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Prologue


Ultimately nothing is more important than
the secrets you keep and the lies you tell.


‘What would you do if you found yourself caught up in another war?’ I asked my mother, Leni, when I was about 12 years old. ‘Commit suicide’ she replied, without batting an eyelid.


Her response was so immediate that I can still remember how much it shocked me. She did not hesitate, even for a second.


I knew that she had come to Australia with very little education, having endured years of poverty and mistreatment, and that she had always felt, as she put it, ‘like everyone’s punching-bag’. She had arrived with little self-confidence and low self-esteem and was hoping some time spent away from her past life, in a foreign land, would heal her fractured sense of self and allow her to claim some purpose to life. By the time I turned 12, I had spent countless hours listening to her stories about growing up in Nazi Germany and I thought I knew everything there was to know. Although hers was a very sad upbringing I was not sure that it warranted suicide. It was only many years later when she revealed more of her story that I came to fully understand the answer to what was only ever meant to be an innocent question.


But, at the time, I was so thrown by her answer that I failed to press her for more information. There was something about the finality of that response that told me there was no room for either negotiation or elaboration. That was it — her mind was made up. That moment has remained with me ever since, frozen in time, as one of the defining moments of my relationship with my mother.


There were several ‘frozen moments’ that remained with me throughout my life and, until recently, I never really understood how crucial they were. These memories sometimes interrupted my selfappointed quest for one particular item that somehow I simply had to have. My Holy Grail was the perfect little golden purse and I was determined to find it.


Leni had been very superstitious and had always kept some ‘housekeeping’ money in a golden purse which she had placed in a cupboard near the back door. It had been a common fixture throughout my childhood and I had never given it much thought until one day I became curious and asked her about the purse. She told me that, according to a superstition popular with the old women of Katscher, the town where she was born, placing a golden purse containing a few coins beside a door ensured that wealth would always flow into the house. True or false, I immediately fell in love with the story. Leni had urged me not to dismiss the ‘old ways’ and to find my own golden purse and I needed little additional encouragement. The quaint old superstition had struck a chord with me and I could see in my mind’s eye the exact purse that would be perfect for me. It was just a matter of searching for it.


As I was to discover, my ‘frozen moments’ and the quest for that golden purse would become inextricably linked to my search for the full story of my mother’s life and, in an extraordinary twist of fate, my own identity. I would also be forced to reassess the way I felt about my parents.


* * *


On 21 February 1950, as the afternoon sea breeze swept in from the heads, a grey-hulled transport, its clean, sharp lines betraying its former life as the American troopship General W.G. Haan, docked at Port Melbourne. She arrived to the muted fanfare of immigration officials and broad-chested wharfies and aboard her she carried the hopes and dreams of people whose lives had been rent by war. Little family groups gathered in knots, and strands of passengers collected along the rails as they watched the city move closer. An air of barely suppressed excitement pervaded, underscored by a powerful current of expectation as they searched the world beyond the docks for some sign that this was a place they could perhaps call home.


One little family — a handsome, dark-eyed man with a sparse, lopsided smile, a wide-eyed baby with a mouth that gaped with curiosity, and a young, fair woman with square jaw and pale aquamarine blue eyes — stood apart. The woman gazed at the red-roofed city basking in the afternoon haze and absently touched the St Anthony medal that she carried in the pocket of her floral dress. Her thoughts were not of the future but of the past, of her mother and her brothers, and of the town of her childhood that she had hated and that had now vanished from the map in the ‘new’ Europe. She thought also of the secrets she had carried from war-torn Germany and knew that she must guard these secrets for the sake of her own survival.


Her name was Magdalena, although she carried the childhood nickname ‘Leni’ through to her adult life. Her Australian friends called her Madelaine and she bore her Australianised name with an equanimity that characterised her approach to life in her new country.


A pretty woman, Leni was of average height with dark blonde hair that muted to a light brown as she aged. Her porcelain skin remained unaffected by the harsh Australian sun, its surface flawless except for her nose which had a purplish-pink tinge that she covered expertly with face powder. Her eyes were calming and kind. She smiled like the Mona Lisa, a measured smile that suggested caution lest she smile too much or too little and earn the opprobrium of others.


Leni was 24 years old when she arrived in Australia. Just as her mother Auguste had left her father in 1930 to start a new life with her baby, carrying two spoons, two plates, two cups and some clothing, Leni had left her mother, Auguste, with one small suitcase holding her possessions: two spoons, two plates, two cups, some clothing and her baby. The only difference was that Auguste had given her daughter her precious St Anthony medallion to ensure her safety.


The General Haan held a total of 1301 refugee passengers, boasting a range of nationalities of all ages. The voyage had not been without incident, with outbreaks of illnesses from seasickness to measles. But these were people who had experienced far more devastating conditions in war-ravaged Europe and they were not easily deterred. They would work hard to build this young country and would never lose their gratitude for the new life they had been granted. Some knew they would never return to Europe — but Leni was not one of these. The thought of leaving her mother and her brothers for the rest of her life was simply inconceivable. She would return. She would see her family again, of that she was convinced.


As Leni faced the prospect of a new beginning, there was little that daunted her. She was used to beginning again and had never been afflicted with an attachment to possessions. What Leni could not have foreseen, as the General Haan came to a slow, grinding halt, was that Australia would become her lifelong home. She would work hard to settle into a new country where everything from the language to the food and social customs was strange and alien to her. Together with her husband they would eke out a living, initially in a migrant camp and later in the house affectionately known as Number 37 that her husband and young son would build four years later in a new suburb which sprang from dusty sheep paddocks and slaughter yards in Adelaide’s west. There she would live for the rest of her life.


Her Australian neighbours knew her only as the warm, friendly, kind-hearted lady with the German accent who was always willing to help. None had any idea of the life she had led before arriving on their doorstep. Only her family knew that she was terrified of caterpillars, worms or anything that squirmed. She also had a phobia of closed-in spaces and, if using a public toilet, would check that she could get over the top or under the door of the cubicle before locking it. She always had an ‘escape plan’ ready and, in her later years when she was hospitalised, joked that she would tie the bed sheets end to end and lower herself from the third floor if she needed to escape. She made light of her bohemian, slightly eccentric ways and people loved her for it. She was an entertainer. Making people laugh made her happy.


With the hurly-burly of raising her children over, Leni spent her quieter moments writing poetry and reflecting. By now her past had resurfaced to grip her subconscious. She questioned over and over whether her life would have been different had her grandmother Johanna still been alive when she was born in 1925. Johanna’s death had cast a shadow over the entire family and, to Leni’s mind, dramatically altered the path her own life would take.


She often dreamed strange dreams which she regarded as premonitions. She described recurring elements in her dreams as ‘warning signs’ and linked these to later events in the family. Dead fish or dirty water meant illness; a person wearing a particular item of clothing represented a looming threat. One particularly menacing sign that appeared several times throughout her life was a huge black dog with glowing yellow eyes that resembled a wolf. The last time she dreamt of the dog she woke screaming ‘Hilfe! Hilfe!’ (‘Help! Help!’ in German). She said afterwards that the dog had been following her and that later she saw her mother pulling at her feet desperately trying to wake her. My great-grandfather had experienced a similar dream 50 years earlier and we both knew that this was not a good sign. Her face remained knotted with anxiety for days as she searched for some meaning in this ‘bad omen’, pausing occasionally to gaze into the distance and, inevitably, into the past for some clue. Not long after, she received word that her mother, Auguste, had died — on precisely the same night as her dream.


Leni’s final dream showed her walking hand-in-hand with her daughter, across the floor and out of the hospital room where she lay. She turned at the doorway and looked back at herself in bed. ‘No more,’ she said, ‘I’ve had enough.’ She died later that day having lived an unremarkable life of love for her children, duty to her husband and gratitude to her new country. It was 2008.


I am that daughter who walked hand-in-hand with her in her dream.


The stories of her life relayed to me over the years as we sat at the kitchen table preparing meals or as I watched her bake a cake or do some sewing began to crystallise. To my young ears her tales, told through the eyes of a young German girl, were so extraordinary as to be nothing short of fantasy and I regarded them as fairy tales. In some ways I was right.


She had possessed an inner strength that remained closeted from the outside world. This inner strength had allowed her to cope with the adversity she had known for most of her life. She had survived a harsh childhood characterised by poverty and cruelty and the trauma of a world war but somehow she had managed to bury the mental debris associated with both — or so it appeared. As I grew older and acquired an adult perspective, I realised that the stories that Leni wove, while factually accurate, concealed almost as much as they revealed. Like most children, I thought I knew my mother well. But, to use the slang of the day, I didn’t know the half of it.


* * *


The Australia of today represents a completely different world to the one in which my great-grandparents Josef and Johanna — neither of whom I ever knew or saw, even in a photograph — lived and died. At the time they lived, over 100 years ago, their world was entirely bordered by the town of Katscher in Germany, a country soon to embark on the devastating First World War. Both Josef and Johanna lived long enough to see the end of that war which, while it devastated the population, left the towns and cities intact. What they could not have known was that their graves would lie in a town which, following the next and far more destructive war, would cease to exist. What remained of Katscher after the horror of the Russian advance in the dying days of World War II lay in territory ceded to Poland, the rebuilt Katscher renamed Kietrz. I knew this from listening to Leni. While we were the same flesh and blood, our worlds were mutually exclusive.


The more I contemplated Leni’s stories and wondered about the life she and my grand-parents had lived, the more I was drawn to any links with her past that I could claim as my heritage too. I loved looking at the few old photos of her family that she had managed to save during her journey from eastern Germany to Passau in the west and then finally Australia. I loved looking at images of Leni herself in her various stages of life including her early days in Adelaide with family friends who had since moved on and who were strangers to me. I had listened to her tales of how difficult life had been as a migrant in Australia in the 1950s, an aspect of Australian history that has not been well documented, and which gave me some understanding of the way she had adapted to a country that was anathema to her in those first few years but which she eventually grew to love. I thought I had heard all the stories and asked all the questions, but in the weeks leading up to her death she said something that stumped me for the second time in my life. She said she felt as if she was being punished for something she had done. It was like that suicide answer all those years ago — unusual — and, although I immediately had my theories concerning its true meaning, it became another ‘frozen moment’ that I had not pursued.


Having grown up in Australia as the children of migrant parents, my brother Bo and I had no relatives within easy reach. All our parents’ families had either been killed or lived on the other side of the world scattered throughout a part of Europe vastly remodelled in the aftermath of the Second World War. As a result, we made a habit of claiming our parents’ close friends as proxy aunts and uncles, and Leni’s best friend, Marianne, was swiftly claimed as a favourite aunt. She was 81 years old when I visited her for the last time before she died, some two years after Leni herself had passed away. Marianne was also German, from the beautiful state of Bavaria and, while her childhood had been vastly different to Leni’s, their sense of ‘Europeaness’ had crystallised in the brash Australian community in which they had been settled. In her own quirky way Marianne was as superstitious as Leni, which was one of the things I loved about her. Unlike Leni, however, she did not dream of her own death — at least not as far as I knew.


Over delicious home-made German cakes and freshly brewed coffee, Marianne and I rehashed old stories, all of which I already knew, but which drew me closer to Leni every time Marianne spoke. I could have spent the rest of my life listening to those stories. We chatted again about how tough it had been for Leni and my father Ratko who, having survived the war, displacement as refugees, the appalling conditions at Bagnoli Transit Camp and the long and uncomfortable voyage to Australia, faced yet more hardship on their arrival.


As Marianne described Leni’s early life in Australia which I almost knew by heart, I became increasingly eager to cut through the descriptions and understand more about Leni herself. How much did Marianne know about Leni’s ordeal at the hands of her first employer? Could she tell me why my mother, who told me that she had lost her belief in God, still prayed every night? I also wanted to know whether Marianne was at peace with herself. I had seen Leni struggle in her final weeks with anxiety, restlessness and sleeplessness. On a good night she would sleep for just a few hours, no more. During the day she was pensive and agitated at the same time. She was clearly soul-searching, engaged in a bitter struggle with the demons of her past. She had not found peace, and admitted as much to me. I told Marianne that Leni believed she was being punished for something she had done. Marianne just listened.


It took 30 years for Leni to return to Germany for a holiday, by which time Auguste was dead. Leni was very distressed that she had not managed to keep her promise and visit her mother before she died, but there had been little money and paying off the house and educating the children had been the priority. She had always put Bo and me ahead of herself. When she returned from her one and only trip to Europe, she described having another dream one night as she lay asleep in Passau. In her dream a baby boy had come to her. Clearly this was the symptom of some grief that had been playing on her mind all those years. She had lost two babies in post-war Germany and must have spent many, many hours searching her soul for some understanding of how she felt over the deaths of these babies and the circumstances of their passing. Her grief and the enormous feeling of loss were still raw. Her sorrow had deepened and compounded with time. In one form or another, this had haunted her all her life.


But this was not all that haunted her. In the last few years of her life I came to know more of what Leni had endured — what she had merely hinted at in years gone by. She had been living with secret demons that would not leave her alone and it had taken 67 years for her to find the courage to speak of her private agony. Her desperation, anxiety, helplessness and the hatred she had nurtured for her first employer resurfaced. He had stolen her childhood and innocence and blighted her life. The guilt and shame tortured her. It made her feel suicidal. She questioned over and over whether she had been to blame. She was certain that, had she had a father to protect her, her tormentor would have left her alone.


She was a victim of abuse and I had read somewhere that such victims often feel guilty and blame themselves. I reassured her that she had done nothing wrong. What had happened to her was not her fault. But my words sounded trite and shallow against the enormity of her suffering and I was helpless to ease her pain. I found myself engulfed by her sorrow because I could do nothing to cure this illness of the mind. I began to understand her immediate reaction to my youthful question over what she would do if there was another war. And I began to appreciate that suicide had been an oft-contemplated option for Leni. It was not so much the war itself that she could never face again, it was what her employer had done to her during that conflict that she could not possibly live through a second time.


So were these the reasons she thought she was being punished with sleepless nights and restless days?


Marianne, on the other hand, appeared to be at peace. She looked long and deep into my eyes, as if she had been waiting for the day I would ask her just that question. We locked eyes for what must have been a good minute before she said, ‘Yes, I’m at peace.’ But something was amiss; something I could not pinpoint and it stayed with me. In another ‘frozen moment’ I recognise now that she had given herself permission to die. She slipped away just a week later.


It has taken me years of careful research and persistent questioning to write this story. The more I delved, the more complex it became, forcing me to contemplate serious issues such as poverty, abuse, religion, migration, survival and the lasting effects of war. These are issues that are as relevant today as they were over 100 years ago when this narrative begins. And on a more spiritual level, other elements began to surface that prompted my exploration of dreams, coincidences, intuition, secrets and searches.


My search would take me to Europe to the lands which gave birth to Leni, her family and the monster that was Nazi Germany. I would meet her last remaining blood relative — and mine. My uncle and his wife regarded me with a kindly curiosity and whispered answers to my questions in a language that was theirs and not mine. They struggled to understand why I wanted to uncover carefully buried secrets after all these years. They gently reminded me that so much had happened in World War II, so much more than I could possibly understand. They had reached a negotiated peace with the past while, on the other side of the world in Australia, I was still struggling for comprehension. My negotiations were just beginning. To them I was a strange species — a secret breaker and a secret taker. I asked all the wrong questions and pried into past lives that were deliberately buried, the plots razed and sown with salt. Yet, despite what may have been the resurgence of a deep-seated trauma, my aunt and uncle were unfailingly generous with their precious memories. They understood my need to know and helped in every way they could.


I wrote letters and e-mails to people in Australia, Germany and America, many of whom had never heard of me until my plaintive missive arrived. Most were kind and courteous and extended a helping hand in my search to reclaim my mother’s past, understand the person she was and why she kept her secrets. I was to discover she had been highly skilled at keeping those secrets. Leni had grown up under the repressive rule of one of the world’s most reviled dictatorships where keeping secrets meant survival; ultimately, this ‘secret-keeping’ shaped the individual. She had been the victim of a cruel and manipulative predator who preyed on society’s poorest and most vulnerable members. While it is often said that we are shaped by the choices we make, my mother was most surely shaped by the choices of others and her life was both haunted and driven by the secrets she kept.


Her greatest secret would emerge only after her death.


Leni was one of many European refugees who arrived in Australia as migrants under the auspices of the International Refugee Organisation and who contributed enormously to the development of this nation in the post-World War II era. She herself was not ‘extraordinary’ — not a celebrity, movie star, sports star or politician — she was an ordinary person, but with an extraordinary story.


With the passing of time the experiences once shared by many have become the experiences of the few. And with fewer and fewer postwar migrants remaining to tell their stories, there is a risk that their sacrifices will be forgotten, confined to the pages of dusty history books or, worse still, never known. Our history matters — it shapes our past, present and future — and to lose that history is to lose something truly precious.


This is the story of Leni’s part in that history.
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Chapter


1


In the height of summer, as the heat haze settled over the chimney stacks and factory roofs of Katscher in Upper Silesia, an industrial town set amidst low rolling hills and picturesque green fields sprinkled with tiny farming communities that lay in the eastern part of Germany close to the borders of Poland and Czechoslovakia, Auguste Quaschigroch gave birth to a tiny, pink girl whom she named Magdalena after her beloved St Mary Magdalene. It was the first day of July 1925, and Auguste was 29 years old. The midwife, a stocky, bustling woman tight-lipped with bristling judgement, departed as soon as she decently could, slamming the door in her haste to escape the room, signalling her contempt for the new mother who held her baby close, cooing with delight and peering into the tiny, creased face. Auguste was consumed with love for her new little companion, touching the delicate hands, tracing the sweep of the button nose and caressing the silken surface of the baby’s face. She beamed with joy as she searched the little features for some resemblance to the baby’s father. The pale blue eyes opened and Auguste knew immediately her baby had the eyes of the only man she had ever truly loved.


Little Magdalena, her name soon shortened to ‘Leni’, had indeed been born into a difficult world. The Germany of the 1920s continued on its inexorable path towards chaos. Inflation and unemployment in the cities remained high, political instability threatened and the antics of ultra right-wing parties, particularly the National Socialist German Workers Party or Nazi Party, constantly undermined efforts to restore stable rule. Their manic leader, a war veteran and failed artist named Adolf Hitler, was languishing in prison for his part in plotting yet another coup against the government.


Five years before Leni was born, sometime in 1920, possibly as the dark green of the summer trees turned autumn shades of burnished bronze, fiery red and brilliant orange, Auguste’s mother, Johanna Quaschigroch, breathed her final, tired breath, succumbing to the influenza that had wracked her fevered body. Her husband Josef stood watching impassively as the sheet was drawn over his wife’s sunken features. He had mourned Johanna throughout the weeks of her illness, increasingly convinced that she would not recover. Now he had few tears left to shed. Her death had blighted the comfortable existence that he considered his right and he could not help the feeling of annoyance at the changes to his life that her inconsiderate passing would provoke. He watched as his two youngest daughters, Martha and Auguste, wept over their mother’s corpse.


Martha, a plump, dark-haired girl with a pleasant face covered in an unbroken sea of freckles, had been her mother’s single greatest anxiety. As Johanna was wont to say, Martha suffered an ‘affliction of the mind’. She was prone to violent mood swings which catapulted her from the sunniest of dispositions to the blackest of tempers. Johanna despaired of finding her a husband and had resigned herself to caring for Martha until she died. Now it would be Josef who would bear the brunt of his daughter’s instability.


Auguste was the perfect foil for her sister Martha. She was as quiet and passive as Martha was passionate and wilful. Auguste was sensitive and caring, but she was also meek and impressionable and sought strength in others. She was slightly stocky with a round face and brown hair, her face enlivened by her soulful hazel-coloured eyes which took on an emerald hue in the golden light of a summer afternoon. Auguste was a devout Catholic like her parents and only illness prevented her from attending mass every Sunday. Johanna would look at her youngest daughter and wonder where she would find the strength to make her own way in life. Auguste was a surviving twin, the other baby not forming properly in the womb, and her mother often pondered whether, in that twin, Auguste would have found the strength she so clearly sought.


Josef turned, deep in thought, nodding slightly as he accepted a sympathetic touch from the doctor who took his leave, barely acknowledging the two distraught young women. Unable to offer any words of support to his daughters, Josef resolved to quit this place of death to seek comfort in the gasthaus, his local public house, with his friends and neighbours. They would understand his loss and commiserate with several glasses of the publican’s best. This was a man’s way of expressing his grief.


Josef Quaschigroch was a staunchly traditional man, a carpet-maker by trade, whose notions of family and home differed little from those of his forebears. He was a good citizen of Katscher, well known throughout the town. He stood well over six feet tall, a striking and solidly built man, his bushy eyebrows and trademark bristling grey moustache lending character to his face, his grey hair adding a distinguishing note. Josef was particularly proud of his moustache and trimmed and groomed it incessantly. For special occasions he would keep his moustache in little cotton slips overnight so it would stand upright the following day. When he was angry, his moustache would droop, its neatly trimmed ends following the line of his jutting jaw and accentuating his displeasure. Josef’s other distinguishing feature was his enormous feet, the source of constant ribbing by his friends. Josef’s feet were so large that he was unable to buy shoes to fit and had a standing order with the local cobbler who had a shoemaker’s last specially fashioned in Josef’s size. The cobbler, a neat Jewish man with horn-rimmed spectacles, joked with Josef over the years that he and his large family were good for the cobbling business since most of his children had inherited their father’s oversized feet and had required the cobbler’s services.


The Quaschigroch family had lived their whole lives in Katscher. For over a hundred years Katscher had been at the centre of the vital weaving and textile industry for which this part of Upper Silesia was renowned. Josef, who wove carpets and rugs in a small factory he owned alongside the Troja River, which changed colour almost daily as the excess dye was leached from pipes along its banks, was justifiably regarded as an important member of the artisan community. Katscher boasted hundreds of small weaving workshops which produced high quality rugs and textiles and provided ample employment for the town’s tiny population of some 9000 souls. The townspeople were fed from the extensive patchwork of fields and market gardens that lay outside the ancient walls, the pocked and crumbling remnants of yet another failed kingdom.


The broad, cobbled streets of Katscher’s old quarters hid tiny churches, a synagogue and crowded, whitewashed houses with sharp red roofs that huddled in line behind the strict divide of its streets. The more modern sections of the town were less constrained and houses stood in proud separation from their neighbours, their flat, broad fronts proclaiming the prosperity of their occupants. Here the churches were elegant and spacious, their construction well subscribed by parishioners grateful to their Catholic god for their prosperity. There were several of these lovely buildings for, like much of Upper Silesia, Katscher was predominantly Catholic. The Jewish population was small but well represented in the business district at the centre of the town where it had flourished for several centuries.


Like many of the towns that dotted the even, green landscape, Katscher had a chequered history, claimed as booty by rival kings and passed between claimants to the various thrones and fiefdoms until it had come to rest as part of the kingdom of Prussia. With the German defeat in World War I, Prussia had been declared a Free State within the new Weimar Republic and had been given a democratic constitution. To Josef, a veteran of the terrible trench fighting of the Great War who continued to bear personally his nation’s humiliating defeat, the government of the new republic was no more than a hastily cobbled mish-mash of vested interests. None of the pompous men who paraded their opinions in the Reichstag and quarrelled like so many children was worthy of his loyalty. He remembered with a prickling nostalgia the days of Kaiser Wilhelm, a true Prussian, an inspirational leader who ruled with a nobility conspicuously absent in the nonentities who populated the modern regime.


But, despite Josef’s contempt for the government of the Weimar Republic which was racked by bitter in-fighting and schisms, it was the duly elected government of the day and its laws and proclamations were all that prevented the country from sliding into anarchy. The Germany of the Weimar Republic was truly a nation divided. Widespread bitterness at the perceived inequities and injustices of the Treaty of Versailles and the heavy burden of war reparations jaundiced the attitudes of most Germans towards their new government. Riots and unrest spurred by spiralling food prices saw drifting masses of unemployed claim the streets in the capital and larger cities while the beleaguered constabulary fought to preserve the rule of law. By 1920, as Johanna Quaschigroch lay dying, the disaffected youth, were beginning to find a voice in Hitler and his little-known fringe Nazi Party which promised to deliver the twin goals of national prosperity and German pride.


In the busy gasthaus two streets from his home, Josef spared little thought for either the government he despised or the shrill right-wing demagogue who promised so much to so many. He was surrounded by his sympathetic friends and neighbours whose mission it was to help him cope with his new status as a widower.


They reminded him that Johanna had been a good wife — that he would readily admit — and had borne him eight live children, three of them sons. His eldest son, Edward, had been conscripted along with the flower of Germany’s youth to fight in the Great War — a time, remembered Josef, when Germany had been a nation worth fighting for. Edward had paid the price for his country’s martial ambitions, lost somewhere in the muddy battlefields of France, his body never recovered. Josef was proud that his son had died in the service of the Kaiser, although it had grieved Johanna to think of her boy buried in an unmarked grave without the blessing of a priest as he lay dying. Every year on the boy’s birthday she would become soft and silent and steal off to the church where she would light candles in Edward’s memory and pay the priest to say mass for his soul. She was not alone, just another member of the small army of black-clad women who had lost sons in that noble, forlorn venture and who filled the pews of the little church on holy days of obligation like rows of roosting ravens.


Josef’s other sons, Josef Junior and Reinhard, were also conscripted, but were more fortunate than their brother, returning home to blunt the edge of their mother’s grief. They had suffered physically and mentally in the nightmarish conditions of the trenches, but had mustered their strength to reclaim what passed for a good life in the tough conditions of post-Versailles Germany. Josef Junior had recovered quickly and was once more a hearty fellow who loved a joke and was popular with his father’s friends and the other young men of the town. Reinhard was meek-mannered, prematurely greying with tiny gold-framed spectacles that gave him the look of a kindly professor. He was the more serious of the two brothers and buried his battle traumas deeply. He settled into the role of family man, married to a plain, strong-willed country girl who bore him three healthy children and ruled the household with an iron fist. Besotted and utterly dominated by his wife, Reinhard was capable of being spurred to violent and decisive action at her instigation.


Apart from Martha and Auguste, Josef had three other daughters. Anna the eldest had recently been stricken with the influenza that had carried off her mother, the doctor holding grave concerns for her as she grew weaker by the day. Josef was gripped with fear that a second family member would be lost to this virulent disease for which there appeared to be no cure.


Emma, had been a sickly child and grew into a shy, timid young woman. She had married a local man, Paul Woitschulla, who was slightly hunched on one side, a deformity he had suffered since birth. Paul worked as a cook at a boarding school and was also an excellent handyman with a steady hand and a knack for repairing intricate mechanisms. He spent his spare time repairing watches and typewriters. They had one son, named Josef in honour of his grandfather and uncle.


Bertha was also married and she and her husband Karl had four children, Ernst, Karl Junior, Robert and Magda. That left Martha and Auguste, the youngest unmarried daughters who, along with staunchly single brother Josef Junior, lived in the grey double-storied family home at Krotfelder Strasse 54, sandwiched neatly between the streets that ran to the gasthaus and the Catholic church.


As the shadows deepened and the last rays of the autumn sun disappeared, Josef left the warmth of the gasthaus and stumbled his way home. He was slightly mystified at his lack of balance, determined that this was not the effect of strong drink, but rather the irregularity of the cobblestones. He would speak to the town council about this tomorrow; they would listen to him as he was a man of some standing in the town. Josef was indeed well respected among the men of Katscher. Not only had he fought bravely for his country, he was also a long-time member of the town’s fire brigade. In a town that had been entirely destroyed by fire three times in the last three centuries, the fire brigade was an integral element. Josef had been a volunteer member of the brigade since his youth and had fought many fires, helping to save a number of dwellings and earning six bravery medals of which he was inordinately proud. But, for all his courage and his love for his family, Josef’s one great flaw was his weakness for drink. By the time Johanna died he was well on his way to drinking himself to bankruptcy. To make matters worse, not long after Johanna’s death, Josef’s fears for his eldest daughter Anna were realised. With her mother a bare few months in her grave, Anna also succumbed to influenza and Josef’s trips to the gasthaus became increasingly frequent. Even on Sunday after attending morning mass, he would disappear for several hours, eventually returning home intoxicated where Auguste would be waiting to serve him his lunch, her siblings too disgusted with his drunken state to minister to his needs. He would spend the afternoon snoring through a liquor-induced doze while Auguste tiptoed around him, afraid to wake him lest she incur his wrath.


Johanna’s death saw Auguste shoulder the burden of caring for Josef. It was not an unusual situation for a youngest daughter at a time when daughters were often called on to remain home and care for ageing parents. Even had Johanna lived, opportunities for young German women such as Auguste were scarce, particularly following the loss of a generation of men in World War I. Auguste had always faced the certainty of two distinct options. She would either marry and live close by with her husband and his family so she could continue to tend to Josef or she would remain in the parental home as an unpaid housekeeper.


But there was little chance of a plain, quiet girl like Auguste finding a suitable suitor. So she lived at home, caring for her father, discharging a promise she had made to her dying mother while working in his carpet factory alongside her brothers and sisters. In her simple, meek way, Auguste made the best of her lot.
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In 1924, when Auguste was in her late twenties, a young travelling salesman from a nearby village named Andreas Bialon called at Josef’s factory to sell his wares. He was friendly and personable and chatted happily to Auguste who had been despatched to greet the young man and peruse his samples. Andreas was attractive, engaging and made her laugh and promised to call again soon — but this time it would be to see the charming assistant who had made him so welcome. Auguste was overwhelmed. It was the first time any man had taken an interest in her and she was filled with longing for the romance that many of the other girls described in their whispered conversations. Andreas was true to his word, calling at the factory a week later on his way back to his village. He asked her to meet him after her shift and away from the prying eyes of her father. Auguste was beside herself with joy. For the first time in her life, she took trouble over her appearance, curling her hair and pinching her cheeks and lips to make them rosy. She checked herself in the mirror over and over until she was pleased with the image that looked back at her. When she saw the way Andreas’ eyes lit up, her confidence rose. He made her feel beautiful.


They met in a park near the river, walking along the bank below the old city walls as he chatted gaily and then held her hand. Auguste felt renewed, joyous and delighted in her new-found love of living. Even her relentlessly depressing routine of working hard from dawn to dusk and then returning home to care for her drunken father could not dint her happiness. Andreas had made her life worthwhile and she fell more deeply in love with him as the days passed. Their meetings continued, their intimacy building until Auguste felt sure that he loved her in return. They talked of marriage, always at some time in the future when he would have earned enough to support a family. She looked forward to the day when she could bring Andreas home to meet her father. He would be proud to have such a charming son-in-law. Auguste began to plan happily for the future.


That day arrived sooner than Auguste could have predicted. She discovered to her horror that she had fallen pregnant. She was a devout Catholic and, while the nature of their relationship may have exceeded the strict bounds of her Catholic upbringing, she could not contemplate a termination. But she was equally daunted at the prospect of having a child out of wedlock in a small, parochial community such as Katscher. Andreas was less dismayed and far more pragmatic. They had planned to marry in any case, why not bring the wedding forward? Auguste almost wept with relief and thanked God for providing such a good man as Andreas who was clearly keen to avert the stigma of an unmarried pregnancy and share in the care of their unborn child. Auguste knew that he would be a good husband and would care for her always. Her happiness redoubled and the wedding dreams returned anew. There would be no need to tell her father of the pregnancy until after they were safely married.


But Auguste’s dreams were to crumble before her eyes. Neither she nor Andreas had anticipated that there would be one significant impediment to their union, one that even the prospect of an illegitimate child would not remove. They were of different faiths — Andreas was Protestant. In a society as traditional as Katscher, the historic enmity between Catholics and Protestants remained palpable. Intermarriage was considered highly undesirable and the rare cases where it had occurred were labelled ‘mixed marriages’. The children of these marriages were ostracised, regarded by the townspeople as second-class citizens. As a staunch Catholic, Josef would never allow his daughter to marry a Protestant. Auguste protested, revealing to her father under less than ideal circumstances that she and Andreas were expecting a child. To Josef, this simply added insult to injury and made him even more determined to oppose the match. He ranted at Auguste and cursed her stupidity. Not only would her child be born out of wedlock, it would be the product of a ‘mixed’ liaison. Josef was livid with fury and vented his anger on the hapless being who had brought him such disgrace.


Auguste felt her life spiral out of control. She knew she had to marry if she and her child were to have any chance of happiness. She begged her father to understand and to set aside the old ways and grant his blessing for the marriage, if not for her, for the sake of his unborn grandchild. But her tears and pleas were to no avail. He refused to meet Andreas and forbade her from ever seeing him again. Auguste knew in her heart that, had her mother, who had been a warm, loving woman blessed with a good deal of practicality, still been alive, she would have persuaded Josef to see sense. Her mother would have understood only too clearly how much this meant to her and how Josef’s refusal to allow the marriage would condemn Auguste to a hard, lonely struggle to bring up her child. But Johanna was long gone.


Auguste and Andreas met secretly for the final time. She wept and railed at her father’s intransigence. Andreas urged her to run away with him, to start afresh in a place less hidebound by tradition. But he sensed that she would not, understanding that, once she married, she would feel compelled to live close to her father so that she could look after him, frightened that her siblings would abandon him to die a lonely, drunken death. This meant staying in Katscher. Andreas wished only for a peaceful, happy life with few complications and he knew how difficult Josef would make life for them in Katscher. Finally, he bowed to the inevitable, accepting that he would have to lose the woman he loved and their unborn child. He handed Auguste a tiny golden locket in which he had placed a photo of himself so that she would remember him. The lovers embraced and parted ways. Her one chance of happiness disappeared that day as she watched his receding form. Like her mother before her, she sought refuge in prayer, daily beseeching St Anthony, the patron saint of the lost, to look after Andreas and, perhaps one day, send him back to her.


Word of Auguste’s ‘trouble’ spread through the family. Her brothers and sisters were appalled at the disgrace she had brought on the Quaschigroch family name. Reinhard, most vigilant champion of family respectability, was ordered by his wife to take matters into his own hands. When Auguste was seven months pregnant, he finally took action, pushing her down a flight of stairs in the hope she would lose the baby or even be killed in the fall. Better she lose her life than the family surrender its prized good name. Auguste survived the fall but could not find it in her heart to blame her brother for what he had done. Instead she bore her siblings’ condemnation stoically, clinging to her golden locket with its image of Andreas and praying daily to St Anthony.


In the aftermath of World War I Germany’s political landscape became increasingly tumultuous. By the mid-1920s many of Katscher’s hot-headed youths talked openly of joining the fledgling Nazi Party, supporting Adolf Hitler’s ambitious proclamation that he would create a new Germany that would cast off the shackles of the Treaty of Versailles. Josef, however, caught up in the looming family disgrace that was his daughter’s bastard child, shrugged this off as yet another short-term political fad. Instead, he remained intent on finding a solution to the shame that now enveloped his family. Eventually, between the advice imparted between drinks in the gasthaus and the whispered solace of the confessional, Josef found his solution. He ordered Auguste to give the child up for adoption as soon as it was born.


Auguste was horrified. She was desperate to keep the child in her womb, her last tangible contact with Andreas, and the visible realisation of her dream of a future companion. She refused any notion of parting with her baby, only to fall victim to more of her father’s drunken rages. Her brothers and sisters intervened, railing at her to redress the damage she had inflicted on the family’s good name. The parish priest, a solemn, pious man, weighed into the debate, counselling her to think of her immortal soul and atone for her sin by giving up the child. He urged her to let the good nuns at the local orphanage take care of the baby, pressing her to be mindful of her duty as a daughter and think of her poor father. Auguste continued her futile resistance after Leni’s birth, fighting back for months on end until finally the relentless pressure became too much for her. She knew there would be no respite. She would need to return to work soon to earn money to look after herself and, with no family member willing to take care of her child, with heavy heart and bowed head, she finally conceded.


Leni was six months old when Auguste dressed her carefully in her best clothes, weeping bitterly as she packed her few belongings into a small case, the baby’s big blue eyes following her every move around the sparse, cold room. They had just celebrated their first Christmas together and Auguste wondered if there would ever be another as she picked up her tiny bundle and hugged it tightly. The orphanage was run by Catholic nuns in a nearby village some miles away off the main railway line and the only transport was by coal train. Even though this was an uninviting prospect, Auguste vowed she would visit as often as she could. The nuns had agreed to take the child, informing her clinically of an admission date as if she was dropping a load of fresh linen rather than parting with her precious baby. Auguste wept and prayed again, asking for a solution that never came. As the day approached resignation set in and she bowed to the inevitable. She set off to walk the short distance to the Katscher railway station, the cruel winter wind tearing at her clothes and the precious bundle she carried as if to wrest it from her. Tears coursed down her face as she trudged through the streets avoiding the cold stares of the townspeople who knew only too well that this was Josef’s sinful daughter and her bastard child.


Mother and baby stood forlornly on the platform in the howling wind, waiting for the black form of the coal train to steam into sight. There were few carriages and all were grimy from the coal dust. Auguste carefully selected a seat that avoided the inquisitive eyes of her fellow passengers and found a corner that promised some privacy. She was also careful to sit away from the window and the floating pall of dust that threatened to envelop the passengers. She did not want her child arriving at her new home looking like a grimy urchin.


The orphanage was a grim, grey building with a high, peeling edifice of stone. It was surrounded by tall brick walls which met at the front in a wrought iron gate that creaked as Auguste pushed the handle. She walked up the gravel driveway as the rain began to fall and mounted the steps that led up to the double entrance doors. She grasped the ornate brass knocker and rapped tentatively until a grill in one of the doors slid open to reveal the hard face of an elderly nun, encased in the severity of a black wimple. Auguste opened her mouth to explain who she was, but the grill slammed closed before she could begin and she heard the click of a sliding bolt and the heavy wooden doors opened slowly, the ancient hinges groaning in protest. The nun appeared in the doorway, blocking all entry and motioning to Auguste to hand over the baby. Auguste began her explanation again, but the nun simply took the baby and the little suitcase and closed the door on Auguste who stood dumbfounded on the step. From behind the closed door, Auguste heard Leni immediately burst into tears, wailing her protest at her separation from her mother. Auguste knocked again, desperate to comfort and farewell her child, but the enormous doors remained resolutely closed and the piteous wailing receded. Auguste sobbed as she retraced her steps into the driving rain, this time alone.


It was just before Leni’s first birthday when Auguste finally found the time and money to pay her little girl the visit she had so longed to make. She had been saving every spare penny to buy a train ticket and was deeply anxious at the amount of time it had taken. She had considered writing to the Mother Superior to ask permission to visit, but was frightened that the nuns would deny her entry and perhaps even hide the baby if they knew she was coming. She decided she would simply appear on the doorstep and persuade her way in.


By this time her situation in the family home and that of her father, Josef, had changed dramatically. Josef, now close to 70 years of age, had decided to retire and hand his carpet factory to Reinhard to manage. In a fit of magnanimity and generosity he had also given the family home to Reinhard who, with a wife and three young children, had far more need of the double-storey house than his aged father. Josef would enjoy a peaceful old age, the fruit of his considerable labours, cared for in his home by his loving and devoted children. But he had reckoned without Reinhard’s wife who, now mistress of the family home, ordered Reinhard to throw his drunken father onto the street. The outraged Josef found himself homeless with very little money. Auguste, source of the family disgrace, was ordered out of the house with her father.


Josef and Auguste found cheap lodgings in the home of a market-gardener, a long-time friend who offered him a tiny room in his rundown house. The market-gardener was a widower, a hard-working man, who would not see his friend reduced to penury. Otherwise he had few scruples, routinely selling his customers bad vegetables and grumbling if they complained. He tolerated Josef’s drinking as long as the rent was paid.


The day of the much-anticipated visit to the orphanage finally arrived. Auguste’s journey on the coal train was filled with a mix of excitement and dread — how much had Leni grown? Would she recognise her mother? Would she forgive her for leaving her in the orphanage? Her mind was wracked with doubt as the train jarred and groaned its way to the tiny siding close to the orphanage. Her doubts intensified as she once again walked up the gravel path to the imposing wooden doors that resembled an ancient portcullis. She stood back to look at the grim, forbidding building, noting that, despite the warmth of the summer sun amid clear blue skies, all the window shutters were closed. Auguste reached for the brass knocker, but changed her mind at the last minute and pushed the door instead. It swung open. The inside of the building was bathed in a grey haze and she could hear a baby crying hysterically. The sound came from a room somewhere down the long, dank passageway that now faced her. Two black-clad nuns materialised from the gloom and glided towards her, questioning her with a severity that Auguste had not expected. She explained that she simply wanted to see her baby, but they shook their wimpled heads in pointed dismay. She was not to enter the orphanage proper and should return home and simply forget about her child. Her baby now had a new and happy life and did not need her mother.


Auguste was appalled. The hostile greeting confirmed her fears and she was glad now that she had not written ahead. She felt her blood boil with rage. She had put up with an uncomfortable journey on a dirty coal train and she was not about to return home without some sight of her baby. She was also becoming increasingly concerned about what she might find in her quest for Leni. The inside of the orphanage held no promise of the happy life the priest in Katscher had described. Auguste was by no means an assertive person, her meekness a defining quality in the eyes of those who knew her but she was incensed at this denial of her right as a mother to see her baby and her anger produced in her a display of strength and courage of which she had not considered herself capable. Pushing past the protesting nuns, she forced her way in. They followed her a little way down the passage, demanding that she leave until, sensing her determination, they stopped, simply shrugged their shoulders and melted back into the shadows of the dank passageway.


Auguste searched the rooms desperately looking for Leni. The more she looked the more agitated she became, the constancy of the distant screaming ringing in her ears. The orphans, who ranged in age from newborn to young children of four or five, appeared to be totally neglected. Most lay in cribs in spoiled clothing, rocking backwards and forwards with nothing to stimulate or comfort them. Many stared back at her without the merest sign of emotion, their sunken eyes underlined with dark circles, piercing her soul. She searched all the rooms off the passageway until she reached the end. There was no sign of Leni. As she turned to retrace her steps she caught sight of some cribs in a garden at the rear of the building. From the distance she saw Leni lying in one of these cribs. It had been placed under an enormous tree which provided some shade from the hot summer sun. She raced out into the garden, rushing to gather up her baby only to stop short at the horror that faced her. Leni was covered in huge caterpillars, their nest obviously broken loose from a branch on the tree which had then fallen onto the crib below. The tiny child, unable to brush these creatures off as they crawled all over her face, arms, legs and body, lay writhing in futile despair. Her little hand waved frantically at her eyes as a caterpillar crawled between them. It was obvious that she had been crying until she could cry no more. The tears had left a myriad of tiny, tangled tracks down her dusty cheeks and neck. The collar and front of the dress she wore were damp. Her big blue eyes pleaded for help.


From that moment, Auguste decided that she alone had to take responsibility for her child. She felt her resolve harden, determined that her decision would be unshakeable despite the remonstrations of her father, brothers and sisters and, inevitably, the parish priest. She gathered her baby to her and waited in the shadows for the dank passageway to be clear of life. In a heady moment she dashed for the door, smuggling her baby out of the orphanage. Once she was past the front gates the adrenalin stopped pumping and she began to think clearly again. What was she to do now? Afraid the nuns would come looking for her at the railway siding, Auguste took a detour along the edge of the river where she sat on the bank in the shade of a huge old oak tree and held her little girl close. She decided she would have to wait several hours before she could risk the return journey.


Sitting on the bank of the river, Auguste contemplated her future and that of her baby. She felt desperate, alone, isolated. She was a disgrace to her family and her faith, her child the product of an illicit union between an unmarried Catholic mother and Protestant father. In the eyes of her kin and the good people of Katscher, nothing could be worse. Fingers pointed and tongues wagged and there were those who crossed the street rather than walk past her. Her life was already difficult and it would only become more so. She had run out of options. She summoned her courage and prepared to throw her baby into the swiftly flowing river and then dive in herself. She could not swim and knew that this would have been the end for both of them. But in that second of desperation her courage flagged. She looked into the eyes of her baby — the eyes of Andreas Bialon, the man who had loved her. Leni gazed at her mother with a wide-eyed mixture of trust and the unconditional love of the very young. Auguste sighed and held her baby close. She loved her too much to end her life. She knew that theirs would be a love tested by adversity and a desperate need to survive. It would be a struggle but they would face whatever life threw at them — together.
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As the summer shadows deepened and the occupants of the little town of Katscher hurried home before evening fell, a shrouded figure crept through the streets wearing an air of furtiveness, treading the cobbled pavement purposefully, looking neither left nor right. With a heavy heart and a strong sense of trepidation, Auguste stole through the narrow, shrouded backstreets and approached the shabby stone and plaster house set in a sadly neglected garden in which she and her father boarded. The market-gardener may have been adept with his vegetables, but his expertise never seemed to extend to caring for his own garden which, in places, resembled a wilderness.


Auguste approached the house cautiously, anxious to gauge her father’s level of intoxication before confronting him with her precious bundle. She crept down the overgrown path, making her way carefully to the back of the house, desperate to enter before he caught sight of her and, more importantly, Leni. The path led past a broad window that looked out over the tangled mass of garden and it was the window that ultimately proved her undoing. As Auguste carried her sleeping child up the pathway, fighting back the tangle of vines that arrested her progress, she spied Josef watching her through the window. He studied her as she made her tortuous progress along the path, scrutinising her from head to foot, his gaze finally arrested by the bundle she clasped to her breast. Auguste caught her breath. He knew. The famous moustache drooped. She shivered. She knew now that her only hope lay in mustering every ounce of strength she possessed and insisting that her child was here to stay. But she was well aware that this would be no easy feat in the face of the full impact of her father’s wrath. She clutched her child to her, hunched protectively against the tearing undergrowth and moved cautiously towards the back door, steeling herself for what would follow.


Auguste cautiously opened the door, peering into the gloom. Immediately she came face to face with Josef who rounded on her. He exploded in a storm of fury, his temper sharpened by the day’s quota of alcohol and the heightened sense of family shame that his daughter and her child represented. His face purple with rage and his eyes bulging, he raised his arm to strike her, but restrained himself only, she assumed, because she held a baby. His passion spent, he pleaded with her, the tears running down his face, to leave him and take the child, to return the little girl to the orphanage, but to remove her from his presence at all costs. His entreaties wasted, his rage returned and he threatened to throw them both out of the house. Throughout the maelstrom, Auguste simply stood her ground. With uncharacteristic determination she told him defiantly that her child was staying and that was that. At length, defeated and disgusted, Josef stomped down the overgrown pathway, cursing his daughter as he tore through the twisted, clutching branches, to seek refuge in the gasthaus. There they would understand his shame, would sympathise with him in his plight and strengthen his resolve to rid himself of the family bastard.


When Josef returned much later that evening his temper had abated. Auguste smelt the familiar odour of stale whisky on his breath and steeled herself, prepared for his initial fury to reignite. But his rage had passed. He looked tired, frail and beaten. His quietened state allowed Auguste to work on him gently, to use all her persuasive powers to convince him that this was a viable arrangement. She promised Josef that, if he would only take care of the child while she was at the factory, she would hand him all her wages. Josef immediately recognised an arrangement that would not only ensure he was well cared for, but would also bring him a ready supply of money for alcohol. That would suit him very nicely. Perhaps he could enjoy the comfortable old age for which he yearned. He softened towards his errant daughter and her unfortunate bastard child. An uneasy truce was reached.
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