer!"
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