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    Foreword

    
      When I occasionally recounted experiences from my life to friends and acquaintances, I often heard the comment,  
      "You should write that down." 
      At first, I tended to smile at this. But the more often I heard it, the more I began to consider actually recording my memories—not out of vanity, but out of a desire to leave a mark. Now that I have reached the "twilight of my life," the time seemed right to do just that.
    

    
      My childhood friend  
      Rudolf Hanelt 
      helped me  tremendously with my descriptions of my childhood. He was able to remember many details that I myself had forgotten. I am very grateful to him for that. Some memories that had long been forgotten were brought back to life through our conversations – as if time had only temporarily covered them up.
    

    Everything written in this novel has an authentic background. Even though the text is literary in nature, the episodes and events are not fictional. However, in order to protect the privacy of people who are still alive—or who were known to people who are still alive—I have chosen to use pseudonyms. This also applies to most of the places where the action takes place. People who know me or the situations described will surely recognize the original names behind the chosen ones—and I trust that they will handle this knowledge responsibly.

    My intention was not to present a complete résumé, but rather a life journey – with all its breaks, twists and turns, wrong turns, and moments of clarity. It is the path of a person who experienced the Third Reich as a child, the GDR as a teenager and adult, and post-war Germany in all its facets. These experiences have shaped me – and thus also the perspective from which I describe them.

    It is inevitable that all descriptions are colored by my personal view – indeed, this may even be what gives them their true value. I am not writing as a historian or sociologist, but as someone who was – and is – part of this history. Those who know me may remember or evaluate some episodes differently. That is legitimate – and part of the nature of memory.

    
      A lot has changed since  
      D. H. Lawrence 
      dropped a few moral barriers in the 1920s with  
      "Lady Chatterley
      .
      " 
      Today, it is no longer unusual for an author to write about intimate, repressed, or embarrassing topics. I do not do this to provoke, but to remain honest. There are things that we usually keep to ourselves in the course of our lives – and yet they are part of who we are. So if you come across such passages while reading, don't be surprised. They are part of the whole.
    

    If these stories succeed in making a piece of German history tangible in the mirror of an individual's fate—from war to division to reunification—then I have achieved my goal. And if, in addition, I can perhaps inspire one or two readers to reflect, remember, or understand, that would be more than I could have hoped for.

  
    The beginning

    Approximately 13,820,000,000 years after the Big Bang, I saw the light of day—with a brief cry.

    The good Lord appeared above me and offered me two options for guaranteed mobility:

    3,000,000,000 heartbeats or 80 years of life.

    That was my first math problem and decision with far-reaching consequences. And I had to decide quickly, because with 2.5 billion people living on Earth at the time, he didn't have time for every birth. Obviously, he had focused only on special people, because otherwise he would never have been able to manage the workload.

    So I thought for a moment:

    Until I reach adulthood, I will certainly not get below 80 beats per minute. That means 750 million beats have already been used up. If I then arrange my lifestyle so that I achieve an average of 65 beats per minute for the rest of my life, I will gain another 66 years.

    So I decided on the heartbeats. The good Lord agreed and didn't reappear until 72 years later.

    At the time of my arrival in this world, the megalomaniacal leader of the German sheep herd already had his troops just outside Moscow, thus ushering in the beginning of the greatest German catastrophe and the destruction of human life unprecedented in human history. My father was also needed for this, and so it came to pass that we never met and I only know him from pictures.

    At that time, we lived in the sleepy village of Blaufeld, German Reich, Reichsgau Mark Brandenburg, far away from any civilization. Only unpaved roads led to the surrounding villages, which were passable by horse-drawn carts and tractors. There was only one car in the village anyway, and that was the delivery van belonging to the baker and grocer.

    The only people from outside the village were a group of French foreign workers from a prisoner-of-war camp who were made available to the farmers for work. Unlike other nationalities, the French were treated as human beings by the Nazis, but the German population was forbidden from making contact with them.

    French men are generally very charming and very fond of women. So it's no surprise that German women whose husbands were away at war were impressed by this unfamiliar charm.

    My mother obviously couldn't resist and allowed herself to be seduced. It is impossible to know what kind of relationship she had with a Frenchman. The contact alone was enough for Mayor Weberknecht to issue her a warning: "If you are with these Frenchmen again, I will have to report you." She did not listen to him, and he reported her. As a result, the conspicuously inconspicuous men in leather coats came and took her away, forever.

    Now the children had to be separated. Since my grandparents were overwhelmed by this, my sister Ella, who was four years older than me, went to live with Aunt Helga in the neighboring village of Hengstberg, and I went to live with my Aunt Helene in Erlenbusch, Saxony. There were problems with my sister Erika, who was three years older than me, because my father only had two sisters. The plan to place my sister Erika with my mother's foster mother was rejected because of collective punishment, and so she was sent to another village to live with a strange farming family who were probably loyal supporters of the Führer. It was only after the war that she was taken in by my mother's foster mother. We called her "Grandma Hein."

    A year later, my grandfather received a card from Lublin informing him that my mother had died of heart failure in the concentration camp there.

    Now we were half-orphans.

    My father came home on leave from the front once more, when I was already gone, and in his despair cut the wedding photo in half. According to stories told by relatives, in January 1945 another field postcard arrived from him from a military hospital in East Prussia, in which he wrote that he had been wounded and would soon be returning home by ship across the Baltic Sea. After that, there was no further sign of life from him. If he was disembarked with the "Wilhelm Gustloff," its fate is well known.

    Two new terms were created for such cases: "killed in action" and "missing in action."

    Since only the latter term applied to my father, I can only speculate about his fate:

    
      
        	
          Died in a Russian prisoner-of-war camp, 

        

        	
          killed by the Red Army during the capture of East Prussia, 

        

        	
          sunk with the ship, or 

        

        	
          deported to Argentina or West Germany. 

        

      

    

    The latter can be considered unlikely, as he was only a simple soldier and not a war criminal. Besides, he would never have abandoned his children to their fate.

  
    In Saxony

    Since everyone who could hold a rifle was needed for Germany's final victory, my uncle Adam was of course also at the front, and my aunt Helene had to cope with her three children and me as a toddler. At least the children Ingrid and Herbert were already 9 and 10 and could be of great help to their mother. Waltraut was 5 and I had just started walking.

    We lived in a large twelve-family house about 1 km from the village itself, on the road to the nearest town.

    I have hardly any memories of my life before the age of three, but who does?

    My aunt made no distinction between me and her children. I remember very well how my aunt put me to bed in the evening with the same dialogue as the other children: "Good night," "Good night," "Sleep well," "Thank you, likewise." I didn't really understand the latter at the time and could only repeat what I heard without understanding the meaning: "Aunt Geichhals." But it bothered me until the others explained it to me.

    I only remember going to the movies insofar as soldiers were marching and tanks were driving dangerously close by, which frightened me.

    The most serious experience was the night of bombing at the end of the war. I was taken out of bed, still half asleep. There was whistling, humming, and crashing, searchlights lit up the sky, and a crazy fear spread. My cousin Waltraut, who was in a cast because of a broken leg, and I were put into a handcart, and the two grown-ups and my aunt ran with the handcart toward the air-raid shelter. On the way, the drawbar broke, and we had to leave the handcart be . So Waltraut and I were picked up and carried, and the race continued.

    In the air-raid shelter, people huddled together, each trying to get as far away from the entrance as possible. Children screamed and clung to their mothers. Everyone hoped that the inferno would soon be over and that no bombs would hit the shelter.

    Finally, the bombing was over, it became quiet, and people left the bunker with anxious hearts and uncertainty about the extent of the destruction. When we got close to our house, the handcart was gone, and we saw that the left gable was on fire and half of the apartments were missing. It was our half. To make matters worse, a bomb had also hit the cellar just outside, where the potatoes and other food were stored. Now we were not only homeless, but also had nothing to eat. A few blankets could still be saved and we found shelter in a barrack, where we were among many others.

    Shortly after the war ended, we were able to move into a real house with the Kießig family and, after some time, move back into our old apartment in the repaired house.

    Only those who experienced this war can understand what the end of a war means: no more bombs falling from the sky, no more shots being fired, what you build is not destroyed again, you don't have to be afraid of saying the wrong thing, life took on a different meaning.

  
    The post-war period

    As a result of the war, Saxony was occupied by the Americans until July 1945 and then handed over to the Soviet occupation in accordance with the Yalta Agreement.

    The period of American occupation was only a brief episode and gave us an idea of how our brothers and sisters in the West fared after the war.

    Compared to what came after, it was a pleasant time, because we occasionally got something to eat.

    Typical of the Americans were their "jokes." In front of a building where the soldiers were quartered, surrounded by a large crowd of children, stood a tank with its barrel aimed at the children. From time to time, a window on an upper floor would open and it would rain candy. At just under 4 years old, I hardly had a chance, as the big girls had already caught the candy in midair. Any candy that made it to the ground immediately disappeared in a wild scuffle.

    Another popular game was to drive a German a few kilometers in a jeep and then send him back on foot with a bar of chocolate. At that time, the male population consisted only of young men who were too young for the war and older men who had survived the Volkssturm.

    When the Americans withdrew to leave the field to the Red Army, many Germans also moved west. We were now in the Soviet occupation zone (SBZ).

    One of my favorite playgrounds was the ditch along the country road. With my height, I could crouch down in it and not be seen. Along the country road, there were pear trees of different varieties, some of which tasted excellent and served as a wonderful food supplement.

    One day, as I sat in the ditch, a Soviet soldier in uniform and cap walked by. He was the first Russian I had ever seen, and contrary to the horror stories, he was harmless and even smiled at me. When I got home, I happily reported, "I saw a Russian!" Little did I know that I would see plenty more of them later on.

    The search for food in the post-war period was indescribably difficult. Anything that could be used as food was utilized. It was an enormous achievement on the part of my aunt to support a family of five with the help of the two older children.

    When the farmers' fields had been harvested, the non-farming population was given permission to "stubble" the fields. Crowds of people, including children, scoured the fields to collect a few ears of corn or potatoes. The ears of corn were ground down to produce at least a little flour. Even a few pieces of potato in the nettle soup were a welcome addition. Spinach made from beet leaves was our main food for a long time. For decades, I had an aversion to anything that looked like spinach, whether it was real spinach or kale.

    There was no question of having an appetite for food. On the contrary, I even threw up once when I was supposed to eat a plate of "Welschkraut." Dear aunt, you meant well, and I'm sorry.

    Many people had nothing to eat and wandered the countryside begging. Once, when an elderly man knocked on our door, my aunt gave him a plate of the leftover meager soup, which he devoured ravenously, saying, "The last of the shooting festival." He must have been in poor health, because I noticed drops falling from his nose into the soup.

    My cousin was very clever when it came to finding food. In the harvested grain fields, there were hamsters that built their burrows and tunnels in the ground. Once, I was there when Herbert dug out the tunnels with a spade and pulled out a squeaking hamster.

    Apart from the feast that the hamsters provided, their fur was also put to good use. I had a hamster fur hat for the winter, with the ears still attached, and the girls got a hamster fur muff. My aunt knitted the gloves herself, and so that we wouldn't lose them, the pair was connected with a string that was pulled through the sleeves.

    A popular playground for the children in the neighborhood was the railway marshalling yard where freight trains were parked. The cars for the sidings were pushed off the locomotive and rolled alone along a long track until they joined the stationary cars. We took advantage of this to jump on and ride along with the cars. Once, I was a little careless and stood in the door of the brake hut while the car was moving, and when the car slammed into the stationary cars, my head also slammed against the door frame. I fell out and it took a while for the darkness around me to dissipate.

    At 5 1/2 years old, I was ready to climb the pear trees. I always scraped the skin on my stomach and, of course, damaged my clothes. When my aunt washed me in the washbowl in the evening, she saw the scrapes and scolded me. After that, I always took off my shirt when I climbed the trees so that the damage would be a little less. One day, when I was climbing a pear tree right in front of the house again, the window opened when I was halfway up, and my aunt caught me clinging to the tree trunk like a monkey. To show my remorse and soften the expected scolding, I started crying loudly.

    The most memorable experience I had with pear trees was with my cousin Waltraut. We arrived just as two workers were setting down their backpacks to help themselves to a pile of paving stones, which they threw into the branches of the tree to knock the pears down. Curious, we approached the tree. Then it happened: a paving stone landed with its edge right on my head. Blood flowed freely onto my white shirt and the workers immediately took off. Not only did I cry, but Waltraut also began to cry bitterly at the sight of the bleeding little boy. Someone had seen it and notified my aunt, who took me to the hospital to have the wound stitched up. This gash in the top of my skull remained forever.

    Incidentally, we were so blessed with pears that even my school cone was filled with them. There was nothing else to be had. Our diet was eased when Herbert was sent to my aunt's sister in Hengstberg at the age of 12, as she had a farm and therefore no food problems. Her husband, my father's best friend, had been killed in the war, so she received help to run the farm.

    Before I started school, I had already been sexually enlightened. One day, an older girl from the third grade joined me in the ditch and not only explained to me how to do it, but also started with the practical exercise. I still remember lying with my skinny legs on the girl's huge thighs, but I don't remember if the stub went in. At least I had the opportunity to take a closer look at this meat bun for the first time.

    Two years after the end of the war, there was a big family event one day. There was a knock at the door, and when it was opened, a man in an old Wehrmacht uniform was standing there. It was Uncle Adam, who had been released from Russian captivity. He was a little emaciated, but otherwise pretty much unscathed. The only thing missing was the ring finger on his left hand, the loss of which he had only noticed in the heat of battle at the front when it was hanging by a shred of skin. My aunt's joy was indescribable, and the children ran towards him shouting "Papa, Papa." I also ran towards him, showed him a small horse in my hand and said, "Look, Papa, what I have." The other children replied, "That's not your papa." "And where is my papa?" "We don't know."

    The explanation for this came much later.

  
    The move

    It was a stroke of luck that brown coal was being mined near where we lived, because that meant Uncle Adam got a job and could bring home some money. Today, however, I wonder how we survived that time without money and with extreme food shortages. The achievements of mothers in the post-war period are so superhuman that subsequent generations can no longer imagine them.

    One day in 1948, a letter arrived from my grandfather in Blaufeld with the sad news that my grandmother had died and he would like his daughter and her family to move to Blaufeld, as he could no longer run the small farm on his own. Only my sister Ella was still living with him, having returned to her hometown after the war.

    I had just started school and moved after only two weeks.

    But how did people move with all their belongings for good at that time?

    The "furniture transport" consisted of a kind of truck with a wood gas engine and two open trailers. The towing vehicle was loaded with sacks of wood, which served as fuel. A stove was attached to the side of the cab, and from time to time the driver stopped to add more wood. Technology fans will certainly want to know how such an engine works. An interesting question.

    Enough straw was spread out on the loading areas to protect the few pieces of furniture and provide a place to sleep, as the journey took about 24 hours.

    We set off at noon and picked up Ingrid on her bike at the entrance to the town. She was crying because she was afraid we would forget her.

    And so we lay on open trailers in the straw between furniture, our only concern being that it wouldn't rain and that there would be enough wood for the car.

    I was lying on the last trailer and was able to sleep quite well at night. In the middle of the night, however, I suddenly woke up because my head was outside the loading area and the road was passing beneath me. The vibrations during the journey caused my body to move towards the rear corner of the loading area, and to make matters worse, the fastenings on the two side walls had come loose, causing my body to move closer and closer to the open gap. It's unimaginable what would have happened if I hadn't woken up. Everyone else was asleep and wouldn't have noticed I was gone until daylight.

    When we arrived at my grandparents' house, my father's birthplace, we had to solve the difficult task of how to accommodate two families in a house that was just big enough for a small family.

    Like many houses in the village at that time, the house was a mud-brick building with a wooden frame and a thatched roof. In the 1930s, my grandfather had the roof covered with tiles and the walls plastered inside and out. In the attic, there was a separate room with a skylight, which was furnished to make it somewhat livable. After the war, a Soviet major lived in this room for a while with his wife and daughter. For my sister Ella, my cousin Waltraut, and me, it was turned into a children's room with three beds and a wardrobe. The walls were made of simple boards covered with wallpaper on the inside. The rest of the attic still showed the old building structure.

    On our very first night there, we realized that we were not alone in this room. There were rustling and crackling noises, and every now and then something would fall on our faces and crawl away. The room was full of bedbugs that came out from behind the wallpaper at night. To protect ourselves for the time being, we covered our heads with a cloth and placed the legs of our beds in cans filled with water. Early in the morning, we then removed the drowned bedbugs.

    It took almost a week before the large-scale extermination of the vermin could begin. The wallpaper was torn down and the mass murder began. The old pre-war newspapers used to stick the wallpaper down were interesting, because there was no wallpaper paste, so flour paste was mixed instead. After that, the wood was sprayed with poison, newspaper was applied, and new wallpaper was "glued" on. If a bug still appeared, a thumb was enough.

    On the ground floor, there was a kitchen with a coal stove, a pantry, and two rooms, one of which was occupied by my grandfather and the other served as a living room and bedroom for the couple. Meals were eaten in my grandfather's room, as there was no room for a table anywhere else.

    If you needed to relieve yourself, you had to go across the yard, where there was an outhouse with newspaper, under which was a pit that collected a lot. It was especially hard to go there in winter, because at that time there were still real winters with temperatures as low as -16 °C.

    We children felt the winter particularly in our attic room, which could not be heated and had walls that let the cold through. In order to endure the freezing cold bed until our body temperature warmed us up, a brick was heated in the oven of the tiled stove and then wrapped in a cloth. This allowed us to warm our feet in bed first and then position the wrapped brick on other parts of our bodies.

    For drinking water, there was a swing pump in the yard, which was wrapped in straw in winter to prevent the water from freezing. When it was too cold, we had to pour hot water into it so that drinking water could be pumped again.

    Heating and cooking were done with wood and, rarely, with briquettes. There was a large woodpile in the yard for this purpose. The wood was obtained by digging up stumps and occasionally acquiring logs. Digging up stumps meant that my grandfather and I dug up the remains of the trunk, including the roots, from the felled trees and chopped them into kindling. Sawing wood with my grandfather was always a horror for me, because he always scolded me for not using the saw properly like he did. I preferred to chop the wood, because then I could really let off steam.

    Some of the footwear was made by my grandfather in the form of "wooden clogs." Thick, hand-knitted wool socks had to protect us from the cold. However, there were problems when walking through the snow, as the snow that stuck to the shoes made the "sole" thicker and thicker until it was no longer possible to walk and the snow had to be knocked off. There were also shoes, namely two types: "Igelitschuhe," which were industrially pressed from plastic, and leather shoes. Social status was shown to the outside world by the shoes one wore.

    It was difficult for my uncle Adam to find suitable work, so he hired himself out as a laborer, gardener, and finally a roofer to bring home a little money.

    When my aunt's family moved in, after a while two factions formed under one roof: my grandfather, my sister, and I on one side, and my aunt, uncle, and cousin Waltraut on the other.

    Now, due to the circumstances that were developing, I also realized what it meant to have no parents. No one took any notice of me, except to say the bare minimum to me. Beyond that, there was no conversation with me. My sister didn't consider me a suitable conversation partner, so I sometimes took out my frustration on her by punching her in the stomach. Her protests fell on deaf ears within the family and were met with nothing more than "Leave the little one alone!" If I had previously received a little attention within the family, that was now definitely over. Love? Kindness? Understanding? Recognition? These concepts were completely foreign to me, and I had to grow up with that. I was simply superfluous. Since childhood is the most important developmental phase in life and shapes character, these circumstances can lead to a certain malice developing as an alternative and temporarily gaining the upper hand. But not only that, selfishness also becomes a character trait, which one only becomes aware of later on.

    The only education you receive is from teachers at school, but that is only a fraction of what is necessary for the formation of a young person.

    The only "warm-hearted" creature in my childhood was our cat "Mulle," a beautiful black animal with a white throat. It was a wonderful feeling for me when she snuggled up to me, curled up, and purred.

  
    The new home

    Compared to Saxony, the end of the war in my small Brandenburg birthplace was not so peaceful. When the Red Army entered the village, there were no problems at first, as there was no resistance and there were no German soldiers or SS men in the village. Only Mayor Weberknecht fled and hid in the "Pastorfichten," an almost impenetrable forest of young pine trees. He is said to have spent several weeks there until the coast was clear, and then became mayor again, for decades.

    After the Red Army soldiers moved on without accomplishing anything, a group of armed SS men suddenly appeared and questioned the villagers: "Were the Russians here?", "Yes", "Where did they go?", "That way". The SS men then actually followed the Red Army soldiers in order to save the "final victory." Not much time passed before heavy gunfire was heard in the distance, and then there was silence. But the silence was deceptive, because shortly afterwards the Red Army soldiers returned and felt betrayed by the villagers. An elderly teacher stood in their way to mediate. He was shot immediately. The Red Army soldiers now suspected that there were still German soldiers in the houses and fired their tanks into the houses. Those who could save themselves fled to a remote corner of the village, and shortly afterwards half the village was on fire. The soldiers now had free rein to take revenge.

    Father Gerding had by far the most beautiful wife in the village. When the soldiers broke into his house, he was forced to watch at gunpoint as his wife was repeatedly raped. When, eight years later, the propagandists approached him about joining the newly founded Society for German-Soviet Friendship, they were lucky to have escaped with their lives.

    In one particularly brutal case, a woman bled to death as a result of the abuse and multiple rapes. Further descriptions are unnecessary. Emotions on this subject can only be suppressed when one thinks of the German conquerors in Russia.

    After that, things were quiet for a while. The Soviet soldiers had moved into a former Nazi barracks in the neighboring village, and some officers took up quarters with German families. A Soviet major had also taken up residence in our house with his wife and daughter Ira.

    A few months later, however, there was another incident when a member of the ROA organization who had gone into hiding was betrayed by someone. The ROA were captured or deserted Soviet soldiers who collaborated with the Germans to overthrow Stalin. The man was hanged from a tree branch on the village road and the population was ordered to leave him hanging for three days.

    The proximity of the Russians also led to experiences in the following period that will be reported on later.

    In this village of about 300 inhabitants, we newcomers were initially seen as exotic. Not only because we came from a region of Germany that was only known here by hearsay, but mainly because of the Saxon dialect, which was drastically different from the Brandenburg dialect. At first, I always had a horde of older children around me on the street, asking me to speak so they could then amuse themselves with my pronunciation. They loved it when I said the name of the girl next door, Ulla. They would surround me and say, "Say Ulla!" They would wait eagerly until I shyly uttered "Ullor" and they would burst out laughing.

    As a child, you quickly learn another language and another dialect. And so it only took a few months before the fun was over. Only at home was Saxon still the order of the day.

    My first acquaintances among the boys in the village were the Matschek brothers, Ijop and Matschek, the children of a German refugee woman from Poland who lived in one of the three thatched mud houses in the village.

    Matschek was a year and a half younger than me and caught my attention because he used his tongue to prevent his nose from running. I must have made an inappropriate comment, because suddenly he hit me on the head with a tin can attached to a string, leaving me with a mark on my eyebrow that remained visible for the rest of my life.

    Ijop was born seven months premature and seemed frail. To compensate, he was very self-confident and didn't take any nonsense. He was the only boy I fought with from time to time during my childhood. We probably had our most violent fight in 1954, when Germany won the World Cup. He had the great honor of watching the game on TV at the bakery. Full of enthusiasm, he ran up to our group of kids playing soccer after the game and stole the ball from me. In no time at all, the most beautiful fight was underway. Outside of the fight, we were buddies.

    At this point, I would like to briefly mention what became of the two boys:

    Ijop trained as a blacksmith, then moved to the West and was killed in an accident on a construction site.

    Matschek became a good civil engineer who was significantly involved in major construction projects in both the GDR and reunified Germany.

    In a backward village like ours, refugees were considered almost antisocial because they had nothing and struggled to survive with the most basic means. No one was interested in who these people were before they fled from the eastern countries. That is why I would like to go into more detail about the fate of Matschek's family as an example of the many people who had to leave their homes because of the war.

    To do this, we have to go back in history to the time before the First World War, because at that time there was no Polish state, as Poland was divided between Germany, Austria, and Russia and was settled by inhabitants of these countries who were creating a new home for themselves. Matschek's ancestors from Germany also settled near the Bug River, today's border between Poland and Ukraine. After World War I, the Second Polish Republic was founded as an independent state in this area, and non-Polish citizens were integrated as a national minority and participated in social life just like the Poles. No one took offense at national origin; people lived peacefully side by side and spoke Polish in addition to their native languages.

    This changed with the Nazis' rise to power and their hatred of other peoples, especially after the invasion of Poland. Germans were forbidden to have contact with Polish citizens under penalty of law. Matschek's father, a former Estonian, collaborated with the German occupiers and became a fanatical Nazi. One day, when he came home, his wife was sitting at the table eating with their three children and some Polish acquaintances. When he saw this, he could think of nothing more horrible to do than to report his wife, and she was sent to the Ravensbrück concentration camp. From then on, the mother's sister-in-law, who was now a war widow, took care of the children. The father did not survive very long; he was shot by partisans.

    Meanwhile, the Eastern Front was shifting further and further westward and the Red Army was approaching. There was no means of transportation to flee westward. The railroad only ran as far as Rastenburg, not far from the Wolf's Lair. So the aunt set off with the three children, Matschek being only 5 months old, to somehow get to Rastenburg. Fortunately, the aunt's daughter was a secretary to Hitler at the Wolf's Lair, and so the fugitives were allowed to travel to Germany on the last Wehrmacht train. It is possible that the secretary also used her connections to get Matschek's mother released from the concentration camp after six months so that she could come to Germany. So they all met up in our village and found shelter in an old house with reed-covered walls and clay walls that no one else wanted to live in. The mother's only income was three 20.00 mark half-orphan's pensions per month, with which she raised the children.

  
    The village school

    The school had two classrooms: one for grades 1 to 4 and the other for grades 5 to 8, which were initially taught at the same time. Later, the classes were divided into morning and afternoon sessions so that only two grades could be taught at the same time. A better school building with separate grades was not moved into until two years later.

    The lower grades were taught by the elderly Miss Linkys, with the first graders often having lessons in the teacher's apartment in the afternoon. Mr. Eichental taught the upper grades.

    The lessons became quite amusing when someone shouted, "Miss Linkys, bad air!" She would then go from student to student, lift the collar at the back of their necks, and smell. Once she stopped at fat Ratzeck and asked him what he had eaten for breakfast. "Just a sugar egg!" was the answer, and the class burst out laughing at this strange breakfast and the cause of the bad air.

    We didn't particularly notice that the Soviet-occupied zone had become the GDR, because we only listened to RIAS and therefore still referred to it as the "Eastern Zone."

    In third grade, I became friends with my classmate Regina. We shared first place as the best in the class and could talk for hours. After school, I would walk her home, which was a kilometer away, and when I returned, the village boys would greet me with the remark, "Well? Escorted your bride again?" This friendship lasted until we finished elementary school, and we both went on to boarding school for secondary school. From then on, however, we never spoke another word to each other.

    Mr. Eichental came to our village at the age of 22 as a former submarine soldier and started working as a teacher without any training. In the early years, the spirit of National Socialism was still palpable, because he sometimes raved about the heroism of the German soldiers who conquered Poland in a week and France in three weeks. Gradually, he changed his views.

    When he arrived, he was poor and emaciated and took lodgings with the wealthy farmer Schaffer. The Schaffers had two daughters: Lina and Erika. The former was extremely stupid, the latter not quite so much. To ensure that the young teacher could maintain his standard of living, Erika became Mrs. Eichental.

    Despite his young age, the children had tremendous respect for him, because at that time and in the countryside, teachers sometimes used their hands to discipline their pupils. His "Eichentalers" were particularly famous, where he pinched and pulled pupils' cheeks with his index and middle fingers. A slap that made the head fly to the side was also often administered in special cases. The 13-year-old student Norbert Gerding was particularly hard hit. Even at this age, the boy smoked so heavily that his fingertips were brown. Father Gerding was no longer in control of his son's education and gave Mr. Eichental free rein. When the brown color of his fingers indicated heavy smoking, the teacher began his educational work by beating him so badly that he flew under the school desks. Whether this "educational measure" was successful remains to be seen, because after a year the boy left school and started his own life.

    In the new school building, we had much more space and the classes could be taught separately. The teaching staff also had to be strengthened, and we got Mr. Fritz Schlüter as a new teacher. Mr. Schlüter was an older gentleman in his late fifties, but you wouldn't have guessed his age. As soon as he announced his name, he asked, "Surely you all know Schlüterbrot?" Of course we didn't know it, because this bread factory, founded in 1913, only existed in the memories of old people and people in the West.

    Mr. Schlüter enjoyed telling stories from the First World War, which he had experienced as a soldier.

    "One evening, when the guns on the French front were quiet for a while, I cautiously went on patrol. A large shell crater provided me with cover and I crawled to the edge of the crater. When I reached the top, I suddenly looked into the face of a Frenchman who was doing the same thing in the neighboring shell crater. We were both startled and crawled back. If I had been a little more experienced in war, I would of course have captured him immediately." Or: "On the Eastern Front, I was once on guard duty in the trenches one evening and was watching the terrain on the Russian side closely. The sun had just set and I saw the head of a Russian soldier a short distance away, just above the ground, who was also watching us. Despite the approaching darkness, I could clearly make out the outline of his cap. Now it was important to be alert and not let my opponent out of my sight. I watched him as best I could throughout the night, and he didn't move. When dawn broke and it got lighter, I realized that I had been staring at a potato plant the whole night."

    When Mr. Schlüter ran out of teaching material during class, we children took the opportunity to shout, "Mr. Schlüter, tell us about the war!" He didn't hesitate for long and had the next story ready.

    Although we had no reason to complain about our teachers, as a notorious troublemaker, I had written and distributed a satirical poem:

    In the morning, when the clock strikes eight,

    Fritze comes rushing in.

    Unwashed, uncombed

    and a dirty shirt.

    With his books under his arm

    he immediately starts asking questions:

    Who was Schiller? Who was Goethe?

    Who first invented the flute?

    Who are Pieck and Grotewohl?

    Who invented sauerkraut?

    In retrospect, I would like to apologize to this worthy gentleman.

    One student who was highly regarded by our teacher Eichental was my sister Ella. She was highly intelligent and stood out from an early age because she was very eager to learn. She preferred to spend time with adults because they had the most interesting conversations, which rarely suited those present. And so it often happened that someone would say, "Send the little one out, she's pricking up her ears again!" She started school at the age of 5 and until she graduated, she had almost only A's and rarely a B on her report card. Mr. Eichental was very interested in encouraging her and sending her to secondary school after she finished elementary school so that she could take her high school diploma and go to college. But the "family council," consisting of my legal guardian, my grandfather, uncle, and aunt, also had to decide on this. There was a problem:

    My grandfather's sister was single and had a farm in another village, consisting of a cow, a pig, a dog, some chickens, and a field. My great-aunt needed help, and my sister could take over the farm one day.

    To discourage Ella from going to high school, Aunt Helene also argued: "Where do you want to go during the holidays when you're at boarding school?"

    Mr. Eichental fought hard against this and even wanted to adopt my sister in order to obtain custody, but he had to give up when my grandfather said to him, "She's not going to high school!" This robbed her of a promising future and forced her into an unwanted path in life.

    I still remember when I was visiting the farm there with my grandfather and my exceptionally gifted sister came out of the field pulling a handcart with the dog. My great-aunt worked diligently to suppress my sister's intellectual activities: a dim light bulb was screwed into the room so she couldn't read, and the fuse was removed so she couldn't listen to the radio.

    After about a year, she escaped the intellectual oppression and, without any education, began to fight for a better life in the neighboring town. And she fought. With four children and a failed marriage, she still managed to get an engineering degree on the side. Today, she is a happy great-grandmother, has been in a stable relationship for 60 years, and lives by the motto "modesty makes you happy." I still have great respect for her today and feel guilty when I think about whether she would have had the same opportunities as me.

    In my case, Mr. Eichental managed to assert himself and paved the way for me to continue my education. I am very grateful to him for that. At some point, I stopped caring that my so-called family despised me for it.

    The rejection was particularly noticeable when I occasionally came home on weekends in ninth grade. When I said a clear "Good afternoon" in greeting, I was answered with an almost contemptuous and barely audible "Ta." When I left, however, the "Goodbye" was unmistakable.

  
    Childhood experiences

    When a boy has to share an attic room with two older girls, it can become problematic at a certain age. As a boy of 7 or 8, I was still interested in watching the opposite sex undress, since they wore different clothes than I did. At that age, it didn't occur to me that my sister and cousin might feel embarrassed about getting ready for bed in front of me. When they were 13 and 14, respectively, my curiosity must have been too much for them. As if on cue, they both suddenly pulled their undershirts over their heads, and I was terribly shocked when I saw their breasts and hairy pubic mounds. Out of sheer embarrassment, I threw myself onto the mattress of my wire bed frame and from then on never looked in that direction again when it was time to go to sleep. That was certainly the point of the action.

    After the two girls left the house at the same time, my cousin Herbert moved into the attic room with me. The family had since had a new addition, a little boy. For me, it was sometimes annoying to have to entertain my little cousin when the other boys in the village were playing. When the little one sensed my reluctance, he often started crying and I was scolded for not taking enough care of him. Since I was now the only child of my parents still present, I was given the status of a superfluous and tolerated presence, on whom one could occasionally vent at the slightest opportunity. No one spoke to me anyway, except to scold me, and I felt much more comfortable outside.
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