My Childhood in Pritzerbe
by Eike Schwarz

(translated by Dietrich Marcuse)

I was confused, I did not know what had happened. There was grit between my teeth, sand and dust were in the air. My face was burning and it was dark around me. I could not hear anything, I heard my own crying as through cotton wool. Then, I saw a flickering candle, I heard grandpa calling, I got out of bed, I wanted to run to him, but I could not reach the door to our bedroom. Something held me at my tummy and blocked my way. The doorframe had come off from the pressure wave of the explosion. Now, I could see grandpa but still I could not reach him! Some horizontal piece of lumber blocked the way. I groped my way through debris and  now I began to  see what blocked my way so that I managed to reach grandpa. He took me down into the basement where I saw the other members of my family huddled  for safety. I was placed in a potato bin with a small matrass placed under me and covered with a blanket. Here I was finally reasonably content and comfortable.

Some time later I began to realize what had happened. A grenade had hit our house in Pritzerbe. This happened on May 5, 1945, three days before Germany officially surrendered in World War ІІ. On our side of the Havel River the Russians had set up a defensive position. On the opposite side of the river a group of stragglers from the German army tried to do its duty by firing its last grenades at the Russians and, incidentally, at us too.
When grandpa came back into the basement he reported that Otti, my mother, was dead. My cousin Ulli was still alive but he was unconscious. Ulli was exactly my age, 7 years old. He was placed next to me in another potato bin. He groaned strangely and scarily so that I felt really weird. When the night finally ended and it became light the groaning stopped and Ulli Pahnke, my friend and cousin, was dead! Even today I still see the glistening grenade splinter made of a shiny metal in the back of his head. Aunt Kaethe Pahnke, Ulli's mother, had spent the night bent over her only child, praying. Just two weeks earlier she had received news that her husband had been killed in the war. In spite of her profound grief I felt her love for me. In later years she looked at me strangely but lovingly, probably because I reminded her of her son.

I had slept directly next to my mother in a double bed. My mother had caught the grenade instead of me and had died instantly – and I lived! My only visible reminder of this horrible night is a scar on my left thigh. That was the place were I had suffered a wound which did not want to heal. Everyday grandpa had ministered to this wound with great seriousness and devotion. It oozed puss and became larger. This went on for weeks. Grandpa was beside himself, until finally several pieces of glass surfaced in a great flow of puss.

The two bodies were buried in our yard since the cemetery was occupied by the Russians. I must have stood often at these graves because I remember clearly the square of earth carefully planted with red begonias. In the morning sun the dew drops on these plants glistens like bright diamonds.
Surprisingly,I got over the loss of my mother well. That was due to many loving people, but certainly was also attributable to the fact that the situation in our household remained relatively unchanged. My sister Haide and I were cared for by grandpa and grandma Schwarz. My big sister, Antje, was taking in by mother's sister, Aunt Dorle, in Rochlitz in Saxony. Aunt Dorle was an incredible loving and goodhearted woman which was a great comfort and very lucky for Antje.

For us children, the situation in Pritzerbe was decidedly favorable, actually even unique. Grandpa's big house was full of relatives, that is women and children who had lost their homes due to bombing raids and therefore had to flee. In addition there were the families of other refugees, that were not relatives of ours but had been placed in our house by the authorities. Thus, there were at times 9 children at the ages between 7 and 17 years, and that meant that something was always afoot. One or the other of us always thought of some mischief. The big kids were particularly inventive and us little kids followed with enthusiasm. The external circumstances were also ideal. There was the big yard with four Linden trees along the street which we could climb, there were bushes which were ideal for hiding, there were stables with scary dark and incredibly dirty corners, there was the sawmill with storage spaces for wood and with workshops and, most of all, there was the river, Havel, which was of foremost importance. For us kids Pritzerbe was a veritable paradise!
These impressions must have been the same for earlier generations. I remember that my father, Heinrich, often appeared at the breakfast table saying: "Last night I dreamed again of Pritzerbe". He never dwelt on any details of his dream but I knew that it must have been something wonderful and exciting. I have similar dreams even now, 70 years later.

The 5 years that I remember living in Pritzerbe were decisive for me and my development. These were the years between 1945 and 1950. After that we left Pritzerbe (by the way, not without tears) and founded with my father and his new wife a new home in West Germany.
Immediately after the death of my mother I experienced difficulties in school. Every time we sang, I burst into tears. That was embarrassing. There was one song in particular which was extremely dangerous. It was the song about "Little Anne of Tarau" of which the lyrics say that she was "my sole and my love". When this song was sung it was best to turn the face to the wall before the tears flowed. I have this weakness to this day. Every time the organ is playing at a funeral I have to force myself not to burst into tears.
The Sawmill:
The sawmill was the foundation of the prosperity of the Schwarz family. It had been built by my great grandfather directly at the banks of the river Havel. When we lived there, the little harbor, that belonged to the sawmill, was filled with logs that floated in the water. From the upper floor of the house, which was located directly across the street, we could see the sawmill with its tall characteristic chimneys as well as the old and the new yards for storing the wood. In the evening, when we children were supposed to come home for supper, a window was opened and somebody called or rather yelled for us to come home. We could hear these calls and it was an unwritten law that we had to come immediately, interrupting whatever game we were playing at that moment.
The wood yard was important not only for the sawmill but it was also an ideal playground for us children. It was filled with logs. Some of them lying stored orderly, others were lying helter-skelter just as they had fallen from the horse drawn waggons. These were the best logs for playing catch. Whoever could not keep his balance on the logs and touched the ground with his feet was "out". I was the smallest of the kids and had the hardest time keeping my balance. Also, I could not jump as far as the others from one log to the next, therefore I scratched my shinbones time and again. In spite of these shortcomings, this was the game we loved best. It was also fun to jump from one pile of stored boards to the next. Between the boards were placed shorter pieces of lumber to prevent the boards from touching each other and thus aiding in the drying of the wood. These piles of sawed boards smelled deliciously of the resin that is typical for pine trees. Even today I still get excited when I smell this wood odor.

But a special delight was the odor of the sawdust from the huge mountain of sawdust in the middle of the old wood yard. It would have been just so exciting and wonderful to play on this mountain but that was strictly forbidden and I do not remember that we ever did it on the sly. But we were sorely tempted which I can still appreciate to this day.
I liked particularly the days when something was going on. Nothing was more exciting than to see the adults work and especially when something went wrong. In that case the workers yelled and screamed and were all excited. That did happen often when long logs were being delivered by horse drawn waggons. Time and again these waggons experienced difficulties in negotiating the sharp turn at the entrance to the wood yard. When that happened the heavy logs had to be unloaded and moved onto the yards with crowbars.  When a log started sliding we had to jump - and fast, lest a foot could be crashed. Things got really exciting when the horses panicked and reared up on their hind legs. Then it was prudent to keep ones distance. Neither the furious men nor the scared horses could be approached too closely at those moments. But, on the other hand we just had to stand as closely as possible so we would not miss any part of the action and could really see everything that was going on!
But there was not always such high excitement. On calmer days the sun would shine, the river glistened with reflected light and nature seemed to be napping. Then, we lay on the inclined plane and sunned ourselves with abandon. This inclined plane was a large wooden ramp made of heavy lumber and boards on which the wet logs were pulled by a winch from the harbor into the upper story of the sawmill.

In the upper story there was the centerpiece of the whole operation, namely the famous and infamous gang-saw! There, the huge logs were being pushed into the moving sawblades and behind the gang-saw the logs reappeared neatly cut into long boards. There was an ear piercing noise, a lot of dust and the whole sawmill rumbled, shuddered and vibrated. When the gang-saw was finally turned of, peace and quiet returned and one could hear ones own words again. The moving metal parts of the gang-saw needed periodic lubrication. That was the time when we children were allowed to help. Lubricating grease had to be filled into bright red cans. This grease smelled so good! It had a strange consistency and was obviously of supreme importance for the bearings of the gang-saw. Just seeing the bright red containers for the lubricant with their glistening black steel frames got me all excited from all this beauty!
If all went smoothly, we children were sometimes allowed to sit on the logs that were being sawed and ride slowly up towards the gang-saw. There was a strange vibration in our behinds and the ride was exciting all by itself. In the end the workers kicked us of the logs to avoid having us cut to pieces by the saw. The older children were at times allowed to sit at the other end where the logs came out of the gang-saw and had already been cut into boards. But that did not seem all that wonderful because Haide complained that her buttocks were being painfully pinched between the vibrating planks.
The boards of the ramp had been splintered in places by the logs that were being dragged over them. That was unpleasant when we were sunning ourselves on the warm, silvery wood dressed only in our swimming trunks. I think that no one escaped having at times a splinter jabbed into his or her skin somewhere. But that did not keep us from using the slide as our playground.

Next to the shed where the gang-saw was located there was another shed which housed the steam engine. At our time it was no longer in service. A big electric motor was driving the gang-saw when we were there. This allowed us kids to play on the steam engine to our hearts delight. There was a control platform with a multitude of valves, wheels and levers which were fun to turn and handle. In our phantasy we imagined that the machine roared, banged and whistled and we perspired because of the hot steam and the huge firebox. Such abandoned places that had formerly been used by the adults had a special fascination for us. Spider-webs, rust and old dust held the promise of wonderful adventures.

With my youngest son, Jan, and I went by bicycle to Pritzerbe after the German unification. When we sneaked into the barricaded sawmill, all looked exactly the same as I remembered it. Nothing had changed! The black steel structure of the gang-saw with its saw blades and the bright red lubricating cans, the skylight in the ceiling, the big gate at the inclined plane, yes, even the smell of grease and resin were still there. The oil can that was standing around was still half full and various tools were lying around. It looked as though the work would commence tomorrow morning. It was nice but at the same time frightening that nothing had changed in 50 years! I felt strangely touched. 
Strings

One day in the spring we accidentally discovered tops in a drawer – real, beautiful magnificent spinning tops made of wood with metal tips. All we needed now were whips made of willow branches to go outside and spin our tops on the sidewalk.

But, to our consternation we could not find any string. We searched the whole house, looked in every drawer, cabinet and in boxes – and there were plenty of those in the old dwelling – but we just could not find any string at all. This is actually not surprising  because in times of need string is a very scarce commodity. String can be used to tie things together, to hang things up, to repair things – a piece of string can hold up a pair of pants, or replace broken shoe laces. In any case, there was no string and therefore we could not play with our tops – and the wishes of children can be very intense and, need I say it, important.

Finally, a truck came to our rescue. The sawmill, which had stopped working during the last weeks of the war, was being used as a storage place for beautiful, really valuable veneer wood intended for laminating furniture. The truck brought this wood. This shipment was probably initiated by our father's brother, uncle Gustav, who was a representative of the Singer sewing machine company. For whatever reason they had been sent, they were bundled together in tidy layers with strings – one piece of string at the front end and another in back. These bundled pieces of fine wood now lay in the sawmill in big piles. And while they are lying there, just lying unused, all of a sudden we realized  that there are the hotly desired strings. They were wonderful strings, not those stiff, hard, unwieldy ones but soft, pliable just right for spinning tops. First, we snatched a single string quietly, then another and now and then one more. Soon there was joyous spinning of tops on the sidewalk in front of our house. Of course, our friends needed strings too. Thus it did not take long until the stacks of veneer wood came apart because of the missing strings, slid apart, broke up and in any case became useless. Even though this was unfortunate, it had the advantage that the ruined veneer wood could be used as kindling of fires. In fact, this wood was not just useful it was delightful! Nothing was as useful for lighting fires in our stoves than the valuable veneer wood. But finally, the still useful wood was carted away and the wood for kindling had to be split by hand with an ax. Since that was my job, I was very sad that the veneer wood was gone. 

Interesting and actually frightening is the way the value of things is changing in times of extreme hardship. In such times a warm home is more valuable than the most precious veneer wood.

Fishing:
Then, I showed Jan where we had been fishing. A favorite place had been a corner between the Havel river and the wood harbor which had been fortified with vertically positioned tree trunks. This had been the place where we caught the most fish. Perhaps this was due to the presence of the big poplar trees which provided suitable shade. Every one sat on one of the tree stumps that had been warmed by the sun. Behind us stood the bucket which held the fish we had already caught. Fishing at various places in the Havel, in the wood harbor or in the canal under the bridge, was our whole life and a given for every boy in Pritzerbe.

When we proudly came home in the evening with our catch, grandma fried the fish which tasted delicious. Before they could be fried they had, of course, to be cleaned of their scales. For the scaling operation grandpa had constructed a special bench right next to the pump. After some time grandma lost her enthusiasm for fish frying. From then on the fish were just ground up in a grinder. But even the fried fish-balls were a delicacy for us all.

After we became tired of ground up fish we began smoking them. We found an old tin barrel without a bottom. At its upper end we fastened wires from which we hung the fish. At the lower end of the barrel we lit a small fire.. Stones placed under the rim of the barrel bottom helped the air to enter, at the top we placed a wet cloth bag. And then came the unpleasant part – we had to wait and that was hard. Particularly because it soon began to smell deliciously. I think we have often eaten the fish half raw.

Swimming:
In Pritzerbe we either fished or we swam in  the summer.  The bathing season started on May 15. To obtain permission for swimming, somebody had to certify that it was time. An adult, most of the time it was grandpa, came down to the river armed with a thermometer to measure the water temperature. After that we were given our swimming trunks. However, surreptitiously we had been swimming for some time already - in the nude, of course. It was exciting if it became known that somebody had swam "Adam-fashion". Incidentally, grandpa made sure that we could really swim across the river  and back before we were allowed to go without an adult.
The distance from our house to the river was about 500 feet. That meant that we could run down  from our house to the bathing beach in our swimming trunks. Nothing is more satisfying than to lie in the hot sand and to let sand run over the half naked body. The shivering from the cold water subsided, the lips began to turn from blue to red and welcome heat was streaming through our young  bodies. At that point it was time to get back into the water so that the game could start all over again. That way we spent many, many afternoons and the high point came, when grandma appeared unexpectedly around 4 pm with her shopping bag. She sat down on a bench, placed the shopping bag between her legs, reached into it and pulled out a lard sandwich – a wonderful terrific delicious lard sandwich! Quickly a cluster of kids gathered around her and everyone received his or her sandwich! It is remarkable what a beneficial effect this has on an exhausted body. I think our grandma had much, very much empathy for us children.

On one of these swimming afternoons my skin began to burn. When I was in the water I did not feel a thing, but out in the air it got worse by the minute. That was my first sunburn and, remarkably, it remained the only one.
Special excitement was caused by the appearance of a tugboat  with 4 to 7 barges in tow. Then, we swam out to the shipping channel, kept a respectful distance form the dangerous tug boat, let the barges pass by and then, when the last barge passed us, we shot forward and tried to reach the little boat that trailed behind this barge train. Our goal was to hang on to the boat and let ourselves be dragged some distance upriver. At least, that was our intention and ambition. But only a few of us succeeded. Amazed, we had to realize how fast such a seemingly slow tug boat travels even  with barges in tow. Most of the time our hand slipped right off when we tried to grab the boat. The board of the boat is after all relatively high above the water so that it was difficult to climb from the water into the boat. Only the bigger children succeeded. But this did not stop us from trying it again and again. Once, I was fortunate to be able to reach a low hanging anchor. It was great to be dragged through the water with a bow wave at your chest. Since that time I have an aversion to Spitz dogs. These small unpleasantly barking dogs were the favorites of the skippers. If such a lousy dog had noticed us, it started it' high pitched bark and before long, a head appeared out of one of the port holes followed by the skipper himself. Then it was high time to let go and to swim back to shore. Angry skippers are just as unpleasant as their yappy dogs!
A favorite game was to play pirates. Two teams formed, each in one row boat. The victory belonged to the team which succeeded in capsizing the boat of the opposing team. The two boats had to travel in close proximity. It was than the goal to climb over to the boat of the "enemy" and to rock that boat so hard, that it began to take on water and finally sank. Being made of wood, the capsized boat did, of course, remain on the surface of the water. After it was established who had won, both teams now worked hard together to save the boat, because the river current had by then taken the capsized boat some distance downstream. Once we had brought the boat ashore, everybody grabbed on to one side to overturn the boat and let the water run out of it. After a much needed rest the game began anew. Sadly, in the end we had to go home, exhausted and exhilarated. Looking back, I am amazed that nothing bad ever happened to all our game!
When the summer ended and many horse drawn waggons rolled through the streets laden with hay, Pritzerbe became ever more beautiful. In the gutters and on the cobblestones of the streets a thin layer of hay formed, which had fallen from the waggons. Because we all ran around barefoot all summer long, the hay under foot felt like the softest, most beautiful carpet. Even more delightful was the feeling of the horse manure on our bare feet, particularly after it had rained and the manure was nicely "washed", flattened and rolled down. This was pure balm for the soles of our feet and we hopped from manure pile to manure pile, and there were many of those – thank god!
The Goat Team:
Next door to us lived Hubert and, to be honest, Hubert was actually not a suitable companion for me. As a consequence I stole away every free minute to be with Hubert. Hubert was slightly older than I and he had the best ideas!
Once, the idea popped into our heads that we should try to harness a team of goats to our handcart. We constructed two harnesses out of rope and twine. We rapped the breast ropes with old rags to soften the pressure of the rope when the goats would pull our cart. We took a lot of care constructing these harnesses, tested them and made modifications, but finally they were done and had turned out beautifully.

Catching the goats in the field was not easy. With their spiked horns they could hurt us considerably. So there was only one thing to do, grab the horns and hang on for dear life, by no means must we let go of them. This worked! Goats have slim necks, but it is amazing how much strength they have in them. After we put the harnesses on the goats with some difficulties, we let go of the goats and jumped into our cart. Like two wild horses the goats raced away, pulling our cart behind them. But our feeling of elation lasted only a few seconds. The goats raced like wild beasts, made a sharp turn to the left, the cart overturned and hit a fence post, one of the front wheels broke, the harness broke too and we were unable to catch our two goats for the rest of the day. We concluded from this experience that goats are just too stupid.

In those lean days goats were literally life savers because they could be milked. Hubert taught us how to milk. Soon, we discovered that the stream of milk would reach up to 6 feet and was ideal for spraying each other. This was great fun and the adults were wondering why the goats provided so little milk that Fall.

One day Hubert took me, together with one of the goats, to the billy-goat. Hubert claimed that this would be interesting and even exciting. I could not imagine why this would be so, but if Hubert said so, I was sure that he must be right. We had to walk a long way to the neighboring village, Forde. Hubert pulled the goat up front and I was pushing from behind. That worked after a fashion. But somehow our goat was prudish. When we arrived, nothing at all happened. Perhaps our goat had lost all interest by our long walk and our incessant pulling. In any case, we had to go home without having accomplished anything. I cannot remember that a second attempt was made. I guess this outing had not been as exciting for me as Hubert had promised.
Chickens:
Chickens were a part of every day life in Pritzerbe. We played often and with pleasure in the chicken yard behind the stable. It was particularly important that there, we were safe from the prying eyes of the adults. If a hen was reluctant to incubate her eggs she got alcohol mixed-in with her food. Then it did not take long until she made the deep rolling sound of an incubating hen. Incubating was done in the attic of the stable where it was so hot during the summer that we could not stay there long. We quickly gave the hens food and water and then left to get back to where it was cooler. The incubating hens did not seem to mind the heat, they sat on their eggs spread out and looking content. We kids had to wait and wait. But one day grandpa came down from the attic with little chicks in his hands. Quickly, a small basket was prepared with soft rags and placed on the oven to keep it warm. During the next few days ever more chicks arrived in this basket. If we shook it ever so gently, a faint chirping could be heard. 

We had the most fun when the chicks were being fed each morning. All children were sitting around the kitchen table with arms and elbows touching so that no chick could escape or fall down. A hard boiled egg was chopped up into small pieces and distributed on the table. Next, the basket was taken off the stove and the chicks were expected to pick up the egg pieces. But this was not that easy. Therefore, we kids had to teach them how it was done by tapping our index fingers on the table top, imitating the beak of the hen. Soon, all te little fuzz balls began picking up the egg crumbs. This feeding ceremony caused an intense, friendly mood, we kids were excited and captivated. We were watching a miracle of nature.
Less pleasant were the preparations for a roast chicken. First, the slaughtered chicken had to be scalded in boiling water, after that began the job of plucking the feathers. That was an unpleasant task, the small feathers stuck everywhere, they were itching, we perspired and our fingers ached from the plucking of the feathers. It became more interesting when grandma ignited alcohol in a jar lid to singe the feather stubbles. Then I learned how a chicken is being gutted. With the bare hand grandma had to reach inside the chicken and carefully pull out the innards. It smelled strangely warm and was gruesomely disgusting. But we were compensated by being able to adore the beauty of the ovaries. They consisted of a row of 14 naked, tiny egg yokes with a diameter of 1 to 1/8 inches. This too was a small miracle of nature. 
The Russians:
The occupation by the Russians changed everything in Pritzerbe. While we were playing, we children had looked over the wall, and there they came running across the field on a broad front with rifles at the ready. Horrified, we raced into the house to the adults. They were already standing upstairs at the kitchen window wondering what would happen next. The enormous fear of the adults filled the room like a thick sauce and carried over to us kids. We were almost paralyzed and shivered uncontrollably. That was the beginning of the Russian occupation.

The fear gripped me often, particularly when Russian soldiers came into the house to steal. We children were hiding behind the adults who watched the Russians at a respectful distance. Particularly impressive were the short Russian guns with their characteristic circular drums holding the ammunition. Even as an adult I still experienced the same fear when I passed many years later by car a perfectly harmless Russian sentry in Berlin. We kids were particularly fearful when we had to go to the outhouse when it was already dark outside. It was scary to creep across the courtyard. It was best to whistle loudly to give a thieving Russian the chance to hide. When the door of the outhouse closed behind me I began to feel relatively secure. I crumbled noisily a piece of old newspaper to soften it (there was of course no toilet paper) and also to make noise to end the oppressive stillness. When everything was done, I ran quickly into the safety of the house.
When they came to steal, the Russians took everything that they considered useful, and they were searching very thoroughly. When an adult was trying to raise an objection, the Russian mumbled a few unrecognizable words, quickly jerked a rifle and the protest was squelched immediately. Whatever they stole, one thing bothered us tremendously. During the last days of the war, a barge full of sugar had been left behind in the harbor in Pritzerbe. Since the sugar should not become the booty of the Russians, the mayor distributed it to the population prior to the Russian invasion. This way, we obtained whole pillow cases full of sugar. and a big paper sack full of sugar cubes. This was cause for a glittering, sweet party, a miracle! On the first day, each child received a full cup of sugar – pure delight! The sugar was slowly used up, only the sack with sugar cubes was off limits as a final reserve. But one day, a Russian came and placed just this sack on his shoulder and walked away slowly – he just walked away! My heart almost stopped. I wanted to scream but was completely immobilized. And the Russian walked and walked out of the door and our precious deeply loved sugar was gone!

Later, a unit of Russian sailors was stationed in our house. To make room for them, the whole lower part of the house had to be vacated by us. Aunt Nanna moved with her children, Peter, Gerri and Hannelore, into one of the workers' houses on the wood yard. Grandpa, grandma, Antje, Haide and I were allowed to remain on the upper floor. The Russians often were totally drunk and yelled and sang but there were no misdeeds and no raping, that was amazing. On the contrary, the next day the Russians brought us a bowl full of wonderful cabbage soup undoubtedly to excuse themselves for the disturbance of the night before. 

One day, something was going on in the laundry kitchen in the stable. The Russians had shot 2 deer and a wild pig. These were disembowelled and processed in the laundry kitchen. We kids followed each move with fascination. Then, grandma gave me, who was the smallest, a bowl and send me to the Russians. They understood this gesture and put several parts of innards into my bowl. The Russians never hurt us children. It was obvious that they liked kids. An amazing number of Russians could play musical instruments.
Once there was a critical situation. A Russian ordered grandpa to go to the opposite wall of the stable across the court yard. When grandpa turned his back to the soldier, he took his rifle off his back and prepared to shoot my beloved grandpa. When I saw this, I yelled. Grandpa turned around and, in his fright, ran straight toward the Russian, scolded him angrily and pushed him out the door of the yard. What an amazing turn of events! The Russian did not shoot and seemed impressed by grandpas sudden display of anger. Thus, I saved grandpa's life. However, half an hour later another Russian appeared with two men as reinforcement. They arrested grandpa, but two days later he was set free. That was a great good fortune in those days and by no means obvious.

A few days later there was another commotion with great excitement for us kids. During the night, two tracked vehicles of the Russians had gotten off the road, missed the middle of the bridge, had broken through the railing and fallen head first into the canal. We kids were excited about the following commotion and we were also gloating at the Russian's misfortune. An attempt failed to pull the two tracked vehicles back on land with a huge tank because the heavy chain broke and smashed incredibly noisily against the steel armor of the tank. This was really dangerous but on our observation post we were sufficiently far away. With a heavy steel cable that was quickly brought on the scene, the Russians succeeded at the second attempt with their rescue mission. What remained was a black mud hole which would grow over next Spring.
Next to the mud hole, at the other side of the street, the Russians built a weird contraption of  logs and boards. We had no idea what they were up to. The next day a first experiment  was made. A horse was brought into the wooden structure, only its head poked out of it. The gap between the horse's neck and the wooden structure was closed with a tarpaulin. Before the back door was closed, the Russians placed a pot with burning sulfur under the terrified animal.  Many of the Russian's horses suffered from mange which caused their fur to fall out. The sulfur fumes where intended to kill the parasites. But this meant that the animals had to remain in the sulfur fumes for 2 to 3 hours. This was truly a "horse cure" (This is a German expression for an unusually harsh medical treatment) because the fumes stung even our noses in a bad way and we were far away. How must the poor frightened horses have suffered! The wooden contraption was, of course, not airtight, the tarpaulin was not rapped around the necks in an airtight fashion. The animals suffered with every breath they took. The most difficult task the Russians faced was to exchange the horses. It was easy enough to lead a horse out of the enclosure, but to get the next sick animals into it was sometimes nearly impossible. Each time this was a dangerous and exciting undertaking since the hysterical horses thought that they were fighting for their lives. Even now I can see in my mind's eye the wide open nostrils and the popping eyes of the frightened animals. For us kids, this was not just theater or the movies, it was life itself, exciting and real.
Syrup:
Something big was in the air. Somehow the adults had succeeded in obtaining two big sacks of sugar beets. These were of enormous values! Late in the afternoon all adults and children congregated in the laundry kitchen. The door to the yard remained open, inside people were crowding each other. We all stood, one next to the other, at long tables made of wooden boards. Everyone had a knife and one sugar beet which had first to be washed and than scraped clean, similar to carrots. This was fun and it was gratifying to be allowed to work with the adults and almost to be taken seriously. Cleaning such a rough beet was tedious and took a long time. But the adults did not grant any pardons. The beet had to be really clean. In time, my interest waned, my hands hurt, my tummy was wet, but  there was nothing to be done, all had to endure and so must I. The next day, the cut-up beets were boiled in the big cauldron which was encased in brick. Later, the beets had to be squeezed with a press similar to a wine press so that a brown juice ran out of them. How this unsightly thin juice with its slightly sweet smell should ever turn into the delicious syrup was beyond my understanding.

The juice was poured back into the big cauldron, the fire was fanned to great intensity and the big boiling commenced. The watery juice started to boil vigorously and soon a first light foam began to appear. This boiling down of the juice lasted for many hours and in the evening the cauldron was no longer filled to the top. Down inside of it  burbled a thick dark juice topped by a viscous brown foam. Now came the great time for us kids. Everyone was given a teaspoon with which we were allowed to scrape the inside wall of the cauldron. The tough foam was hot and, of course, we did burn our mouths. But the foam was sweet as sugar - wonderful magnificent a real feast! Soon we were chased from the cauldron by the person in charge, but still we managed to catch another spoon full of the delicious foam. This became a game for both sides. 

Finally, the fire was allowed to die down and the finished dark syrup was filled into glass jars, covered with cellophane and than the cauldron had to be cleaned. That was the job for us kids. With our teaspoons we scraped the bottom and the sides of the cauldron until really nothing was left. We were sticky with the sweet stuff in our faces and all over – it was a great day! A feast was nearing its end.
The Nut Tree:
Fast forward to the present: Today, when I took the daily walk with my wife, Heidi, we came upon a group of children who threw sticks into a chestnut tree in order to collect the fallen fruits. That reminded me of Pritzerbe.
We did not have a chestnut tree, such wonderful things did not exist in Pritzerbe, there were only willows and poplars. But we had a big old walnut tree in the chicken yard behind the stable. There, we "worked" with sticks and poles just as kids are still doing today. Afterwards, we had ugly brown looking hands from the green outer nutshells which could not be cleaned with any kind of detergent or soap. Walnuts were highly valued in those days just because they were edible and also because they did taste very good, particularly when the brown inner skin was removed. During the time the nuts were harvested I had to go to school in the afternoon. Before I went to school, I ran into the chicken yard and stuffed my pockets with nuts that had fallen off the tree. I could exchange the nuts in school for the most wonderful things. Of particular importance and beauty for me was a piece of red glass that must once have been the rear reflector of a bicycle. I have forgotten how many nuts I had to give to get it. In bright sunshine this object sparkled bewitchingly. I used it as a throw-stone when we played hopscotch on the sidewalk in front of our house. With this reflector I managed to execute the most complicated jumps very much better. Even the bigger kids borrowed the red stone from me, which really was incomparably better than a common pebble.
Drawing the outline of our hopscotch field on the sidewalk posed a problem. Most of the time we used a piece of a soft red brick for this purpose. But than we hit the jackpot! We were asked to smash the old bust of Hindenburg. It was feared that the Russians could misinterpret the presence of the bust as a demonstration of German nationalism on our part. For us kids this was a strange and totally unintelligible request. This bust had always stood on a cabinet and had always been considered sacred and untouchable – now we were allowed, actually asked, to destroy it. Oh well, we followed this request with gusto. Hindenburg proved to us, broken up as he was, to be still of considerable value. From now on we used a nice, handy chunk of the rubble as chalk. The hopscotch field was now drawn as an outline of beautiful, easily visible white lines on the pavement. Hindenburg be thanked!

Alas, the walnut tree had no low  branches so that we were unable to climb on it. However, one day, like a miracle, a ladder was leaning against it. We used this chance to climb the walnut tree, Haide was in the lead and I followed close behind, higher and ever higher. Of particular interest was a long side branch which reached far out over the tiled roof of the two-story stable which was covered with algae and moss. With powerful jumps we reached the slippery roof, crawled upwards on the red roof tiles and sat rider style on its ridge. That was a strange sensation because such a roof drops off steeply to either side. But we made it and sat up there good and secure. The ridge tiles beneath our behinds were broad and warmed most comfortably by the sun. As we sat up there proud and content with the world, enjoying the spectacular view, a window opened on the other side of the yard and grandma appeared in her full size. However, even now she did not scold us, as we had expected and which might have been her first reaction to this dangerous situation, but she said amazingly calmly: "Well kids, this is enough, now you better come down from there". That gave us self-confidence, the initial feeling of panic vanished and we managed the descent down the slippery roof until we reached the safety of the tree branch without further difficulties. In Pritzerbe we were obviously often in need of a guardian angel.

Rabbits:
I don't know why, but I was in charge of the care of our rabbits and I liked this job. Initially there were 2 or 3 but after two years there were 30! Nothing is cuter than a group of very young rabbits. They grew rapidly and they were always hungry, or rather they had an immense appetite. When the grass was still high, this posed no problem, but when the field behind our house had been mowed, I had problems. Secretly, I stole into the garden and took the lower leaves of the sun flowers. The next day, I repeated this process. Before long, the sunflowers were almost bare of leaves, only the heavy tops were left.  I proceeded in similar fashion with the cabbages. But still, it was difficult to procure enough food. My rabbits were particularly fond of dandelions, but they were even  more tedious to come by. If one of the rabbits developed diarrhea, the situation became serious. The only thing that really helped was fresh parsley.

Every week I had to clean out the cages. That was unpleasant work, but after I had spread a nice thick new layer of saw dust, I had a feeling of content satisfaction.

When the rabbits had grown to be fat and big, one of it was placed in a big shopping bag and taken to the butcher. That did not bother me, only the quick hard blow of the butcher with a heavy instrument right behind the ears of the rabbit was gruesome. I still see the popping eyes in my mind. The remaining procedure – hanging it up by its hind legs, pulling of the fur and taking out the innards, was harmless and actually interesting. In Pritzerbe we all developed a hardened psyche.
Refugees:
I did not know what the word refugee meant. It was an abstract term which had no meaning for me. This changed abruptly when one morning an intense activity in the laundry-kitchen caught my attention. In the big wash cauldron the adults were cooking coffee – this was strange and something new. What did the adults intend to do with a whole cauldron of coffee? (The word coffee here refers to ersatz coffee, real coffee was unavailable during the war.) 

Then, all of a sudden somebody yelled: "They are coming!" And indeed, there they were. They were cowering on their covered wagons wrapped up in heavy clothing so that they were unrecognizable. It was January 1945 and it was murderously cold. Now, the coffee was filled into buckets and all of us, adults and children, went from wagon to wagon handing hot coffee to the refugees. Even today I can still picture the red hands that stretched out to grab the warm beverage, a thankful nod of a head and a hint of a smile in the bloodshot eyes. The wagons were packed full with old rags and blankets. When the wagons halted briefly, I could see life stirring under one of the tarpaulins and the heads of a whole horde of kids crept out of the rags. They looked at us wide-eyed – but nobody smiled, they were far too exhausted. 

Thus, we walked from wagon to wagon handing out the warm brew, surely the first warmth that the refugees had gotten that day. But they did not get anything to eat. The poor horses looked sad and starved just like the people on the wagons. The scary, ghostlike wagon train moved on, the coffee was all gone  and Pritzerbe just lay there as if nothing had happened. I think we were all glad that we did not have to be refugees.    

Because our house was the biggest and most prominent in Pritzerbe, three refugee families with their children were assigned to live there with us. The adults probably had mixed feelings about this but I was delighted. One family, the Koschstein's, from the Sudeten Land (a part of Czechoslovakia) was put into the room that had been devastated by the grenade but which had been repaired since. Grandpa had installed a small cast iron stove in the middle of this room with a long black stove pipe running across the entire room. This way, the big room could be heated well.

Erich, the middle child of the family was of my age and we soon became good friends. At times I spent more time with the Koschsteins than with grandpa and grandma. There it was cosy and everything seemed uncomplicated. The best time was, when the electrical power was turned of. (We experienced lots of power outages) Then, we sat on small children's chairs around the little stove. The fire was crackling quietly, thin rays of light from the stove illuminated the faces mysteriously - power outages were the best times. Often, I sneaked a few potatoes from the basement – it was great if I had been not caught at this theft. We cut slices of these potatoes and roasted them on the stove. If they were slightly burned they smelled deliciously and tasted great. If I speak in the plural as "we", I mean that Erich was certainly present. At times we were inseparable and today I do not even  know if he is still alive.

Sling Shots and Arrows:
In order to play Indians we needed bows and arrows. The best arrows could be cut out of a reed stem. As arrowhead a piece of an elder branch was added. Because of the heavier head these arrows flew best and they had the advantage of being quite harmless.

More effective and possibly more dangerous were our sling shots. Out of an old car inner tube we cut long strips of rubber. At the back end we fastened a piece of leather and in front we placed a forked branch. We had to search long in the underbrush to find a suitably forked branch. The best forked branches grew on lilac bushes which bloomed so beautifully in the Spring and smelled even better. These bushes were severely mutilated by us, but their forked branches were badly needed and magnificent.
We shot at everything, nothing was off limits. The best liked target was the pigeon flock of the neighbor. We became electrified when a flight of pigeons approached. We used the most beautiful pebbles and even metal nuts which we found occasionally lying on the ground, but nothing helped – we have never hit a pigeon.

The Tool Room:
In the olden days the tool room was also used as the bedroom of the maid. It measured only 8 by 8 feet. The only window of the room was in the door. It was only small and was covered by a curtain that had once been white. This was very practical for us because it prevented everyone from looking in on us. Grandpa had furnished this room very suitably. The walls were covered with all kinds of tools and underneath there stood a sturdy work bench. Why grandpa allowed us to use this tool room is beyond me. But, be this as it may, this tool room was my and Erich's favorite playroom. There, we hammered, sawed and painted. We sawed Indian knives out of plywood, they were sharpened with enthusiasm and sealed with wax. We built ourselves tomahawks that flew really well, we sewed Indian headdresses with real turkey feathers from the poultry yard of the neighbor. We built anything with pleasure and enthusiasm.

Somehow we had obtained the recipe for black powder: saltpeter, sulfur and charcoal. but at first we did not succeed. The mixture glowed and sputtered enticingly but it did not burn properly. We kept on mixing and finally we seemed to have hit at the proper mixture. A huge flame illuminated the small room but nothing serious happened. Only, we were asked at suppertime what had happened to our eyebrows and our hair. For us little guys all went without a real problem, but I think Gerri had to "face the music" because it was he who had given us the recipe.
The Lizard:
It is strange what events children remember and what other events disappear from their memory. In our garden in front of a green bench, made of many wooden slats, there stood an iron table which was also painted green. One day all of us kids were assembled around this table. Everyone held their arms on the rim of the table to prevent a small, green lizard from fallen off. I don't remember who had found this animal and had set it on the table. All of a sudden we had all agreed that we did not want to let this cute little animal, with its dark shiny eyes and lightening quick movements, escape. In desperation it ran from one arm to the next trying to find a gap through which it could escape. I was impressed by the slim elegance of this little creature with its scaly skin, its long, thin tail and its conically pointed snout. It ran for its life and was breathing rapidly. After a few minutes, the game was over, the lizard had escaped - thank God!

Grandpa's Boat:
My grandpa used to take his midday nap on the sofa. On the backrest near the wall were placed the things grandpa had in his pockets – and that was a lot. Into his suits he had had sewn additional pockets to be able to store all these treasures. We children, and especially I as the smallest, were allowed to come into grandpa's "boat". Grandpa lay on his side and pulled up his legs a bit so that at his backside a triangular space remained open. That was grandpa's "boat". There, I felt safe and did not disturb him very much. Well, and than there were grandpa's treasures right in front of me. There was a round pocket watch with its exciting spring loaded lid, a pocket knife which contained an amazing number of small tools, scissors, a cigar cutter, a cigaret lighter, a magnifying glass, reading glasses with their cover etc. All these things, which were usually inaccessible to me. Here, grandpa placed them at my disposal to inspect and to play with! In return, he obtained the time for an undisturbed nap, because nowhere could I play as undisturbed and intensely as in grandpa's "boat". With so many toys at ones disposal one does not become impatient.
Grandpa's Medicine Chest:
Grandpa provided us with another toy in form of his hernia belt. This strange contraption had a fascination for us which today I find hard to explain. Inside of his medicine chest there was a box  with all kinds of health aids whose utility escaped me completely. Big and small rubber balls with points of fishbone or black horn. Some of these balls attached themselves to the skin by suction. There was a rich collection of things for intimate washing which provoked Haide and Hannelore to giggle in a manner which I did not fully comprehend. However, I was fully familiar with the affective instrument which was used to give us an enema when we were constipated. The white enameled container filled with lukewarm water was held high, from the long red rubber hose with its plastic endpoint water flowed into the end of our colon and accomplished its desired effect in an amazingly short time.
Grandpa's Care:
Grandpa obviously loved me, perhaps because I was his youngest grandchild. He paid particular attention to my ears. To clean them he had obtained a kind of spoon made of black horn. Today one would call it plastic. I had to lie on his lap while he scraped meticulously and with enthusiasm in my ears and he did this so long that it began to hurt and the ears got soar. This labor of love I did not appreciate at all. The combing out of lice was a different matter. At certain times the entire family suffered from an infestation of lice which we children had brought home from school. When that happened, paper was placed on top of a large table. Everybody sat around it and combed devotedly his or her hair. Hunting fever developed when the first varmints were caught and squeezed between the thumbnails. The captured animals would not be celebrated with trumpet blasts, as hunters do, but we did count them and marked our success with tick marks on paper. Haide and Hannelore had to wear louse caps several times. Before the lice succumbed, they tickled and crawled mercilessly which both girls hated.

One day the time had come, grandpa took me by the hand and marched me off to the barber. But unfortunately he did not take me to the usual barber but to Mr. Engmann. He was old, had more or less given up his business and served only old customers – and that was grandpa. Grandpa got his haircut first. That meant the Baber worked on the white circle of remaining hair around his bald patch. That was interesting. Afterwards, the seat of the barber chair was turned over by means of a brass handle at its back, a step stool was placed on it and now I sat way up high and could see in the mirror what was happening to me. The disaster began to unfold. Mr. Engmann pressed the hair cutter against the back of my nape and started moving upwards over my entire head. Up front, almost at my forehead, he reduced the pressure and let stand a small strand of hair. He repeated this procedure until all my hair was gone, only a small brush of hair in front was left. This kind of haircut was generally hated in Pritzerbe and was called "bald head with a front yard". Grandpa was enormously pleased. When we got home he called out to everybody: "Doesn't the boy look presentable?" I, for one, was mortified and had to endure the malicious grins of everybody I met. In school the embarrassing comments and looks continued. Haircuts are always a touchy subject in every generation.
When I advanced to second grade, grandpa made it his job to teach me the multiplication tables. He accomplished this task admirably with incredible endurance, forbearance and concentration. Afterwards, I was really good in arithmetic. I am most grateful to this old man, my dear grandpa, for all the trouble and care he took with me because in this time of great peril he must certainly have had other problems than to worry about me. 

My Inheritance:
Our grandpa was sick, he had diabetes. In those days, there was no diabetic diet to be had and certainly no insulin. In the year 1946 he had to stay in bed. One day, grandma had just straightened his bed, when grandpa leaned back in his pillows and I heard him mutter: "Well, finally!". Something must have happened. Grandma pushed me out of the room, I waited expectantly at the door. And then grandma came with a serious expression on her face and said: "Grandpa just died!" My only reaction to this declaration was: "Am I now inheriting his pocket knife?" I did get it, but to this day I feel ashamed.
Haide:
My sister Haide is three years older than I and I admired her greatly. She was really fabulous! One evening we had taken fresh stalks of rhubarb to our room. After the ceremony of the evening meal was over and all became quiet, we fetched cups and filled them with sugar. Haide had discovered the key to the sugar box. We sat in our beds, dunked the rhubarb stalks into the sugar and had a good time. Overjoyed, we sat in our beds and savored the forbidden delicacy. All of a sudden the bedroom door opened and there stood grandma at full length, upright, impressive, dangerous and looked at us.  My heart almost stopped with fear, but Haide was great! She said: "Grandma, our cups contain sugar only on top, underneath is salt". I was immensely impressed and relieved. How did Haide manage to come up with such a brilliant excuse at such short notice?  I don't know what grandma might have thought. Amazingly, she left the room, closed the door behind her without a word and probably took her time to laugh at such brazenness - and stupidity.
Peter's Bicycle:
In summer we children played only outside. This gave the adults more peace and quiet inside. Sometimes, when it was still cool in Spring, we stood close together in the yard wearing our short pants. There, the warm sun reached us already in a certain corner. There was also a dirty slimy puddle in this corner but it did not bother us.

This was the time when Peter fixed up his bicycle. Peter had stolen this bike from a Russian. He had observed how a Russian soldier had arrived by bicycle, placed it in front of a house and went in to steal. The next Russian who came down the street, saw the bike and rode off with it. After Peter had observed this interesting spectacle several times, he played "Russian", grabbed a bike that was parked somewhere and put it in the back of our stable. After he had waited a few days the bike belonged to him.

But to make it truly his own, he took it completely apart, cleaned it, painted, polished and oiled  it. He did this with concentration and dedication and I helped Peter with these jobs. Peter must have been 16 years old at the time and I was 8. Somehow, Peter seemed to need my help, or perhaps I helped him by keeping him entertained. In any case this "odd couple" stayed together for many days and even weeks. Peter explained the bike to me in all its details with amazing patience. He showed me how to tighten and secure the cone of a ball bearing and how the freewheel mechanism works. He explained how these parts can be cleaned with gasoline and, most of all, how they are being put together again. Even such unusual things as a pedal bearing had to be washed and greased with a special grease. Since that time, I was being called Peter's "side kick", since I could always be found near him. It is a fact that at that time I learned everything about bicycles, which has been extremely useful to me later in life and which qualified me for the title of bicycle specialist. After all, how many people know how the freewheel mechanism of a bike really works. 
I adored Peter (The Great) and he obviously liked that. He could do everything, knew everything and was allowed to do, if not exactly everything so at least a great deal. His parents, Aunt Nanna and Uncle Herbert, realized that and granted him great freedom.  He was the only one who had his own room, actually rather a small one. This was more a workshop with a bed. There, I sat next to Peter and watched him excitedly when he soldered the circuit of a radio (that stank so beautifully) and when he wound a transformer or a coil. Also I watched him when he mounted a loudspeaker to a 3 by 3 foot board. To day, one would say that Peter was building a Hi-Fi set for himself. That yielded emotional highlights but also setbacks, but everything had to be discussed and appreciated. I must have been a good listener – come to think of it, I still am.
I helped Peter built an electrical alarm system for the stable. There, the chickens needed protection since they represented an enormous value in those days. We placed very thin copper wires in front of the door and the windows. If one of these wires was broken, a very loud alarm horn sounded and the light went on in the yard. The drawback of this costly and wonderful system was, that a false alarm sounded almost every night. This was triggered by a pigeon, a cat or whatever animal was prowling around at night. This diminished the joy over our brilliant invention considerably.

Winter:
Then came the Winter. It turned cold and the fields behind the house filled with water until they were completely flooded. Every day we checked if the thin sheet of ice would support us yet. It did not support us and our feet got wet. We liked to use the thin icy cover as a rubber sheet. The ice yielded under our feet and developed many tiny cracks. We had to run really fast to reach the safe shore without getting wet feet. This was exciting and was fun as long as nobody broke through. We called this "elastic ice". When that happened the person in question had to run home really fast. The scolding we got did not keep us from trying the same thing the next day.

Everybody in Pritzerbe knew how to skate. Those who did not, had to learn it on the quick. For that purpose we brought an old iron garden chair onto the ice. This chair with its iron runners slid very well on the ice. The learner pushed this chair ahead of himself and hung on to it. That way we avoided dangerous falls which could end up with damage to the back or the head. Small children held on to the seat of the chair, the bigger ones grabbed the backrest. By pushing this chair ahead of us we all learned very quickly how to skate without requiring a teacher or a helper.

Piekbock:

Somehow we got the idea that we should build a piekbock. To do so required a sturdy wooden board that had to be approximately 1 1/2 feet long. Under this board we nailed two narrow wooden pieces which served as supports for skates. Two skates were fastened to each board similar to the way we screwed the skates to our boots. Then we kneeled on the big board, took two sticks in our hands whose tips had been furnished with nails to prevent slippage on the ice and off we went.  With the sticks we pushed ourselves forward similar to the manner a skier uses his ski poles. It was possible to go really fast, we practically raced across the ice. It was particularly exciting if we rammed each other with our piekbocks. To avoid damage to our knees we fastened bumper boards in front of the piekbocks. Soon the piekbocks were further improved by nailing an old sack, that was folded several times to the seat of the board. To top it off, we also used illumination which glowed mysteriously in the dark. To accomplish the illumination, we bored a whole into the bumper board into which we stuck a special reed called cattails. A cattail is a reed which has a thick head of plant matter, the seed-part, at the upper end of the plant. These reeds grew everywhere near the shore of our streams and lakes. In winter they dried out and would burn well. The only problem was to start them burning. But once on fire they burned a long time like a torch. The burning was helped by the headwind of our piekbocks and yielded a satisfying dark red light. Since the screw-fastening of skates was very destructive to the only set of boots we each possessed, the piekbocks came in extremely handy. 

Haide, with her wobbly feet, preferred them in any case.
In my memory it seems to me as though we went onto the ice daily. One day we discovered under the clear ice sheet a big pike in the net of a fisherman. With our skates we broke through the ice, grabbed the pike and hit it on the head until it was dead. Only then did we calm down, the excitement vanished and we began to worry and did not quite know how to proceed. There was nothing else to do, the fish had to be brought home, preferably without anybody noticing us. I unbuttoned my pants and let the cold slippery fish glide down my leg and then ran home. The pants I wore in those days were bound shut at the bottom. The big fish remained invisible but unpleasantly cold on my calf reaching up to my knee. At home we faced the inevitable scolding, imagine stealing fish in a fishing village! And next day we had the most delicious fish for dinner.
Cold Weather:
The winter 1946/47 was the coldest and hardest I can remember. But for us kids it seemed rather exciting and full of surprises while the adults faced many problems. Our house was barely heated

but in the bedroom of grandma and grandpa there stood a huge white tiled stove. Nothing was more satisfying after a day of hard play outside than to sit on the bench which was part of the stove, leaning the back straight against the warm tiles, placing the hands in back and letting the blessed warms stream into our bodies. We remained in this position until we had warmed up and became sleepy.

These old stoves had an inner compartment with or without a door that was accessible from the front of the stove. This was ideal for keeping things warm. In this compartment were kept baked apples that smelled deliciously. At night, bricks were kept in the stove compartment. When we went to bed, each of us was given a hot brick rapped in a towel. This was very comfortable because our bedrooms were not heated in winter, they were cold and felt humid.
As a special treat, Aunt Nanna would hold our blankets with outstretched arm against the hot stove. We had to undress quickly, jump into bed and yell: "I am ready!" Then, Aunt Nanna came running with the hot blanket which she threw over us so that we could enjoy the beautiful warmth. During this extra cold winter we were allowed to climb on top of the stove. We spent many hours up there and felt like kings. Because of the sawmill, wood was easily available in Pritzerbe. This was invaluable and took the bite out of the winter.
The water pump in the courtyard was protected from the cold by a wooden structure which was stuffed with straw. But in this winter the cold was so severe that the pump froze anyhow. Now, we had to fetch water from our neighbor on the left, named Zielke,  whose pump had not yet frozen. Their pump had a large wooden enclosure filled with sawdust. this was one of the few pumps in Pritzerbe that did not freeze. Fetching the water each morning became a kind of ceremony. All adults and children of the neighborhood walked with their buckets to Zielke's pump. The filled buckets were later emptied into the bathtub. In addition, several buckets full of water and a trough stood in the upstairs corridor next to the kitchen. This water was used for cooking. I don't know what possessed me, I peed into the precious liquid in the bathtub as soon as the crowd had dispersed.  Naturally, I got caught the communal wrath descended down on me and I was punished by being  locked into the smoke chamber.

In Pritzerbe, the school only went to eight's grade. In this cold winter it was not being heated so that no classes were held – how great! But to compensate, we had to come every other day to pick up homework. For this purpose we sat in overcoats and with gloves on our hands in our seats and did not take the whole situation very seriously. It was much nicer to go and play with gloves into which small hot water bottles had ben placed. This ingenious idea for keeping our hands warm was an invention of Gerri's who, in those days, was still called "little brother". 

But other mundane problems forced us during this winter to come up with original solutions. Our toilet, the usual outhouse, was located in the yard over the cesspool. It did not have a lock but instead it had a little window through which everybody could see when the place was occupied. In the cold winter, even the cesspool froze. The excrements dropped onto a sheet of ice and froze instantly forming small mountains. With so many people using it, the small mountains became big ones. Initially, we could topple these mountains over with a long pole, but in time, our toilet became unusable. Now, everybody had to look for his or her own spot in the garden, which, fortunately, was very large. It was my inventive sister, Haide, who found the solution to our problem. she invented the famous "toilet stool". This was an old yard chair made of iron whose wooden slats were missing in the middle of the seat. This toilet stool was carried into a remote spot in the yard and was much appreciated by everyone.

The really serious problems caused by the cold winter were frost bites which we acquired on hands and feet. They hurt and itched something fierce when the feet warmed up. Of course, our shoes were not the best. Our skates did not help the situation. In those days we did not have skates that were permanently mounted on special boots. Our skates were being screwed with clamps on the soles and heels of our regular shoes. This had to be done with full force since otherwise the skates would come off. This worked, until either the heel of the boot came off or the sole began to bend. Both of these possibilities were equally destructive to the shoes which were now only partly useful. Grandma and later Aunt Nanna were angry because new shoes were unavailable. Now, the afore mentioned piekbocks  became ever more important.

Since the winter of 46/47 I abhor rutabagas, a large yellow turnip. Even so I usually eat everything gladly and even with enjoyment, I now feel revulsion just at the smell of rutabagas. During this winter our stock of potatoes ran out and we had to eat rutabagas in the morning as spread on our sandwiches, at noon time as soup and in the evening fried. And this went on day after day. Initially this sounded like fun but as it dragged on longer, the more repulsive the pungent smell of rutabagas became. 

But this period of food shortages was mild in the countryside, where we lived compared to the situation in the cities. However, our Uncle Herbert was able to bring home from West Berlin veritable treasures when he visited Pritzerbe on weekends. I shall never forget the cans with powdered milk with the characteristic lids and the big blue letters "UNRA". At this time I developed my almost religious zeal never to waste any food as long as it is half way edible. 

Grandpa's Cars:
It stood in the knee-high grass between the old and the new yard, its tires consisted of black solid rubber. It must once have been a very valuable 4 seater from the 20-ties era. This was the legendary "Sahnebonbon" (toffy candy). This name described exactly what we saw, a yellowish-brownish wreck of a car. In this car we often took long imaginary rides. The crank that once started the car could be turned only by the older children. But the instrument panel contained many inviting levers and switches which we could handle to our heart's content.

The gear shift was particularly exciting. It was being operated by a handle which was not inside but outside of the car. The gear box in the middle of  the car had been opened and we could see how the gears, encased in thick grease, moved when the gear shift lever was being handled. The grease in the gear box was an unsightly mass mixed with dirt and rain water, but I loved its peculiar smell.
We enjoyed the big rubber  ball of the horn on one side of the no longer present windshield. This horn was still functioning and nothing is more satisfying than to produce earsplitting noise. With this formerly proud car, grandfather once had an accident. When the windshield broke, Antje and Peter were hurt. Antje was bleeding profusely so that she received the most attention. When they finally reached the hospital, it was discovered that Peter's right eye had been injured and that the fluid had run out of it. Since that time, when Peter was still a small boy, he is wearing a glass eye. Antje's wounds had been bleeding profusely but were otherwise quite harmless. Grandpa never used that car again, it had now been standing in the tall grass for many years. 

Grandpa's other car was called Maxchen ("little Max"). The garage was always locked for us kids. But one day both doors were opened wide and a small light gray two seater of a car was rolled out. It was a Hannomag which people called the "bread loaf" because of its shape. The Russian military government had ordered that all cars had to be surrendered. Since "Little Max" was now lost to us anyhow, the adults surrendered it to us kids for one day. On this wonderful day we rolled the car around the yard in circles. Two kids were allowed to sit inside to steer it while the others pushed. Because of this merry day "Little Max" is still alive in our memories.

It hurt to watch how the Russians demolished the surrendered cars with sledge hammers in a yard close to the cemetery. Was that necessary? When peace and quiet returned, we crept secretly to the wrecked cars and harvested spools of copper wire from the turn indicators. This valuable copper wire, whose spools lay heavy in once hand, we used to build our sling shots.

Grandpa's enthusiasm for technical things expressed itself not only through the sawmill with its steam engine and through his two cars, he also was the first person who had a telephone installed in his house. The Post-office had agreed to string a telephone cable to Pritzerbe if he could guaranty that 8 customers would participate. This succeeded and grandpa was proud to be the first one to receive the service.
The Linden Trees:
In our garden alongside the street there were 4 tall linden trees with a trunk diameter of about  one foot. These trees were also popular as our playground. In former times, these trees were probably cut to form a hedge, therefore, they had branches almost from the ground up. This was an invitation for us to climb them. We sat on these trees and spied on the people that passed underneath them. Most of us preferred tree No. 2 since it was the easiest to climb. It was also fun to scare the pedestrians by dropping small pebbles. This usually led to immediate and noisy protests, but on top of the trees and inside the fence we felt safe. It became an important game to establish who was allowed to climb tree No. 2. Early in the morning that child earned this right who yelled first "tree No. 2". The same thing happened with the lightly frozen puddles in front of the neighbor's house, who happened to be Mayor Scherf. On our way to school the kid that had the best chance of making it across the frozen puddle without breaking in, who got there first. As long as the ice was still thin and broke easily, the other kids didn't have a ghost of a chance. Can anybody today still appreciate how important that was?

Closing Remarks:
Great-grandma died in March, 1945. My mother and cousin died in May, 1945, grandpa died 1946 and grandma followed one year later, in 1947. After that, Aunt Nanna and Uncle Herbert took us in and raised us for three decisive years with tender loving care. They did this at a time when parents were glad if they could feed and clothe their own three children. Aunt Nanna did all this as though it were nothing special, she called us lovingly her little gnomes. Her guidance in those years was very necessary because in grandma's and grandpa's care we had too much freedom and too little restrains. Aunt Nanna established clear rules and assigned us definite tasks. Doing the dishes was of course taken for granted by everybody, but I gladly undertook the added task of building the fires in the kitchen stove and in the living room. Initially, even polishing shoes was fun, but when it became known that "Eike is shining shoes", more and more shoes showed up and at the same time this fun job became a chore.
Aunt Nanna treated Haide and me exactly the same as her own kids and that is not obvious in hard times. We became essentially the siblings of  Peter, Gerri and Hannelore and thus had a unique childhood in Pritzerbe. Grandma, Grandpa and especially Aunt Nanna deserve our sincere thanks because they laid the foundation for the persons we ultimately became. 
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