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Memory is the diary that we all carry about with us.


Oscar Wilde from 'The Importance of Being Earnest'









To my family and all the


lovely people


who have accompanied me


on my long journey


through life









Part One









When the weather was nice – and it was almost always sunny and cloudless that summer – the two of us took many laps in your wheelchair in the beautiful park in front of the nursing home. I sat down on a bench next to you and told you what I had read in the newspaper or who I had met and who had sent their regards. Talking became increasingly difficult for you, but you were a grateful listener.


As often as I could, I visited you in your room in the evening and prepared your dinner, often just a piece of toast with a little cheese. I brought you a small bowl of fruit from home, which you particularly liked. You were so grateful for everything and so content.


You didn't let the change to the new environment in the home and the initial loss of your familiar surroundings, your home, and your contacts get you down. You ultimately accepted your fate, even during the difficult time of the coronavirus pandemic. And you remained confident until the very end.


Despite your serious illness and the increasing limitations on your quality of life during your final years, you bravely endured your fate.


You always remained cheerful, were loved by everyone and were always grateful for the selfless care you received until your final hours, especially from the loving nursing staff at the home.


Hardly anyone knew that you had not belonged to a church for a long time, since you had begun to have serious doubts about whether there was a benevolent God given all the misfortune in the world. And yet, you were a woman of faith. You believed in the truth and in something you could neither name nor picture. You thought that was what clergy were for. You believed that we are all part of something higher. When we leave this world, our memories and desires will not be lost, but will become the memories and desires of those who follow us.


On the last day of October 2021, a gloomy Sunday, I receive a call shortly after eight in the morning from a nurse in the waking station of your home. She asked if I could come quickly, saying she had just been with you to get you ready for breakfast, but you had barely responded and were not feeling well at all. I was in the bathroom, left everything where it was and was about to leave when, a few minutes later, I received a second call. In the short time it took for the nurse to call me from the nursing station, you had passed away peacefully.


In my heart, I will always remember you as a particularly good and lovable person, a warmhearted, modest, strong-willed and intelligent woman. Always straightforward and honest, you always knew exactly what you wanted.


Albert Schweitzer once said: 'The most important thing in life is the mark we leave behind when we leave.'


My dear darling, you left behind countless unforgettable marks. In the short time we were able to spend together, we had many opportunities to tell each other stories from our eventful past lives.


I have thought long and hard about why you had to suffer from this terrible cancer. Was it the stress and worry about your two daughters with bipolar disorder, the eldest of whom had already passed away a few years ago? Were mistakes made during the radiation treatment after the last tumour operation? Was it an immune deficiency? Questions upon questions. Coincidence or fate? According to Voltaire, chance is a word without meaning – nothing can exist without a cause.


This means that everything must have a causal connection. However, causal connections always involve a relationship between cause and effect. Something fits together here. So, in principle, we can also speak of providence when it comes to causal connections – even if we cannot immediately explain the connections. In such cases, we like to venture into the realm of mysticism or, depending on our religious worldview, speak of 'divine providence'. For we believe that everything we cannot explain is controlled and guided by a supernatural power, namely God.


My thoughts go round and round in circles, in an endless loop. How will it all continue? Memories of days gone by surface, haunt me at night when I cannot sleep – eventful years of my life pass before my eyes, back to my earliest childhood …









War years


Almost exactly one year after the outbreak of World War II on 1 September 1939, I saw the light of day. I couldn't have chosen a worse time!


Between 1943 and 1945, Munich was subjected to a total of 74 air raids. During these years, Schwabing, where I was living with my mother on Nikolaiplatz, off Ludwigstraße, suffered particularly severe damage from bombing raids by the British Royal Air Force and the United States Army Air Forces. The city centre was particularly hard hit on 2 and 3 October 1943 with 78 mines, 309 high-explosive bombs, 7.000 phosphorus bombs and 190.000 incendiary bombs – a total of 500 tons of death and destruction. After that, there were another eight heavy attacks on the city centre until 8 January 1945. In total, more than 6.000 people were killed and around 15.500 were injured.


During one of the attacks, an incendiary bomb pierced our neighbouring house from the roof to the basement, burning it completely down. We were lucky that it wasn't our house. When the air raid sirens wailed, we had to flee countless times in the middle of the night from our large flat on the fourth floor to the basement via the spacious stairwell. My mum always carried me, a sleepy three- or four-year-old toddler, carefully and quickly downstairs in her arms. Dad was at war, somewhere far away in Russia.


My energetic dad, Günter Friesleben, who had a degree in economics, and my mum, Anna Lise Miegel (or Annelise, as she preferred to be called), didn't get married until a good year after I was born on 23 December 1941. At least, that is what it says in the marriage certificate from the Potsdam-Babelsberg registry office near Berlin and in the marriage certificate from the parish office of the Evangelical Lutheran Christuskirche in Potsdam. That would not have been unusual, after all, it was wartime, and many relationships were torn apart during that period. But apparently, that explanation is not quite enough. I need to go back further:


My paternal grandfather, Eugen Karl Josef, died quite young at the age of 51 – the cause of his death is not known. It was said that he was a merchant. His wife Helene with son Günter and Heinz then married a second time, to the engineer and manufacturer Friedrich (Fritz) Brocke. This other 'grandfather' ran a construction company for industrial plants in Berlin (Brocke & Schreck-haas, Grandfather was the registered owner), which mainly built industrial chimneys and furnaces. Fritz Brocke brought three children of his own into this patchwork marriage, a son Wolfgang and two daughters, Liselotte and Ilse. The children from both families apparently got along quite well: Uncle Wolfgang went to the same school class as my father, and they graduated from high school together. He was also the last person to say goodbye to my father Günter at the Korschen railway station in East Prussia before he left for the Eastern Front, and the last person to see him alive. My dad was killed in action near Orel in April 1943, shortly before the end of World War II.


From the age of nine, my dad lived in the house of his stepfather Fritz and attended the Schiller Gymnasium in Berlin-Charlottenburg from sixth grade to twelfth grade. He graduated from there with his school-leaving certificate at Easter 1931. From the summer semester of 1931 onwards, he studied law and political science at the University of Berlin but interrupted his studies at the end of the winter semester of 1933/34 to perfect the theoretical knowledge he had acquired at university through practical work in a commercial enterprise. He joined the central administration of Conrad Tack & Cie. A. G., Berlin, as a legal assistant and executive assistant. At the beginning of the winter semester of 1935/36, he resumed his studies and passed the diploma examination for economists. In the summer semester of 1936 and the winter semester of 1936/37, he worked on a legal dissertation in the field of labour law, which he submitted to the University of Marburg at the end of March 1937. The preparations for the doctoral examination were completed, except for the oral examination. From 1938 onwards, he was a consultant for the Iron, Steel and Sheet Metal Industry Economic Group in Berlin, most recently as a consultant for this economic group in The Hague, Holland. He began his military service in February 1942.


Unfortunately, little is known about my mother's early years; for some reason, she never talked much about her parents' home and her youth. Grandmother Frieda was a pleasant, kind-hearted woman who remained close to her two daughters, Anna Lise and Ursel, throughout her life. Grandfather Emil, also a merchant, had lost a leg in the World War I, seemed rather stiff and introverted, and was a strict father. He was the kind of 'cigar-smoking man in the study, which you could only enter with his permission, wearing a father-killer instead of a soft shirt collar,' who, in an emergency, would probably have resorted to the axe to defend his daughters' honour, and who may also have suffered a little from the fact that he was afflicted with three female beings and had not produced a male heir. This made him keep an even closer eye on his two daughters when they came of age. Even at the advanced age of 18 and even later, they were only allowed to go out until 10 p.m. Having their own house keys was out of the question! This meant that if the daughters (who, in the absence of a governess, were only allowed to go out together in the evenings!) were not home by 10 p.m., they would regularly have to listen to a stern lecture. Sometimes this could only be avoided if Grandpa had already dozed off a little tipsily at a late hour, and Grandma was persuaded to look out of the window and throw down the house key after a quiet knock on the drainpipe. The next day, Grandma would insist that Grandpa had overslept the curfew and that she had let the two daughters into the house herself.


I can hardly remember Grandma Frieda and Grandpa Emil. When Grandpa Emil died, I was only six years old.


After the end of the war in 1945, Berlin was divided into American, British, French, and Russian sectors by the victorious powers. Babelsberg, where my grandparents still lived, now belonged to the Russian sector. Mum's sister Ursel (Aunt Uschi) had since married a horrible prole, a gasworks worker, and also lived there. Although the sector border was still 'permeable' until the Berlin Wall was built in August 1961, no one was particularly interested in travelling to the 'East-Sector'. Every month, parcels were sent with things that were not available 'over there', such as coffee, sugar, chocolate or certain toiletries and household goods, e.g. good soap or washing powder, but as far as I can remember, we only visited Grandma and Aunt Uschi once or twice after Grandpa's death. And even then, only on 'neutral ground', so to speak, on the other side of the sector border in the West, at Aunt Emma's, Grandpa Emil's sister.


But back to my mum. My mum was incredibly pretty and had to get her blonde curls permed all the time. When I was nine years old, I told her that I would marry her when I was older. At 30, I would stop working, retire, and we would have a wonderful life together. Some-how, that didn't work out.


As already mentioned, she spent her school days under the strict supervision of my grand-father in her parents' house. After completing her secondary education and attending a business school – she must have been 18 or 19 at the time, around 1935 – she first joined the 'Arbeitsdienst' (Labour Service) and the BDM (Bund Deutscher Mädel, League of German Girls).


After the National Socialists came to power in 1933, the number of girls organised in the BDM rose steadily. While female members of the Hitler Youth accounted for only 25 per cent of the total in 1933, by 1939 half of all members were girls. They joined the BDM for various reasons: many were attracted by the appealing leisure activities offered by the BDM, while a large proportion were transferred from other youth organisations in the course of 'Gleichschaltung' (enforced conformity). In addition, the government put pressure on civil servants and employees to allow their daughters to join the BDM. Older girls also hoped to gain advantages for their own career advancement. In addition, daughters of middle-class families saw the BDM as an opportunity to escape the rigid conventions of their parents' homes. I don't know exactly how it worked, but I can well imagine the latter reason! With the 'Law on the Hitler Youth' of 1 December 1936, membership in the BDM, which had previously been voluntary, became compulsory. All young people were officially grouped together in the HJ, and the BDM for German girls was declared the third factor in education alongside school and the family home. So, there was no escape at first. However, the time my mother spent there was not so bad: she was well-fed, became plump and chubby, did a lot of sport (not necessarily her thing) and learned a great deal about housekeeping and life in a large community.


After this phase, the serious side of life began as a secretary in the Berlin economic group for the iron, steel and sheet metal industry. There, as life would have it, she met my two fathers – my biological father, whom she came to appreciate and love, and my later stepfather Karl Wobbe.


So, I owe my 'creation' to this encounter. And apparently also somewhat unplanned – without the respective parents, i.e. my grandparents, knowing about it! This must have caused quite a stir in the families. In my innocence, I used to imagine it as quite romantic, like Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet – except, our two families were not enemies. I never heard anything about this from my mother during her lifetime. Shortly before her death, however, she gave me a bundle of field post letters from my dad, which he had written to my mum from April 1942 onwards, after he had been drafted into military service for deployment on the front in Russia. Shortly before that, he had been transferred by the economic group to Holland and had settled with my mum and me in beautiful The Hague. In one of the first letters from what was then Gumbinnen in East Prussia, very close to Königsberg, I found the first and only indication that not everything had gone smoothly after my birth. Among other things, he wrote in a field post letter in May 1942:


' … I was delighted to hear how smoothly things have gone with your parents. What would have been the point of quarrelling with us now that everything has turned out so well? Everything has turned out just as I had imagined. Your parents' anger, however justified, has been overcome by your grandparents' love. The positive outcome of the whole affair is a welcome addition to the family, namely our little Klaus, for whom we cannot thank God enough. It is wonderful that the christening was able to take place so quickly. You did a fine job with the altar in the empty room. I have already been to the registry office in Haag to register Klaus's birth. They don't do it there. The family register must be sent to Steinhöring instead. Stolte is to issue a baptism certificate for now. We will then transfer it to the family register later. Perhaps Stolte can also persuade the registry office there to confirm the marriage in the family register based on the marriage certificate presented.


A few days later, the following letter arrived:


'My dear wife!


Today I received your letter dated 4 May. From the sender's address, I can see that you have now started work at the Central Order Office in The Hague. I hope it's not too much for you. Your post only takes three days. Please send all parcels to me by registered mail via service post (not field post) directly to the barracks, 1st Company / Inf. Ers. Btl. 22. Your father replied very nicely to my letter and also enclosed cigarettes. So, everything is fine. I'm glad that Fritz Reuß visited you. There was no need to be cautious about Klaus. He is one of the four close corps brothers who know about his existence. I forgot to tell you that.


That's all for today – more on Sunday.


With love and kisses


Your Günter


Secret mission 'Klaus' then! It was obvious that I had been hidden from the 'public' for some time. This is also indicated by my place of birth, Steinhöring, in the deep south of the republic, in the district of Ebersberg between Munich and Wasserburg. The former children's home of the Caritas Association, the 'Hochland' home, the maternity clinic, also had a reputation for being a secret 'breeding facility' of the SS.


That was absolutely incredible: Klaus, the cute little guy, the illegitimate child of an unmarried mother, born into a world of confused ideologies and outdated conventions, in a secret breeding facility of the Third Reich?


From today's perspective, I can well imagine that the Steinhöring maternity hospital, probably even with the help of influential friends or acquaintances of my father, was actually chosen only because here my poor mum, as an 'unmarried mother', had the opportunity to give birth to me undisturbed and far away from her native Potsdam and the gossip of all kinds of backward people. So at least I became a Bavarian despite my Prussian parents. As a later 'Münchner Kindl' (child of Munich), I am of course a little proud of that.


So, in the early 1940s, my parents ended up in Holland. As a representative of the iron, steel and sheet metal industry economic group, my dad was supposed to help boost German exports in this industry at the branch office in The Hague. An increase in exports was absolutely necessary due to the economic needs of the Third Reich. This is outlined in a report by the Reich Ministry of Economics in the following words:


'… there are no longer any significant reserves of important supplies and foodstuffs. Maintaining production, albeit at a reduced level, [ …] in recent months [has] only been possible by largely exhausting the last liquid foreign exchange reserves. The only way to continue the domestic programme – rearmament and the Four-Year Plan – is to immediately increase exports by removing all domestic obstacles.'


So, this was where my dear father, the graduate economist, was needed! My parents settled down quite nicely on the outskirts of The Hague, in Stalpertstraat, three or four kilometers from Scheveningen, which was already a well-known seaside resort at that time. I have no direct memories of any of this, but there are still quite a few photos that my industrious mum took – most of them of me for my poor dad, who was soon drafted into military service and torn away from his little family, and who always looked forward to a few new pictures of his offspring.


My dad must have loved me dearly, as can be seen from several passages in his many field post letters to my mum.


And finally, after many field post letters from the front written in quick succession, his last letter suddenly arrived:


Russia, 7 April 1943


My dear little wife!


It is half past five in the morning. The sun has just risen beautifully. Ivan (that's what we call everything Russian) is firing wildly over our heads without hitting anything. Your dear husband has just shaved and is therefore in a good mood; he is sitting in front of his earth bunker and intends to write you a nice birthday letter.


This is now the second birthday that you, dear Annelise, must celebrate alone as a soldier's wife. What I have to say to you, apart from the usual good wishes, are words of thanks for everything you have done for me during our marriage as my faithful companion and mother of our golden boy. My fervent prayer to God on this day is that you will remain healthy and cheerful for both of us men for a long time to come. Enjoy it as much as possible, and think a little bit about your husband, who will also be celebrating with you in spirit.


However, it is possible that I may be celebrating your birthday a day or two too early or too late. We have lost all sense of time due to the lack of a calendar, and just as I was starting this letter, I was wondering what date it is today. There were three different opinions, and I have put the date that seems correct to me on this letter. Yes, yes, that's Russia for you. It devours people along with their cultural achievements and reduces them to moles. You should see how your spoiled husband lives in a clay bunker 3 metres underground and still feels safe and secure. You could almost say it's 'much cosier' here than in a dirty Russian hut. We don't have bedbugs here, only fleas and lice, those noble pets. As long as I've been here, we've built these dwellings in hard nighttime trench work. After the snow left us, it was necessary to disappear from the ground. Ivan is opposite us here with his positions 700 metres away and likes to shoot holes in our heads with his telescopic sight. Now that we have finally finished our position, we will be relieved by other troops this evening to take up a resting position. So, we are leaving here again, several kilometres back. I hope this news will also reassure you somewhat. There are optimists who hope that the entire regiment, which has been through very heavy fighting and is badly shaken, will be relieved and sent to France. Too good to be true, this vague hope. I for myself do not believe it. My guest appearance in Russia cannot be over so quickly.


In any case, you can rest assured about the well-being of your crippled husband for the moment. He is doing well, although not quite as well as he was under your wing during the wonderful holidays. There is a small difference between Holland and Russia after all. When will I hear from you? The post takes a long time to get here, probably three weeks, and it is irregular. However, we are supposed to receive a few airmail stamps per month. This will reduce the delivery time by about half. I will send them to you. Instead of 'Feldpost' (field post), you must write the words 'Luftfeldpost' (airmail) on the envelope and underline them in red. Always keep one stamp for really urgent cases.


So, my dear, I think my birthday message has turned out quite well. Many birthday kisses and warmest regards from


your faithful husband


On the very day he sent this last greeting home, and apparently hours before he was due to be relieved and could have carried out his planned retirement, fate caught up with him, which he had described shortly before with 'soldier's humour'.


After my father's death, our stay in Holland came to an end, and we moved to Munich, probably also due to the war, as we were no longer safe in Holland at the end of the war. We now live in a very spacious rented flat in the middle of Schwabing on Nikolaiplatz, off the wide Ludwigstraße, which stretches from the Feldherrnhalle to Münchner Freiheit (also known as Feilitzschplatz). It is a venerable house with three-metre-high rooms and lots of stucco on the ceilings, just as they were built at the beginning of the twentieth century. We live at the top of the third floor, which is reached via an imposing staircase.


At first, we were alone in the huge five-room flat. I remember that there was an insanely long and dark corridor that would have been well suited as a bowling alley. In this corridor, the doors to the rooms were on the left and right: the living room, dining room and bedrooms faced Nikolaistraße, the short street that connects Nikolaiplatz with Ludwigstraße. The small room, the chamber, and the kitchen looked out onto the somewhat dreary backyard. The windowless bathroom was at the end of the long corridor and was completely dark. I had once locked myself in there, pulled out the key, and then got terribly scared and screamed loudly. In the darkness – I was too small to reach the light switch – I couldn't get the key back into the keyhole. Nothing helped – in the end, the lock had to be sawn out and a tear-stained little boy had to be comforted by his mum.


We had brought my nanny Gertrud with us from Holland. Young Gertrud was a lovely woman, but in my mum's eyes, she did just about everything wrong. My dad was no longer there, and my mum drove every day to Sendling, a suburb in the south of Munich on the left bank of the Isar. There she worked as a secretary at the Grunow capacitor factory. Her former boss in Berlin, Karl Wobbe, who now also had moved to Munich, had got her the job. So while my mum was at work, Gertrud had to look after me. It was wartime, and Munich was one of the preferred targets for air raids. The air raid sirens wailed constantly when another British air raid was imminent, and we had to go from the third floor to the basement, where the air-raid shelter was. Our clever Gertrud found the constant going up and down too tedious. She quickly put me in the pram and took me for a walk in the nearby English Garden, while British or American bomber squadrons flew overhead, and bombs struck all around us with a vicious howl. Somehow, Gertrud's idea of retreating to the English Garden during the attacks wasn't so stupid: it was quite unlikely that the English Garden would be a worthwhile target, and even if you reached the air-raid shelter in time, your chances of survival wouldn't be great if the house had been hit directly and reduced to rubble and ashes above your head. We had already experienced this when an incendiary bomb had burned through all the floors of the neighbouring house down to the cellar. However, my mother was completely shocked when she found out about our daring walks and was so upset that she immediately sent Gertrud back to Holland.


In the last months of the war, we finally had to share our large flat with a whole group of refugees. An elderly, elegant little Russian woman, Frau von Hübenett, was accommodated in the small room at the end of the long corridor (next to the gloomy bathroom). I liked her very much; she spoke good German with an interesting Russian accent and always told me or read me exciting fairy tales about Ivan Tsarevich and the Grey Wolf. Then there was a Polish family whom we strongly suspected of stealing Mummy's brand-new bicycle. She always rode the bicycle to work, hauling it up three flights of stairs every evening and storing it under my bed in my bedroom. One morning, after I had slept blissfully on it during the night, the bike was gone – and so were the Poles!


A replacement bike was needed, as there was no tram, no bus or any other way to get to work in Sendling. Except for a used, totally black, miserable old clunker, there was nothing else – it was wartime, and you were lucky if you could get anything at all. Just a few days after this new purchase, Mum rode through the aftermath of a phosphorus bomb. Subsequently, the inner tubes and tyre casings were beyond repair. The inventive Karl (not yet my new 'dad' at that point) had a brilliant idea: he sawed lots of small wooden blocks, drilled holes through them, threaded them onto a long iron wire and then mounted the whole thing on the bare steel rims. Now Mum could go back to work and ride through phosphorus puddles unscathed. However, the rides on the war-ready bike were a little bumpier and noisier than before.


Incidentally, 'Daddy' was a new word for me that I had to get used to. I was used to 'Mummy' and 'Papa'. In the old days, of course, you addressed your parents formally and by their first names, but those days are gone, and even today I find 'Mummy' and 'Daddy' or even 'Mummy' and 'Daddy' a bit strange. I have never heard a baby say 'Mummy' as its first word. And 'mother' only ever came out of my mouth in sentences like 'Mother, what have you done now?!'


It was freezing on winter nights. Mum filled these brown, slender Steinhäger bottles made of fired clay with hot water, sealed them with a cork and placed them at the foot end of our beds under our duvets. That was nice, at least our feet were warm, and we could sleep well. After a few hours, unfortunately, the bottles became unpleasantly cold and were discarded. In the morning, we lay under the duvet like icicles.


In the last years of the war, 1944/45, I went to the nursery school in Haimhauserstraße. It was a full-day nursery school, which was practical because Mum had to work during the day. I missed my familiar surroundings there and was quite unhappy, despite the many children who were always romping around me. Perhaps it was also because I was rather shy and quite delicate in build, couldn't relate to the mostly robust children there, and constantly clung to the nursery teacher's skirt. Eventually, this became a bit annoying for her, and at some point, she expelled me, the traitor. At first, Mum still took me to nursery before work and picked me up again in the evening. After a while, however, I found my way there on my own. That worked well for quite some time – until someone stole my shoes on the way home, while I was walking, so to speak, and I had to walk home in my socks. It was (already forgotten, war?) the only pair of shoes I owned – I didn't have any others, and they were impossible to get during the war! Now, going to nursery on my own was history once again. The only problem was that I couldn't stay in the flat alone during the day and had to be taken to and picked up from nursery in my slippers in the middle of winter!


Fortunately, a solution was found right away. There was a small corner shop on Nikolaiplatz, on the corner of Siegesstraße. The owner, Mrs Drexel, always gave me something sweet to snack on when we went shopping and had taken me into her heart. When my mum told her about the shoe theft and explained the problems it caused, the kind Mrs Drexel immediately offered to look after me for a while during the day. There was a door from her shop to her warm living room. There I could play all day long, watch Mrs Drexel at work, get a little something for lunch and have a really good time with her. I didn't miss nursery at all, it was just so much nicer at Mrs Drexel's!









Bogenhausen


At the age of six, in September 1946, I started attending the Schwabing primary school on Heimeranstraße, very close to the nursery. After school, I had to go to after-school care because my mum still had to work to earn a living for both of us. We missed my dad in every way! There was no widow's pension either, or at least it must have been very meagre if there was anything at all. I don't have clear memories of this period of my life, but I do know that I didn't particularly like school or after-school care because the teachers and carers were quite strict and there wasn't much to laugh about.


This was also the time when I caught all the childhood diseases that you could possibly get without being vaccinated back then: mumps, scarlet fever and diphtheria (I had already had whooping cough before I started nursery) – I had just about everything. To top it all off, I then caught head lice at school. That wasn't very pleasant. Every day, my hair was rubbed with pungent-smelling alcohol and then combed out with a special lice comb with very fine and sharp teeth. The procedure was quite painful, the alcohol stung and burned my scalp, and I was very happy when the lice finally fled after a week or two.


In 1947, my mother moved with me from Schwabing to Bogenhausen, to Kolbergerstraße, to live with her former boss Karl Wobbe from Berlin, who had found her the job in Sendling. Karl had two adult children from his first marriage, Jetta and Jan, who were both in their twenties and no longer lived with him. Jan had just returned from the war. He was a panzer grenadier in the Waffen-SS, had deserted and came home in full uniform. When the Americans saw his SS badge, they almost shot him before his father could intervene.


Mama and Karl liked each other and soon got married after Karl divorced for the second time and had handed his ex-wife Charlotte over to his neighbour Conrad Barnack, who lived across the hall on the same floor. Those were crazy times, everything was a bit chaotic, everything was being rearranged, it was a 'grand castling' like in chess: Karl's Charlotte married Conrad, Conrad's ex-wife (also named Charlotte) married the (much younger) Jan and took her daughter with her. Later, the two would have two more children. So, everyone had a family again, which lasted an astonishingly long time, and everyone was happy.


Even back then, Bogenhausen was one of Munich's more upmarket districts, home to many celebrities, including the writer Thomas Mann, who had a villa in Herzogpark (it was expropriated during the war and occupied by SS officials), Rock 'n' Roller Peter Kraus and, later, tennis ace Boris Becker. We lived in a large four-storey semi-detached apartment building with sixteen flats and a caretaker's flat occupied by the Söllner family, which was located in the basement of number 17. We had the flat at number 15 on the first floor. Next door to us, on the same floor, lived the Barnacks, Charlotte and Conrad, as already mentioned.


Conrad was the son of Oskar Barnack, the inventor of the world-famous Leica camera. Oskar Barnack, a trained precision engineer, developed the first 35 mm camera between 1913 and 1914 as head of development at the Leitz company in Wetzlar. The first Leica (Leitz Camera) went into series production in 1924 and was launched on the market in 1925. Instead of the previous plates, standardised filmstrips were used in the Leica. The 35 mm cinema films, which were widely in operation at the time, were used with a recording format of 24 × 36 mm (so-called 35 mm format). This made more compact housing designs possible. The use of 35 mm film is still standard in analogue reportage photography today. I will come back to the Barnacks again later.


Below us, on the ground floor, dwelt Mrs Braun, a single, distinguished lady who was rarely seen, and opposite stayed a couple of elderly people who were rather reclusive.


The Langer family lived above us. They came from the Sudetenland and had a rather peculiar dialect to our ears, which were accustomed to the Bavarian sound. He was an engineer and a rather dry type. His wife always looked very miserable and constantly said 'niwaa', which was supposed to mean 'isn't it' (the Bavarian equivalent to: gell!). Sometimes it got quite loud up there when the Langers were arguing about the household money again; the house was quite noisy with its wooden floors, which also creaked terribly. Their son Hanspeter was a wiry boy my age. In my younger years, he was one of my two best friends, along with Dietmar Peters from the neighbouring house, with whom I could play football and get up to all sorts of mischief. But he was somehow a rather serious, complicated guy and took his own life in middle age because of a relationship crisis. I only found that out much later, I couldn't believe it.


Next door to the Langers lived the lovely Mrs Erlenbach, a middle-aged, somewhat plump widow who had to sublet two rooms in her flat to supplement her meagre pension. One room was occupied for a time by Hertha Töpper, who was an upcoming opera singer and chamber singer. The daughter of a music teacher from Graz, she studied singing at the opera school of the state conservatory in her hometown even before graduating from high school. She made her debut at the Graz Opera in 1945 as Ulrica. The first Bayreuth Festival after the Second World War in 1951 engaged her as an alto for Wagner's 'Ring' cycle. Further invitations followed. In the same year, she made her debut as Octavian in Richard Strauss' opera 'Der Rosenkavalier' at the Bavarian State Opera in Munich, where she was met with rapturous applause. A year later, Hertha Töpper became a permanent member of the ensemble at the Bavarian State Opera, where she participated in the world premiere of Paul Hindemith's opera 'Harmonie der Welt' in August 1957.


Olga Reichel, a single woman, lived on the top floor, the third floor. She was a colourful character and usually slightly tipsy (she once almost fell off the balcony, but she was still living on the ground floor at the time, so it wouldn't have been too serious). She had a very masculine and, above all, loud voice, loved to dance flamenco and clattered along with her Spanish castanets, which impressed me greatly. She had been married several times and had travelled extensively around the world – but we never really found out where her husbands had gone or what she lived on. She gave music and Spanish lessons, which may have been enough to make a living. In any case, she was a good friend who would lend you anything and always helped you out. She had an excellent relationship with my dad, who liked her robust manner, which meant that she often sat with us for long periods of time and shared her seemingly inexhaustible supply of wine bottles with him (we never found out where she got them from). Afterwards, she had to be supported and hoisted upstairs to her flat, which often happened with some loud noise in the stairwell, very much to the displeasure of the other tenants.


Opposite Olga Reichel lived Mother Tidow with her daughter Hartmann (her husband had also been killed in the war) and her son Hanno. Hanno, although almost 10 years older than me, was extremely likeable to me because he owned all 33 Karl May volumes from 'Through the Desert' to 'Winnetou's Heirs', which he gradually lent me. I read them one after the other at night under the bed covers so that my parents wouldn't see it when they walked past my glass door to the toilet. Hanno was very athletic. I was always extremely impressed when he climbed the thirty-metre-high maple tree between the garages in our large courtyard and garden behind the house with a long rope around his shoulders, like Luis Trenker climbing the Matterhorn, and then rappelled back down once he reached the top. Once, things went wrong: he slipped and tore his entire arm lengthwise on a rusty nail. He bled like a slaughtered piglet and had to be treated by a doctor on the spot, which he endured quite bravely. Thereafter, he never climbed the maple tree again, probably because his mother and grandmother had strongly advised him not to.


Our yard was brilliant. Between the house and the garages there was a large meadow which, after the war, when everything still had to be bought with ration cards, was converted into a vegetable garden by the individual tenants. Everything needed for daily consumption was grown here, from potatoes to lettuce to carrots. I was particularly fond of the beautiful pumpkins that one of our neighbours had planted on a large compost heap. I really enjoyed watching them grow bigger and bigger over the months. Sometime in October, the time had come: I decided it was time to hollow out the largest pumpkin and carve a face into it so that a candle could be placed inside at night. No sooner said than done! However, its owner was not particularly pleased with this embellishment – he wanted to eat the pumpkin and complained bitterly to my parents that I had ruined his long-cherished and carefully cultivated meal. I couldn't understand that at all. I wish he had taken more pleasure in a beautiful pumpkin head lit from within.


On the last day of the summer holidays of my primary school years – I must have been nine years old – I managed to break my leg. That was quite convenient because it extended my holidays by a good eight weeks. The summer was quite hot, and after I came home from the hospital, I was put up on a camp bed in our large courtyard with plenty of reading material. The vegetable garden had since given way to a beautiful meadow, where I felt very comfortable. For better communication with my parents, a string was stretched from my camp bed to our kitchen balcony on the first floor. A little bell hung at the end of the string, and whenever I pulled on the string, the bell would ring, whereupon someone would immediately appear on the balcony and helpfully inquire about my most urgent wishes. Back then, there were no smartphones!


The broken leg happened like this: opposite our house there was an elegant villa1 where a boy of about the same age was spending his holidays and often played football with me in the street. The property was bordered by a low wall and a fence facing the street. To talk to my holiday acquaintance, I climbed onto the low wall. There was a small gap between the wall and the fence, which fitted the soles of my 'Klapperl' perfectly. (Klapperl were a very durable alternative to sandals at the time: they were made at home and consisted of wooden soles that were carefully sawn into strips and held together by a piece of nailedon leather and straps). As I jumped off the low wall, my left Klapperl, with my foot in it, got stuck. I fell backwards over the edge of the wall. My tibia and fibula broke like rotten wood. That day, we had actually planned a family outing to climb the 1.731 metre high Herzogstand in the Bavarian Alps. Instead, I ended up in the Rechts der Isar hospital.


Our meadow also offered variety and entertainment in other ways. During my 'Wild West phase' (I liked to be Winnetou), a teepee was expertly erected with a few bean poles and an old blanket wrapped around them. With the reluctant consent of our strict caretaker, Mr Söllner, it was even allowed to remain standing for a few days, and I was able to spend the night in it with my friends. In winter, an igloo replaced the teepee. To make it, we stamped snow into an old toy wheelbarrow. This resulted in beautiful conical blocks of snow, which we laid out in a large circle and piled on top of each other until we had a large spherical igloo. Depending on the weather, this work of art usually lasted almost until March. Back then, there was no such thing as global warming.


Our kitchen balcony was my parents' pride and joy. When the weather was nice, we had breakfast, lunch, and dinner there. In between, my mum liked to lie in the sun to get a little tan. For me, this balcony had an entirely different appeal: when I was a little older and wanted to sneak out of the house for nighttime excursions, I used it as a secret alternative exit. I didn't have my own house and flat keys yet, and the creaky floorboards would have given me away anyway if I had sneaked past my parents' bedrooms. My little room was right next to the toilet, which had a small window leading to the balcony. At night, when everyone had gone to bed and my friends and I felt the urge to go out on the town, I could sneak out of my little room next door to the toilet unnoticed and escape onto the balcony through the toilet window. From there, I would acrobatically lower myself onto the balcony below and then escape to freedom undisturbed. The way back was the reverse, which was a little more difficult but still doable. The only thing was, no one was to go to the toilet and close the window in the meantime – otherwise I would have been caught and could have spent the night on the balcony! Thankfully, that never happened, and so my little nocturnal amorous excursions with my mates to Schwabing always remained undiscovered.





1 This villa was purchased by the von Bodelschwingh family in the late 1950s. Mr von Bodelschwingh is a descendant of the director of the Bodelschwingh Institutions in Bethel. As luck would have it, I met Mr v. Bodelschwingh again several years later: while I was working for Siemens in London, Mr Bodelschwingh took up the position of Managing Director there and thus became my boss for a while.









Primary school


After the end of the war (8 May 1945), my mother married her boss, Karl, who thus became my foster father and 'Daddy'. She then stopped working. As already mentioned, my mother and I moved from Schwabing to a flat at Kolbergerstraße 15 in the posh Bogenhausen district in 1947. Shortly afterwards, the Americans occupied this apartment. Munich was in the American sector and the occupying power requisitioned the entire Kolbergerstraße for the accommodation of its troops. We were simply 'relocated' to the second and third floors of our apartment building and had to share the flats with the tenants who lived there. It was a fun time. The Americans gave us children fruit, chocolate and chewing gum, and our parents plenty of corned beef, tobacco and whatever else they needed to survive. During the occupation, which lasted several months, my dad was sent to Moosburg (near Landshut) for 'denazification' and interned there for a few months. That was a real joke because Karl had served as a naval officer in the First World War and some-how managed to steadfastly refuse to go to war for the Nazi regime. We had a terribly hot summer, and he returned from his forced stay even more 'nazi-brownish' tanned, well rested and quite cheerful.


After we moved from Schwabing to Bogenhausen, I had to change schools. So, I went to the Gebele School from the 2nd to the 4th grade. It was not far from us, in the so-called 'upper Bogenhausen', behind Herkomer Platz, the terminus of tram lines 12 and 20, which turned around there in a large loop to return to the city.


The 'upper Bogenhausen' was, in fact, about 20 to 30 metres above Kolbergerstraße. This meant there were some ideal slopes in various places for us children, where we could set up little slalom courses and ski jumps in winter to hone our skiing skills. In any case, it was quicker to get there than to the Alps.


Here, when it was still a raging torrent during the last ice age about 15.000 years ago, the Isar had created a wide riverbed and formed a relatively steep bank just behind Kolbergerstraße. A winding path leads up from Kolbergerstraße to Herkomer Platz, still called Gustl-Waldau-Steig, named after the popular Bavarian actor Gustl Waldau.


I quite enjoyed going to the Gebele School. I had no particular difficulties with writing and reading. I particularly liked the local history lessons. We often went on excursions to the surrounding area, for example to the Isar floodplains or to Oberföhring and St. Emmeram near Grüntal, where there was a water tower that we were allowed to draw in our local history notebooks. I was also deeply impressed by the founding of our city by monks in the 12th century. We were allowed to draw the Münchener Kindl with his monk's habit, a beer mug in one hand and a radish in the other, in our local history notebook, as well as plans of the old city centre with all the old city gates and walls. Of course, the Frauenkirche with its two mighty towers could not be left out. One is supposed to be 99 metres high and the other 100 metres, but that's not true; at 98.45 metres and 98.57 metres, they are almost the same height.


I didn't find maths all that exciting, especially in Year 4, shortly before moving up to secondary school, when we had to do rule of three math problems. Those dreaded rule-of-three problems! I didn't enjoy them at all, and I had to practise them diligently during the holidays for the secondary school entrance exam.


That always reminds me of that old joke my dad used to tease me about: 'A ship is thirty meters long and ten meters wide – how old is the captain?' It actually took me quite a while to give up trying to solve this simple proportion problem, and I asked: 'I don't know, how old is he?' To which Dad replied: 'Quite simple, forty-three years old!' Me: 'How did you figure that out?' Dad: 'I asked him!' I wished then, all rule-of-three problems had been that easy to solve.


I liked PE lessons much better because you could really let off steam playing various ball games. I found 'Rollball' particularly fun. Everyone slid around on the gym floor on their backsides and tried to roll a tennis ball into the opponent's goal. Throwing was not allowed!


But there were also some less pleasant moments. I remember one in particular: after the war ended, most of us children were quite malnourished. That's why school meals were introduced. We were given bright green pea soup and cocoa that tasted awful from large blue buckets. All the children agreed and made long faces when we had to swallow the stuff during break time. At some point, I had the brilliant idea that we had to mix the cocoa with something to make it undrinkable so that we wouldn't have to drink it anymore. One day, when I was on table duty, I secretly took the chalk-enriched blackboard sponge with me into the break and threw it into the cocoa bucket without further ado. I was really proud of what I had done, but I hadn't expected my cowardly classmates (especially the nasty little girls) to tell on me immediately! In no time at all, one of the break supervisors grabbed me by the ears (very painful!) and dragged me to my class teacher. In the next lesson, which was biology, I was first given a good tellingoff and then made to stand in a corner at the front of the classroom behind a display board about the structure of tulips. There I stood, poor sinner that I was, feeling very unfairly treated because I still thought I had done an excellent job. The worst thing was that I had to stay in my punishment corner long after all my classmates had been allowed to go home at lunchtime. When the next class arrived, I was still standing in my corner and was greeted with loud cheers. Of course, I was very embarrassed. I wasn't allowed to go home until around four in the afternoon. My parents were terribly upset, partly because of my mischief, but also because they had been terribly worried about where I had been for so long. My dad immediately set off back to school with me in tow and gave the teacher a piece of his mind. Whatever the situation with the cocoa, she could have at least told my parents why she was keeping me back for so long! Of course, I was very pleased that the nasty teacher was now getting her comeuppance.
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