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To my parents and stepparents,
to Françoise my wife
to Philippe my brother
to Gérald and Hélène
to David and Stéphanie
to my grandchildren Victor, Benoît, Agathe and César


Some people regard private enterprise as a predatory tiger to be shot.
Others look on it as a cow they can milk.
Not enough people see it as a healthy horse, pulling a sturdy wagon
Winston Churchill
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Foreword
“I wanted this book to be written as a testimony to my son Gérald and all the coworkers at Delfingen. I wanted to reaffirm a deep conviction: everything becomes possible if we place the human being at the center of our concerns.” The man who wrote these words is Bernard Streit.
And in fact this testimony can be shared with everyone and particularly with the elite who have very little knowledge – if any – of what a company is. Their conception is full of clichés and prejudice that they learned at school from teachers for whom the working world, apart from educational institutions, is a completely unknown territory. But they are not responsible for this ignorance or poor knowledge. We, the corporate leaders, have failed to teach the facts.
But the gap is now filled with the story of Bernard Streit and his company, Delfingen. The book explains what a company should be: a place where wealth is generated by teamwork for the benefit of four different populations: coworkers, customers, shareholders and all the territories in which the company operates. (I listed these four populations by alphabetical order on purpose.) It is a great mistake to limit the mission of a company to the production of short-term profit for the exclusive benefit of shareholders. First, because a vision and a long-term strategy are necessary if a company wants to attain sustainability. Second, because a company is first of all made up of women and men who, together, produce wealth.
We should stop demonizing profit. Profit is a discipline, indeed a virtue, serving self-sufficiency, financing, development and investment, with the fair remuneration of the coworkers … and of the shareholders.
A company is a place where people learn to cultivate a sense of commitment – first by being demanding with themselves – and where diversity and confrontation are welcome, where coworkers are given the right to make mistakes or possibly fail. A company’s performance is not measured only in terms of financial results and certainly not on a short-term scale. It is also – and very much so – measured in terms of customer satisfaction, well-being of the employees, motivation or indeed enthusiasm of the coworkers, as well as how much the company contributes to a society’s overall feeling of well living together. In this way, a company is a testimony of responsibility and solidarity.
The measure induces behaviors. The leaders of Delfingen have understood this well. As profits grew, so did the company and number of coworkers whose competencies were developed.
This book, the story of Delfingen, is a remarkable educational tool for those who don’t know what a company is, as well as for those who think that they know what it is and who, often, actually run a company.
Yes, as Winston Churchill wrote, “A company is a horse pulling a wagon.” It is that horse that must produce material and non-material wealth that will make our society evolve for the benefit of all.
This book is a treatise on the corporate world, on what a company must be, on the reasons of its existence. It comes at time when other elements of society, family, church, school, state are ill. The story of this French company is a simple and refreshing one, full of common sense and optimism, and it shows us the way to responsibility and solidarity.
Henri Lachmann
Former CEO of Schneider Electric
Present Chairman of the supervisory board of Schneider Electric




Back to Radelfingen
Autumn has already settled in but the countryside around Anteuil, in the East of France, still displays a lavish green. The buildings of Delfingen stand alone in front of soft rolling hills, as if dominating a landscape of woods and small valleys, and the company seems to draw its strength and energy from this environment where nature remains unspoiled.
I had arrived at the train station in Besançon and rented a car to drive to Anteuil, a small village of about 400 inhabitants located halfway between Montbéliard and Besançon, not far from the Swiss border. I had never visited this region called Franche-Comté and I discover the foothills of the Jura mountains as they bask in the September sunlight. I have an appointment with Bernard Streit, the Chief Executive Officer of Delfingen, as I want to write a portrait him for a business magazine.
The man who greets me in the large and light-filled hall is not wearing a suit and tie. He is tall and slender, looks straight into the eyes, gives a firm and assertive handshake. His son Gérald, who is preparing to succeed him, joins us in the meeting room and sits on the left of his father Both are sitting opposite me. For two hours, Bernard Streit tells me the story of his company and explains how closely it is tied to his own life. As the story rolls, clear and straightforward, I begin to sense that the man is a remarkable entrepreneur. He comes from a modest background. In 1954 the family business was tiny and it manufactured plastic bags. He transformed it into a corporation, one of the world leaders in wire harness protection and fluid transfer solutions for the automotive industry.
“When we meet with customers or major international groups, we start by selling the image of the company by talking about our values, our decent work charter, our foundation. Only after do we present our products.” proudly says Bernard Streit on that day. At Delfingen, top priority is always given to human relations. Delfingen could never have survived the tsunami of the 2008 economic crisis, when the company lost half of its orders in just a few days, if it hadn’t been for the trust of all the company’s co-workers, the strong bonds between them and the solid base generated by sound and clear management.
Admiringly, I discover the outstanding career of this man who managed to stay extremely modest. I have little experience of the business world and what this man tells me makes me want to know more. Still, I try to keep my curiosity under control and I tell myself that it is probably time to leave and let this conqueror go back to his many occupations. As I raise to say goodbye, Bernard Streit tells me in a warm but firm voice: “Madam, please sit down. Now it’s your turn to say who you are and what you do.” I am surprised but I go ahead and, as I start explaining, he takes a notebook and starts writing. There he was, taking the time to get to know someone in spite of a very busy schedule! That is such a rare quality and it shows what a humanist Bernard Streit is.
As I rode off, I was struck by the harmony between the Delfingen spirit and the beauty of the site where it all started in 1954 and I told myself that I hoped I would have the opportunity to come back to improve my understanding of the company and its surprising leader.
And I did come back, in May 2013, to start writing a book on the history of Delfingen. But before beginning a long series of interviews, Bernard Streit decided to give me an insight of the Streit family history by taking me to the roots.
From Anteuil we went to Switzerland, in the area of Berne. Bernard was driving and his wife Françoise came along. It was a rainy day but, nevertheless, I could see luxurious valleys as around the town of Morteau, dark green forests, the Neuchâtel lake and in the distance, the hazy ridges of the Swiss Alps. We were on the very same road that Bernard’s grandfather, Christian, had taken in 1915 when he left Radelfingen, the village where he was born, to go to France where he eventually settled permanently.
Radelfingen is in the German-speaking part of Switzerland, in an area called Seeland, a valley at the foot of the Jura mountains where the river Aar flows. It is called the Three-Lakes Region. Radelfingen, perched on a hilltop, standing out in the sun, displays a perfect example of Swiss architecture, both stern and elegant. There are impressive farms with large gables, stone walls covered with lime plaster, as if resisting the heavy weight of the huge two-sloped roof that protects them from bad weather and keeps the house warm in the coldest of winters. Strangely, there remains a sight from a distant past: in a country known for its extreme cleanliness, piles of manure are still allowed in front of the houses. A look around the village and you can guess that life wasn’t always easy. On top of the village stands a former church that was transformed into a Protestant temple. The immaculate, plain and modest design of the temple reflects a vision of life focused on the strictly necessary fundamentals. And this is a trait of character of Bernard Streit which is probably at the origin of his spectacular professional success. The little cemetery next to the temple presents a delicate and poetic atmosphere. It is sober and simple, with only a few bunches of colorful flowers laid here and there on tombstones. None of the graves are pretentious. The mortal remains stay for twenty years in the cemetery, after which the coffins are transferred to a crypt, making space in the cemetery for more recently deceased. “I like the modesty of these rites” says Bernard who dislikes the pretentious marble burial vaults chosen by those who would like to think they are eternal.
He travels to Radelfingen from time to time to take a break and go back to the source after hard times or long journeys around the world. Smoking a cigar (his grandfather used to say it was “more elegant than a cigarette”), he walks through the streets of the village and, in touch with the family roots, he finds the necessary energy to face the grueling world of business. Even if the ties with the inhabitants are now distant memories, his face remains familiar in the village inn. The decoration of this simple country tavern, all light-colored wood, is sober and we choose a table for lunch. Here starts the fascinating story of the destiny of Bernard Streit.
[image: image]



1
The Home of Our Fathers
Streit, Devil of a Man
I was in Rome, Italy, for a gathering at the Academy for Entrepreneurs where I was regularly invited since I had received the Entrepreneur of the Year award in 1996. A distinguished guest is always invited to these prestigious seminars and on that day the lecturer was Luc Ferry, philosopher and former Education and Research Minister in the French government. He was sitting opposite me at the lunch table. Two charming ladies were delighted to be sitting right next to him. One of them, after many flatteries, asked him what he thought of death. “Ah, my dear ladies, when one has been to the very end of the reflection on the subject of death – as I have – the conclusion is that death is nothing!” I thought that was quite a pompous remark so I spoke up: “Mister Minister, I think your philosophy just helps you bear other people’s grief! Well I’d like to see how you are going to behave when your time has come!” He turned toward me (so far he hadn’t given me a look) and glanced at the badge on my coat. “Is that your name?” he asked. “Yes, that is my name.” “Sir, your name is a diabolical one!” And he cut the conversation short. I had to make efforts to refrain from insulting him.
I put this incident in the back of my mind until, a few years later, I met Dominique Peccoud, a Jesuit priest appointed by Pope John Paul II to represent the Roman Catholic Church to the UN and the International Labor Organization. He is a man of great culture and immense knowledge. In the early years 2000, he had a consulting role in a Christian corporate leaders organization working on the theme of globalization and the conditions for globalization to represent a benefit to mankind. I am not a member of this organization but I have friends who are and they sent me one of his speeches. He based his theory on the Gospel of the multiplication of the loaves, interpreting it as an admonition to make those who have far too much share with those who have nothing. This inspired me so much that I did everything I could to meet him. When I did, I spoke to him about his interpretation of the Gospels and how he must have been criticized by some Christians. In the course of this conversation, we got to talk about Luc Ferry, as Father Peccoud had taken part in a debate with him. I straightforwardly told him “Oh, so you’ve met this smooth talker?” He asked why I said that and I explained what had happened a few years back. He then told me that Luc Ferry speaks several languages including German, that he masters. He knew that in German my name meant ‘quarrel’ and, although an atheist, he had a thorough knowledge of the fundamentals of Catholic religion. He knew that what unites men and women is God, that is love, and that what separates them is the Devil: quarrels and hatred. In a split second he had associated “Streit” to a diabolical phenomenon! On that day with Father Peccoud I learned a great lesson. I told myself “Bernard, before thinking that someone is a fool, you should first remember that you know very little!” I have spent a great part of my life trying to become less ignorant!
[image: image]
When we were children, my grandfather Christian Streit liked to tell us the story of our family name. A long, long time ago, a village boy had ventured into the woods and suddenly saw a wolf. Controlling his fear, he decided to lie on the ground and play dead. The wolf came closer to sniff the body and it put its two front paws on the boy’s shoulders and its snout on the nape of his neck. At that moment the strong and powerful boy took hold of the wolf’s front legs, stood up and kept the wolf’s mouth as far away as possible. The claws of the animal’s hind legs buried deep into the boy’s legs and he bled abundantly. But despite the pain, the boy managed to pull the wolf to the village where it was killed. The boy kept the scars on his legs all his life and the villagers decided to call him “Streit”, the quarreler. And that would be the origin of our name. I know it’s a legend but, still, I like it.
— FROM FRANCE TO SWITZERLAND — 
I was eighteen when my grandfather Christian died. I have absolutely no memory of any tender moment with him, no affection. He worked like crazy until the end of his life to finish paying for the farm. All his grandchildren deeply admired him. He was a man who had grown up the hard way, with no parents and no love.
We know very little of his story. His parents, Protestants like all the people in that area of Switzerland, died at an early age. In the village of Radelfingen, one of these large farm houses must have belonged to my great-grandparents on my father’s side. After they passed away, the farm was sold and the children (Christian had two brothers: one who was disabled and died at the age of seventeen, and an older one) were placed in foster homes. As an orphan, my grandfather Christian started working as a farm boy for the Weber family whose main source of income was growing fruits.
My grandfather went to the village school. In the area people spoke a dialect and so the first thing that the schoolteacher did (his name was Mr. Räz) was to teach the children how to read and speak German. In summer, the schoolteacher’s six girls and two boys went to help on the Weber farm as the two farms were close to each other. Young Christian fell in love with Marie Räz and she loved him in return although their social conditions were very different. My maternal grandparents, the Räz, had been schoolteachers since the middle of the nineteenth century, just like their parents, living in the same house, where the school was on the ground floor and the family apartment upstairs. Nothing has changed since my parents took me there for the first time, years ago.
In Switzerland around 1912-1913 many people started migrating, leaving farming areas and as a result the agricultural resources decreased. As many other Swiss, Mr. Weber, my grandfather’s boss, wanted to leave the country because land had become so expensive that he could no longer develop his business. He bought a farm in France in a place called La Verrière in L’Isle-sur-le-Doubs, near Anteuil, but he had to wait until 1915, when the lease to another farmer would come to term. When the war broke out in 1914, Mrs. Weber refused to leave Switzerland so Mr. Weber asked my grandfather Christian if he would accept to go and run the farm in France, which he did. Some months later, the Webers realized they would never move to France and offered to sell the farm to my grandfather. We will never know the price they agreed on but it took him years and years to pay. So in 1915 Christian moved permanently to France and became his own boss. At first he was alone and Marie joined him later. She left a home that had running water, electricity and a telephone to come and live in a farm lost in the middle of nowhere with absolutely no modern amenities, no comfort whatsoever. The couple was in fact still not married and they already had two children: my uncle Otto and my aunt Nelly. My grandfather always used to say “When I done pass away, you going to discover some mighty strange things!” After his death, when we found the official family record book we realized that they only got married … later. That must have been quite a scandal at the time! Everyone in Radelfingen knew about that Räz girl who had gone to live with a farm boy in France without being married. One of her older sisters, Hélène, had married a very wealthy man from Berne, Switzerland. They went on a cruise to New York and … never came back! Poor Dad Räz must have had many woes with his two daughters: one who eloped with a farm boy and the other one who ‘disappeared’ in the USA. I guess there must have been quite a lot of problems and some pretty dark secrets in that family.
So Christian Streit arrived at the age of twenty-seven in the village of Anteuil. At that time about forty of the village men were on the warfront and eventually only half of them would return. Christian didn’t speak French, had no money and had to survive at a time when tough things got tougher. That part of his life reveals the courage and the fighting spirit of the man and I think that is important in order to understand how the family was going to evolve and the influence it was going to have on my own destiny. Just imagine the cultural shock that my grandparents were confronted with! As I get older I see this as a guideline that showed me the way but I became aware of it only some years ago.
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Christian Streit with his wife Marie and their first two children, Otto and Nelly, after they settled in the farm in La Verrière. They had arrived from the area of Bern in Switzerland, penniless, speaking only German at a time when France was at war with Germany. They had the courage to face trying times to build their life in this part of the world.



— THE STRENGTH AND COURAGE OF A FARMER —
Throughout his work life, Christian Streit was spared nothing. As soon as he arrived in France, he had to face the suspicion and prejudice of the French. Not only was my grandfather of German-speaking origin, arriving at a time when the French were at war with the Germans, but the farm he had settled in was far from being ideal for livestock. At the beginning of the twentieth century in French rural areas, it was customary for the village authorities to sell to the farmers grass growing on parcels. The farmers would cut the grass, let it dry and then use it for animal feed. In 1916 Christian wanted to bid in the auctions for grass. But the villagers wondered if it was all right to sell grass to a “Kraut” (one of several derogatory terms used at the time to talk about Germans). In their great wisdom, they finally decided that he was Swiss and they let him buy grass. But he didn’t have the necessary equipment to go and get the grass on top of a hillside. So he rented a horse and cart but to save a bit of money he sent the horse back when he was on the top of the hill and he managed the way down by himself, using the handbrake on the cart to arrive safely.
He was a very open-minded person and a smart one at that! He quickly understood that survival depended on investing in modern equipment such as mechanical mowers. As soon as he started making a more decent living, the neighboring farmers became jealous. His life during World War I was tough but World War II was even tougher. While the German occupants were observing the evolution of the situation in France, something like a civil war broke out. Problems started when the German army decided to force the German-speaking Swiss living in France to become translators. They automatically became suspicious and the general atmosphere became very tense. In order to feed their troops, the Germans developed agriculture in the area and they sent Austrian technicians to La Verrière to experiment the culture of wheat. They were all the time at the farm and, undoubtedly, this must have had an impact on the villagers’ opinion.
Just before the horrors of the war, in 1938, my grandfather lost his wife, Marie, the love of his life. She had always been at his side throughout such a hard life. She was forty-three and died of pneumonia. The year before that, my uncle Otto had started making farming equipment because my grandfather had asked him to construct a tipping trailer. So he had bought the necessary tools which included a gas cutting torch. When his mother started having breathing problems, the children would take a gas cylinder containing oxygen, that was used for the cutting torch, and they would inflate balloons. They would then let the oxygen out slowly under my grandmother’s nose to help her breathe. When the cylinders were empty, the children would take an old, run-down vehicle and drive all the way to Montbéliard to get refills.
My grandmother died in the spring. A few days before passing away, she told my father who was then eighteen: “Please carry me to the window so I can see the cherry blossoms one last time.” In their more-than-modest farm, Marie had always dreamed of having a nice wooden floor in the dining room and her husband had promised that one day she would have it. My grandmother died just a few hours before the flooring was delivered and she never got to see it.
My grandmother was a great lady. She was highly intelligent whereas my grandfather was a simple, rural person. There must have been a strong, loving bond between them. Her death must have been a terrible loss for the family.
Two years earlier, in 1936, the farm was seriously damaged by a fire. Old-timers from the village say they remember hearing my grandmother shout for help. People rushed to help put out the fire. Part of the building was saved thanks to uncle Otto who had the brilliant idea of putting together a small hose and a pump. Unfortunately three-fourths of the buildings had been destroyed. What had happened? Well, some of my grandfather’s cousins had come to work on the farm and one of the guys had found a girlfriend in the village. To go and see her, he used to take his motorcycle. That evening, the motorcycle’s tank was empty so he went to the garage to steal a bit of fuel from my grandfather’s old Ford. It was dark so he used his lighter to find the filler cap he had dropped … and he set the car on fire! He tried to push the car out of the garage but didn’t succeed so he just ran away and the fire spread. When there was nothing left but smoke and charred wood, my grandfather noticed that the Ford had been moved. He found the filler cap and the lighter. He went to the ‘gendarmerie’ (the rural police) and withdrew his complaint. Then he went to see his cousin and, face to face, said “You are going to help rebuild everything and when that’s done you’re going to leave and never come back!” That was a hard blow for Christian who was nearing fifty. It was an even harder blow because of something else that happened just about the same time. His older brother, Bendicht, had bought a farm in Lorraine, in the North-East of France, and my grandfather had agreed to act as guarantor for the bank loan. And then his older brother died. From one day to another, my grandfather had two more children to raise and a second farm to pay for, while his own farm had been turned into a pile of ashes.
After the fire, all the family helped to rebuild. It was decided to put W-shaped roofs like on factories, part of a building being dedicated to a workshop where my uncle Otto and his brother Emile, my father, started making farming machinery. One can still see bits of their tools, old machines and the workbench with which they started. Today the place has been left to dust, rust and a noisy flock of geese. At the far end of the workshop there was a staircase where I loved to do acrobatics when I was a kid. The staircase led directly to the kitchen. On the left there was a pile of wood. I have a picture that shows my uncle Otto and my father dressed in a nice pair of overalls. The workshop was closed by two doors. On one of them was a large metal advertising panel for motor oil.
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Otto Streit, Christian and Marie’s elder son, proved to be an ingenious and creative craftsman. He is sitting on the tractor he built from various spare parts, most of them coming from automobiles. He was the first to put tires instead of the traditional wooden wheels to make carriages sturdier and easier to maneuver.



— THE POWER OF ORIGINS —
My first cousin Jean took over La Verrière after his father’s death. Still today, the poor man feels plagued by the fact that he didn’t have a son to take after him. He is sixty-three and terribly bitter. He had three daughters and one of them was willing to take over. Jean married a young Parisian who had come on vacation at l’Isle-sur-le-Doubs, a nearby town. They fell in love and got married. She had never set foot in a farm before. It was an isolated farm and nobody ever locked a door! For a long time there wasn’t even any electricity outside. She helped her husband with outstanding courage. Still today she milks the cows and brings in the hay with their youngest daughter.
I regularly take customers there to show them where I come from. One day I was there with a group of entrepreneurs from India whose company we were acquiring. It was for them a moment of emotion because of a dramatic event that took place during World War II. Six Indian war prisoners were being taken to Germany on board a train. They jumped and managed to escape. They arrived in the farmyard in La Verrière and tried to explain to my grandfather what had happened. He suddenly heard a German army truck driving up toward the farm and decided to hide them in the pig dung heap. But in ten minutes the soldiers had found them and loaded them in the truck. Then the soldiers went mad and decided to kill all the family. Everyone was placed in front of a wall. Jeannette, one of my father’s sisters, had polio and she couldn’t stand so one of the soldiers went to get a chair. In those few seconds of respite my grandfather Christian walked to the commanding officer and, in perfect German, told him: “You are just a rogue, a hooligan, and the Führer would be ashamed of you!” There was a moment of silence. And then the officer shouted and demanded an explanation. My grandfather said he was Swiss-German. The officer waived the execution. I will always remember how my grandfather had spoken to the officer. If it hadn’t been for his presence of mind, the whole family would have been shot. It was a remarkable way to surprise and take the opponent aback when he least expected it. It takes courage and a lot of determination to break social rules. I have kept this in mind and I have often used this technique when I have just a few seconds to get an important message across.
So no-one was shot but the Germans arrested two of my uncles: Walter (Jean’s father) and René. Both were about fifteen years old. The Germans made them climb on board the truck with the Indians and locked them up for several days in a house opposite the train station. Meanwhile my grandfather took his bicycle and rode all the way to the Swiss consulate in Besançon. The Germans always tried to avoid having problems with the German-speaking Swiss. We will never know exactly why but the Germans took the Indian prisoners outside and slaughtered them with their rifle butts in front of my uncles. Then they took my uncles back to La Verrière, determined to get hold of the ‘maquisards’ (members of the French Resistance) who would often come to the farm for food supplies. By chance, none of them were there that day so the Germans left. That took place in 1943. My uncles never fully recovered and it always haunted them.
When France was liberated, the attitude of the French was almost worst. French troops arrived in La Verrière calling the people there “filthy collaborators” (people working with the enemy) and they wanted to kill them but day after day they kept putting off the execution. My father and my uncle who were working in Clerval were not aware of the situation. But a few days later as they came to La Verrière, my grandfather told them what was happening. My father immediately went to see the leader of the maquisards in the nearby town of l’Isle-sur-le-Doubs and the man immediately went to the farm to speak to the non-commissioned officer who was in charge. The soldiers were immediately told to pull out. And so they left, without an apology, not even saying good-bye, just showing defiance toward the family they had threatened to kill. My grandfather and his four sons never got over it. They held a grudge against the French army and often expressed their contempt.
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At some time in their life, my grandparents were going through such hardships that they couldn’t even afford to buy shoes for the children. For a whole season they went barefoot. It’s only much later that I learned this, while I was travelling in the USA with my aunt Nelly, an outstanding woman. She was the one who took over managing the family after her mother’s decease. In the airplane on the way back, my aunt started telling me family stories including the part about the shoes. At first I didn’t believe her, thinking she was exaggerating as she often would, obsessed as she was on privation. A few days later I said to my father “Your sister told me another one of those family misery tales.” And I explained. My father laughed and said “Oh but it’s true! We were barefoot and the soles of our feet had become so hard that we could run on the most prickly places and not get hurt!” What surprised me most is the way a brother and a sister would have a totally different perception of the same events. Emile used to joke about it while Nelly never got over the fact that she had humble origins. She always thought that as she came from a poor family she could never reach a higher social position and that, consequently, she naturally could only be a socialist! Her husband was a teacher who had been promoted to the position of elementary school principal. He was an active member of a left-wing political movement, the French section of the Workers’ International Party. Their left-wing positions made family meetings … rather stormy. As he was the only one in the family who had an education, he thought all the others were dimwits. As a kid I would hear them argue for hours while my mother kept saying “Please no politics or we’re doomed!” My father, although he was a modest craftsman, was right-wing. As a matter of fact, people in the village considered that the Streit family, who had done well in life, was of course rich and right-wing!
Because my grandfather had fostered the two children of his deceased brother, the bonds between the children of the two families were very strong. All four of my grandfather’s children had an entrepreneurial spirit and started a business. Today we are fifteen cousins who have very close ties, especially my generation. This is not the case with the later generations. I have always strived to be a link between these generations by keeping the family memory as alive as possible. In the past, few took an interest but now they feel more concerned. We undertook a research on the Streit genealogy in preparation of a big family gathering. But our family-tree research stopped with our great-grandfather because in the Streit family all the elder sons were systematically given the name Bendicht. A few weeks before the family reunion, I had gone to the Radelfingen inn to book for eighty people. I was astonished when the manager of the restaurant did not ask me for a deposit. Back home I told my father. He explained that was the manager’s way of showing his trust. But if we ever betrayed that trust we had better never come back to Radelfingen or even the area! The descendants of the Webers left Radelfingen to settle in a nearby town. In the early 2000s, as I was travelling in Switzerland with my cousin Jean, we went to pay a visit to the Webers. As a joke, Jean asked if we still owed them any money for the farm in La Verrière. Mrs. Weber’s answer was crystal-clear: “If we invited you in, it means you don’t owe anything anymore.” The deal had been sealed with a handshake and everyone knew that my grandfather Christian Streit had kept his word and had finished paying what he owed. He had left no will. Nobody had ever known that whatever money the farm was making, it all went to pay what he owed to the Webers. After each good harvest Christian would leave the farm without a word to anyone. He would go to Switzerland to pay what was due and this he did until almost the very end of his life. Once a year he left for a few days and travelled by car all the way to Radelfingen to pay his debt and see his friends. Because the debt was spread over so many years he was not able to share the farm between his children. We realized this only much later. He died in 1970, in terrible pain, of a colon cancer. It’s only when he dies that a farmer is rich. After he had passed away, his sons quickly agreed on the inheritance. Walter had worked all his life by his father’s side to help him pay for La Verrière. My father and uncles wanted to make sure that he wouldn’t have to pay for it a second time.
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