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Chapter I: Childhood in Koenigsberg and War

1 Parents and Grandparents

Any biography should start with a brief description of the author’s ancestry. Unfortunately, I do not know much about my ancestors whom I can follow barely to my great grand parents. Both sides of my family seem solidly rooted in East Prussia. To those who are not familiar with that term, let me explain that East Prussia was settled by the Teutonic Knights in the 13-th century. These knights had taken part in the crusades and, after returning from the Holy Land, were looking for new adventures East of Germany in a region adjacent to which today is Lithuania and Poland. The knights subjugated the local population and established their rule over a region South-East of the Baltic Sea. This country was largely agricultural. It had beautiful lakes and forests in the East and a flat, less heavily forested regions, in the Northwest. After World War One, East Prussia was separated from the rest of Germany by the Polish Corridor.
My parents came from different parts of East Prussia. My mother was born in a town called Lyck which was at the Eastern border of the area close to Poland. While my father came from Tilsit (remember Tilsit cheese?) at the Northernmost extreme of East Prussia. My maternal grandfather Solty was a protestant minister who preached his sermons in German and Polish since some of the older peasants in his district spoke Polish better than German even though they were German citizens. This grandfather died of a heart attack when he was 48 years old, which he suffered at a railroad station on his way home from a wedding at which he had officiated. My mother was 12 years old at the time. The loss of her husband must have been very hard on my maternal grandmother. In addition to my mother, she had an older daughter, Tante Hilde, and a very much younger daughter, Tante Irmgard, who was still so young that she did not remember her father. As far as I know, my maternal grandfather came from a family of farmers. The father of my maternal grandmother, named Axt, was a forester. My mother’s fatherless family had to subsist on a very meager pension and survived mainly due to the financial and moral support of an older sister of my grandmother’s. When she was old enough, my mother attended a seminary for teachers. However, before she could finish, she met and married my father at the age of 19.
When I think of my mother’s life I realize how hard it had been and how much luckier I have been in my life by comparison. My mother’s life was overshadowed by several disastrous historical events. Having lost her father at an early age, she grew up in poverty during the First World War and had to flee when Russian troops occupied her home town. After she married my father, they lived through the horrible period of hyperinflation which followed Germany’s defeat in the First World War. Just when things seemed to get better, the Nazis came to power and threatened my father’s career and life with their antisemitic policies. Then came the Second World War with bombing raids and general deprivations. Again, my parents had to flee their home, leaving most of their belongings behind and losing all of their real estate property. After the Nazi threat had vanished with the defeat of Germany in the Second World War, she came under the rule of the German communists who were imported into East Germany by the victorious Russian army. The communists did not pose a mortal threat to my parents, as the Nazis had done, but East Germany, where they ended up living due to the circumstances of power politics, never flourished like West Germany, so that life there remained frugal and generally bleak. Only after my father’s death was my mother able to leave East Germany and join my sister in West Germany. However, at that time she was too old to enjoy the relative prosperity in which she was now permitted to live.
My father was born into the family of a Jewish doctor and his non-Jewish wife. However, my paternal grandfather did not consider himself to be Jewish since he had converted to Christianity and did not practice the Jewish religion. Contrary to my mother’s fate, my father’s family was prosperous. Also, my father, being 17 years older than my mother, experienced the good life before World War One as a child and later as a young adult. He was already 30 years old when the First World War broke out. By comparison, my mother was than 13 years old. My paternal grandfather came from a family of merchants. However, I must admit to my consternation that I do not know the profession of the father of my paternal grandmother. I just know that her maiden name was Rademacher, which means wheel maker. I could tell much more about my parents but that would be another story which does not belong here.
2 My Childhood from 1929 to 1934

The year of my birth coincided with the onset of the great depression in America. It was February 27, 1929 when I was born in a hospital in Koenigsberg, East Prussia. When my sister, Lore, was born 5 years earlier in my mother’s home town, Lyck, near the Polish border, my mother gave birth at home. Apparently this was not such a good experience because for the birth of her second child she decided to go to the hospital.
Even though I was generally in good health, I suffered from frequent indigestion. My parents told me that this was due to poor advice given to them by the pediatrician. When they sought his advice, I had not yet been given solid food. The doctor told them to let me eat whatever I would accept. So I got solid food which did not agree with me and I became seriously ill. Fortunately, my parents then went to another doctor who gave them more sensible advice so that I at least stayed alive. However, I was severely malnourished so that my bones remained soft and I became quite bowlegged. This did correct itself as I grew up, but below the knees my legs always remained somewhat curved. Also, my digestive system remained delicate. I remember that I often felt sick and remained generally skinny and weak. Therefore, when the time came to enroll me in school, I was sent to a private school since the doctor and my parents thought that I would not be able to cope with the rougher environment of the public schools and would probably also catch more childhood diseases. During the first 5 years of my life we lived on the second floor of an apartment house in Henriettenstrasse. I don’t recall how many rooms we had. But there was a long corridor, a dining room and the so called ”Herrenzimmer”, which was the room my father principally occupied. We also had a ”Kinderzimmer” in which I slept with my sister. The apartment house had thin walls so that one could hear the activities of the neighbors. My parents were much annoyed by the radio of the tenants adjacent to our apartment. But as a small child this noise did not bother me. On the contrary, lying in bed in the evening when I was supposed to fall asleep, I was singing along with the tunes from the radio that came through the wall from the neighboring apartment. Also there were other children in this house. I had a friend, called Dieter Lemke, with whom I played a lot. As childhood memories go, mine are mostly quite blurred. So, I seem to remember that the father of my playmate was a member of the SA. This was Hitler’s private army which he had established long before he came to power but which he kept going all during his ”reign”. The only other thing about my friend’s father was, that he shot himself. I don’t know whether this occurred during the time we both lived on Henriettenstrasse or whether it had occurred earlier or even later. Among my playmates there also was a little girl. But accept for the fact that I found her interesting, I remember very little about her.
The apartment house complex was built around a courtyard in which each family had a tiny plot. In ours, my parents had placed a sand box for us children to play in and a swing. Also, there was an open common area in which the older children played with balls.
My sister, Lore, had two girl friends, twins, who lived in the apartment below us. As my sister and her friends were 5 years older than I, they did not play a large part in my life at that time, with one notable exception. One spring, when the snow was melting, the water accumulated in an open field which was near our house. Underneath the water there was still ice. My sister and her friends amused themselves by sliding around on the water-covered ice on sleds which they pushed along with wooden poles. On one of these excursion my sister put me on her lap and I was thrilled to ride along in the water as if sailing in a boat.
One morning I had a terrifying experience. The front door to our apartment had been painted. When my parents tried to open the door the next morning, it was glued shut by the paint. When I became aware of this, I panicked since I was convinced that we now were imprisoned in the apartment forever.
There are other vague memories. Walking in the neighborhood with our live-in maid, I seem to remember that we saw in one yard a monkey sitting on a horizontal pole to which it was confined by a chain. When in later years I asked my sister and my parents if there really had been such a monkey, neither of them could confirm this memory. Perhaps I had dreamed it all or had transposed a scene from a movie into an actual childhood experience. Many of the visual impressions I remember from my life on Henriettenstrasse come from photographs which I saw when I was much older. We also had a tom cat, called ”Schnurri” which translates into ”purry”. This cat lived with us for many years. As a boy I very much wanted to have a dog, but this wish was never fulfilled. However, I don’t think that I was ever afraid of dogs. On my walks with my mother or the maid, we came by a big dog who was either on a chain or barked at us from behind a fence. Instead of being intimidated I shouted at the animal: ”dog, calm down!”.
Talking about dogs, there was a strange imaginary creature that was often mentioned in my early childhood. Whenever I misbehaved or otherwise needed to be chastised or threatened, our maid would say. ”If you don’t behave the ”Buschebaubau will come and get you”. I never learned who this mysterious creature was, but my playmates knew him too and talked about him. I wished I could translate Buschebaubau into English. The first part ”Busche” has no meaning that I can discern. It almost has a Russian sound and, who knows, perhaps that is where it originated. ”Baubau is, of course, a baby’s way of saying ”bowwow in German. That is the reason why I am inclined to think that the creature must have been a dog.
Among my memory fragments there is one where I passed a large crowd of people who were standing in a big square listening to a loudspeaker. I seem to remember that this was on the occasion of the funeral of the German president Hindenburg who was instrumental in Hitler’s coming to power.
Before I was old enough to go to school, I was sent to nursery school. I dimly remember how terrified I was when I realized that I would have to stay in nursery school without my mother being present. At first, she pretended that she would stay, but when she sneaked away, I cried pitifully. I don’t know how long it took, but eventually I learned to cope with being in nursery school without my mother. I can’t remember if I ever enjoyed going there.
However, I do remember an important incident from my nursery school days. The class was visiting the local radio station. At this time, my parents did not even own a proper radio but listened to it by means of a crystal set through earphones. In the studios of the radio station we were shown how things work. In particular, they produced a doll which I do not remember very clearly except that its hair consisted of wires that stuck out from its head like spines on a porcupine and that its name was ”Funkpurzel”. Even though I cannot translate this word, I can explain what it means. ”Funk” appears in the German word for radio which is ”Rundfunk”. ”Purzel”is a cute word with no direct meaning but it conjures up visions of a little creature performing somersaults on the ground or on a trampoline. We children were allowed to inspect this doll. But now my memory becomes weird, because I remember that after we had all seen the doll, the person who conducted the tour threw it into the air where it disappeared mysteriously. It literally vanished into thin air. I was tremendously impressed and was convinced that this doll was the most important part of the operation of the radio station and that it was this doll with its wire hair that made the station work. Now I understood all about radio!
During the years we lived at Henriettenstrasse, my parents went through rough times of which I remained mostly unaware and heard about only much later. The problem had to do with Hitler’s coming to power in January 1933 when I was not quite 4 years old. While most people were jubilant, my father was not. Since his father, my paternal grand father whom I had never known, was Jewish, Hitler’s infamous laws against the Jews affected him immediately. On coming to power, Hitler decreed that all public servants of Jewish descent had to be furloughed indefinitely. My father was a judge on a court called ”Oberlandesgericht”, in German. This was a court of appeals which heard cases which had already been adjudicated by a lower court but whose decision had not been accepted by one of the parties in the dispute. So after Hitler’s rise to power my father found himself temporarily out of a job. My mother told me much later about the sad scene. While everybody was in a jubilant mood, she and my father were deeply depressed. When one of my mother’s relatives wrote to her, ”this is a wonderful time, what a joy to be alive”, she could only shake her head in sorrow since my father was more inclined to thoughts of suicide. Fortunately for him, the Nazis were belligerent, warlike people who valued participation in war and in the armed forces very highly. So they amended the original ruling to the effect that half-Jewish people who had fought and distinguished themselves in the First World War, would be exempt from the ruling. My father had been an officer in the war and had been wounded on the Russian front for which he received the medal of the Iron Cross Second Class. Because of this distinction he was allowed to remain in his position at the court. However, he never received any promotions which, in the civil service are almost automatic. While all his non-Jewish colleagues advanced steadily, he was stuck in the position he occupied in January 1933. Since I have mentioned my father’s job, I would also like to tell that he had a most romantic office. The court was located in the old castle built by the Teutonic Knights at the end of the 13th century to protect the town of Koenigsberg. The castle had very thick walls and sturdy looking watch towers at its four corners. In my father’s office his desk stood in a niche by the window. This niche was cut into the wall which was 2 m (6.5 feet)thick! This castle survived the air raids of the Second World War and the siege by the Red Army, but it was blown up and completely removed as a symbol of Prussian might when Koenigsberg became Kaliningrad. However, I am getting way ahead of my story, all this happened many years later.
Since I have mentioned several times the existence of a live-in maid, this is a good place to say a few words about this subject. From the time they were married (in 1920) to the beginning of the Second World War my parents had employed maids. For people in my father’s position it was a given that there would be a maid. I think that this was as much a matter of prestige as a necessity. Once the war started, my mother had to manage without the help of a maid for the rest of her life.
I do not know who the maid was during the time my parents lived in Lyck, but in Koenigsberg the first two maids were called Frieda and were actually related to each other. Both were girls from the country side. They became quite attached to the family and were almost treated as family members - but not quite. For example, during meal time, the maid ate alone in the kitchen while the family ate in the dining room. Our maids contributed considerably to the upbringing of my sister and me. They played with us, took us out for walks and entertained us indoors to some extent. They were part surrogate mother and part friend. The first Frieda played an important part in our family until long after she quit our service. The reason for this is interesting. My father had always been interested in farming and at some time in his life had even considered becoming a farmer. Since this position did suit neither his temperament nor his social position, he settled for buying himself a farm some distance outside of Koenigsberg in whose development and management he took a lively interest. However, since he could certainly not manage the farm himself, he needed a tenant farmer. Such a person presented himself in the person of a friend of Frieda’s. This friend, Fritz, was unemployed at the time. Therefore, he jumped at the opportunity my father offered him of running the farm. Frieda and Fritz married and moved out to Oblitten which was a village a few miles outside of Koenigsberg. Since this was my father’s property, we often went there to look at the place, to enjoy the countryside and to visit with Frieda and Fritz. This way, I got some insight into farming. I learned about farm animals and farm machinery. Fritz was an excellent farmer. He had been trained as a smith which came in handy for shoeing horses and repairing farm machinery. Fritz was a great guy and we all loved him just as dearly as we loved his wife Frieda. They had two children. Helga, the oldest was of my age and the two of us played with each other every time I came to visit.
With Frieda gone, my parents needed another maid. Once more, the original Frieda came to the rescue and suggested her sister in law, Fritz’s sister, as her replacement. This second Frieda was in our home when I was born. Later on she too married but stayed in Koenigsberg. She visited us sometimes and we went to visit her. With the second Frieda gone, the baton passed to Kaete. I think Kaete also was somehow related to the two Friedas but I do not know exactly in what way. Kaete was only two years older than my sister Lore and the two became fast friends. With the name Kaete I associate the following experience. Kaete’s parents lived on a farm or estate. I seem to remember that her father was the gardener on the estate. In any case, when I was perhaps 9 years old, Kaete took me with her for a weekend at her home. I don’t remember whether this was on her initiative or whether my mother had asked for the favor. I tend to think that Kaete may have asked my mother because in later years Kaete kept saying that she regarded me as somewhere between a young brother and her child. At first I was interested in everything I saw in the new surroundings. But then the sun went down, it got dark and I began to feel strange in the living room among these strangers. Except for Kaete I did not know anyone else. When the radio began to play some sad music, my composure collapsed and I began to cry for my mama. Perhaps it was unwise of my hosts to take this sudden attack of homesickness too seriously. But in no time at all I found myself sitting between Kaete and her fiance, Willy, on Willy’s motorcycle driving through the night back towards Koenigsberg. This was a fabulous experience well worth the trouble. In those days there was hardly any traffic at night on these country roads. The motorcycle roared through the dark. Only the small portion of the road illuminated by the single headlight was visible and on either side the dark shadows of the trees lining the avenue whisked by. Quite exhilarated I reached home and the reassuring presence of my mother. I think it had been well worthwhile being homesick. How else could I have hoped to hitch a night ride on a motorcycle.
Kaete left us just before the war broke out. She married Willy and had three children, two boys and a girl. Sadly, Willy suffered a stroke towards the end of his long life and was unable to speak the last time I saw him. Kaete lived for several more years with her daughter and son in law, she died in January 2004.

The last maid, Johanna, stayed with us only a few month and left no impression on me. My father called her ”the pearl”. I think she came from a distinguished family and took this position only to fill in between the end of her schooling and her impending marriage. After her, we never had another maid.
3 My Childhood from 1935 to 1944

My father was not happy in the apartment on Henriettenstrasse because of the noise from the neighbors in the apartments below us, above us and on either side of us. Therefore, in 1935 when I was 6 years old, my parents bought a house on the outskirts of Koenigsberg at Passargestrasse 11. The house was two stories high and had a full basement and attic. Originally, its facade had been dark red but before we moved in, my parents had it painted a friendly yellow color with green shutters. In this house my sister and I had each our own rooms. My sister’s room was larger with two windows facing the street. My room had only one window and faced the garden. The window protruded from the long, slanting roof. Looking out of it, I saw a large apple tree growing on the lawn just beneath me. Looking to the right, I could see the street. In my opinion it was a beautiful room.
The most wonderful aspect of the new house was its garden which contained a lawn, some flower beds, several fruit trees and most importantly a large beech tree with dark red leaves. On this tree I spent most of my free time. The tree was so large that I had to conquer it in stages. Originally I managed to get up just on its lowest branches. But as I grew older, I ventured higher and higher until I reached the very top where the branches became thin and my father worried that one day they would break and I would fall down breaking my legs or worse. In fact, he probably had not even had time to consider such worrisome thoughts when something did really happen. Soon after we had moved, my little friend from Henriettenstrasse, Dieter Lemke, came to visit me. No sooner had he arrived, when I ran out with him to my tree to show him my most wonderful new possession. My friend immediately proceeded to climb the tree, but just as soon fell out of it and landed on the ground. He was not seriously hurt, but apparently hurt badly enough that his mother, who had brought him, took him home right away. My father worried that he could have suffered internal injuries and was afraid of an impending lawsuit. Fortunately, nothing bad came of it, but my friend never visited me again and our friendship was over.
After the move, I was enrolled in a private school which was owned and operated by three spinster sisters with the name of Rausch. I had already been to a similar private school when we lived in Henriettenstrasse, but for such a short time that it left no impression on me and I can remember nothing about it. In the school of the sisters Rausch I spent four years from 1935 to the fateful year 1939 when the Second World War broke out. The private school operated in one room. All four grades were there together. It was a typical one-room school. There might have been somewhere between 10 to 20 children. Strangely enough, in my memory they were all girls even though there must have been boys too. In fact, there definitely was at least one other boy who was one year older and became my friend. Our parents knew each other since his father was also a judge at another court. But more than that, this family, Grimm, had originally come from Lyck, just like my mother and Mrs. Grimm and my mother knew each other already from childhood. Thus, it was natural that they renewed their acquaintance and that I began to play with their son, Eberhard. Eberhard had a sister, Gisela, who had been crosseyed and was required to wear glasses to correct this condition. Because of these unbecoming glasses I considered her unattractive. When I met her years later as a young woman I was amazed how beautiful she was. Eberhard was one year older than I and our temperaments and interests were very different. Eberhard was clumsy with his hands whereas I was more skillful and could build things, which he could not. His parents, who hoped that I would be able to teach Eberhard some dexterity, suggested that we spend time together playing with a construction set. Unfortunately, this failed miserably. Eberhard never got the hang of it so that his efforts at building simple models never succeeded. However, he had a gift for music and later on became a professional cellist. The entire Grimm family was musical so that they often would play some instruments and sing while I was there. I remember that at least on one occasion, they sang a song which shocked me. Its lyrics dealt with a young soldier who bemoaned the fact that he was going into battle and knew that he would be killed. It also implied that such a death was glorious and desirable. My parents as well as my sister also played the piano so that at home I was used to music and singing, but I had never heard such sad songs before. In retrospect I am amazed that the Grimms would sing such songs as they were favored by the Nazis. I do not think that they were Nazis themselves.
Eberhard had a parakeet while I had a fish tank with goldfish. Once, after Eberhard had come home from a visit with me, his parents asked him what we had been doing. He replied, we sat in front of the fish tank and stared at the fish. I am sure we had done other things as well, but this must have bored him so, that it was the first thing that came to his mind. Needless to say, Eberhard was useless when it came to climbing trees. Our friendship would probably have ended anyhow due to our different interests, but it ended abruptly when his father was transfered to Tilsit. It was strange that these people had come from my mother’s home town, Lyck, had then been transfered to Koenigsberg and finally ended up in my father’s home town, Tilsit. One summer we spent together with the Grimms in a rented house in the seaside resort town, Rauschen, at the Baltic Sea. This was a happy time. Both Mr. andMrs. Grimm were cheerful people who were often laughing and joking which made my mother very happy, who liked this kind of an atmosphere. It contrasted favorably with my father’s more serious disposition. When I grew older, I began to see that Mr. Grimm’s jolly temperament could also get on ones nerves, since it was almost impossible for him to be serious. In particular, he was prone to flirt with any women in sight. This went so far, that his daughter once told him in disgust to stop it. However, during our joint vacation at the Baltic Sea I was too young to notice such personality flaws and enjoyed the general cheerful atmosphere.
The Grimms also gave children’s parties to which I was invited. Once I went to their house dressed up in a wolf’s costume. Since the apartment where the Grimms lived was not far from our house, I walked to this party. The Grimms lived in a long apartment house which was located next to another such house which was occupied by two brothers with whom I became very friendly after the Grimms had moved away. My future friends watched my entry into the Grimm’s apartment, dressed as a wolf. They later told me that I had made an impression on them.
The neighborhood in which we now lived had many attractive features. It was within easy walking distance of the river Pregel which runs through Koenigsberg and provides a connection of the town with the Baltic Sea. Seagoing ships can sail all the way from the Baltic sea to the wharfs of Koenigsberg bringing goods from all over the world. Koenigsberg was thus an important entry point for goods into East Prussia. This was of particular importance after the First World War when the creation of the Polish Corridor had severed East Prussia from its home country. Of course, there was a rail connection through the Polish corridor. But this was under the control of the Poles. I remember that on my first trip from Koenigsberg to Berlin the train stopped at the border to the Polish corridor and police in foreign looking uniforms came onboard and walked through the train.
I was fascinated by the ship traffic on the river and often walked down to it watching the ships come in, go out, or load and unload their cargo. There was always something interesting to see. On the way to the river, I crossed the railroad line which ran from Koenigsberg to the port city, Pillau, on the Baltic Sea. The road crossed the railroad via a bridge. Standing on the bridge, one could not only see how the freight cars were assembled into long freight trains but, more excitingly, one was completely immersed in steam and smoke when one of the steam locomotives (and there were no others) passed underneath the railroad bridge. I have often stood there waiting for a locomotive to come by and enjoyed the experience of seeing the world around me vanish in steam and smoke.
Along this railroad line, but sufficiently far away that one was not bothered by it, was a region of small gardens. These gardens were not owned by the people who worked in them but were leased to people who lived in the inner city with no access to gardens. Through this colony of rented gardens ran a broad walkway called ”The Promenade”, where my father took his daily walks on which I accompanied him occasionally. As one walked along the promenade, one could see on one side the railroad relatively close, the river in the distance and a gasworks where gas was made from coal. The gas was stored in tanks that were open on the bottom where they floated in water like inverted tin cans. When they were full of gas the tanks stuck high out of the water, when they were nearly empty, they sank into it and were barely visible. During the war the gasworks served my father as a predictor of impending disaster. If the tanks floated high, this meant, aha, the government expects coal shortages and hard times so that they are stocking up on gas. When the tanks were low, this was even more ominous. In that case my father feared that the government was expecting an air raid and had ordered that the gas be let out to avoid the possibility of a major fire. I think all of this was shear nonsense, but my father kept making his predictions based on observing the gas tanks.
On the other side of the promenade, away from the railroad and river there rose a hill. On top of this hill stood several tall antenna towers which served the Koenigsberg radio station at several different wavelengths. I was told that near the towers the signal was so strong, that the people in the gardens would string light bulbs attached to antennas and have them glow, powered by the radio signal. However, I have never seen this myself so that I cannot vouch for its truth.
My father’s walks along the promenade ended at a lake which was usually occupied by ducks so that he named it the duck pond. There, he would sit on a bench before retracing his steps on his way home. From this vantage point at the duck pond one could already see the main railroad station of Koenigsberg called ”Der Hauptbahnhof”. One could also see a most interesting bridge. Near the main railroad station a major road as well as the railroad crossed the river. Since the river was navigated by oceangoing ships the bridge had either to be high enough to permit the ships to pass under it or it had to be moved out of the way when a ship approached. The bridge near the Hauptbahnhof was designed to move out of the way of ships. It did this by swiveling horizontally on a pivot point in the middle of the river. The whole bridge turned from its position at right angles to the river to one paralleling it so that the ships could pass to either side of it. Seeing the bridge turn was always a spectacular sight which I liked to watch. The bridge had two levels one for the car and passenger traffic and the other for the railroad.
Another attraction within easy walking distance from our house was the Ratshoefer Park. To reach it, one had to pass a meadow which we called ”the cow pasture”which was of importance in winter since it sloped on one side down to a creek. This slope was ideal for sledding and could also be used for our skiing attempts. The park was lying below street level and was arranged along a small creek. As the paths into the park sloped down, they too were attractive sledding and skiing trails. The many bushes along the embankment were ideal hiding places for games of hide and seek. At the far end of the park the path crossed a street and continued along a pond, the Hammerteich, where we went swimming in the summer.
Finally, there was a new housing development which, however, existed only of the paved streets. The houses that had been planned were never built. These streets were wonderful for bike riding. Because of all these attractions our new home at Passargestrasse was a childhood paradise. But, as the saying goes, no paradise without a snake, the snake was the school which I hated and which overshadowed the pure joy childhood could have been.
Actually, the first four grades which I attended in the private school of the Misses Rausch were not so bad. The three misses were friendly and did not terrorize us students. Therefore, I do not remember very much about my days in this school. Except for Eberhard Grimm, one other student remains in my memory. She was a retarded girl who probably should not have been in this school at all. There is one odd incident I remember about her. Once, I saw her naked on the beach at one of the Baltic Sea resorts. Seeing small girls or boys naked at the beach was nothing unusual. Contrary to American customs, German parents undressed their children completely as soon as they reached the beach and let them run around and play stark naked. This has the beneficial effect that each sex knows exactly what the other looks like. When I saw this girl, she must have been at least 6 years old which would be a bit old for being seen naked. But it may be that I just happened to catch a glimpse of her as she was changing. In any case, I was not sure what I was seeing. Was this truly a girl, or was it a boy after all. I think she may have been a hermaphrodite. On my birthdays my mother organized a birthday party to which she invited children from my school. Even though this was well intentioned, I remember feeling uneasy to have these children come to our house. I considered them to be class mates but not friends. We played games and ate the cake, but I was always glad when they were gone.
The first real friendships developed after Eberhard Grimm had left Koenigsberg and I had to find new friends. This happened quite by accident. I was walking down the street near Eberhard’s apartment when I saw a boy standing at the curb hitting the curb stone with an iron rod so that sparks were flying. This fascinated me. I stopped and talked to this boy. It turned out that he knew me already from seeing me enter and leave the Grimm apartment. He was one of the boys who lived in the apartment just opposite of the Grimms, as I mentioned earlier. His name was Gert Wollenberg. He was two years younger than I but tall for his age. I, on the other hand, was small for my age. I soon found out that Gert had a brother, Klaus, who was one year older than Gert which made him just one year younger than myself. The Wollenbergs lived on the second floor of their apartment house. On the ground floor, just below them, lived the Friedrichs who had a son, Jochen, who was about my age. These three boys became my close friends and stayed that way until we all had to leave Koenigsberg near the end of World War Two. Actually, I liked Klaus best. He had the same interests as I. Their father was an electrical engineer who was employed at the power station. This made a deep impression on me. These boys could discuss technical matters with their father! This I could never do with mine who, as a judge, was not technically inclined or educated.
With Klaus Wollenberg I built numerous model airplanes which were either gliders or were propeller driven, powered by rubber bands. At first these toys did not fly very well. But as we grew older our airplanes flew better and better. We also were interested in telephones for which we used ordinary earphones. We discovered (or read) that if one connects two earphones together and talks into one of them, one can hear the spoken words in the other earphone. Thus, to be able to talk over some distances, all we needed were a couple of ear phones and a sufficient length of wire. Unfortunately, our homes were too far apart for us to string wires from one to the other. Thus, we never succeeded in having a telephone connection between our homes. However, in time I made friends with a slightly older boy, Frank Dovidad, who lived obliquely across from us on the other side of the street. I managed to string a wire from our house to his and was able to have telephone conversations with him. In the Fall we had a wonderful time playing hide and seek in the dark with flashlights. For this game we used the courtyard behind the apartment complex in which the Wollenbergs and Jochen Friedrich lived. This house was built in the shape of an L so that the courtyard was large. Even though the house was only two stories high, it housed many families some of which had children of our age. These hide and seek games were often joined by two sisters who lived in a single-family house adjacent to the aforementioned apartment complex. Their yard had a common border with the courtyard of the apartment house. These sisters, Conny and Erika, were older than I, with Conny the older of the two. Therefore, it was Erika who played more often with us, even though Conny joined in sometimes.
At about the time I met Klaus and Gert I became 10 years old. Also, I transferred from the elementary school of the Misses Rausch to a public high school. At first, Klaus and Gert were still in the public elementary school near our homes. But as they grew older they also enrolled in the same high school. However, we were never in the same classes, since our ages were different. Changing from the private school to the public high school was not as traumatic as one might expect. I got along fairly well with the boys in my class. As this was a pure boys school, there were no girls. Life in the public school was rougher than it had been in the private school. The teachers were far less friendly. Even though we were not spanked, slaps in the face were not uncommon. Also, I now had to learn to defend myself against attacks by my classmates. To my own surprise, I succeeded fairly well. Even though I was smaller than most of the boys in my class, I was very quick. Whenever somebody approached me with outstretched hands with the obvious intent of grabbing me, I had grabbed both of his thumbs in my hands and turned them in the direction in which they would not bend by themselves. This is painful so that the intended attack usually did not take place. If I failed to grab a thumb, I managed to grab an arm and turn it in a painful way. These self defense tactics saved me from being beaten by the other boys. However, I did not make friends among my classmates but kept up the friendship with Klaus, Gert and Jochen. Jochen was mentally a bit slow so that he did not go to the same high school but went to an intermediate school instead. What he lacked in academic abilities he made up in sports. He was by far the best skier, was good in ball games and joined in with all our games except with our airplane constructions and other technical pursuits.
During the summer vacation the Wollenbergs went to Zopott near Danzig (now Gdansk in Poland) and I was left to fend for myself. In some years we too went away, at least for a while. If we did not go to the sea shore we went to Masuren, which is the Eastern forested part of East Prussia. Once, when I was still quite young, my mother, my sister and I went for a hike in the forest. My father, who had come along on this vacation trip, did not join us for some reason. We walked a long time among the tall fir trees and unmarked paths. After a while my mother declared that she was lost and had no idea which way we had to go to return. Those Masurian forests were large and we had not met a single person on our walk. I thought I knew how to get back and offered to lead my mother and sister out of the forest. Fortunately, I succeeded to retrace our steps and thus found the way home.
During another vacation in the forests, we stayed near a small creek which flowed rather slowly. Because it was shallow, the people in the area propelled boats along the creek with long poles. I had learned how to row a boat in Koenigsberg on one of several lakes in the city. Now I had the opportunity to learn to propel and steer a boat by means of these long poles. But this was not the only fun I had on this trip. By chance, a large German shepherd dog joined us on one of our walks. Since I had always wanted to have a dog, I befriended this one. From then on, the dog came daily to play with me so that I had a wonderful time. I never found out where he came from or whom he belonged to.
Sometimes, my mother took me with her to visit her mother in Lyck. My grandmother lived with her older sister, the one who had helped support my grandmother with her children so generously. After this sister lost her husband, she had moved in with my grandmother. The two widows lived together as long as I can remember. I did not like these visits to the only grandparent I knew. My father’s parents had both died before I was born and I have already told how my maternal grandfather had died at a relatively early age. As the widow of a minister, my grandmother was a very religious person. In her home it was customary that religious services were held. She would also pray a lot and read aloud out of religious books. All this I found very boring. To please me, she would give me a lot of chocolate to eat. But since my digestive system had always been delicate, I was invariably violently sick during these visits to my grandmother’s home. I think that my father also did not like his mother-in-law, even though he never said anything directly. But he never accompanied my mother on her visits to Lyck and my grandmother came only very rarely to Koenigsberg.
Once, my mother, my sister and myself traveled to Liegnitz in Silesia where my mother’s sisters lived with their husbands. Tante Hilde had married Werner Elsner, who became the mayor of Liegnitz. The youngest sister, Tante Irmgard, married Werner’s younger brother, Hans. Whereas Tante Hilde’s marriage with Werner was happy, the marriage of Tante Irmgard with Hans was not. Tante Hilde had a daughter, my cousin Gisela. During this trip to Silesia, my mother and sister set out for a trip into the mountains. I was left first with one aunt and then with the other. I did not particularly like my stay at Tante Hilde’s since I did not get along well with her daughter, Gisela. She was two years younger then I, but our personalities were quite different so that we did not play well together.

Since I am on the subject of trips, I must mentioned one other trip to my father’s only brother, Onkel Bernhard. He lived near Berlin with his wife. This trip was memorable for several reasons. It was the first time that I traveled without my parents but in the company of my sister. My parents had vacationed alone somewhere and now we children were to meet them at my uncle’s place near Berlin. This was the aforementioned occasion when I crossed the Polish Corridor by train. My uncle had several houses. We first stayed with him in one of them but then traveled together to Rahnsdorf where my uncle had a small summer house on an island in the Spree River (which flows through Berlin). This house will play an important part on several occasions to be related in this narrative. In August 1939 I saw it for the first time and loved it. The island was large enough to support several summer homes. My uncle’s next door neighbor was a Hungarian named Schuessler. Living on an island, my uncle had three boats, a large row boat, a two-seater kayak and a sail boat with a cabin that could accommodate two people. To me, this was heaven. I spent all day on the water. If we did not go sailing with my uncle, I paddled around in the kayak. I still have a picture in my possession which shows me in the kayak together with my uncle’s dog, a white spitz. What could be more wonderful for a ten year old boy than a place with three boats, a dog and a lot of freedom! When I think if anything noteworthy happened during this vacation, I recall a time when the wind died down so that my uncle’s sailboat sat dead in the water on the River Spree. My uncle tried to start the outboard motor to get us going again, but this too failed. Fortunately, at this moment my uncle’s neighbor came by in his motor boat. He took us in tow and towed us safely home.
This was the last peacetime vacation during my life in Koenigsberg. I am still amazed that my parents had dared to go on vacation so close to the outbreak of the war which they knew was coming. The history of the Second World War and the events that led up to it are too well known to require a detailed description. Let me just say that Hitler’s aggressive policy of swallowing up first Austria, than parts of Czechoslovakia and his threats against Poland made it abundantly clear that war was inevitable. There were other signs of war preparations. Every citizen was issued a gas mask. Then there were air raid drills and lectures on how to behave in case of an air raid. The attics had to be cleaned of unnecessary flammable materials, buckets full of water were set up and hand pumps for pumping the water and squirting it onto a fire were placed in readiness. All this happened well before the actual outbreak of the war. We had already returned home to Koenigsberg when the German army marched into Poland. Two days later, Britain and France declared war on Germany and the Second World War had begun.
The outbreak of war was scary. I have heard that at the outbreak of World War One there was general euphoria and jubilation. Nothing of the kind accompanied the outbreak of World War Two. The mood of the people was depressed. Particularly we, in East Prussia, did not know what to expect. After all, we were cut off from the rest of Germany by the Polish Corridor so that we were now surrounded by the enemy on three sides. Our only access to Germany was over the Baltic Sea. On the first day of the war Polish planes flew over Koenigsberg and dropped a few bombs, one of which miraculously hit my school. This gave us a few extra days of summer vacation, school started after the building was repaired again. But after this initial scare, Poland was overrun by the German army in three weeks and after that, the war seemed to be over. The blackout, which had been ordered at the beginning of the war, was ended so that the street lights came on again and Koenigsberg looked like it had in peacetime. When my uncle came for a visit in 1940 he was amazed at the peaceful appearance of the town. Berlin was not yet destroyed by bombs but it was blacked out as a precaution. After an uneventful winter, the German army marched into Denmark and Norway in the Spring of 1940 and later that summer attacked France and forced her to capitulate after an amazingly short fight. During all this time we, in Koenigsberg, noticed nothing of war. Until the year 1944 our lives went on as before. The only difference was that now food and most other goods were rationed. On the first day of the war my father went out to buy me a bicycle. My sister already possessed one, but I must have been deemed too young. Now, my father reasoned, with war upon us there was a distinct possibility that the streetcars would stop running so that alternate means of transportation would be needed. The bicycle gave me a new dimension of freedom. As I grew older I used it to explore Koenigsberg and its vicinity more and more. Also, it was a fun toy to have. My friends owned bicycles too so that we could all ride around together. Often, we rode to the ”new streets” in the development whose building had not even begun. There, we rode around beautifully paved but otherwise empty streets without bothering anybody. Once, when I was riding there alone, I heard the pop of a gun and the whistle of a bullet which must have flown close enough to be heard. I doubt that the shot was actually aimed at me. It was probably just an accident.
With my friend Klaus, who had very similar interests, I engaged in many interesting experiments. We were fascinated by electricity. I had several small electric motors that were powered by batteries and used permanent magnets to generate the required magnetic field. To be able to run them with alternating current, we replaced the permanent magnet with an electromagnet and could now run the motor with ac power with the help of a transformer. We went often to the largest book store in Koenigsberg, called ”Graefe und Unzer”, looking for technical books that we could understand. One of these books contained the description of a Lyden Jar. In modern language, this is a capacitor with a small capacity but able to withstand very high voltages. If connected to an electrostatic generator (which we did not have) one was supposed to generate impressive sparks with it. Since we did not understand the relationship between capacity, charge and voltage, we imagined that a Lyden Jar would be some sort of battery, since it was supposed to store electricity. We built one from a simple glass jar which we lined inside and outside with aluminum foil. We connected this device to the electrical outlet and were disappointed that nothing happened. The jar did not seem to be charged up nor could we draw a spark from it. We did learn the useful lesson that a Lyden Jar is certainly not a battery, but otherwise we found it useless and turned to other pursuits.
The war turned our attention naturally to explosives and gun powder. From one of our books we learned the composition of black powder and proceeded to produce some. This was a big success! When lighted with a match, this stuff burned impressively, even though it did not explode. To enhance the burning effect, I once mixed the black powder with the powder which, at that time, was used to produce bright flashes of light for photographic purposes. When I lighted this mixture with a match, a flame shot up and severely burned two of my fingers. From than on we decided to ignite our concoctions electrically with glowing wires. This worked and was safer. Since black powder did not explode if left in the open, we decided to confine it to an enclosed space to see what would happen. We had lots of spent cartridges for infantry rifles which were easy to come by. We filled one of these cartridges with our black powder and crimped the opening shut. Next, we went into the courtyard of the Wollenberg’s house and set up two bricks in parallel. Between the bricks we placed a burning candle and on top of the candle, across the bricks, we laid our little bomb. Then we placed a metal bucket on top of the whole thing and walked some distance away. A few moments later we were greeted with a satisfying, loud bang and saw the bucket fly high into the air. This experiment taught us that black powder does explode if it is confined properly. Turning our attention to rockets, we tried hard to use our black powder-filled cartridges as rockets. We hoped that by not closing the opening, the jet of fire escaping from the cartridge would propel it forward. However, try as we might, these rockets never took off. We tried to improve the effect by closing the opening partially, to confine the rocket blast, but nothing worked. We never succeeded in making a functioning rocket.
The winters during the war were delightful for us children. As soon as it became cold, the schools were closed for lack of coal. This gave us time to try out our new skis. Even though Koenigsberg is situated in flat country, there were several small hills where beginning skiers could amuse themselves. It was lovely going out to the cow pasture or the slopes in Ratshoefer Park to ski among the sugar coated trees. On these skiing ventures we also met girls. At one end of the cow pasture there was an elegant-looking single-family house which was the home of Marianne. When we met her, she was accompanied by two slightly older cousins, Brigitte and Christa, who had come from somewhere in West Germany, probably to escape the bombing raids which began to be a problem in that area. During one winter, (probably 1941 to 1942) we met these three girls regularly on the ski slopes and enjoyed skiing with them. By "we” I mean of course the foursome: Klaus, Gert Jochen and myself. Another ski area was on the Veilchenberg (violet hill). This was the hill on top of which stood the antenna towers of the Koenigsberg radio station. At one point of the hill there was a rudimentary ski jump. At first I tried to slide over it very carefully trying not to jump. To my surprise, I made it across without falling. From then on all of us used the ski jump, trying to jump off as hard as we could seeing who could jump the farthest.
Reflecting on these days it seems macabre that we enjoyed ourselves so much while elsewhere soldiers were dying at the front, civilians were dying in bombing raids and innocent people perished horribly in concentration camps. We were unaware of the concentration camps even though we knew in an abstract way that such things existed but never gave them a single thought. We certainly knew and were aware of the war casualties. In fact, Jochen’s father died at the front. But strangely, this did not depress us for long, our lives went on quite happily. Incidentally, father Wollenberg was exempt from military service as an engineer at the power station and my father, at age 56, was too old to be drafted.
During the summers, we spent a lot of time clambering around in trees. In my favorite beech tree we had installed a wooden platform halfway up. There, three of us could sit side by side. I spent hours sitting on the platform reading books. We even strung a wire from my room onto the platform to have electricity up there. I don’t remember if we ever made use of this, but it seemed necessary at the time. One summer we decided to build what we called a bunker. This was a hole in the ground, deep enough for us boys to stand up in without stooping over. We covered the opening with wooden boards on which we piled dirt, leaving only a small opening on one side as an entrance. In this ”bunker” we also installed electricity so that we had light in it. We played in this hiding place quite a lot and never demolished it. It was still there when we left Koenigsberg in October 1944.
Also in summer, we flew our model airplanes, played hide and seek, or went swimming in the Hammerteich. I learned to swim when I was 7 years old. By the time I was 10 years old and older I had become bold enough to jump from the jumping board into the murky waters of the Hammerteich. I liked to pick out a ”victim” some short distance from the jump. Then, I swam under water to that person to touch him, imagining his or her surprise of being grabbed by some unknown creature under the water. Of course, afterwards I would swim submerged as far as I could to avoid being discovered. With my parents, we often rode the train to Rauschen, Georgenswalde or Neukuren, which were seaside resorts on the Baltic Coast. The Baltic Sea was often as calm as a lake so that it was fun to swim in it. However, I did not like to sit in the sand to sun bath as my mother and sister liked to do. Instead, I would join my father, if he had come along, for walks along the coast. The East Prussian Baltic Sea coast had the distinction of having what is called in German a ”Steilkueste”. This means that the land rose steeply a short distance behind the surf to a height of perhaps 50 or 100 m. On top of this rise were pine forests which provided a nice shade which was welcome on a hot summer day. There were paved serpentine paths from the beach up to the top of the steep slopes. But Rauschen had an even more elaborate means of transporting people up and down the cliffs. It was an incline railroad. This consisted of two cars running on tracks that were connected to each other by a cable that ran from one car up the slope over a huge wheel back down to the other car. Thus, as one car ascended, the other descended with the big wheel driving the cable. At the midpoint, where the two cars would meet, the track branched out into two parallel tracks. Each car was guided along one of these tracks until they had safely passed each other. Above and below this branch point the two cars shared the same track. A nice aspect of this incline railway was that the cars moved in absolute silence. The noise of the motor driving the wheel could not be heard. I have seen a very similar incline railway in Lucarno, Switzerland near the Lago Magiore. When I went once more to Rauschen 50 years later when it was part of Russia, the incline railway was gone. Instead, the Russians had built a tall tower from the beach to the height of the ”Steilkueste”. Inside the tower they had an elevator. The top of the tower was connected with the upper portion of the slope by a bridge. I think the incline railway was nicer than this elevator arrangement. Once I had an unusual experience on one of the Baltic beaches. Besides a long, slender canoe, which had been pulled up on the beach, sat people around a campfire talking in a foreign language. Because of the war, foreign tourists did not exist anymore so that the sound of a foreign language was highly unusual. We did not try to talk to these people, but we assumed that they were Swedes who had crossed the Baltic sea in their canoe. I wonder if they would have been in trouble if they had been intercepted by the German coast guard. Another town on the Baltic sea was Pillau. It could be reached from Koenigsberg via a different rail line than the one that connected the city with the Baltic resorts. Pillau was a sea port. Ships that could not or did not want to go up the Pregel to Koenigsberg would dock at Pillau. We went there once in a while to look at the ships. But more attractive was the possibility of reaching the "Frische Nehrung” from Pillau. At this point I must explain the geography of the Baltic Coast in a Region called Samland. Samland was actually the entire coastal region along the Baltic Sea. But between the sea and the mainland there were two lagoons, called Haffs, which were separated from the sea by narrow strips of land. Later, when I came to America, I discovered that the sea seems to make such structures naturally in many places of the world. The Atlantic Coast of New Jersey is structured similarly. The strips of land between the sea and the Haff were called "Nehrung”. There was the ”Frische Nehrung” which began at Pillau and ran over to Danzig (Gdansk” in Polish). On the other side of the Samland there was the ”Kurische Nehrung” which ran from the resort town of Cranz to Memel in Lithuania. These two ”Nehrungs” were popular destinations for outings. Once there, one could swim either in the Baltic Sea or the Haff. The soil was fine white sand which many people like to lie in and walk on. What interested me the most when we went to Pillau and the ”Frische Nehrung” were the sea planes that operated on the Haff. Sea planes were to be seen nowhere else and I was fascinated how they made their takeoff runs on the water causing impressive fountains of spray and finally managed to break free from the water and rise into the air. Their landings on the water were equally impressive.
Speaking of airplanes. One of my favorite places in Koenigsberg was the airport at Devau. When I was younger, I had to coax my parents to take me there. Later, when I was older, I could reach Devau by myself with my bicycle. The air traffic in Devau was moderately heavy. By today’s standards of metropolitan airports, it was, of course, very meager. The predominant plane to be seen was the good old Ju 52, a three-engine plane made by the Junkers company. It was the workhorse of Lufthansa, the civilian airline, as well of the military which used it as a transport plane. There was also a bigger, 4-engine Junkers plane which seemed very impressive in those days. Of the smaller planes, I was always fascinated by biplanes which could also be seen at Devau. I would dearly have loved to fly in an airplane but I never had the chance to do so until much later.
Speaking of flying machines, I once had the good fortune to see a spectacular sight. I must have been about 6 years old at the time since we were still living in the apartment at Henriettenstrasse. The excitement was caused by the appearance of two huge air ships, Zeppelins as they are called in German or dirigibles in English, which glided majestically, very slowly in formation over our town. The sight of a Zeppelin was unusual in itself, but to see both airships together was truly grand. The smaller of the two airships was the ”Graf Zeppelin”, the larger one the ”Hindenburg”. These were the only two dirigibles Germany possessed. The ”Hindenburg” later burned up at Lakehurst in New Jersey on its tenth transatlantic flight. This happened two years later in 1937.
One year, our foursome of friends was enlarged by a fifth member. This was a girl who had been sent to our town from her home in Cologne to be safe from air raids. At that time, Koenigsberg had not yet been attacked. Siegrid Kehl was of our age and became a delightful companion. She joined in with all our outdoor games, but I don’t remember if she was ever included in our technical experiments. All four of us were slightly in love with her. But fortunately, we were too young to let her know this so that feelings of love did not mar our friendship. Later in the war, Siegrid disappeared. I don’t remember just when that happened, but I suppose it must have been when the Russian army had approached Koenigsberg closely enough to be perceived as a threat by her parents.
I suppose I should say a few words about school. My schooling was quite spotty during the war. Twice the school was damaged by bombs, once when the war with Poland started and the next time when Germany attacked the Soviet Union. In winter, the school was often closed for several weeks for lack of fuel. My high school was not a gymnasium. This word has a different meaning in German than in English. A German gymnasium is a school with a heavy emphasis on foreign languages, particularly Latin and Greek. The school I attended was more oriented towards natural sciences. However, the study of Latin was compulsory and started in the third year. My only other foreign language was English which started in the first year and was continued until graduation. With such an exposure one would expect that the students would come out of school with a fair fluency in the language. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The emphasis was primarily on grammar. Next came exercises in written translation from German into English and vice versa. The language was never spoken. The most that was done was reading aloud from a book. Thus, we never did learn to speak English. However, the English lessons at least exposed me to written English which I could read with reasonable fluency when my schooling was finished. The most important subject in school was, of course, the study of German with all its aspects, grammar, composition and literature. I was and still am a poor speller which depressed my grades in German. Another heavily emphasized subject was mathematics. Even though I loved this subject later in life, I did very poorly in it in school. I just was not mature enough to think logically and understand what mathematics was all about. The subject I really liked was physics. In high school I did not yet appreciate that the study of physics required a solid backing in mathematics. Once I discovered this at the age of about 18, I began studying mathematics on my own. Other subjects were history, geography, chemistry, biology, and of course athletics. I was good in working out on the equipment in the gym. I was better than almost everybody in climbing up a rope since I had one dangling from my favorite tree at home and was used to climbing it every day. I could, of course, also climb a smooth pole, was good at jumping over various obstacles and ran very fast over short distances. My performance became inadequate in summer, when we were sent out to the ball field to play soccer. I hated standing around in the blazing sun or chasing after a silly ball. I completely lacked the fighting spirit required for excelling in soccer and even my sense of team spirit was underdeveloped. All in all I did poorly in school and was usually close to failing. My report card at the end of each school year stated that in view of my good performance in the natural sciences I was being narrowly advanced to the next grade. Thus, I was always close to being left behind. My parents did not like my lackluster performance in school. It bothered my mother most of all. My father was more understanding. He had also been a poor student in the lower grades but caught up in the upper grades and graduated with distinction. He expected that his son would do the same. Actually, I did, but probably only because my schooling was interrupted by the end of the war. When I finally returned to school to catch up on my education, I had learned many things, matured a lot, and was able to do very well indeed. Had I been forced or allowed to sail through school uninterruptedly from beginning to end, I doubt whether I would have been good enough to be accepted by a university.
I have been thinking what can be said about the general atmosphere in the school. The interaction among the students was probably the normal give and take among boys. There were groups of friends that stuck together. However, there was no general hostility against any particular group or student. The teachers did not try to be friendly but stern and were mostly disliked by the students. Our English teacher tried to be ”cute” with the smaller boys but he could be abusive and aggressive towards the older ones. As far as I remember, we had only two female teachers, one of which was quite young and taught gym. The older boys were interested in her because of her sex and her youth.
All the teachers wore the party badge identifying them as members of the Nazi party. This did not necessarily mean that they were enthusiastic Nazis since membership in the party was almost compulsory. Once every year a group of teachers accompanied by the principal came to each classroom and one of the teachers gave a pep talk in Nazi ideology. This started with a description of how chaotic life in Germany had been prior to the Nazi’s coming to power and how much better things were now. The chaos was attributed to the Jews. I remember distinctly how one of these teachers in his pep talk said that it would be best if all Jews were collected on an island and poisoned with cyanide, this would solve the Jewish problem. At the time this was said, nobody seemed to take it seriously and certainly nobody had any idea that the thoughts this teacher had expressed had actually become government policy.
The hatred of the Nazis for the Jews was clear to see. There were posters every where decrying the "crimes” of the Jews. Most stores exhibited signs stating that Jews were not accepted as customers. Then one year (I have forgotten when that was) the Jews had to wear the yellow star of David attached to the clothing so that they were clearly distinguished from the other citizens. Then by and by the people wearing these stars vanished without much fanfare. They were just gone and nobody dared inquire where they went and what had happened to them. My parents assured me that the Jews were just resettled in Poland and that no harm would come to them. In that view they were sadly mistaken. How much all these events worried my parents was not clear to me. They did not discuss their worries in front of their children. When I asked my mother whether we too would have to wear the star she said, no this was just for the fully Jewish people but that the partly Jewish people were exempted. Being partly Jewish was however brought home to me by the fact that all my classmates belonged to the so called DJ, which meant Deutsches Jungvolk which was the branch of the Hitler Youth movement for boys between the ages of 10 and 14. I was not allowed to join this group because I had a Jewish grandfather. Not that membership in this group was very desirable, but being left out made it awkward for me. The other boys would ask me, how come that I did not belong to the DJ? I did not know how to answer these questions since I dared not tell them the truth. So I simply tried to look mysterious and kept quiet. Surprisingly, this strategy worked. Nobody suspected the ”awful” truth but jumped to the wrong conclusion. It was known that boys could be expelled at least temporarily from the DJ for ”bad behavior”. I don’t know what exactly would have been required to be so treated. However, the boys inquiring into my lack of DJ membership assumed that I had been expelled and they were impressed. Anybody who could be so bad as to be expelled from the DJ must have some admirable accomplishments in the view of the boys. Being bad in the opinion of adults does not mean that one has a bad reputation among the boys. Often quite the opposite is the case.
When I turned 14 the rules changed and now people with a small percentage of Jewish blood were allowed to join the Hitler Youth movement. When this happened, I was already eligible for the so called HJ, which was the branch of the Hitler Youth for boys ages 14 through 18. To escape my dubious status as a bad boy I applied for membership and was accepted into the HJ. The group I was attached to met once a week. At first, I felt awkward as a newcomer. But I soon relaxed when I realized that I was accepted without questions. I quickly learned the texts of the songs that we had to sing. The whole atmosphere was geared after the military. We marched instep and sang while we were marching. Occasionally, we went to a shooting range and learned to handle and fire 22 caliber rifles. Being technically inclined, I liked the rifle practice. Aside from military style exercises we did some interesting things. The HJ was organized into a number of distinct specialties. Like the military, there were the equivalents of army, navy and air force. I would have liked it best to join the flying corps. But this was oversubscribed so that I did not get in. However, I was accepted into my second choice, the signal corps (Nachrichten HJ). There, we practiced laying cables, establishing communication links via telephone and radio and we learned the Morse code. Amazingly, in this branch of the HJ there was relatively little emphasis on political ideology. All in all it was not a bad experience. However, just like in school, I did not make any new friends in the HJ. When I now think about it, I am surprised. I am generally not that antisocial, why was it that I did not form any friendships with any of my comrades? I did not dislike any of them, but also I did not feel sufficiently attracted to them to make new friends. I think the answer to the question is that my three friends were filling my need for friendships so that I did not need any more friends. It seems to me that the other three must have felt similarly because none of my three friends formed any close friendships with class mates or HJ comrades either.
During the last two summers I spent in Koenigsberg, I had a lot of time on my hands. We did not go anywhere and my regular friends had gone away for their summer vacations. At that time I turned to the older boy in our street, Frank Dovidad. His main attraction was a 22 caliber gun called ”Tesching”. It differed from the rifles we used for target practice in the HJ in that its barrel was smooth without the rifling which imparts to the bullet a spin that keeps it from tumbling in the air. We used this dangerous toy for target shooting in Frank’s backyard. Frank also persuaded me to read the books of Karl May. I had heard a lot about this author. All the boys in my class read his books with great enthusiasm and talked a lot about them. But I think just because everybody raved about them, I was very reluctant to read Karl May since I was afraid there must be something sinister about him. Even though I probably even did not know the word then, but I may best describe my reluctance to read Karl May’s books as similar to the reluctance I feel now to touch anything related to pornography. But with Frank’s encouragement I finally read one of Karl May’s books - and was hooked. Karl May wrote adventure stories which were actually quite harmless but certainly were not good literature. His total output consisted of about 60 volumes of which I read 30, one right after the other once I had read the first of his books. They all dealt with pretty much the same situation and followed the same pattern. The books were written in the first person singular as though they were written by the super hero himself. This hero had several names. In a set of stories taking place in the Middle East the hero was called Cara ben Nemsi which, according to Karl May, meant son of the Germans. These books had titles like ”Through the Desert”, ”Through Wild Kurdistan” and ”From Bagdad to Stambul”. They were written like travelogues. The hero describes how he travels with his faithful servant to some distant destination. Along the way he meets a stranger or group of strangers in distress and decides to help them. Remarkably, he always speaks the language of whoever he meets. He seems to know all the languages in the world and acts as interpreter to less fortunate individuals who need help. The distress of the strangers always involves some villains who either stole something or kidnapped somebody. The hero chases after the villains, gets caught and nearly killed. He then finds himself being held captive in a dark cave. But due to his cunning, he figures out where his enemies are. He manages to untie himself, overwhelm his enemies and rides on. This scenario repeats itself over and over again. But it is described in such vivid language and is made so exciting, that it is hard to put the book down before one has reached its end. Another set of volumes takes place in the wild American West among American Indians. Even though the hero is still a stout German, he now calls himself ”Old Shatterhand”. His best friend is an Indian chief called Winnetou”. The two ride around the American deserts or the mountain regions having most exciting adventures still according to the same script. But whereas our hero is the invincible fighter, Winnetou is a Christlike figure full of goodness and compassion.
At the time I was immersed in Karl May’s books, my father was very ill. He suffered severe angina pains and was obviously having heart troubles. The pain was at times very intense so that he would moan loudly. It was pitiful to watch him. In those days there were no bypass operations. Except for nitroglycerine pills and digitalis medication there was little one could do. My mother was convinced that my father’s illness was essentially psychosomatic, and it well may have been. The cause of his mental distress were the Nazis and their antisemitism. As soon as the fortunes of war turned and it became increasingly probable that the Nazis would not win, my father got better. At the end of the war, when Germany had lost and the Nazis had vanished, my father was cured. Today, I am no longer so certain that the root of my father’s heart trouble was entirely psychosomatic. When I had a heart attack at age seventy, I remembered that not only my maternal grandfather suffered from heart disease, which in his case was fatal, but that my father had a heart condition too. Perhaps his heart problem had been more physical than my mother was willing to admit. My father’s illness had a very important beneficial effect. Because of it, he was sent into early retirement at the age of 60. This permitted him to leave Koenigsberg with his family when the Russian army approached. Had he still been actively working, he would not have been allowed to leave the town and it is highly likely that we would all have perished.
However, I am getting somewhat ahead of my story. As I told earlier, for several years the war was hardly noticeable in Koenigsberg. Even when the German army marched into Russia, the advance was so fast that Koenigsberg was soon out of range of the bombers of the retreating Soviet army. We had a few air raids early on in the Russian campaign. But they did not cause much damage except that my school was hit again so that we had once more a short period of unscheduled vacation. But towards the end of 1943 the fortunes of war turned. Up to that time. German forces had occupied almost all of Europe with the exception of the neutral countries, Sweden and Switzerland and countries friendly towards the Nazis such as Franco’s Spain and Portugal. All the rest from the arctic circle in Norway to the Mediterranean Island of Crete and even parts of North Africa were under Hitler’s occupation. Moreover, German troops had thrust deep into Russia and were at the gates of Moskau, Leningrad and the important oil fields at Baku near the Caspian Sea. But already in 1942 the Russians had halted the German advance at the Volga River. There were ferocious battles at Stalingrad (today’s Volgograd) which ended in the encirclement of German troops in the city. Hitler forbade the encircled troops in Stalingrad to break out and join the retreating German army. So, in early 1943 the troops in Stalingrad surrendered. This was the first great defeat of the German army. The loss of Stalingrad cast a cloud of gloom over Germany which was emphasized by the radio playing nothing but funeral marches for days. From now on the Germans never advanced again but retreated more or less on all fronts. North Africa was lost. Allied forces landed in Sicily and pushed slowly up the Italian boot towards the Alps and the border with Germany. Italy, which had been an ally of Germany, would have surrendered to the allies, had Hitler not preempted them by occupying Italy too.
The euphoria over endless victories was now over. But it was forbidden by pain of death to speak of the possibility of a German defeat. The Nazis celebrated each retreat with the assurance that this was a strategic move to shorten the front lines so that our final victory was made ever more certain. There was also a lot of talk of the promised new weapons which would certainly turn things around. The new weapons consisted of two types of missiles, the so called V1, which would now be called a cruise missile, and the V2 which was a true rocket. The V2 could not be aimed accurately so that it was quite useless as a weapon of war. But it did terrorize the population of England. The rockets came in from outside of the atmosphere at supersonic speed. There was no warning prior to their explosion on the ground. These new weapons certainly did not turn the war around and had little effect on its final outcome. With the Russian army approaching, we in Koenigsberg became more aware of the dangers of war. Then during a night in late August 1944 there was an air raid of British night bombers on the town. They came from Scotland across the North and Baltic Seas in great numbers and dropped incendiary bombs. We sat in our basement and heard the drone of countless airplane engines and the firing of the antiaircraft guns, the FLAK. But we heard no bombs exploding. When we looked out the basement window, we saw huge flares in the sky. The bombers marked a square with four flares hanging on parachutes and dropped their bombs into this square. This was carpet bombing. When the raid was over the sky was bright from the fires burning in downtown Koenigsberg. The next morning I rode my bicycle into town to see for myself what had happened. The center of town was a sight of utter destruction. Many houses were still burning. Every house within the bombed area was destroyed. The walls were still standing but the interiors were all burned out. The bombs had been of a new kind. They consisted of a combustible liquid material. The bomb would penetrate a building from attic to basement and then shoot a jet of fire back up the hole it had made. This way, the whole building burst into flames all at once from top to bottom. Mercifully, personally I did not see any corpses, but the loss of life was reported to be enormous. Two days later the bombers came again and finished what was left of the city. The suburb we lived in had been spared. Our neighborhood remained undamaged. But we could not be sure that the bombers would not comeback to destroy the suburbs too. Some factories had been hit. There was a factory making railroad cars not too far from our neighborhood. This was burned out. However, the power stations, gasworks and railroad facilities all were intact so that we still had all the utilities. Even the streetcars began running again in a few days. But my school was now totally destroyed, ending my schooling in Koenigsberg. On the morning after the second air raid, my friends, Klaus and Gert Wollenberg, were gone. Fearing a third air raid, which they expected would be aimed at our suburb, their mother had taken them to Zopott near Danzig, where she had relatives. The father Wollenberg was not allowed to leave, so he stayed behind by himself. Now, life became very lonely for me, there was no school and no friends. Jochen had also disappeared, but I don’t remember where he had gone. For a short time I now played with a boy whom I had known for some time. Erhard Jordan was the third child of parents who seemed rather old to me. He had a much older sister and a brother who was a smart looking lieutenant in the army. Erhard had access to pistols so that we amused ourselves shooting with pistols in his yard. He told me that he had a kayak. But every time I asked him to show it to me, he found a reason that it could not be done. Then, one day, he took me down to the Pregel river, and sure enough, in a shed there was a kayak. We took it out and paddled for a while on the river. We came close to some warships and even to a submarine which were lying at a dock, probably for repairs.
Since my school was destroyed, the students were required to do all sorts of auxiliary duties. Once, we were assigned to work as gardeners in a big establishment that now grew mostly vegetables. I have forgotten what we actually did there, but I am sure it was not much. Then we were sent into the country side to help on farms. When we arrived at our destination, the mayor of the village had no idea what to do with us. So, after one uncomfortable night sleeping on straw, we were sent home again. A more serious threat was the possibility of me being drafted for the purpose of building fortifications, the so called ”Ostwall”. Several of my fellow students were drafted for this duty. To protect me from it, my parents sent me with my bicycle to Oblitten, to the farm that my father owned outside of Koenigsberg. I have already described that this small farm was operated by Frieda and Fritz, our former maid and her husband. Fritz had been drafted into the army and Frieda kept the place running with the help of a French prisoner of war and a Ukrainian girl who, as a noncombatant, is probably best described as slave labor. I stayed in the farm in Oblitten for some time before returning to Koenigsberg. But all this was very unsettling since it was indicative of the disintegration of our normal life.
By now my parents were also discussing the possibility of leaving Koenigsberg. Besides the fear of a third major air raid, they worried about the approach of the Red Army, as the Russian army was called, which was already very close to the border of East Prussia. My grandmother visited us briefly in transit during her flight from Lyck to a relative in West Germany. Since Lyck was much closer to the border, their need for leaving their home had been much more acute. My uncle sent urgent letters from Woltersdorf near Berlin, where he had moved since we visited him 5 years ago. My sister, Lore, was about to leave us since she had been drafted into the FLAK, not to shoot the big antiaircraft guns but to operate search lights. My parents felt that with her departure we might just as well leave too, to move in with my uncle in Woltersdorf. Just when we were about to leave, my uncle sent a telegram urging us to wait. This caused great confusion. We had already packed those things that could be shipped and many packages had been sent. We were now physically and mentally prepared to go, so that my uncle’s telegram seemed incomprehensible. Since Lore had to go to her unit via Berlin anyhow, my mother decided to go along to visit my uncle and find out what was wrong. In spite of the past air raids on Koenigsberg and with air raids all over Germany the trains were still running. When my mother reached Woltersdorf, she found out that my uncle, who had lost his wife several years ago, was living with a woman friend. The house in Woltersdorf had only 2 1/2 rooms plus a kitchen and was thus far too small for all of us. Faced with this difficulty and with my mother’s urgent pleas that we had to leave Koenigsberg where we had practically already burned our bridges, my uncle decided to send his friend to the summer house in Rahnsdorf. This house was not really intended for year-round living and the winter of 1944 was approaching. But this friend, Mrs. Schueler, was bombed out in Berlin and had nowhere else to go. With Mrs. Schueler’s departure for Rahnsdorf, there was now sufficient room to accommodate my parents and me, even though just barely. Even before our departure, the situation in our house in Koenigsberg had changed drastically. The room of the former maid was now occupied by a soldier. Actually, he was not just a common soldier but wore the uniform of the dreaded SS. I have already mentioned that Hitler created two private paramilitary organizations for himself. First the SA and later, when he feared that the SA might become a threat to him, he created the SS as a counterweight. During the war, parts of the SS became what was known as the Waffen SS (armed SS) which was more like the regular army but which consisted of fanatical Nazis who were willing to do the dirty work in the occupied territories such as arresting people, running the concentration camps and the death camps for the Jews. Originally, people in the Waffen SS had all been volunteers. But by 1944 the situation had become so desperate that people were also drafted into the Waffen SS. Our boarder was such a draftee. He never bothered us and seemed quite harmless. Of course, we never knew what he really did. After the air raids, we acquired two more boarders. One was a fellow-student of my sister’s. Lore had started to study chemistry, but her studies were of short duration since she was drafted to work in a munitions factory and, as I already mentioned, was then drafted into the FLAK. But as a student she had known the young man who had lost his home in the air raids, so that he was invited to live in our house. He occupied my room. The poor man had diabetes. I am sure that he did not survive the war. He was most likely not permitted to leave Koenigsberg and would have died quickly under Russian occupation without the insulin that kept him alive. Even if he had managed to leave Koenigsberg, he would have been unable to obtain insulin in the postwar shortage of everything, including medication.
As we were about to leave Koenigsberg, another man moved into our house. He was the janitor of one of the apartment houses my father had owned in Tilsit. Aftermost of Koenigsberg was destroyed, the British had turned their attention to Tilsit and had destroyed this much smaller city. My father’s houses burned out and this caretaker came to Koenigsberg to look for shelter. We were happy to help him out, even thought it was only temporarily since after the fall of Koenigsberg nobody was allowed to remain in their homes.
With my mother already in Woltersdorf, my father and I left Koenigsberg at the end of October 1944 on a night train. My father had even obtained a bed in the sleeping car while I was sitting on my suitcase in the corridor of the car. This place was heavily contested by a fat Lithuanian lady who tried to sit on it too. When we left our house we were certain that we would never see it again. However, this was not entirely correct, my sister and I saw it once more, 48 years later.
To reach Woltersdorf, we had first to travel to Berlin and then take the local electrical train, called S-Bahn, to my uncle’s place in Woltersdorf. This trip from Koenigsberg to Woltersdorf near Berlin was not only a trip in time but actually amounted to a trip from childhood to adulthood. This was not apparent immediately but it is certainly obvious in retrospect.
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