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Genesis


I never wanted to tell my story. No! The feeling was stronger. I positively wanted not to tell my story. Like the thousands or millions who took part, I did not want those things in my head. Those facts, those memories, those horrors had lain forgotten. They were suppressed, submerged under concrete, behind barbed wire, frozen beneath the depths of Mother Russia, beneath the piles of rubble in Berlin and the wreckage of innocent ruined towns in Normandy.


Suppressed and forgotten is where I wanted it – where all of us wanted it – buried forever. After five decades I had made a reasonable job of banishing those memories. I had developed psychological tricks to divert my attention away from the ghosts when they arose. They did arise and, as time went on, with greater frequency and greater urgency. The way a person might emphasise a word could catapult a memory from hell. Or it could be a smell passing a butcher’s shop or a sharp noise in the night. I suppose we lucky few who survived had to develop those tricks. It was important to shift your mind away and slam shut the door on memory. Those who couldn’t were in for a bleak life.


I suppose things began to hot up, oh, six weeks after my diagnosis. My 30-year-old granddaughter Karoline spoke to me. It was a Sunday lunch at the house of Magdalena, my daughter, her mother. There was this television programme on the Norddeutscher Rundfunk (North German Broadcasting) channel about the Hitler time. I had left the living room and gone into the garden to escape. I could not bear to hear it.


Over lunch Karoline blurted out: ‘Opa, why don’t you tell your story? You know I’ve wondered for the whole of my life why every house in the village has a photo of a young man that no one in my generation knew – not even their names. Another thing, when I was a little girl, I found what I think is a medal ribbon. It was in a box under the bed. It was black, white and red. Do you know what it is? Mum said it was a medal for bravery but that I should never ask you about it. There was also a grey shield, but she didn’t know what that was. A lot of time has passed now; is it not time to tell the people in the village what happened?’


‘NO!’ I said firmly.


‘We hear all about the bad things in history programmes on television. But what was it like to be there? Were there any good things? What really happened on the street? I want to know the other side of history. That is probably the most important part.’


I loved Karoline dearly, but sometimes she could be very forceful – in a gentle way. One part of me had to laugh. She was just like Inge, her grandmother, in that respect. One part of me wanted to celebrate that something of Inge was still alive. One part of me wanted to cry. One part of me wanted to maintain a grandfather-like dignity. What happened next was extraordinary. I did not see it coming. The crying won. It all welled up inside me. There were five decades of wilful forgetfulness dammed up in the frozen hinterland of my mind. I had always wondered, down the years, whether that dam might burst in some unexpected way. I could hardly hold it back. Karoline did not understand; how could she? Her simple words had broken through those concrete and barbed wire entanglements, which had walled of those memories. She had smashed into my psyche like one of those bloody rockets in Normandy. It was too much!


It was too much, just too much. Without speaking – and quite honestly my emotions were overtaking me – I stood up suddenly and went through the back door into the garden. The tears came again and again. Oh Christ! My shoulders heaved. It was the faces that were the problem. I could see the faces. In my mind’s eye I could see the faces of all those I knew. There were all the ones that I didn’t know but still remembered. There were the faces of the innocents. I had not even known who they were, but they were the worst, the very worst. That is the trouble. The dead never leave you alone. Never!


In the house I could hear Magdalena scolding Karoline. She sounded livid. I was glad that she was telling Karoline of but then Magdalena said something which changed the picture completely.


‘He’s only got six months if we are lucky.’ Those words flipped a switch in my mind.


Back in the house I found a fraught atmosphere. Magdalena was quietly furious. Karoline looked apologetic. Mattias, her partner, looked embarrassed.


‘Well?’ Magdalena spat the words at my granddaughter.


‘Opa, I am so sorry. I know that I should not have asked. I take that question back and apologise completely. I can only hope that you can find it to forgive me.’


Tears were still running down my face. I let them.


‘Liebling [darling] Karoline, grandfathers don’t forgive granddaughters – they dote on them too much.’ I pulled her to me and hugged her gently. Still cuddling Karoline, I said to her: ‘Listen, Karo, I will tell the story, but you have to pay a price.’ Karoline was clearly happy to be back in my good favour (in reality, she had never left it).


‘Opa, you must only tell the story if you really want to.’ I looked at her pointedly and nodded. She kissed me on the cheek as her mother looked on aghast. ‘And what is the price, Opa?’


‘You see these tears on my face?’


‘Yes,’ she said and smiled quizzically.


‘The price is that you have to wipe them away.’


‘What?’ She looked at me in blank incomprehension.


‘Just do it.’ I gave her a grandparental smile. She looked quizzical but wiped my tears away with a tissue, which she kept up the sleeve of her cardigan. The loving way in which my granddaughter did it was so beautiful. Oh Christ! She was just like Inge. She was just like Inge. It all started to food back. I had to pull myself together.


‘Let us put our cards on the table face up. Now, you know I have only six months ….’ She nodded, her eyes filled with tears, and I felt her body stiffen as I held her in my arms. She nodded again.


‘Well, for the rest of your life, never forget these tears. When you have the story – and there is a lot of it – you will understand that such a story can only end in tears. I want you to always remember that it was to you that I gave the privilege of wiping them away. That is to be your connection to this story. I have to tell you that I never thought I would tell it. But the time is right.’


‘Dad, for goodness’ sake,’ said Magdalena, ‘you do not have to do this.’ Magdalena looked worried.


I looked at Karoline. ‘I do, Magda, I do. The slight problem is that I am not a literate sort of man, so how do you propose that I go about telling this story of mine?’


‘That’s where I might come in,’ interjected Mattias. ‘I could sit with you and ask you questions; I’d record our conversations on my voice recorder and then write it all down.’


‘These days people have voice recorders!’ I laughed. I was trying to restore my damaged dignity. ‘In my day, people did not have voice recorders – nor did they have a phone, nor a car, nor a television and most not even a radio. We are talking of different days … but, right then, let’s start.’


‘What, now?’ said Mattias quizzically.


‘Is there something that you would rather watch on television?’ Magdalena asked, clearly trying to divert me from embarking on this unknown but painful journey.


‘No, I would rather start now. It’s funny though, because television does come into this story in a strange way.’


‘How do you mean?’ asked Mattias.


‘Don’t worry, that will come out at the right time. OK, let’s start.’



To begin at
the beginning

Well, the first thing to record is that my name is really Martin. I have to laugh when I say that. Everyone knows me as Max and always has done. It was because of a schoolyard fight. Someone said I punched the other kid like Max Schmeling the German boxer. I don’t remember what the fight was about in that schoolyard or who the other kid was, but the name stuck.

The story starts on a dark and gloomy night. I have to laugh again. Quite honestly, that is a dreadful way to start a story, but I have to start it there because it happens to be true. The start of this story is baked very clearly into my mind. We didn’t live here in Bremen in those days. When I was 14, in 1936, we lived in Haldensleben in the Reich province of Magdeburg-Anhalt. On that particular dark and gloomy night – it was a Thursday – I went with some friends to our weekly meeting with the youth section of the Lutheran Church.

Some unexpected people awaited us. We were normally welcomed by the pastor and a couple of lay brothers, but they were not there that evening. I think we were all surprised to find Mr Haller there. Mr Haller was the Nazi Blockleiter (neighbourhood warden) and he was there with three men in the adult leaders’ uniform of the Hitler Youth movement. I should explain about Mr Haller. He was a jovial, likeable chap and I shared many jokes with him. But in the streets of our neighbourhood, the word was out: don’t trust him. His role as Blockleiter meant that he was a Nazi Party official and, rumour said, had ties to the Geheime Staatspolizei (secret state police), the Gestapo.

The Gestapo were ruthless and violent, charged with the spirit of National Socialism. A sensible person did not want anything – nothing at all – to do with them. Reputedly, Mr Haller kept flies on every household within our small area. He would pop in for a cup of coffee or friendly glass of schnapps and engage us in conversations designed to show how supportive of the party we were. He would quiz us on the contents of this week’s Völkischer Beobachter (the People’s Observer), the official Nazi newspaper. Did we have a portrait of the Führer on the wall? Were our attitudes ‘suitable and compliant’?

People who had been indiscreet in conversations with him had – possibly by co-incidence, you understand – visitors at their doorstep at four in the morning. They were thugs in Nazi uniforms, accompanied by salivating German Shepherds. They took the unfortunates away to the castle at Lichtenburg for some weeks. On their return they seemed to have aged ten years – and they had suddenly become very ‘suitable and compliant’ advocates of Adolf Hitler and everything to do with him.

Mr Haller was at his jovial best that night.

‘Sit down everyone, pull up a chair and we’ll get started.’ He beamed and chuckled as we gradually organised ourselves.

There was a scraping of chairs as some 30 of us, half boys and half girls, looked quizzically about us. We knew instinctively that we could not sit down until instructed.

‘Heil Hitler!’ Mr Haller began. Whether or not we wanted to give ‘the German greeting’, with our right arm stiffy out in front of us, it was not optional. If we did not say ‘Heil Hitler’ and, what’s more, enthusiastically, then our parents could be carted of to Lichtenburg. We did not want them to experience its dark awful cellars where some unspeakable depravity was visited on the disobedient. The Nazis were clear about demanding obedience.

‘Heil Hitler’ we replied. ‘Heil Hitler!’ shouted the true believers: those few boys in our neighbourhood who already wore their Hitler Youth uniforms.

‘You may now be seated. You are all here for the regular meeting of the Lutheran Church youth organisation. As your local representative, I am here to tell you that the church youth club is alive and well,’ he beamed as he looked around, ‘and it will carry on. Now, however, it is part of the Hitler Youth organisation. Mr Schmundt will be your troop leader – and I know that he has prepared a lot of exciting games and excursions and lots of other things for you all.’

We looked at each other. I have to be honest about this. The majority of us were glad that this was happening. The church youth club was certainly quite good. We had country hikes and sang folk songs. We put on plays at Christmas. But if I am honest, it was all a bit uninspiring. In our impressionable early teenage hearts, we boys had looked enviously at the Hitler Youth boys with their brown shirts covered in badges for excellence in one pursuit or another. The girls had looked even more enviously at the uniforms of the League of German Girls with their stylish dark blue skirts and white blouses, set of with dark blue neckties and red lanyards. To our eyes the members of the Nazi youth organisations wore inspiring uniforms. Moreover, both the Hitler Youth and the League had wonderful excursions, which they talked about with such enthusiasm when they came back. There was no question both organisations had wonderful esprit de corps.

In some ways, I have to admit that the Nazis had great ingenuity. They had seen that in between childhood and maturity there was a vacuum. Between leaving childhood at, say, 14 and becoming an adult at, say, 18 there was a no-man’s land where young people pretended to be adults but really weren’t. Twenty years later the world would invent the idea of the teenager. But that was still a long way of. The Nazis filled that vacuum with organisations that were fun to be in, addressed all the angst of those vulnerable years and, most of all, gave their members important things to do. The Hitler Youth and League of German Girls made their members feel wonderful. The allure of the Nazi organisations was threefold: fun, the feeling of belonging, and that inspiring sense of taking part in a movement bigger than yourself. They simply outclassed the staid old Lutheran Church.

To understand the clever way in which the Nazis marketed their hundreds of movements throughout society, it is vital to understand the key driving force. Every last German man and woman felt they had been cheated after the armistice of 1918. It was personal. It was burning. Every German was furious. Germany had laid down its arms for an armistice. It was supposed to be an honourable cease-fire – not an abject, disgusting surrender. Our enemies did not lay down their arms, and we lost the war. We were cheated, sold down the river, deceived by the hocus-pocus of the victors.

At the Versailles peace conference, Germany and Austria were outraged that traditional lands had been stripped away from them and given to other countries. What were we to make of these new countries of Poland, Czechoslovakia, Jugoslavia and so forth? They had no right to exist. It was beyond belief. The victorious nations blamed us for starting the war. Germany didn’t want the war at all, but we were threatened by France and Russia. We had to attack or die. The victors made us pay reparations – huge ones. The victors called it the Treaty of Versailles. In Germany we called it the Decree of Versailles. Let me assure you once again that every man and woman in Germany, of whatever political persuasion, felt an incandescent anger about it. Now, in 1936, some 18 years after the end of the Great War, Germany was back on its feet again and on an upward swing. We all wanted to take part in that rise – and for us young people the Hitler Youth gave us a channel to let our pent-up feelings explode.

My parents, like many in Magdeburg-Anhalt, had forbidden their children to join Nazi organisations. They loathed the crude, uncivilised behaviour that characterised so much to do with the ‘Nazischweins’. In those days in Germany, you did what your parents said. If your parents said that you could not join, then the matter was closed. You could not join. Haller and Schmundt’s coup at the church youth club gave us a wonderful way out. We outsiders could go back to our parents and say, ‘We didn’t join the Hitler Youth (or League of German Girls), they just took us o v e r. ‘

There are – let me see – three things that I must tell you about, to set the scene. The first is not at all spectacular. It was only a small event, but it turned out to be quite significant. It would have occurred on the following Sunday – or anyway, some time in that following week. I was in our house and was coming down the stairs towards the living room of our farmhouse. I could hear raised voices.

My grandfather, Andreas, was talking to my father. ‘Wolfgang, you cannot let this happen. You know what the Nazis are. They are preparing for war and this Hitler Youth thing is going to suck the whole youth of the country into disaster.’

‘What do you suggest I do?’ I heard my father’s plaintive voice. ‘If I forbid him, Haller will report Christa and me to the Gestapo and we’ll be in for a holiday at Lichtenburg Castle. Christ only knows what goes on in that place! And who will look after the farm while we’re away? You? I don’t think so.’

‘Wolfgang! Hear me! This whole Hitler thing is a swindle that is going to lead, sooner or later, to disaster. Hitler is a mad man who is going to war.’ Then he said again, very deliberately, ‘The whole bloody Hitler Youth thing is a swindle.’

‘Who will he go to war with?’ asked my father. There was silence. Germany’s Rheinland, a major industrial area, was still occupied with French and Belgian troops. The German army was restricted as to size. In 1936 the air force, the Luftwaffe, was almost non-existent.

‘Look,’ said my grandfather, ‘if I understand you correctly, you do not like Max joining the Hitler Youth any more than I do. But you have to do something. Anything to do with that madman Hitler is a pact with the devil.’

I stood behind the door and thought ‘No! Don’t stop me from joining, I want to join!’

My father replied as a man in extreme difficulty. ‘Father, that has to be an exaggeration. Look, all I can do is to let him join and try to be a balancing influence away from the Nazis.’ Then he added: ‘And hope that Max does not say something unwise that gets back to Haller and his friends.’

‘That is not very good, though, is it?’ snarled my grandfather.

‘It might not be exceptionally good, Father. It’s all we’ve got.’

I opened the door and entered the room. The room was now as quiet as an emperor’s mausoleum. They both looked at me and looked at each other. I was in my new Hitler Youth uniform of which I was so proud. The shirt was light brown, just like Adolf Hitler’s brownshirts, who had helped him cleanse the streets of Communists and other undesirables. The black neckerchief made me look so authoritative, as did the leather shoulder strap which helped to hold up my black shorts. The whole was set of by my red and white armband, made up of the Hitlerjugend logo, with its prominent black swastika in the middle. My father, without any great conviction, said that my uniform looked ‘prima’ (great). My grandfather said nothing. As he left our house late that afternoon, I heard him speak again to my father. He spat out the words ‘pact with the devil’.

Of course, being 14 years of age, I knew very well that all grown-ups took great delight in stopping the pleasures of those younger than themselves. Also, being 14 years of age, I had better things to do – such as play with the dogs who lived on our farm. I promptly forgot about that heated exchange of views. Well, I did for some years, anyway.

Not all children did join the Hitler Youth or the League. To the surprise of all of us, the parents of those children who did not join were not thrown to the Gestapo.

Gretchen Weber’s parents forbade her from joining the League of German Girls, but Haller did not betray them to the Gestapo. Instead, he worked via more subtle means. A week after Gretchen’s parents had made their edict, Mr Horn, our schoolmaster, gave Gretchen an essay topic: ‘Why I do not want to join the League of German Girls.’

I think all of us felt sorry for her humiliation. Well, Franzi Bartels didn’t – but he was just an ignorant pig. To our horror Mr Horn, who wore his Nazi Party badge very prominently, made her read out her ‘confession’ in front of the whole class. He goaded her and encouraged the rest of us to make fun of her. Bartels took up the invitation. ‘Maybe Fraülein Weber is secretly Jewish,’ he taunted. The rest of us just looked on in embarrassment for her and contempt for him. Every school classroom has one pupil who is not very nice and has something unpleasant about them. In our case that person was Franzi Bartels.

Tree weeks later Gretchen was joyfully received into the League of German Girls. Her parents looked so sad when we passed them in the street. Gretchen, it must be said, looked very happy in her new and extremely smart uniform.

The second thing that I have to tell you about Hitler Youth was the range of activities that a member could take part in. Being a farm boy and a reasonable shot, I signed up immediately for target shooting. Others signed up for making model aircraft that actually few; still others for motor maintenance or to play in the band. There was boating, canoeing, gymnastics, football, handball … there seemed to be no activity that a Hitler Youth boy could not volunteer for. Schmundt, our troop leader, certainly gave our troop an awful lot of value for very little money.

In the Hitler Youth there was always emphasis on physical fitness and community work. We boys were encouraged to do cross-country running and to volunteer for physical work at neighbours’ houses – such as removing tree stumps and repairing fences for older members of the community. Our physical fitness improved enormously from the start. Community work was wonderful; I earned four badges on my shirt within six months of joining.

The third thing I have to tell you is that Schmundt impressed on us, over and over, that we Aryans were the superior race and should rightfully look down on Jews, Russians, Poles and so forth who were – scientifically, of course – inferior. A British naturalist called Darwin had shown how stronger species thrived and weaker species ultimately became extinct. And so it was with the different human races. In fact – and it was a proven scientific fact – some human races were barely human at all. He went on in this vein for hours on end. I think all of us found the twice-weekly racial supremacy lectures dull and boring.

After two weeks of provisional membership, Schmundt organised our test for permanent membership. He marched us, with fags and drums, to the old swimming baths in Haldensleben. We had to jump headfirst into the water from a height of 3 metres. I was terrified. I had always swum in the summer months, in the lazy River Ohre where it slouched its way close to our farm, but diving was something I’d avoided. It seemed so dangerous. A couple of boys did it gracefully and said how easy it was. When my turn came, they could see I was tense about it. The other boys, and our leader Mr Schmundt, were all very supportive.

‘Just stand on the edge and let yourself go, Frentzel,’ Mr Schmundt said encouragingly. The other boys said things like ‘If Bartels can do it, you can do it.’ That made me laugh. I edged forward, fell into space. ‘Push with your feet!’ shouted Mr Schmundt urgently. I felt the thrill of freefall then SPLAT! I felt the sudden sharp pain of the perfect belly fop.

I swam to the side of the baths, gasping for breath. I was aware that the boys were all clapping and so was Mr Schmundt.

‘Well done, Frentzel! I don’t think you’re quite ready for the Olympic team,’ the boys all laughed, ‘… but you have passed the test.’ The boys all clapped me on the back and shook my hand. They were all so happy for me. It was like belonging to a large, happy family. Some days later he presented all of us new boys with our Hitler Youth dagger. We were so proud! We were so enthusiastic! We were in!


Into the
Hitler Youth

At the time that I joined the Hitler Youth the XI Olympiad was set to begin in some months’ time in Berlin. The whole country was electrified with enthusiasm. It was the final event to bring Germany back into the family of nations after the debacle of the Great War and the disgusting Decree of Versailles. The anger about the betrayal of Germany at Versailles had smouldered for over a decade and never went out. It did not matter whether we supported the German-Hanoverian Party (like my father), the Nazis, the Social Democrats or any of the other 14 parties that made up the government of the Weimar Republic.

Mr Steininger was to be my Hitler Youth shooting instructor. He had been a company sergeant major in the Great War and was one of the few who came back. He was fortunate not to be missing any body parts. He was now driving trucks for an agricultural co-operative and my father knew him quite well.

‘Decent bloke, old Martin, but very Prussian. He will expect orders to be carried out immediately.’ I started by calling him ‘Mr Steininger’ but found that the boys liked to call him ‘Herr Oberfeldwebel’ in respect of his erstwhile military rank in the Kaiser’s army. He liked it too – that form of address took him back to past glories in that military world for which he was doubtlessly born.

He duly marched a group of six of us new boys to the range just outside town. He passed a .22 rife and six bullets to each of us in turn and told us to hit the target he had set up. A couple of the boys had clearly never held a weapon before. He looked at their gibbering incompetence with a rife in shock. He removed their rifles before they inadvertently slaughtered some random farmer or prize steer on a nearby property. As I had grown up on our farm shooting vermin from my earliest childhood, target practice came naturally to me.

‘Not bad, Junge, not bad!’ he said. ‘I suppose you learned to shoot like that from your dad. He was always a good shot. Tell you what, I need a helper to show your comrades how to shoot. I could really use your skill, if you would like to help me? I can also put you in for a shooting competition that will earn you your first sharpshooter’s badge.’

If I could get my Beginner’s Sharpshooter badge early, I would be the first of the new intake to earn a really important badge – so much more impressive than a service badge for fitting a new door in an old people’s home.

I said that I would very much like to help him but also would like to learn a lot from him.

‘I would especially like instruction on defection shots,’ I said. That was where you shot just in front of a fleeing animal to bring it to the ground. It was the most difficult of shots.

‘So would everyone,’ he said and laughed. ‘I won’t be going that far with the other boys in your troop, but if you would like to spend extra time on it, I am happy to work with you.’

My father allowed me to bring his ancient Gewehr 88 rife to the troop. The Oberfeldwebel had spoken to my father and promised to look after it. It was his most prized possession. ‘I would love to teach the boys using this rife,’ said Mr Steininger. ‘We used them against the Russians in the east. They are very well made and very accurate. These are the thoroughbreds of weapons – so much more refined than those blunderbusses the farmers around here use.’ And so, I became his helper. All boys in the troop had to know how to hold a rife to aim and fire. They had to know how to strip a rife down and reassemble it. They had to know how to look after it, oil the moving parts and do basic maintenance.

At perhaps our third session, the other boys had left the range and I was helping the Oberfeldwebel tidy up. He took my father’s Gewehr 88 and said, ‘Do you want to see something interesting?’ He had this wicked glint in his eyes. I wondered what was coming next. He laid the rife on a concrete slab and removed his forage cap. This was becoming quite intriguing. He took a scarf from around his neck (the afternoons were still quite cold) and held it to his eyes. What on earth was going on?

‘Tie the scarf behind my head so I can’t see anything,’ he said. This was developing from strange to positively bizarre. He said, ‘Guide me to the rife.’ I guided him forward. He knelt down on the concrete slab and I guided his hand onto the stock of the rife. He ran his hands over it so that he knew where the barrel and the stock were. Then he said, very decisively, ‘Start counting the seconds until I tell you to stop.’

‘One, two, three …’

As I counted, he began to disassemble the rife, blindfolded. He carefully separated each mechanical unit from the whole rife until all of the components lay in a semi-circle on the concrete slab in front of his knees. It occurred to me that he had just taken my father’s prized possession to pieces and scattered the metallic plates, springs, bolts, sights, trigger and all the other components in a random order in front of him. I felt a pang of fear in my stomach. If this demonstration went wrong, I would be in serious trouble. My father was not a violent man, but his method of showing disapproval and disappointment chilled me to the bone. I realised that I had stopped counting.

‘Keep counting!’ said the Oberfeldwebel firmly.

‘Fifty-five, fifty-six, fifty-seven …’ I proceeded.

Then I watched in awe as he took each component, one by one, and assembled the rife again.

‘Hundred and three … hundred and four …’

‘Finished!’ he shouted in triumph.

He took the scarf from his eyes and laughed at his handiwork.

‘Herr Oberfeldwebel, that is beyond belief.’

‘One second,’ he said, ‘when a soldier reassembles his weapon, he always fires it to make sure it is in order. Pass me a clip, please.’

I passed him a clip, he slotted it into the magazine, clicked of the safety catch, took aim and put a bullet into the target 50 metres away.

‘I think it works,’ he said in triumph.

‘I think it does, Herr Oberfeldwebel. Could you show me how to do that?’

‘Yes, of course, but don’t show your father until you can do it properly every time. It does take a little practice, but if you persevere you will get there. On the front we used to have competitions to see who could do it the fastest. I won a lot of cigarettes.’

This was the essence of the Hitler Youth organisation. You got to have great fun and do such interesting things. The Oberfeldwebel had co-opted my help, spent some time and energy on me and made me feel really important. As we settled into the organisation, we did marches in the woods and crosscountry runs. I got to help on a Hitler Youth project to convert an old farmhouse into a holiday home for poor people’s children. Inevitably, new friendships began to crystalise and form. My first new friendship came about in a strange way.

He was called Hans Thiessen, and how we became friends was one of those happenstance things that occur in your life. When we were on our marches through the town, that clown, Franzi Bartels, would always make sure he was marching behind Hans Thiessen. Then, as we crossed a street or were in some prominent place, he would put his foot forward and trip Hans Thiessen up. Hans was of below-average height and slight of build. I had already noticed that what he lacked in beef he more than made up for in intellect. This was to be expected. He went to the Gymnasium (Grammar) school. This was not a sports club as it sounds but a school for students who were very clever and showed exceptional promise.

Bartels singled Hans Thiessen out for special treatment. He would say things to embarrass Thiessen, making him out to be weak, stupid or ‘girly’. I think we all enjoyed Thiessen’s witty replies – they showed Bartels up for the idiot he was. After several marches where Bartels had tripped Thiessen up, several boys said, ‘stop it Bartels’ or ‘knock it of’ or ‘leave him alone, he’s a good kid.’ Bartels kept on doing it. One day we were marching along the road into town and Bartels tripped Thiessen again. I was marching alongside Bartels. I honestly don’t know what got into me, but I was calmly clear in my mind what I had to do.

I said, in a quiet voice, ‘Bartels!’ Bartels was smiling at his latest gambit in making Thiessen look stupid. Bartels turned to me, smirking. I had intended to tell Bartels to stop it, but when I saw the smirk, my temper boiled over. I drew my fist back and punched him as hard as I could in the nose.

The troop stopped marching. I saw the fags at the head of the column come to a sudden halt. Mr Schmundt, who was leading the troop, came running back. I froze. I was going to be in trouble. Oh God! He might throw me out of the troop. He saw Bartels sprawled on the pavement and said, ‘Bartels, pick yourself up and stop acting like a fool. You are a member of the Hitler Youth!’ He did not seem at all worried that a flow of blood was spattering out of Bartels’ nostrils, making a red splash all down his brown shirt. To be honest, I think that Schmundt didn’t ask who had hit Bartels because he didn’t want to know.

I hoped the incident was over. It wasn’t.

A couple of days later I was walking through Haldensleben. There, across the street, was Bartels with his father. His father was in full Sturmabteilung (storm trooper) uniform. These men were Hitler’s ‘brown shirts,’ the thugs who fought street battles for him and generally made sure the population stayed compliant and the Communists were kept down. They had a reputation for violence. My heart sank. I learned in that moment the true meaning of that expression about your stomach turning over. I was very scared what he might do. Bartels had clearly pointed me out across the street.

‘Du da! Komm mal her!’ (You there! Come over here!) roared the elder Bartels. The man had a voice as coarse and unpleasant as sandpaper.

I crossed the street towards them, attempting to look as nonchalant as I could. ‘Heil Hitler!’ I probably said. It is the terror that I remember – not the words. ‘I understand you are the Hitler Youth boy who thumped my son.’

‘That is correct, Mr Bartels, I cannot deny it.’ ‘And you Franzi, what did you do when he hit you?’ Franzi blushed. ‘I will tell you what you did. You lay on the street whining and feeling sorry for yourself.’ He looked pointedly at me. ‘Is that not true, Frentzel?’ I told him that there was confusion at that time, and I could really not be sure.

‘Well, I am sure!’ blustered Bartels senior. ‘Franzi, you are the son of a Sturmabteilung man, and you behave like a bloody ballet dancer. If you had anything about you, you would at least challenge him to a fair fight before the rest of the troop. A fair fight, mind! You are both Germans and both Nazis and both Hitler Youth members.’ He actually used the word Genoßen, which implies something stronger than just fellow members – it implies ‘kinsmen’. He then kicked his son up the backside with his immaculately polished black Sturmabteilung jackboot. As they moved away down the street, he kicked him again – three or four times. He had even forgotten to say ‘Heil Hitler’ when he took leave of me. It was sadly easy to see how Bartels had turned out the way he did.

A couple of days later, Mr Schmundt told me that Bartels had challenged me to a boxing match – three rounds of three minutes each – to take place in front of the whole troop at the meeting next Thursday. I accepted at once and tried to make a show of bravado. I can only say that I was not feeling brave. I felt that I didn’t have much of a chance. He was taller and weighed more than I did. All I could do was make my best attempt and hope that I got a lucky punch in. The other boys were very supportive.

‘Hit him where it hurts’ was one frequent comment.

‘I can’t do that, Mr Schmundt will be refereeing.’ There was no doubt that most in the troop wanted me to win. I determined that if I was to be beaten, which was likely, then I would go down fighting and at least maintain some dignity.

In the days leading up the bout, Bartels and I did not speak. He kept looking at me and pounding his right hand into the palm of his left to show what he was going to do to me. I ignored him.

On the night of the bout, I came down to the meeting hall. Mr Schmundt was waiting for me. I had expected there to be a buzz in the hall. There was none.

‘There is a development, Frentzel. I have a letter from Mrs Bartels. It seems that when you hit him on the nose an abscess formed inside, so he cannot fight you.’

I must have looked at him quizzically. He said, ‘By the way, did you think I didn’t know it was you that hit him? You saved me a job, because if you hadn’t hit that idiot I was going to, and I don’t care if his father is in the Sturmabteilung.’ We both laughed. He paused and looked thoughtful. ‘You didn’t think you could beat him in a boxing match, did you?’

‘I would have given it everything I had, but no, I didn’t expect to beat him.’

Mr Schmundt put his hand on my shoulder.

‘No, Frentzel, I don’t think you would either – but there is something more important: courage. And you are exactly what we want in the Hitler Youth. Yes, we like champions, but even more than that we like boys with courage, and you displayed courage. I have noted the way you help Thiessen on the cross-country marches and carry his pack for him. That is Kameradschaft. [Comradeship]. In my assessment, you have what is required to become a decent Hitler Youth boy, a decent Nazi and a decent German.’ I was walking on air for days after that.

‘Oh, and another thing,’ Mr Schmundt added, ‘when Bartels’ poor nose is better, I am willing to bet that he forgets to revive the challenge. He is bigger than you, but I believe he is frightened of you. I am not supposed to comment on troop members to their comrades, but that Bartels is an idiot.’



Brains, Brawn
and Beauty


Hans Thiessen went on to show me German books that he had read. He loaned me a book called Death in Venice by Tomas Mann, which I devoured.


‘Don’t tell anyone I lent you that,’ he said conspiratorially, ‘the Sturmabteilung have been burning Tomas Mann’s books in the street.’ Idiots! I could imagine Bartels’ father taking part in that. But as the world was throwing up these horrible people in those early Third Reich days, it also threw up some very admirable ones. My friendship with Hans deepened.


My friendship with Gerhard Faulhaber had a quite different beginning. Fauli was different from me in quite another direction. He was good-looking in an almost Latin way. This was unusual among we Lumpenproletariat (lower orders of society) from the North German plains. You couldn’t help but notice Fauli because, as we Hitler Youth sang around the campfire, he had by far the best voice – and to the astonishment of the rest of us, he actually played the guitar. Fauli’s guitar was not an ordinary one. It was in the shape of a lute, six-stringed as normal but with a carved ornate headstock; it bore the brand name ‘Rosetti’. Fauli was exotic!


‘Faulhaber, is that strange instrument only for Italian songs?’ Mr Schmundt had asked.


‘No,’ said Fauli laughing, ‘let me show you.’ He sang a song for Mr Schmundt. I and some other Hitler Boys were nearby and listened in.






	Wenn wir erklimmen schwindelnde Höhen, steigen dem Gipfelkreuz zu,

	When we climb cheating heights and climb to the cross on the summit,






	
In unsern Herzen brennt eine Sehnsucht, die läßt uns nimmermehr in Ruh.

	in our hearts burns a longing, which never leaves us in peace.






	
Herrliche Berge, sonnige Höhen, Bergvagabunden sind wir, ja wir.

	Magnificent mountains, sunny heights, mountain vagabonds are we, yes we.






	
Herrliche Berge, sonnige Höhen, Bergvagabunden sind wir.

	Magnificent mountains, sunny heights, mountain vagabonds are we.







‘Faulhaber, that is brilliant,’ said Mr Schmundt. The rest of us clapped.


‘Teach us that song,’ someone said. The troop quickly learned it and sang it on our many marches through town.


My father laughed. ‘That’s a Bavarian song!’ he teased. ‘Or from somewhere down there. Faulhaber hasn’t been yodelling as well and walking around in short leather breeches like a Bavarian, has he?’


‘No,’ I replied, nonplussed. ‘Good,’ said my father, ‘there are people here who would probably burn him at the stake.’


My father told me about the Faulhabers. Fauli’s grandparents had inherited a farm some 10 kilometres away from us. ‘They were foreigners when they came,’ he said. ‘From memory they were from Konstanz on the Swiss border. The version of German they spoke was unintelligible to the people here. They looked different, too; they were much better looking.’


I laughed when he said that. ‘The Hitler Boys have noticed that as well,’ I said, ‘but he’s very popular.’


‘Just like his grandparents,’ said my father. ‘People here are very conservative; the Pastor described us last year as a sleepy bishopric left over from the Holy Roman Empire. Few come in, few go out. Nothing much changes. We north Germans are frisch, frei, fröhlich, fromm [fresh, free, happy, pious]. We know that God speaks Plattdeutsch [low German]. But then in come the Faulhabers – Catholics as well!’


‘Were there problems for them?’


‘Some here are very against the Catholics, but they had this south German Gemütlichkeit [bonhomie] and won half of the people over; then they changed over to the Lutheran church and won everyone over.’ Fauli certainly won me over. He had a happy disposition that was rather different from our stolid North German style; he made us laugh. He also taught me my first fumbling chords on his ornate guitar.


When you are 15, you form friendships quickly. We were always together when we marched. Fauli showed us how to sing in harmony. Hans, Fauli and I rapidly became close and called ourselves the three musketeers. Mr Schmundt called us ‘Brains, Brawn and Beauty.’ I was Brawn; Hans was Brains; Fauli was Beauty. Fauli’s mountain song became our troop’s favourite marching song, and we sang it as we marched through town. The locals loved it but we did hear the odd mutter: ‘Tat’s a Bavarian song.’


On the whole, I had settled very quickly and naturally into the Hitler Youth. In very short order I had two shooting badges (with the Oberfeldwebel’s help), while others had lesser badges for community work. This was wonderful for my status in the group. I learned quickly that the Hitler Youth turned people with talent into local heroes. Regrettably, the movement also had a tendency to promote idiots to the rank of complete idiot. The Mattischack twins, regrettably, fell on both sides of the table. Jürgen, the elder by 20 minutes (as he was always telling us) was a gifted footballer who played attack in the local football team. Scouts from professional clubs in Hungary and Austria came to watch him. Germany did not have professional football at the time.


His brother Moritz played in goal and was also predicted to go far. Unfortunately, they were both terminally dim. They had a way of speaking that was happy and bubbly, but anyone listening to them would say ‘very dim indeed.’ Their schoolwork was perhaps two years behind where it should be. Their parents must have hoped they would find work in professional football in Budapest or Vienna. In the normal workaday world, they were not destined for high achievement, or, indeed, any achievement at all.


And so it came to pass that one Thursday afternoon we all fled into our customary meeting hall. ‘Heil Hitler!’ shouted Mr Schmundt. We all stood, keen, alert and attentive and replied ‘Heil Hitler!’ with the requisite stiff-arm salute. Schmundt looked troubled. He held up a piece of paper. I was near the front and peered hard to see what was written on it. ‘Juden Raus.’ There were reddish-brown stains on the paper, which appeared to be blood.


‘Who recognises this?’ asked Schmundt, his face a study of seriousness.


Jürgen and Moritz Mattischack immediately put their hands up. They looked around, pleased with themselves and smiling. The rest of us looked on at the unfolding drama with curiosity. There was an odd mismatch between Mr Schmundt’s storm-cloud frown and the Mattischack brothers’ inane smiles. I might add that an inane smile was the only kind they ever wore.


‘Please explain to your colleagues what this is about,’ continued Mr Schmundt.


‘Well,’ said Jürgen, the elder by 20 minutes, ‘we went to the house of the Judt family. We stole the daughter’s silly little dog and cut its throat with our Hitler Youth daggers and put that message on it. Then we put the body on the front doorstep and left it for them to find.’ He laughed with pleasure.


Jürgen and Moritz then basked in their own glory and awaited a round of applause or, possibly, even a special badge for initiative from Mr Schmundt. While the brothers anticipated their time in the sun, the rest of us realised that Mr Schmundt’s face betokened more a chilly winter.


‘And why did you do this?’


‘They are Jews,’ said Jürgen. ‘We have few of them in this town, but we want to drive them all out and make Haldensleben judenrein [clean of Jews].’


Those storm clouds around Mr Schmundt’s head were becoming stormier and darker by the second.


‘Let me ask the brothers Mattischack: Have you been to the graveyard of the Lutheran Church?’


There was an awkward silence. The winter chill in the class became another notch chillier.


‘Erm, no Mr Schmundt.’


‘NO MR SCHMUNDT!’ our leader repeated. ‘Well, if you had taken the trouble, would see that the Judt family in this town go back at least to the time of Frederick the Great. They are a Christian family and as Protestant as Martin Luther. Have you seen the family’s children?’


‘Well, no Mr Schmundt.’


‘NO MR SCHMUNDT!’ our leader repeated again. ‘There are six of them. They are blond-haired and blue-eyed, and they look like a chorus line from a verdammte Wagnerian opera.’


Honestly, when he said that I really thought I was going to burst out laughing. From somewhere behind me a suppressed giggle did issue forth.


‘Eggers! Do you think this is funny? No, don’t answer that! Just get out of the hall, go on! Get out of here and don’t come back until you can understand what is serious and what is funny.’ Little Eggers, poor little sod, sullenly left the room. I looked at Hans and Fauli. Their troubled expressions showed that this was getting serious.


‘Boys, what is our motto?’


‘Blut and Ehre’ (blood and honour) we chorused as one.


‘Yes, Mattischacks! Blood and honour. You kill Laura Judt’s beloved little dog, Mitzi. Please explain to me where your honour is.’


‘We thought they were Jewish,’ whined Jürgen. ‘I heard they were Communists as well,’ said Moritz, attempting to find some rat hole to hide in.


‘Where did you hear that?’


‘I can’t r-r-r-remember,’ said Moritz, beginning to stammer. ‘Yes … I know … it was Frentzel!’


I must have looked astonished. Mr Schmundt looked at me. I decided to play it as cold as I could. I maintained a serious face and shook my head in solemn denial.


‘You do not need to answer to that remark, Frentzel, I do not believe this boy. Mattischack!’ He exploded. ‘What kind of name is Mattischack?’ There was silence. I suppose it was a rhetorical question because no one was going to give an answer. ‘Is that Polish?’ This was becoming extremely serious.


‘No Mr Schmundt, we are German at least since my great-grandfather.’


‘Well, this is Polish business!’ Mr Schmundt roared. We had all been programmed to sneer at Poles (albeit not as much as we had been programmed to sneer at Russians). ‘Polish business’ was stupidity. ‘And do you know who thinks it is verdammte Polish business?’


‘No, Mr Schmundt.’


‘Well, the Regional Director does. Mr Judt has complained to him, and he is coming to see me on Tuesday to decide how we proceed from here. And do you know what makes this Polish business even more Polish?’


I really did want to laugh, and I know that Hans and Fauli did too, but none of us dared. We did not want to follow Eggers out of the door.


‘Well, Mr Judt is a Party Old Comrade! That is what makes this even more verdammte Polish!’ Old Comrades were people who had been Nazi Party Members before Hitler’s rise to power in 1933. They had special status among the party hierarchy. They wore special badges and were held in high esteem.


‘You idiots have chosen to pick on the family of an Old Comrade because, in your estimation, you thought they might just be Jewish – because of an accident of their family name.’ I looked at the faces of the twins. They were ashen.


‘Give me your Swastika armbands; your belts – you are not ft to wear our motto of Blut und Erde – give me your Hitler Youth dagger and your whistle and your neckerchief.’ It was a ritual dressing down, like I had read they did to cowardly soldiers in armies in the old days. It was painful to be present although I, and all of us, agreed they deserved it.


‘Now get out of here. I will write formally to your parents after the Regional Director has been to see me.’


They were thrown out of the Hitler Youth. One thing that goes through my mind is that after that tense scene, someone – I can’t remember who – said, ‘That means we’ll have Lehmann in goal on Saturday against Quedlinburg. Now we’ll never bloody win.’ But you have to get your priorities straight! Typically, Lehmann offered to fight the boy who had said that, and we all moved on quickly.


You do at that age.




I learn how the
system works


Some days later, Hans and Fauli were at our farmhouse. My mother gave us the kitchen to practise our music, while she picked some vegetables. Mr Schmundt had asked us to rehearse one of our best Hitler Youth songs.






	Es zittern die morschen Knochen,
Der Welt vor dem roten Krieg.
Wir haben den Schrecken gebrochen,
 Für uns war’s ein großer Sieg.

	The rotten bones are trembling,
Of the world before the red war.
We have smashed this terror,
For us it was a great victory.






	Wir werden weiter marschieren,
Wenn alles in Scherben fällt,
Denn heute gehört uns Deutschland,
Und morgen die ganze Welt.

	We will march onwards,
Even if everything shatters,
Because today we own Germany,
And tomorrow, the whole world.







BANG! ‘Oh Scheißdreck! [expletive]’ Fauli spluttered. ‘My ‘B’ string has gone. Hang on, I’ve got a spare in the case.’


‘Just while he’s fiddling with that,’ I asked, ‘have either of you had Bartels asking if he can join us?’


‘Yes,’ said Fauli as he rummaged in the inner recesses of his guitar case. ‘He asked if he could join us for rehearsals.’


‘What did you say?’ asked Hans.


‘Oh, I said we were doing three-part harmonies and couldn’t use a fourth.’


‘He asked me, as well.’ Hans added. ‘I said it wasn’t my decision.’


I smiled at Hans and said, ‘I can see why you are the “brains” of the outfit.’ They both laughed.


‘He asked me as well, but I just told him to get lost.’


Hans laughed out loud and said, ‘I can see why you are the “brawn” of the outfit.’ Since our previous encounter, Bartels had changed tack and was cosying – or trying to cosy up – to the three of us. He had left Hans Thiessen alone and was picking on that poor little kid Eggers now. ‘I don’t know why that Dummkopf [fool] Bartels always has to pick on someone. I assume we don’t want a quartet with him involved?’


‘We do not,’ Hans agreed. ‘If Bartels joined us, we would have to sing bloody nursery rhymes. He’s just like the simpleton Mattischacks except that he can’t play football.’ Then he continued, ‘you know, I’ve been thinking about that thing with the Mattischacks. They cut that dog Mitzi’s throat and got into trouble. If only they’d been smarter ….’


‘Which they aren’t,’ put in Fauli.


‘Well, if they had killed the right person’s Mitzi instead of the wrong person’s Mitzi, then all would have been well. They would have been heroes to Mr Schmundt.’


‘I suppose so,’ said Fauli, as he twisted the guitar string onto the bridge.


‘Well, tell me, what do you really think? Is it good or bad to cut a dog’s throat?’ asked Hans.


‘Bad,’ said Fauli.


‘Always bad,’ I added.


‘Except that in our Hitler Youth group, it’s bad if it’s an upstanding German’s dog, but good if it belongs to a Jew or a Communist.’


‘Or a Freemason,’ added Fauli. ‘Mr Schmundt told us that Freemasons are bad as well. Although you wouldn’t know if you had killed a Freemason’s dog. No one knows who they are.’


Hans then added thoughtfully, ‘I did have to laugh at Schmundt’s lecture on “how to spot a possible Jew,” though,’ and he gave that contemptuous laughter reserved solely for the self-validation of 14-year-old males. ‘I would like to give our troop a lecture on how to spot which of our teachers really do not like the Nazis and which are just pretending.’


‘And how do you tell?’ asked Fauli.


‘There is a subtlety in the way that one or two of them stand when giving the Hitler salute. Look at Mrs Gottschalk or Mr Riedel next time they salute. Their feet don’t point where their hand does.’


‘Could be back problems,’ said Fauli. ‘Older people seem to have a lot of back problems – especially women. Erm, how about Communists, Hans? How would you spot a possible Communist?’


‘I don’t think I’ve ever met a Communist,’ Hans replied.


Fauli was twisting the guitar string onto the headstock when my father walked in. So, I asked him.


‘Have you ever known any Communists, Father? I mean, are they bad people?’


My father shrugged. ‘Never met one. You don’t really get them in farming country. It’s more in the big cities, like Hamburg or Berlin. They are a cruel lot, though, they took over Berlin just after the Great War. It was a real bloodbath. It took the German army, or the remnants of it, to stamp them out. They tried in Kiel and Munich as well. I’ve never met a Communist, but from what I’ve heard they’re violent. You don’t want anything to do with them.’


I didn’t ask him, but I assumed this meant that if the Mattischacks had chosen to cut the throat of a Communist’s dog, my father would think it was in order. But actually, even if Communists were horrible, my father would never have thought that was all right.


‘What about Jews, Father, have you known any Jews?’


‘Don’t know anything about Jews,’ said my father coldly. He left the room.


Fauli gradually tuned his ‘B’ string in with his ‘E’ string, making sounds like a dying whale.


‘Alles in Ordnung!’ (Everything is OK!) he beamed. Then we carried on our rehearsal.


After Hans and Fauli had left the farmhouse later that afternoon, my father came into the living room. He looked serious. My mother followed him, then my grandfather. This was a deputation. They were people who were troubled by some great burning problem. I wondered what on earth was going to happen.


My father sat down in front of me, where Hans had been sitting. My mother and grandfather remained standing. I was tidying away my songbooks but could feel the atmosphere becoming tenser by the second. My father broke the awkward silence.


‘Now Max, you’re not in trouble. Your mother and your grandfather want you to know that.’ I looked at him, wondering what would come out of his mouth next. My mother and grandfather just looked at me poignantly.


‘You asked me in front of Hans and Fauli if I knew any Jews and, underneath that question, you were asking my attitude to Jews. Max, you cannot do that.’


‘But Hans and Fauli are my friends,’ I protested. ‘Even if you say something unwise, they are not going to report you.’ My mother sighed audibly. She did not say anything, but it was a sigh of profound but really important disagreement.


‘Max, the world does not work like that. I know that Mr and Mrs Thiessen and Mr and Mrs Faulhaber are decent people. Do I think they would report us to the Gestapo? No. But we have to look at this from a different perspective. You have heard the police whistles and the barking dogs in the middle of the night?’


‘Of course, Father, everyone has.’


‘Well, that is the regime letting everyone know what happens to people who are not – as they would put it – politically sound.’


‘But how would they come after us?’


‘Right, let me tell you. First, I’ll tell you clearly what my attitude to Jews is. I’ve dealt with many – and there are good Jews and bad Jews, just like there are good and bad Germans or Englishmen, or people of any kind.’


My grandfather added: ‘I was in the army with many Jews in the Great War. They were Germans first and Jews second. They were no different to anyone else. I would have to say that many were friends of mine. They were brave soldiers. Many did not come back.’


‘Precisely,’ said my father, ‘and what this Nazi Party is doing to them utterly appals me. Now, supposing I said that in front of Hans and Fauli? Supposing then that the Gestapo paid a visit to the Thiessens or the Faulhabers on some other matter, something quite unrelated. Do you think that finding the Gestapo at the door would be terrifying?’ Then he repeated ‘Max, it’s a simple question. Do you think it would be terrifying?’


‘Yes, I think it would.’


‘So, the Thiessens, Faulhabers or whoever would rapidly think of some quick and easy way to make the Gestapo go away and not come back. Do you agree? Is that what you think they would do?’


‘Yes, I suppose so.’


‘And if they’d heard me say what I just said … can you see where this is leading?’


‘They would tell the Gestapo what they’d heard – that you think the Nazis treat the Jews badly – just to make them go away and terrify someone else.’


‘Correct!’ said my father decisively. ‘And who gets the knock on the door at four o’clock in the morning?’


‘We do.’


‘So, will you please agree with your mother and grandfather and me to be very guarded about what you say outside of this house and in front of anyone who is not a family member?’


I did not say a word, but nodded. I must have nodded very solemnly. My father continued: ‘In the Hitler Youth you have a motto, do you not?’


‘Blut und Ehre’ (blood and honour) I said.


‘Well to survive in this world that we live in, you need another motto: “ohne mich” [without me]. You hear what they say but do not disagree, you nod your head but keep your heart and your mind clean. So, what do you say?’


‘I say “ohne mich” Father.’


My grandfather laughed in approbation. He took out one of his favourite Ernte 23 cigarettes and lit up. ‘Honestly, you have to wonder if those buggers really believe their own propaganda. I was reading in the paper that because the Führer doesn’t like smoking, his scientists are saying that it is linked to lung cancer just to please him.’ We all laughed at yet another silly Nazi notion.


My mother hugged me and kissed me. My grandfather tousled my hair.


‘It’s OK Andreas, your boy has a head on his shoulders, and he won’t bring us into the concentration camp at Lichtenberg.’


‘OK,’ said my father, ‘let’s get back on the roof.’ He and my grandfather were putting up a radio aerial.


For us it was incredible. The National Socialist state had brought out a Volksempfänger (a people’s radio). They cost 76 Reichsmarks, two weeks’ average wages. They were not luxury items but for the first time ever almost everyone in Germany had a radio.


‘The whole of Germany hears the Führer’, said the adverts in the street, but really my mum wanted to hear Richard Tauber, Lale Andersen and other popular singers of the day.


‘I do not want to listen to that bloody Austrian corporal,’ chuntered my grandfather. But that is what it was like in the Third Reich. Some things were very good, and some things were very bad. The very good and very bad were all mixed in together. I often wondered why you had to have them both, but it seemed that was just the way it was.


Sometime later, my school classroom was the scene for a graphic example bearing out my father’s warning. I saw how the system operated and what it could lead to. We had been members of the Hitler Youth for perhaps three months when one of our number, well, one of the girls actually, got a little too enthusiastic. There had always been rumours around town as to whether Hitler Youth or League of German Girls members willingly betrayed their parents to the Gestapo. Whether that ever happened I cannot say. I never saw or even heard of such a thing. However, one of the girls thought that one particular betrayal to the Gestapo was a good idea.


Her name was Hannelore Pietsch. In our class, we thought she was basically a nice girl but given to episodes of silliness from time to time. Her father was a local publican, and the family was a little better of than most of us. They had had a radio long before anyone else did. People would go around to the pub to listen to American swing music and jazz. Well, they did until Mr Haller, the Blockleiter, said that American music was bad. Mr Pietsch went back to playing stirring military marches. It didn’t seem to matter; people still came to his pub and Mr Pietsch sold a lot of beer as a result. Hannelore was spoiled. She was self-centred, fat and giggly. Well one day we were having a mathematics lesson with Mr Ebeling. What happened was so dramatic that I can even remember what we were studying: quadratic equations. The classroom door burst open. The headmaster, Mr Schulte, entered with two sour-looking men.


‘This is Mr Ebeling,’ said Mr Schulte, pointing out our teacher to these two very unpleasant-looking men. One of the men pulled what looked like a metal disc from his pocket. He said ‘Geheime Staatspolizei.’ The classroom chilled. They were from the Gestapo. How was it possible that one of our teachers, especially Mr Ebeling, who we all liked, was being arrested by these sinister people? Mr Ebeling turned pale. I must say, though, he looked mystified rather than guilty. Mr Schulte looked grim. I looked around our classroom. The boys and girls in the classroom, 20 of us, were speechless. No one spoke, but I’m sure that not one of us could imagine how this made any sense whatsoever.


One of the men made a ‘follow me’ movement with his head. Mr Ebeling went with them without a word. He looked as though he was being taken to his execution. In the hands of the Gestapo that could very easily be the case. The door closed behind them. We watched through the window, transfixed, as the Gestapo men took him outside to a black sedan car. He obediently got inside the car. Mr Schulte was speechless.
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