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  Foreword


  


  I met Ewald Schroter – or Eddie, how he was affectionately called – on a trip across Canada. Years later, I came back to Victoria, British Columbia, as a university student and a strong friendship formed. He frequently talked about his biography and it has been a pleasure working on it with Eddie over the years and shape it into this book.


  His life story has been inspiring and I have learned much about the world from before I was born. This applies to both Germany, where I grew up, and Canada, to which I immigrated in my twenties – like Eddie, just a few decades later. It has been an honour to get to know him at an even deeper level.


  I thank him for sharing his experiences with his family, the readership at large and me.


  Unfortunately, he left us shortly after his birthday in August 2011. He is deeply missed.


  


  Christel Bodenbender


  Preface


  


  Nothing has given me more pleasure and satisfaction during my retirement than to write my biography – first in German, then translating my German biography into English. Before I pat myself a little on the back, I first have to say thanks to my friend Lotti not only for her encouragements but also for the many hours she put into correcting my German. And Lotti was there again when I started to translate the biography into English. She was always helpful in every way. The truth is very simple – I would probably never have been able to do it on my own. My thanks also go to Christel Bodenbender, my sister Hildegard, my family, my relatives and especially my schoolmates.


  Looking back, I am pleased to acknowledge my success in writing my biography in two languages, and it ranks as my best writing achievement. Maybe not tomorrow but in the future will my daughter Ruth and my son-in-law Abby, including my grandchildren Alycia, Anna, and Aaron as well as others, get to know my life through this biography.


  


  Ewald August Schroter


  Seventeen


  


  I leaned with my back against the sturdy brick building; one of the few that still stood fully intact just to spite the attackers. You could hear the impact of the American artillery in the background, inching closer every minute. They were shooting blindly, guessing our position – their version of 'just saying hello.'


  I was part of a German company positioned on the east side of the Rhine River. The Americans had taken position on the west side of the river and reminded us of our imminent defeat with infrequent artillery attacks, not having accumulated the strength yet to push the front further forward.


  We, on the other hand, were meagrely equipped with only a handful of guns; nothing big enough to shoot back anyways. To top it of, many of us were just teenagers like me.


  Most of the soldiers from my unit had gone inside the church, the strongest building in the village. They had tried to convince me to go inside as well, but I preferred to stay outside to face what was coming at us rather than hiding in a confined space.


  I felt safer out here despite not seeing much in the growing darkness. The sun had passed behind the horizon a few minutes ago, joining my fellow soldiers in the ritual hiding.


  I had only been drafted a few months ago as part of the German army's last efforts to hold off the Allied forces a while longer. The front had collapsed and Germany was being beaten from all sides. Most of my fellow draftees had been sent east to hold back the Soviets as long as they could, which was supposed to enable the Western Allies to proceed deeper into Germany instead. And here we were in the middle of it all.


  As the enemy fire drew closer, I had doubts about my decision not to go inside the church. Considering my protestant Christian upbringing, it would be a fitting place to hope and pray for the best in times like these. Yet I felt more grounded outside at the moment.


  To calm my thoughts, I visited memories from my childhood. I scoffed – it sounded strange to think of my childhood as something distance. I was only seventeen and not even considered an adult. Yet I had to act as one.


  I had grown up on a farm in Upper Silesia surrounded by my parents and siblings. Life there had been peaceful – as peaceful as the time between the wars could be anyways. My father had known all along that World War I had left too many injustices behind to provide a lasting peace in its wake. He always talked about the Versailles Treaty as the direct cause for an upcoming war and his predictions had been spot on.


  I was ripped out of my thoughts by the whistling sound of artillery, coming directly from above. A loud bang pushed me to the ground together with a sea of debris. Then the world became still again.


  My ears were numb from the noise when I crawled out from underneath the rubble. I shook off the dust and dirt from my uniform, breathing out a sigh when I realized I was not injured. The sigh quickly turned into a series of coughs.


  I turned around to see what had happened.


  I gasped when I saw that the church was gone. It had been hit directly and collapsed. If I had been inside, I would now be underneath the fractured bricks and splintered wooden beams.


  Others joined me to dig out survivors from underneath the rubble. Not many were still alive. I thanked my guardian angel for holding out his protective hand over me. With renewed conviction, I vowed to embrace every day of my life with the awareness that it was a gift from God.


  Days in the Nest


  


  There had been a time without war when I was younger. Yet many people had talked about war even then. The First World War had ended less than ten years before my birth and, sadly, the treaties that followed hadn't been designed to bring peace. Berlin, Paris, and London were far, but the consequences of their politics could be felt all the way into the far corners of Silesia (German: Schlesien), where my hometown of Glashütte was located.


  I remember Glashütte as an idyllic village nestled near the side arm of the Oder river as it traversed Upper Silesia. The village was located about forty kilometres northeast of Oppeln and a hundred kilometres southeast of Breslau, which put it close to the German-Polish border at the time.


  During my school years, I learned that archaeological discoveries showed that Upper Silesia was first populated in the early Stone Age. The Vandals lived in this area for half a century around the time of the birth of Christ. Then the faces of settlers changed again during the Migration Period.


  As it was typical for Central Europe of the Middle Ages, ownership of the Silesian area was anything but steady – from the first established Silesian states under Czech rule, following Slavic migration, to Polish rule in the 10th century, after which the area became part of the Bohemian Crown under the Holy Roman (German) Empire. Through the hands of Austria, the area was passed on to Prussia and joined the unification of Germany in 1871. After World War I, East-Upper Silesia, with a sizable Polish-speaking population and most of the productive coal mines, was given to Poland.


  As history has shown, political stability was not one of the strong points of Upper Silesia and the time between the two world wars was no different. The population was upset about the hardships Germany had to endure because of the Treaty of Versailles, a dictated peace despite the promises of Wilson's fourteen points that Germany had agreed to.


  With many Germans now living outside of the country's revised borders and the plight of the workers under the massive reparations the young republic had to endure, it was the far right and the far left of the political spectrum that gained momentum. Like an approaching storm, one could smell a new conflict just behind the horizon.


  


  Both my parents had been born in Upper Silesia – my father in Glashütte in 1877 and my mother five years later in Oberwalden, a village nearby. Since my mother worked in a can-making factory together with two of my father's sisters, it was only a matter of time until they met. Their love grew strong and they married in 1904, only four months after they had laid eyes on each other.


  My father was a mason, specializing in building chimneys. His profession brought him into many corners of the country, which meant he was gone for large parts of the year, and running the farm lay mostly in the hands of my mother. Paying off the mortgage for the farm became a rough ride on a long and winding road for my parents, but none of the hardships made them question their belief in untiring work and good planning.


  Although my parents weren't blessed with a child during the first six years of their marriage, they made up for it later. Their first son, Gerhard, arrived in 1910, followed by Karl in 1912, who died much too early in 1916. Their first daughter, Ilse, entered the home in 1913 and became the anchor of our family. Further blessings came with two wartime children, Hildegard in 1915 and Alfred in 1917. After Herbert was born in 1922, the family was to also include me in 1927, and that although my mother was already forty-five and my father fifty years old.


  


  Life at home revolved around the kitchen. The wood and coal-fired stove was the only heating source in the house. Underneath the baking compartments was an opening to store wood for the stove. Our cat quickly figured out that the opening was always warm and comfortable. It became her favourite resting place. Yet the stove would turn cold without wood and my father and I were responsible for cutting the firewood for the winter. We sometimes also used coal, which was the best fuel during the winter months. I vividly remember the last two years before I left Glashütte, when we recorded Siberian winters in our village with temperatures reaching below forty degrees Celsius in the years 1941 and 1942.


  My room had no heating and the window glass was often covered with a fat layer of ice. We had no modern mattresses and used straw beds instead. Only our thick, warm blankets protected us from the cold. I sometimes woke up and found little icicles hanging on my comforter, stemming from the moisture in my breath. Then, quick as a lightning, I ran to my mother in the warm kitchen. In the evening she put ceramic hot water bottles into our beds to keep us warm over night.


  Our water supply consisted of a pump in the yard. We had to carry the precious liquid to the stable for our domestic animals but also used it to water our garden. About half the people in our village still had to rely on water from their old-style Hungarian wells. To prevent the pump from freezing, my parents insulated the pump with straw and covered it with a type of canvas. During a cold spell, only the handle of the pump and the water outlet was uncovered. I cringed when I had to chip the ice off the water outlet before pumping water.


  The water for our weekly bath was heated in the steamer on the kitchen stove. The laundry tub was also our bathtub. I was the first one to jump into the water since I was also the first to go to sleep. When I was finished, my mother poured some more hot water in the tub and then it was her turn. My father was the last to go in the tub. Taking a bath on Saturday evening was the standard procedure for every family in our village. It prepared us for Sunday.


  No matter how hard my parents worked during the week, Sunday was the day to rest. Every Sunday the Catholic people of Glashütte went to church to the neighbouring village of Bodland for Sunday mass. My family and the other Lutheran inhabitants of Glashütte had to go ten kilometres to the Lutheran church in Kreuzburg.


  But first we had to feed the livestock in the morning. After that task was done, my father shaved, which he did only once a week. The razor my father used was hand-forged and called a straight razor. To sharpen the blade, he rubbed the edge of the knife along a thick strip of specially treated leather called a strop. That was only the beginning of the shaving process as my father then made shaving soap with a brush in the soap bowl and applied it to soften his beard. When he shaved, I wasn't allowed to run or jump in the kitchen but had to wait patiently until my father was done. Then, and only then, I ran towards him. He lifted me up to judge the quality of his job by rubbing our cheeks against each other. I agreed with my father – his cheek was as smooth as my little bum.


  


  We didn't have the amenities that people take for granted today, but we also didn't struggle with the multitude of distractions that vie for one's attention in modern society. Instead we focused on life's little details, which often seem to go unnoticed today. Even without television and computers, life is full of exciting events; you just have to look closely.


  I particularly enjoyed the time when the swallows returned to Upper Silesia from their winter migration. Our stable door consisted of two parts and my mother left the upper half open for these beautiful songbirds to enter. People felt good to have these birds under their roof, because it was said the swallows would bring luck.


  The European species of barn swallow migrate to Africa over the winter to come back in the spring. Every year when the swallows arrived, they made little adjustments to the mud nest in our stable and, after cleaning house, they laid their eggs. Since the nest was high up near the ceiling and my mother reminded me not to touch the eggs, I used a mirror to have a peek inside. Six eggs in a nest are the most that I saw in our stable. The young birds remained in their nest for almost four weeks.


  I often sat on my mother's three-legged stool that she used for milking the cows, from where I watched the swallows feeding the young. One had to concentrate really hard to see whether they fed the little ones with a rain worm, a bug, or a grasshopper. Then, when leaving the nest, the birds emerged as graceful fliers, soaring high into the sky or swooping down close to the water surface to catch insects. I noticed that the most active time for the swallows is the middle of August, as they work extra hard to get in shape to fly south soon for the winter.


  Our Forest


  


  The town of Glashütte stretched along the main road with most of the houses nestled between the farmland on one side and the forest on the other. We had deer, hares, and wild boar in our forest. I gasped when I saw what damage a gang of eight to ten wild boars could cause in a nursery of young trees. Sometimes they ran astray through the potato fields of farmers and left tremendous destruction behind. My parents told me a wild sow will protect her young to death and I stayed as far away from them as possible. When I ventured into the forest, I was cautious and focused on the sights and sounds around me.


  Every spring I could hear the cuckoo's calls from the forest. I always had a bit of cash in my pockets, because hearing the cuckoo meant you had a good chance of multiplying your wealth. In contrast to the North American cuckoos, the European species usually laid their eggs in the nests of other birds, tricking the other parents into raising the foster nestling and neglecting their own. Yet, all of the species are beneficial, for they feed on insects, especially fuzzy caterpillars, which most birds avoid. I once saw a cuckoo snatch a big meal right in front of my nose.


  As I continued to walk through the woods, I had to look out for poisonous snakes, like the viper. I knew if I was bitten, I would have to be treated by a doctor immediately. These snakes love to roam in morasses and wet grasslands, as frogs are a delicious meal for them. Their presence was the reason why loggers and berry pickers always wore boots in the forest. Of course I followed their example when I was picking mushrooms.


  The first signs of fall brought rain in their wake and we became busy picking mushrooms. Together with my friends Georg and Reinhold, I collected chanterelles and yellow boletus. The latter grew mostly under deciduous trees and were tricky to find because the leaves covered them. We took a branch to move the rising leaves and usually we found a yellow boletus underneath. If I stepped on one, the mushroom was squashed and lost for consumption. During the war, I sold the mushrooms to a family in Bodland. I smiled because I always received more money than I asked for, and afterwards I often went to the Rausch Inn, where I bought and drank my first Coca Cola with the money I earned. As the war continued, this American drink was not available anymore.


  But I didn't sell all of the mushrooms. I brought some home to give them to my mother. She took a needle with thread, pierced the sliced mushrooms and dried them in the sun for the winter. I was always glad when I picked enough mushrooms to bring some home since my mother used them for many delicious soups.


  


  Once a year was battue in our forest, organized by the ranger. Prominent people participated in the hunt, as they were the only ones who could find enough change in their wallets to pay for this extravaganza. When I was twelve, I was given the honour to participate as a driver – our task was to drive the hares towards the hunters. With their guns, they waited at the forest road to then shoot the hares, which had no other choice but cross the road and run into their doom.


  My pulse was racing when the hunt started and we pushed the hares towards the location of the hunters. It took a long time until sporadic gunfire echoed through the forest, telling us that we were getting closer to the road. The hunters were shooting in a direction that wouldn't endanger us. Yet what I saw next I never wanted to witness again. Fire and smoke hammered out of the gun barrels and the hares tumbled to the ground, dead body over dead body – a gruesome and senseless massacre. I am not against all forms of hunting, but I don't understand how such slaughtering can be regarded as a "sport."


  Public School in Glashütte


  


  The German law at the time stipulated that every child had to attend eight years of public school. In my eight years, I went through a school system that involved moving to a higher level every two years. My favourite subjects were history and geography. Mathematics was all right, but German grammar wasn't my strength. Gym class was popular with all children, particularly when we played dodge ball, which boys and girls played together.


  The children from Waldroden, a neighbouring village, and Christienenhof, a settlement in our forest about three kilometres away, also attended our school in Glashütte. Christienenhof was a ranger station and we looked up to the children, because they had to walk through the forest every day, even during the cold winter months.


  Our school building had two classrooms and two living quarters for the teachers. The complex also included a barn, a stable, an underground storage cooling room, a washhouse, and about two acres of land.


  On the south side of the school, our teacher had his beautiful garden. Without any doubt it was the finest garden in the village. Jumping the fence into the garden, no matter how inviting the grapes and strawberries had been, generally ended with a double licking after being caught – first by the teacher and then by our mother, as my brother Herbert had to experience.


  Somehow he had found out the teacher and his wife were paying a visit to friends in Borkenwalde, a neighbouring village. He concluded that it was the perfect opportunity to get to those grapes.


  On the Sunday in question, he watched the teacher leaving the school and then sent me to take a position guarding the road. According to my brother, it was a perfect plan and this was the time to strike.


  After the teacher and his wife left the school, my brother came running up to me and I immediately took my position. It would not take long – my brother put up the ladder against the south wall and was busy filling the paper bag with these wonderful grapes. Suddenly, in disbelief, I saw the teacher standing below Herbert. I did not waste any time and ran off like a bullet. How was it possible that a perfect plan went astray?


  Actually, it was very simple. My brother thought the teacher and his wife would ride the bicycle and as he came running to get me, he had overlooked that they went by foot through the forest. As they had reached the woods, the teacher remembered that he forgot something and since there was enough time to return, he went back to the school and caught Herbert. To my surprise, Herbert was taking the punishment by himself and did not turn me in, his accomplice.


  Untiring Work on the Farm


  


  On our fields, my parents mostly planted rye, oats, and potatoes, but also turnips, red and white cabbage, and some poppy. We also had a garden near the street, where my mother planted vegetables, tomatoes, carrots, and some beans among other things. At the centre of the garden was a small cherry tree, but around the fence several other fruit trees reached their canopies towards the sky. In between the fruit trees, we had planted some gooseberry and red currant shrubs, and we let our eyes feast on the colours in the summer. My mother took care of the planting, weeding, and harvesting; my job was to pump the water in pails and water the garden. There were many tasks I had to help her with.


  At grain harvest time, men cut rye and oat with the scythe. Women followed them with the sickle and made sheaves that were later put together into the familiar stoke. I had to hold the first two sheaves that the women put up and then they added the remaining sheaves. We used eight to make a stoke and the stokes were wider at the bottom so they would dry quicker. It was hard work and I wiped the sweat off my forehead.


  As the economy improved and the first wing reapers emerged in the community, the masses of men and women with the sickle and scythe disappeared from the fields. I regarded it as a blessing. I realized that farm work wouldn't be my choice for my future. Yet I helped wherever I could until I was leaving home.


  Once the grain was dry, we transported it into our barn. Thrashing was done during the winter months and my parents had a spike drum-thrashing machine, a grain separator, and a chaff cutter. The power source for these machines was our stationary beam whim behind the barn, where I drove our horse, Braun, around and around for many days.


  When the task was done, I put Braun in front of the carriage to make the trek to the mill in Margsdorf. Once I fell asleep on my way home, but our old horse found the way back on his own. When my mother spotted us approaching the farm gate, she ran to me to wake me up. After giving me a good squeeze, she also hugged the horse and Braun later received an extra-rich dinner. At this time, the horse had been with my parents for thirty-three years already. I had to hold back my tears when we had to say good-bye to our trusted companion after he succumbed to a kidney disease in 1941.


  


  Besides grain, we grew potatoes, which were also used as a source of fuel during World War II. I remember inspectors coming to our farm to check our potato supply. If they found that we could survive with less, my parents were required to bring some potatoes to Kreuzburg. Then, after delivery at the railroad supply station, the potatoes were shipped somewhere else to make fuel. Ten tons of potatoes probably yield about a thousand litres of alcohol – an important resource that could be converted into gasoline, which was in high demand by the German forces.
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