Chapter II: End of War, Apprenticeship and Education

4 Transition Period, 1945-1949

 Because my uncle’s house in Woltersdorf was so small, he had arranged for me to sleep for a few days in a neighbor’s house. Thus, I made the acquaintance of a nice couple, the Heuermanns. They had lost their only son in the war and may have been particularly kind to me because of that. In my uncle’s house, my uncle moved into one of the rooms while my parents occupied the other. Attached to their room was a very small appendage separated from the room by a curtain. Later, this became my room. But in 1944, soon after our arrival in Woltersdorf, I was sent to another town, called Bestensee near Koenigswusterhausen, where my uncle owned a pharmacy which was located in a two-story building which also served as the home of the pharmacist. In this house my uncle had reserved a room for himself which was to be my home for the next few weeks. The main reason for my move to Bestensee was, of course, to find a place where I could stay for a while. Also, I was enrolled in the high school in nearby Koenigswusterhausen.
 Originally, my uncle had managed the pharmacy in Bestensee himself. But in 1938 the Nazis became particularly vicious and attacked many Jewish businesses and places of worship in a pogrom which became known as Kristallnacht. In that night they also attacked my uncle’s pharmacy and forced him to yield the management of it to another pharmacist, Mr. Bartel, who moved into the house and ran the pharmacy. I assume that he paid rent to my uncle but I do not know this for sure. I stayed with the Bartels from November 1944 until January or February 1945. I did not learn much during the short time I went to school in Koenigswusterhausen. The school was memorable only for the fact that it was coeducational. Not since my days in elementary school had I been in the same class with girls. Now, the girls were much older and therefore also much more interesting. I was also intrigued by one of the two sales girls who worked in the pharmacy and also lived in the same house. She was quite pretty but, of course, several years older than I. She took a mild interest in me and I was certainly interested in her. But I was much too shy to try to strike up a friendship with her.
 In my room in the pharmacy in Bestensee I made an interesting discovery. I found a wooden box which contained a set of lenses of the kind an optometrist uses to select the proper prescription for glasses. This set of lenses had belonged to my paternal grandfather who had been a physician. Experimenting with these lenses, I discovered that I was nearsighted which I had not known before. Also, I could use the lenses to construct a primitive telescope.
 When the Red Army approached Berlin, I got scared and rode back to Woltersdorf on my bicycle to be with my parents when the Russians came to occupy this part of Germany. I was apprehensive what my uncle would say when I showed up unexpectedly with the obvious intention of staying. Much to my surprise, my parents received me cheerfully and told me not to worry, my uncle had just been arrested and been taken away to a sort of concentration camp in Berlin. It sounds cruel that my parents should be happy about my uncle’s arrest. However, this had two beneficial consequences for them. For one thing, in his absence, my uncle could not object to my moving into the house. For another, the relationship of my parents with my uncle had become strained due to the very close proximity in which they had to live with each other. The house was just too small for three adults. The reason for my uncle’s arrest was never explained. Of course, his being half Jewish had a lot to do with it. However, it could not fully explain the arrest since my father, who was in exactly the same predicament, had not been taken away. Once I visited my uncle with my father. This concentration camp looked like an ordinary apartment house. The prisoners had some sort of self-government and were not kept in cells, but they could not leave the house. My uncle implored my father to get him out of there. But what could my poor father do? For him it was best not to become too visible himself. A few days before the Russians reached Woltersdorf, my uncle appeared unexpectedly. Again without explanation, the camp had been dissolved and the inmates were sent home. My uncle was afraid of being rearrested. Therefore, he hastily packed some things and left quickly to go to one of his summer houses where he expected he would not be found.
 We also had another totally unexpected visitor. It was my sister Lore. Her FLAK unit had been disbanded because its leader, correctly predicting the impending demise of Hitler’s Germany, wanted to give the girls a chance to escape before they were taken prisoner by the advancing foreign armies. Now there was yet another person which had to be accommodated in the tiny house in Woltersdorf. But luck was with us once more. In retrospect it seems almost incredible, but Lore managed to find a job in these last days of the war. Mr. Katholy, a butcher in the neighboring town of Erkner, needed a household helper. Lore applied and got the job. As a fringe benefit she was also allowed to move in with the Katholy family so that she did not have to stay with us in Woltersdorf. But much more important was the fact that she now worked for a butcher. The importance of this event is hard to exaggerate. A short time after Lore had moved to Erkner, the war was over and with its end the real time of hardship began. The butcher had means for obtaining food that were unavailable to ordinary people. Being a kind man, he gave a lot of food to Lore who shared it with us in Woltersdorf. This additional source of food was crucial for keeping us all alive. Who knows what would have happened without it.
 The late winter and early spring were miserable times in 1945. There were unceasing air raids on Berlin. The bombers came day and night. One never knew whether a day was clear or overcast because the clouds of smoke coming from Berlin obscured the sky. In our little house in Woltersdorf we saw endless streams of refugees walk down the street carrying their meager belongings or pulling them in hand carts. Where did these people think they were going? From the West, the American and British forces were close to the Elbe River. In the East, the Russians were fast approaching. There really was no place left to go. Perhaps the refugees hoped to escape the Russians and reach the American lines before the Russians caught up with them. Sometimes, airplanes flew over and dropped bombs which fell into the woods near our house and uprooted many trees. Once, I heard the screaming of a falling bomb which exploded before I could reach the trap door which led into the basement. When I tried to reach the ring with which the door was pulled open, the ground was shaking so hard that I could not grab it. At the same time the roof tiles fell off the roof into the attic. The houses in that part of Germany had tiled roofs. But the tiles lay loose on wooden rafters. Once they were displaced, they fell off the rafters onto the floor boards of the attic. All windows in the house broke. Once the dust had settled, the house looked a mess, but the walls were still standing and we were alive. The bomb had fallen directly across the street from us and had dug a deep crater. There had been no alarm and no other bombs fell. A single plane must have dropped a bomb on the refugee column mistaking it for a troop concentration. We boarded up the windows with cardboard and put those roof tiles which were not broken back on the rafters. The remaining huge hole we covered with a tarpaulin.
 My birthday that year was a depressing affair. At night, Berlin had been bombed particularly badly, it looked as though the night would not end since the sun did not manage to shine through the thick smoke. There was a general feeling that the world was coming to an end. What good was it to have a 16-th birthday at a time like this? There also never was a quiet moment. When we did not hear the bombs exploding in Berlin, we heard faint rumbling in the distance and felt the ground shaking from air raids on far away cities. From the East there was an ominous rumble of cannon fire which never ceased. This was the Russian front which had now advanced to the Oder River which is only 40 miles East of Berlin. On Hitler’s birthday, April 20, while we were listening to a speech by Goebels, Hitler’s minister for propaganda, the lights went out and did not come back on for half a year. The Russians had conquered a large power station at the Oder and had turned it off or destroyed it. That was a sure sign of the beginning of the end. A few days afterwards we heard artillery shells whistle over our heads and explode near by. This was a sure sign that the Russian had broken through and were coming.
 In preparation of the Russian occupation, we buried our most valuable belongings in big garbage cans in the backyard of the house. A few things for everyday use we loaded on our hand cart and started to walk towards Rahnsdorf. My father reasoned very sensibly that we would be safer on the island on which my uncle’s summer house was located. Before we left, we knocked on the door of our neighbors, the Heuermanns, with the intention of asking them to come with us. But they were not there. The walk from Woltersdorf to Rahnsdorf, a distance of about 5 miles, was interesting. Everywhere, we saw German soldiers preparing primitive fortifications. At one point, I saw a soldier firing a pistol close to the head of a horse. At first I thought that he wanted to accustom the horse to the sound of gunfire. But when the horse collapsed, I realized that he had tried to shoot it all along. An officer asked us where they were. They had been retreating so fast that they had lost their sense of orientation. When we told them that they were at the city limits of Berlin, the man stared in disbelief and then muttered: ”Our leaders are crazy”.
When we approached the tracks of the electric train that was part of the commuter rail system of Berlin, we saw a train zoom by. To us, this was an utterly amazing sight. Here we were, fleeing the approach of the Russian army, hearing already small arms fire in the distance and the trains were still running. All the bombing and now the approach of the Russian army had not stopped the trains. This may well have been the last train on this line before the fall of Berlin. 

 I don’t remember how we managed to cross the river to get to the island, but once there, we saw to our surprise that the Heuermanns were there. This was a bit upsetting. That they also had the idea of saving themselves by going to my uncle’s summer house on the island in Rahnsdorf, was natural enough. But since they had no immediate connection with its owner, could they not have asked us first if it was all right for them to go there? And why had they not at least suggested that we go there together? However, this was no time for arguments. On the way to Rahnsdorf we had noticed that there was a herd of sheep nearby. Thinking that it would be great if we could obtain one of these sheep, my parents, Mr. Heuermann and I jumped into the rowboat to go to the mainland to investigate the sheep story. By now the situation had become critical. We already heard rifle fire which indicated that the Russian infantry was probably within a mile from where we were. But at the same time we spotted the sheep. My father offered the man in charge of the sheep some money which he took in exchange for one of his sheep. It occurred to me that money would probably be worthless from now on. But I am sure that the man was also glad to get rid of the sheep which would have been lost to him anyhow. Now, we faced the problem of getting our sheep into the rowboat before the Russians showed up. The sheep had no intention of being separated from its comrades and resisted any attempt at coaxing it to go with us. In desperation, I kicked it into the behind and yelled as loud as a could boo, boo, boo. The sheep panicked and started to run. I needed all my strength to hang on to it and steer it into the right direction. On reaching the dock, the next problem presented itself. How could we get the sheep into the boat? Our first attempt ended in failure. The sheep jumped overboard and landed in the water. Fortunately, we hung on to its fur and managed to pull it into the boat. Once we reached the house, we decided that it would be best to kill the poor sheep right away. A dead sheep could be hidden more easily than one that is alive. My father had brought his semi-automatic pistol with him. But he was too squeamish to fire the fatal shot himself. Mr. Heuermann proved equal to the task. He shot the sheep and I grabbed the pistol and threw it into the river. I was afraid what the Russians would do to us if they found out that we were armed. It was a stroke of good luck that we had been able to acquire the sheep just before the Russians came since it was our main source of food during the week we spent on the island and even for some time later. Mrs. Hauermann and my mother butchered the sheep and preserved some of it in vacuum jars so that we had meat for a considerable time.
 After the sheep had been killed, I happened to stand outside the house close to a utility shed which was built rather sturdily of bricks. All of a sudden, there was a tremendous explosion which was so loud that I lost my hearing for several hours. A shell, possibly fired by a Russian tank, had exploded just to the other side of the shed. The trigger of the shell must have been set so lightly, that it hardly made a crater in the ground. The utility shack had shielded me from the shrapnel of the shell so that I was unharmed except for the hearing loss. The summer house did not have a basement, but its floor was raised slightly above the ground. Into this crawl space the whole party disappeared. We took the dead sheep with us just in case the Russians should show up at any minute. Fortunately, this tank shell was the only projectile that landed on the island. After my hearing returned, I could hear the sound of battle all around us on the mainland, but we, on the island, seemed to be remarkably safe. It had been an excellent idea to come here. Later, we heard that the Russians had been looting and raping after they occupied our area. Their officers seemed to allow a certain amount of such lawlessness for the first three days of any newly occupied territory. After that they clamped down and tried to prevent any further unruliness. During the first night on the island the noise of battle was tremendous. There was a battery of rocket launchers close to us on the other side of the river. These rocket launchers were called Stalin Organs since they consisted of a cluster of launch tubes which probably gave rise to the idea of associating this device with a pipe organ. The tubes launched the rockets simultaneously with a loud hiss. There was machine gun fire and cannon fire to be heard. During the next day these noises became fainter as the front line receded. We knew that we were now on the Russian side of the front, for us the war was over.
 After it had been relatively quiet for a few days, we saw a rowboat approaching us. Out of it climbed three armed Russian soldiers. At this moment it was lucky that the Heuermanns were with us. Mr. Heuermann grew up near the Czech border and could speak Czech and, I think, even Polish. In any case he knew a Slavic language which was sufficiently close to Russian that he could communicate with the soldiers. It turned out that these three were on a private expedition to find out what they could steal. My father and I stood next to Mr Heuermann who was talking to the Russians. The two woman kept out of sight. Suddenly, like a conjurer, Mr. Heuermann reached over and pulled a golden watch out of the pocket of my father’s jacket without asking his permission or even warning him that he was about to give his watch to the Russians. It so happened that the watch was not working. I find it remarkable that my father had it in his pocket. It may have been that he considered it one of the valuables worth saving when we left the house in Woltersdorf. The watch had a great affect on the Russians. Their stern demeanor softened, they broke into broad smiles, shook Mr. Heuermann’s hand and went back to their boat. This was the only visit we received from the Russians during the time we stayed on the island. It is amazing that they did not send out a search party to see whether any German troops were per chance hiding there. Luckily for us, no German soldiers had taken refuge on the island so that we remained unmolested.
 After about a week, we cautiously left the island, taking the remainder of our sheep along. What we saw on our walk back to Woltersdorf was not all that different from what we had seen on the way to Rahnsdorf. Again, everywhere there were soldiers, but this time their uniforms looked different, they were Russians. Instead of shooting horses, we saw a group of Russian soldiers butchering a cow. They were too busy to bother even looking at us. Part of our way led through a forest, which was quiet with nobody in sight. Thus, we reached Woltersdorf without incident. Our house looked as though a typhoon had hit it. All cabinets and drawers had been ransacked. Clothing and other belongings were scattered all over the place. It was obvious that people had been in here looking for whatever useful items they could find. Much was missing. But at least the house was still there.
 Now began a very difficult period in the life of the people under Russian occupation. Civilization as we had known it ceased to exist. There was no water, no electricity, no gas. No stores were open. No food or anything else could be bought for months. To get water, we had to walk to a distant neighbor who happened to have a well with a hand pump in his yard. Neighbors came from all around to pump water and fill their buckets. Even though looting was now officially forbidden by the Russian military government, groups of Russian soldiers kept wandering around looking for things to steal. Whenever they appeared, the German people had learned to start yelling ”Commandant, Commandant”. Apparently, these shouts sometimes summoned the military police, because the Russian soldiers seemed to be uncomfortable when the people yelled and often went away. From our house we observed daily a bucolic scene. A single Russian soldier walked by with a herd of cows which he led to a pasture. Since there was of course no mail service or telephone service I was sent by my parents, soon after we returned from Rahnsdorf, to find out how my sister had survived the beginning of the Russian occupation. I set out on foot to walk to Erkner where she was staying at the butcher who had hired her. My own bicycle, which we had shipped from Koenigsberg before we fled, had been stolen by whoever it was who had ransacked our house. Incidentally, these may not just have been Russian soldiers but there also were a lot of displaced persons on the march. These were people from regions that had formerly been occupied by German troops and who had been forced to leave their homes to work for the Germans. These people were now trying to get back home. Since they were just as hungry and needed all kinds of things for their survival, they stole what they could. Strangely, an old bicycle of my uncle’s was still there. But I did not dare ride that to Erkner since it was well known that Russian soldiers forced people off their bikes and stole them. Sometimes, bizarre scenes occurred. I saw myself, how a Russian soldier stole a bicycle from a German. Then, after he had wobbled around on it for some distance, he got off and handed the bike to another German who happened to pass by. So, as I said, I walked to Erkner, which took about 1 1/2 hours, to visit my sister. To my great joy, I found her safe and sound. Mr. Katholy had hidden her and another girl in an attic and had taken the ladder away. So no Russian soldiers had found the girls and they remained unmolested. The butcher received me kindly and, on my departure, gave me a lot of food to take home to my parents. With the help of Mr. Katholy we stayed alive until other sources of food became available. But this took some time. When, very slowly, bakeries and other food stores began to work, food was still extremely scarce so that many people literally starved to death. It was sad to watch how, in particular older people, looked more drawn and became weaker every day until they finally died. My own grandmother and her sister died this way. They had fled to a relative in a town called Wittenberge. There they died of starvation some time after the end of the war. When the Russians reached us, the war was over as far as we were concerned, but it had not ended altogether. The Russians came to us sometime in April. (Actually, I have forgotten the exact date). But Berlin fell in May and with its fall Hitler took his own life and the general, who took over the government, capitulated. The war against Japan went on several more months but when two atom bombs were dropped on the Japanese, they too surrendered.
 Even though none of the services one takes for granted were working, my father decided that I needed something to do. I don’t know how he managed it, but he obtained a job for me as an apprentice to a locksmith. I use the word locksmith somewhat loosely here. Even though the man did repair locks and made keys, he also had a machine shop with lathes, milling machines, drill presses and everything that is needed to run a metal working shop. But initially, he too had no electrical power so that all the work we did had to be done by hand only. From now on I walked daily from our home to the locksmith’s shop which took about 1/2 hour. Much later, when the streetcars were running again, I used them to get to work. The workshop of the locksmith was located in a part of Woltersdorf that was completely occupied by the Russians. All Germans were evicted and only the locksmith was allowed to stay since he worked now exclusively for the Russians. The Russian soldiers brought us all kinds of gadgets and machinery that was in need of repair. That way, I was in daily contact with Russian soldiers. I had a propusk (pass) which I showed to the sentry at the gate to the Russian compound. The best part was that I was allowed to eat one meal at the Russian field kitchen which invariably consisted of a large helping of kasha. That was a porridge made of grits boiled in milk. I even could take a canteen full of this stuff home to my parents. This, too, helped us survive.
 The first job I had to do at the locksmith’s shop was to file a cube just for practice. The boss gave me a large bar of round steel and ordered me to file this into a cube with rather close tolerances. I was allowed to use a hacksaw to cut a rough approximation to the final cube out of the round rod, but the exact dimensions had to be obtained by filing. This sounds simpler than it is. Not only did the cube have to have very precisely equal sides, but its faces had also to be very plane. Fortunately, it did not have to be of a given dimension as long as it ended up being a precise cube. I don’t know how many days I worked on this, but it seemed like a very long time. Each night, when I came home, my father asked: "are you still scrubbing that cube?” But once this job was accomplished, the work at the locksmith’s shop was interesting in many ways. Besides myself, there was the boss, Mr. Lehmann, who owned the shop, his son Klaus, who was only slightly older than I, but already knew much more about the business, an elderly journeyman, Mr. Lupe, and one other apprentice whose name I have forgotten. The tone among this crew was somewhat rough but friendly. I learned to file keys, repair locks and to use all kinds of tools. The skills I learned in the shop came in handy all the rest of my life. Often we were sent out to one of the houses occupied by the Russians. I remember that on one of these occasions we encountered in the basement a barrel full of butter. We dipped into it with our dirty hands and ate some pure butter. I am amazed that I did not get sick from it. In spite of the bleak times, Mr. Lupe used to say: ”One day the sun will shine for us again”. I thought this was a wild exaggeration and could not imagine that it would ever come to pass. Thinking back, it occurred to me that what he said certainly came true for me. Since he probably remained in that part of Germany, which later became the German Democratic Republic, or East Germany for short, for the rest of his life, the sun never shone very brightly on him.
 My interlude in the locksmith business lasted from May to December 1945. With the arrival of winter, the situation in the shop changed drastically. The shop had no heating whatever. It became so cold that my fingers became frostbitten since working with gloves or mittens was impossible. Since I could no longer work under these conditions, I had to quit.
 Very gradually, civilization returned. I think the water supply was first to be restored. In the fall, electricity became available for a few hours each day. Food rationing was introduced again. Of course, we had it all through the war, but with the end of the war, with no available food there was no rationing. The old money, the Reichsmark, remained valid until the German Democratic Republic was proclaimed in 1948. After that, new money was issued.
 By and by some shops reopened. I think the bakeries became available first, selling us our meager rations of bread. Because of the shortage of everything, a black market began to flourish. The city people went out into the countryside and tried to barter food for everything of value that they still possessed. Jewelry, cameras, watches migrated from the cities to the farms. In time, private farms disappeared again when the collectivization started, but since I do not want to write a history of the development of the communist state in East Germany, I will not go into this. There was of course no fuel. We had a coal or wood fired kitchen stove which was a life saver in those days. It had not been used for years, since on top of it there was a gas burner. But now, with no gas available, we had to look for alternate fuels. Luckily for us, there was plenty of wood available in the nearby forest. Our house in Woltersdorf was located just outside of the city limits of Berlin. A short distance from our house was the boundary between the borough of Woltersdorf and the city of Berlin. Berlin is surrounded by magnificent pine forests. I mentioned earlier that bombs had fallen into the forest so that many trees lay uprooted helter-skelter in great abundance. My mother and I went out with our hand cart and a big hand saw, cut up the trees and brought home as much wood as we could. This was hard work, but we did have enough fuel to heat the house and to cook on our stove.
 To improve our food situation, we had turned our front lawn into a potato field and planted vegetables instead of flowers in the rest of the garden. In addition, my parents managed to lease a plot of land nearby which we also turned into a potato field. I think the seed potatoes came from Lore’s boss, Mr. Katholy. Working the potato plot gave me a feeling what it is like to work in a big field. When one started at one end it looked as though the job would never end. But by plodding away diligently, the job gets done after all. I often think of this experience when I am faced with a task that, at first, seems to be endless.
 At this point I should say something about my parents. My mother never complained about the hardships, but the life in the post-war period was extremely hard on her and nearly killed her. Being the good mother and wife that she was, she gave most of the available food to my father and me and starved herself. This way, my father and I were never in immediate danger of starvation. But my mother was. It is an ironic fact of the human anatomy that, when the body is starved of protein, it retains water and swells up. My mother’s legs were swollen from the feet to the thighs. She looked as though she was obese. In her undernourished state her body did not heal well any more. A small cut on her thumb developed into a festering abscess which became so bad that she developed a fever and had to be brought to the hospital. Since the hospital had hardly any food for its patients, my father and I brought my mother as much food as we could. Her thumb was operated on and lost one of its segments. But being forced to rest in bed, the water in her legs slowly receded and her thumb healed. She did not die and after several weeks in the hospital could go home again. It was a close call.
 My father did amazingly well during this hard time. He was relieved that the Nazi terror was over and felt psychologically so much better that his spirits revived and he was healthier than he had been in a long time. In 1945 he was 61 years old. Even though he had been retired from his job, he now wanted to work again. In the hope of finding a job in his profession as a judge, one day he decided to travel to Berlin to see if any of the courts were operating again. I accompanied him on this trip. This was a memorable experience for me too. In Woltersdorf, the street car, which in normal times would bring us to the station of the electric train in Rahnsdorf, was not yet running and neither was the electric train. But we had heard that there was a motor boat running on the River Spree starting at the far end of the lake (far from the point where our summer house was located) to somewhere in Berlin. The boat was supposed to go to a point where a street car had begun to operate again. With this information we set out on our journey. We walked a long distance to the place where the boat started. Once we reached the inner city of Berlin, we were confronted with an unbelievable sight. It is very hard to describe in words the appearance of a completely bombed-out city. We walked for miles without seeing a single house that looked as though it was still habitable. We walked in a ghost town and decided that it would take at least 50 years if ever this city would look normal again. In fact, we had underestimated the tenacity of the Berliners. When I left Germany 12 years later, Berlin looked already almost like a normal city. By than, the ruins had been removed. Even though not all houses had yet been rebuilt, at least the city looked clean and cheerful with open places here and there where houses had been. My father managed to find an office of the judicial administration where he was told, that for the moment, there was no chance that he could find a job in Berlin. Somewhat disappointed, we traveled back to Woltersdorf. Even though we had failed in our main objective, it had been an experience which I will never forget.
 Soon after this excursion to Berlin, my father was offered a job in the neighboring town of Ruedersdorf. There, a lower court (something like a county court) was to be reopened and the Russian officer who ran the military government of that city was trying to find a judge who was not tainted by a Nazi past. As I said earlier, membership in the Nazi party had almost been compulsory. Everybody who hoped to have a professional future had to join. Therefore, there were hardly any judges who had not been members of the Nazi party and former Nazis were unacceptable to the military government. I don’t know how my father learned about the vacancy in Ruedersdorf. But when he applied for it, he was taken with open arms. He was given the job not just of being a judge, but of building up the nonexistent court system from scratch. After forced retirement and a long period of stagnation under the Nazis, this opportunity was great for my father. In spite of his 61 years, he applied himself to this job with enthusiasm and thrived in it. His new position also gave him opportunities of obtaining additional food over and above the meager official rations, so that the threat of starvation was averted. Even though we had just exchanged one dictatorship for another, Nazism for Communism, my father experienced one of the happier times of his life. Unfortunately, this favorable state did not last forever. As time dragged on, the communists asserted themselves more and more and developed a dictatorship not unlike the Nazis. True to his convictions, my father refused to join the communist party. So, in time, his position became precarious once more. However, he was no longer a young man. So when he finally decided to quit, it was time for him to retire. But even then he did not retire completely. After he had built up the court and had directed its operation for several years, he took a part time job in an office that administered houses belonging to people who had fled the GDR (German Democratic Republic). When this part-time job too became unpleasant, he set himself up as a lawyer in a law practice that never became very big but gave him something to do until he died at the age of 78.
 But once more I have jumped way ahead of my own story. After I quit the locksmith business, my father managed to find me another job. Woltersdorf had a public works which was somewhat exaggeratedly called ”the power station”. Actually, it was not a power station in the usual sense, since it did not generate any electricity. It had two main purposes. It converted the high voltage of the overland transmission lines to a level suitable for distribution in Woltersdorf. Its other job was to convert alternating current, ac, to direct current, dc. The dc current was primarily intended for operating the street cars. But some of it was also distributed to private homes. In those days, Woltersdorf had a dual electrical system part ac and part dc. The conversion of ac to dc was done by immense vacuum tubes made of glass. A large pool of mercury shimmered at the bottom of each tube. It was at this facility that I now became a ”volunteer”. Shortly before I had joined the power station crew, the electrical power grid was slowly sputtering back to life. Even the streetcar resumed service over some of its former range.
 At first, I had no direct function. I wandered from one department to the next watching what was going on. But then an elderly gentleman took me under his wing. His name was Mr. Vosswinkel. He had an enormous amount of experience and did many functions in the ”power station”. His main job was to repair and reinstall electric power meters. These were of two kinds, the usual power meters for alternating current that we are all familiar with and power meters for the direct current which was still used in some parts of the town. These dc power meters looked like big mercury thermometers. Mercury was generated by a process of electrolysis in proportion to the electrical current running through it. The metallic mercury rose in a glass tube and was a measure of how much current the customer had used. Besides repairing power meters, Mr. Vosswinkel repaired radios and car batteries, all on the premises of the ”power station”. I was assigned the job of going out to exchange old broken power meters for repaired, functioning ones. This was a somewhat dangerous job since we did it without turning the power off. One had to be careful never to touch two wires at the same time and to stand on a wooden board to avoid electrical contact with the ground which was usually a damp basement floor. Mr. Vosswinkel did not need a voltmeter to find out if a wire was alive or dead. He touched it with his hand, not standing on an insulating surface, and from the shock he received he knew what the situation was.
 Mr. Vosswinkel had another assistant who soon became my good friend. This was another Dieter, Dieter Bleck. He was one year older than I and knew already a lot more about electricity than I did at that time. Dieter Bleck was an orphan. When I met him, he lived with his grandmother. But she soon died so that he was all alone. He was always hungry. I remember seeing him eat the buds off the trees and shrubs in the Spring. My mother invited him often to our house to give him something to eat. Even though we were also short of food, we had more than poor Dieter Bleck. With this new job, a new friend and the coming of Spring (1946), a very pleasant time began for me. Mr. Lupe’s prediction that the sun would shine on us again, began to come true much sooner than could have been expected. I spent my days in the company of my friend, dismounting and installing power meters. In my free time I tinkered with radios. From Mr. Vosswinkel I got some old but still functioning vacuum tubes. More tubes could be found in the woods. The retreating German army had abandoned lots of electronic equipment, some of which contained very useful military-type vacuum tubes. From books and from what I learned from Mr. Vosswinkel and Dieter Bleck, I soon acquired enough knowledge to be able to build simple tube radios with loudspeakers.
 I forgot to mention that one of the first decrees of the Russian military government was, that all radios and firearms had to be surrendered and brought to certain collection points. My uncle had possessed a radio and a few old revolvers which we had turned in. My uncle never moved into his house in Woltersdorf again. After the Russians had come, he moved into his pharmacy in Bestensee and opened it under his own management. Unfortunately, he fell ill and died in 1947 at the age of 68 of a kidney disease.
 After some time, we were allowed to retrieve our radios. But this did not mean that we got the radio back which we had turned in, we just got a radio. Now the family had a radio and I had my own radios which I built myself. Because of my work at the ”power station”, we had another fringe benefit. Even though some power was restored by 1946, it was available only a few hours every day. But as the town had two power grids, one for ac and one for dc, whose off times were not the same, the people of the power station strung a second set of wires from the street to our little house. Now we had both ac and dc available and used whichever happened to be on. This gave us many more hours of light than our neighbors who had only ac or only dc. At about this time, I discovered a text book on physics which my sister had used during her days as a chemistry student. With my growing interest in this subject I wanted very much to understand this book. But I discovered with dismay that I did not understand the mathematics used in this book. So, I put the physics books aside and turned to books of mathematics. Dieter Bleck shared my interest in mathematics, physics and all technical subjects. With him I could discuss what I had learned. It was a very satisfying friendship. During the winters I often went to a little library to borrow books. In Koenigsberg, I had already read many books in my father’s extensive library. Since most of these books were now lost, I turned to the public library. One day, I think it was in 1948, I heard on the radio a discussion how important it is for your health to breath deeply so that with every breath all the air in your lungs is completely exchanged. This sounded convincing to me. So I began to breath consciously very deeply the cold winter air. It did not take long when I developed a fever and soon noticed that I had caught pneumonia. This was serious. At this time, I was still undernourished and not in the best condition to fight off such a serious disease. I was taken to the hospital where I stayed for three weeks. Since penicillin was not yet available in East Germany at that time, I was treated with sulfur drugs which seemed to help. But they had the side effect of suppressing the appetite. When I came out again, I was very weak, but I had also learned a lesson. Never to take too seriously what one hears expounded as the latest fad in health care. Before I continue with my own story, I would like to say a few words about the rest of my family. I already stated that my grandmother died of starvation and that my uncle had died of kidney failure. My mother’s two sisters also died in quick succession. The older sister died of kidney failure, just like my uncle. But her case was different. She had lost one of her kidneys as a child due to some other disease. When the remaining kidney began to fail, her husband asked the doctor why this was so serious, the other kidney could take over. The doctor looked at him in disbelief and said: ”But don’t you know that your wife has only one kidney?” The younger sister, my aunt Irmgard, died tragically in a car accident. After fleeing from Silesia to a place in West Germany, she had joined a troop of actors to support herself. Once, when they traveled by truck to one of their engagements, the truck ran against a tree and my aunt was killed. For my mother these were terrible blows. She lost her mother and both sisters within a span of two years.
 After I had reached the age of 18, I experienced something that can only be called an awakening. Up to that time I had always experienced a feeling of helplessness when I was confronted with something I did not understand. For example, I had trouble understanding trigonometric functions. While I was still in school, I had been tutored after school hours to help me with this problem, but it did not help at all. Now, after I had began studying mathematics on my own, all of a sudden I realized that I was able to think a problem through. More importantly, I found that I now knew how to ask the right questions to resolve a problem I did not understand. It was as though a fog had lifted from my mind. I have often discussed this experience with other people, but nobody seems to share it. Most people tell me that they could always think clearly and that there never was any particular time in their lives where they had such a feeling of awakening.
 In addition to studying on my own, I began to attend courses in a night school intended for general adult education. The mathematics course was taught by a charismatic young engineer, Mr. Stolzenberg. He impressed me no end since he seemed to understand his subject well. When I learned that he operated a small workshop where he built radios, I asked him if he would take me on as a volunteer. This idea of working as a volunteer originated with a plan for my further education. The end of the war had interrupted my schooling. Initially, all schools were closed, of course. When they finally reopened, I did not feel like going back to school since it had been such a negative experience. Instead, I considered the possibility of going to a technical school to be trained as a technician. When I contacted one such school in Ilmenau, Thuringia, they answered that the school was not yet in operation. But I knew that one of the requirements of admission was that one had worked as a volunteer for two years. The term ”volunteer” in this context has a slightly different meaning as in America. It meant that one did not actually have to enter a program of apprenticeship but that one found work in a factory or similar environment with the purpose of gaining practical experience with little or no pay.
 Mr. Stolzenberg agreed to let me work in his shop. Thus, I quit my job at the ”power station” in the Fall of 1946 and began working for Mr. Stolzenberg. The pay he gave me was nominal, but that did not bother me. I considered the experience this work afforded me much more valuable than pay. Mr. Stolzenberg had already a trained mechanic working for him. The two men used old military electronic equipment, which had now found its way into certain shops, and assembled it into attractive looking radios. Since real commercial radios were not yet available, Mr. Stolzenberg’s product sold well. I was integrated into this small enterprise and enjoyed it immensely. I learned a lot from Mr. Stolzenberg. During the war, he had worked in designing military electronics and knew a lot about this subject. He showed me how one could build a simple shortwave oscillator and demonstrated such a device by feeding its output into a two-wire transmission line. I was impressed when he lit a light bulb with the radio frequency power. When he placed pieces of wire across the transmission line at the nodes of the standing wave, the light bulb kept on burning. In spite of the wires that seemed to short-circuit the line, the electrical power still reached the bulb. This would have been impossible with ordinary electrical current. The mechanic who worked in Mr. Stolzenberg’s shop came to a tragic end. He had been a soldier during the war. I have no idea how he had served and in which branch of the armed forces. But one day he had a serious argument with his girl friend and apparently made her so mad that she went to the Russian authorities and denounced him for alleged war crimes. He was arrested and we never saw him again. I have no idea if he vanished in the Russian Gulag or whether he succeeded in clearing himself. If he survived, he certainly must have had a bad experience. However, it is also possible that he deserved punishment. After all, German forces committed horrible crimes in the occupied areas.
 Mr. Stolzenberg was a serious, convinced catholic. But even though he influenced me in many ways, his religious fervor did not impress me favorably. At this point I must say something about the subject of religion. My mother, the daughter of a protestant minister, was deeply religious. My father, on the other hand, was not. Even though he never opposed my mother’s view openly, I found out at an early age that mother and father had different views on religion. My mother took me with her to church. Like her mother, she liked to read aloud out of ”inspirational” books. She made sure that I said my prayers at night. In short, she provided a religious upbringing. When I turned 14, she made sure that I went to catechism instructions in preparation for my confirmation. I was actually confirmed as a Lutheran. After my ”awakening”, I began to wonder about the church doctrine which seemed grossly illogical. I read books on the subject. One book in particular impressed me very much. It was written by an author called Bruno Buergel, who was a self-taught popular astronomer. In this particular book he explained very convincingly why the idea of a personal God and all the dogma associated with it, does not make sense. This book expressed exactly what I had thought myself. From then on I dismissed any organized religion and became a ”freethinker”.
 But even though Mr. Stolzenberg failed to draw me into his religious beliefs, he changed my life profoundly. He kept saying that it would be a shame for me to become just a technician, I must finish my high school education and go to a university. It so happened that Dieter Bleck, who, like me, had not finished high school, enrolled in a course at the Humboldt University in East Berlin. This university was in the communist sector of the city. It offered a remedial course designed to bring students without a high school diploma up to the standards required for admission to a university. This sounded just right for me. Therefore, I went to the Humboldt University and presented myself to the commission that tested prospective students. I was greatly distressed when the leader of the commission refused to examine me. He said that, as a capitalist’s son, I was not eligible to enroll in their program. I argued that it was not my fault that my father was not a member of the working class. The man remained adamant. When I finally said dejectedly: ”Well, what am I to do?”. He said without hesitation. As a capitalist, you can go to West Berlin and enroll in a private school. He even named the school that was especially intended to prepare students for the high school diploma, called ”Abitur”, and did this in double time. My missing three years of high school could be made up in 1 1/2 years. I took the advice of this communist and went to the ”Goethe Paedagogium” in West Berlin. In fact, at that time this school still had a branch in East Berlin which was closer to my home. Before I finished, the authorities in East Berlin closed that branch of the school so that I had to commute to West Berlin.
 That is how it happened that I quit Mr. Stolzenberg’s shop in the fall of 1947 and enrolled in the Goethe Paedagogium. I was now 18 years old and found that school was a breeze. What a pleasant experience after struggling with high school in Koenigsberg always on the brink of failure. In this school and with my newfound maturity, I became one of the best students in the class. In this school I also made a new friend, Karl-Heinz Kirstaedter. He was a baker and tried to get his high school diploma while working. He was a very nice person but also quite different in his interests than I. He was not interested in the natural sciences but tended towards literature and the fine arts. He was also very religious and wanted to become a teacher in a technical school for bakers.
 Halfway through my schooling at the Goethe Paedagogium, I began to worry, whether attending this school was the best course of action. The problem was, that the final examination, the Abitur, had to be taken in front of a commission of teachers from regular high schools who would all be unknown to me. This was supposed to be hard and the failure rate was reported to be high. For this reason, I had the idea to transfer for my last year of schooling to a regular high school where the examiners for the Abitur would be teachers from that same school. I applied at a school in the Berlin suburb of Friedrichshagen and was accepted. However, here too was a hurdle. This school required that the students be examined in Russian and French in addition to the subjects I had been offered at the Goethe Paedagogium. At first, I thought I could manage that, but after two weeks I realized that it was impossible to catch up in two totally new languages in just one year. Therefore, I returned to the Goethe Paedagogium where I had not yet taken my leave. My short absence was hardly noticed.
 The 1 1/2 years of schooling was a nice time for me. Unlike most of the other students, I could afford not to work but to concentrate all my energy on studying. I was free all day and went to school in the evening. Often, I came home so late that the last streetcar at the electric train station had left, so that I had to walk through the forest, which took about 1/2 hour. One should think that a walk through the pitch black forest at night would have been dangerous, considering that we were under Russian occupation. But I never encountered anything more serious than a herd of wild pigs that broke through the underbrush on my approach but did not harm me. On weekends I met with Dieter Bleck who told me about his experiences in the study program at the Humboldt University. Often, we went to Rahnsdorf to paddle around the River Spree in my kayak. After my uncle died, my father inherited all his possessions. One of these was an apartment house in Berlin which gave him nothing but trouble. Under communist rule the owner of an apartment house was severely restricted in the rent he could charge. My father struggled with this house for several years and finally considered himself lucky when somebody agreed to buy the house from him for a very low price. But among my father’s new possessions was the house in Rahnsdorf complete with the three boats. He sold the sailboat and bought instead a used two-seater kayak which was in much better condition than my uncle’s old one which had by now so badly decayed that it had to be discarded. The ”new” kayak was wonderful for me. I spent many happy hours in it either alone or in the company of a friend.
 From the island in the Spree River, where our summer house stood, one could easily reach several lakes. Only a few hundred yards from the island, the Spree flowed into a lake called ”Mueggelsee”. In the other direction, upstream, one came to the ”Flakensee” on whose banks Woltersdorf was located. But just before reaching the Flakensee, a canal connected the Spree River with another large lake, the ”Sedinsee”. This lake was interesting since in it were several small uninhabited islands. To get from our island in Rahnsdorf to the Sedinsee required several hours of fast paddling. Once, Dieter Bleck and I went there and met on this lake a small sailboat occupied by two friendly girls who struck up a conversation with us. Neither Dieter Bleck nor I had yet a girl friend but would have liked very much to make the acquaintance of a nice girl. These girls looked nice so that we followed their sailboat around on the lake. Towards evening, they landed at a dock were they were met by a few boys. That was disappointing, but we stayed a little while anyhow and found the boys not unfriendly but, of course, not interested in us. Since it had gotten late, we decided not to paddle back to the summer house but to spend the night on one of the islands in the lake. Not having a tent, we pulled the kayak up on the island, turned it over to use its bottom as our roof and went to sleep in it. This was one of the most uncomfortable nights I can remember. The air turned chilly and we were dressed for swimming and paddling in the hot sun but not for spending the night outdoors. I was sure that we would catch a cold or worse. The next morning, we launched the boat and paddled as hard as we could to warm ourselves. Once the sun rose higher, the air became warm again, we warmed up and the discomfort of the cold night was forgotten. Neither one of us suffered any ill effects. We paddled around for a while, hoping that the girls would reappear. But when nothing happened, we returned home. It may seem remarkable that here were two boys, 19 and 20 years old, eager to meet girls, but so far without success. Dieter Bleck met a girl-cousin soon afterwards with whom he fell in love. After that, I saw him far less frequently. Years later, he met and married a woman who already had a child. But by that time, I had lost sight of him and our friendship was over.
 In the spring of 1949 I had finished my studies at the Goethe Paedagogium and was ready to take the Abitur exam. To do so, I had to go to a high school in a part of West Berlin where I had never been before. The examination consisted of a written and an oral part. I did very well and passed ”with distinction”. Karl-Heinz Kirstaedter passed with a B, but many of our fellow students flunked. What we had been told earlier was true. It was a hard examination and the failure rate was indeed high. In those days I felt on top of the world and quite cocky. I remember that in one of the oral exams I had no idea how to answer the question I was being asked. So, brazenly I said, I cannot answer this question, but I can tell you something else. So I proceeded to talk of some subject I knew something about. Amazingly, nobody objected. I figured that the examiners are happy to have a co-operative student. If they get an answer to their question, they too are happy, even if the answer is not exactly what they had expected. Perhaps because of this attitude I did so well. After passing the Abitur, I applied for admission at two universities. My own first choice was the ”Freie (free) Universitaet Berlin”, which had just been opened. It was founded by professors and students who had left the Humboldt Universitaet in East Berlin to protest the repressive policies of its communist administration. The new Freie Universitaet was financed by the American Ford Foundation. The other place I applied to was the Technische Hochschule (later ”Technische Universitaet”) also in West Berlin. This was my father’s choice. He disapproved mildly of my decision to study physics, not because of any dislike of this subject but he could not imagine what one would do as a physicist. He wanted me to be an engineer or at least a technical physicist so that my professional chances would be better. The letter I received from the Freie Universitaet was interesting. It was written without a letter head on ordinary paper and said that my uncle would like to see me at such and such a time at such and such a place. This disguise was considered to be necessary since the authorities in East Germany did not like the renegade Freie Universitaet and might have stopped the letter, had they discovered its true source. I went to the interview which was fairly superficial. A short time afterwards I received a note saying that I had been accepted for the fall semester. This was a terrific boost to my moral because in 1949 it was difficult to get into a university. There were many war veterans who were known to be given preference so that a young fellow, like me with no war record, had only a slight chance of being taken. Soon afterwards, a letter came from the Technische Hochschule inviting me to an interview. I think I went only to please my father. I had to wait a very long time to be called into the room where the interviews took place. When the examiner said, he was sure I would by now be extremely nervous after having had to wait so long, I replied. ”No, not at all, I have already been accepted at the Freie Universitaet”. This ended the interview. Now came a time which I consider the most wonderful in my life. Not only had I passed the Abitur, but I had been accepted by the university of my choice. I was in such a perpetual state of euphoria that I felt almost drunk. I remember walking through the forest near the house of my parents in the light of the full moon not knowing what to do with my happiness. Somehow, I felt that love was in the air. And indeed it was. I occupied the few months between the acceptance at the university and the beginning of the fall semester by working for Mr. Stolzenberg. This too was pure joy since I knew that I did it strictly for fun with no real obligation whatever. In Mr. Stolzenberg’s shop I met one day a young man, whose last name was ”Bruhn”, who had just entered the first semester of the brand new Freie Universitaet as a student of mathematics. We became friendly with each other and I kept up a loose friendship with him throughout my student years. Later, I lost track of him. But he helped me at one critical moment, as we shall see later. 
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