

To my sons — you who never received the whole story.

Just as I, my father and my grandmother never received the whole of ours.
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PREFACE

The silence did not begin with me

To my sons — you who never received the whole story.

Just as I, my father and my grandmother never received the whole of ours.

There are moments that etch themselves into the body rather than the memory. In the summer of 1970 I am standing in the schoolyard in Hageby. The asphalt is warm; the smell of dust and grass hangs heavy in the air. I am eighteen. She is seventeen. We stand side by side, yet the distance between us already feels insurmountable.

She looks down at her hands, and then the words come:

“I’m pregnant, Thomas.”

Then: “But we don’t have to be together because of it.”

The words reach me, but I do not understand them. It feels as though I am falling with no ground beneath me. A girl I had been in love with for a few months, who had then vanished from my life, now stands before me and tells me that I am going to be a father. I was careless. I was young. I was not ready. And above all, I was not secure in myself.

When our son Hans was born, I went up to the maternity ward with a flower in my hand. I do not remember how I got there. I do not remember whether I looked her in the eye. I do not even remember whether I held him. It is a hole in my memory — a black, devouring void where there ought to be something sacred and unforgettable.

Shame was greater than courage. Fear greater than responsibility. And so, I withdrew.

It took me more than fifty years to understand that my love for her never entirely faded. She became an unreachable figure in my life, an image of what might have been but never was. I remember her black skirt, her white blouse, her dark hair. It is strange how the mind can erase what matters most and keep what matters least.

My relationships after her — they never lasted. Not because the women lacked something, but because I did. I was trying to recreate something that was impossible to recreate.

I became the father of three sons. But the dad of only two.

And all my life I have carried questions without answers: Why did I withdraw? Why could I not manage to stay? Why could I not be the man I ought to have been?

It took a long time to understand that it did not begin there. Not in the schoolyard in Hageby. It began earlier. Generations earlier.

In a country on the other side of the Baltic Sea. In a family where silence was a form of protection. In lives shaped by war, shame, poverty and survival.

We pass on more than genes. We pass on silences, fears and unspoken sentences.

This is the story of my life, but also of the life that was lived before me and that shaped me long before I was born.

It is a story of love, shame, flight and survival. And of trying to break an inheritance that has been silent for three hundred and fifty years.




INTRODUCTION

Adolescence: when shame took shape.

The swimming baths stood down by Strömmen, that calm line of water that cuts through Norrköping. I was thirteen years old, thin as a rake, late to develop, and with a body I never quite felt was my own.

The cold of the tiled floor bit at my feet. The boys around me laughed, talked, compared themselves with one another. I mostly stood in silence and tried to draw myself in, to make myself something smaller.

For a long time, I believed that shame was born there — on that floor, in those glances, in that silent comparison between me and the others.

But shame rarely has a single source. It seeps up through cracks that were there long before we understand them ourselves.

Today, looking back, I realise that the shame may already have been within me. Like an inherited wariness. An instinct not to take up space, not to disturb, not to be seen. A reflex to live in the shadows.

Perhaps it was the same instinct that once helped the people of my family to survive. We carry more of our forebears than their names.

It took a whole lifetime to understand where the silence really began. And sometimes it takes almost as long to understand how one became silent oneself.




FATHER

Felix and the shadows of war

My father often sat at the kitchen table. A cup of coffee. A newspaper. Silence like a wall around him.

“It’s over now, lad. Let it be.”

He would say that sometimes, when questions began to press in. But the words were like a lid; they obstructed more than they explained. I saw something in his eyes — a kind of distant glaze, as though he were still in a landscape he had never managed to leave.

He had been in the war. Narva. The front. Escape routes through a shattered Estonia. But what he carried with him were not stories. Only silence.

In our childhood there were no open conversations about the past. My sister, who was always more inquisitive than I, used to try: Where do we come from? What happened to Grandfather? Why did you flee?

The answer was almost always the same: “You’ll find out when the hens take a piss.” And when is that? “Never.”

There was no room to understand, no door to open. Only that pained expression — a signal that the question itself was a mistake. I quickly learned that it was easier to keep quiet. Why, I did not know. I only knew that this was how it was done.

Sometimes, when I had been especially cheeky or had got up to some mischief, Father would lead me into the wardrobe. A hiding with the belt. Not out of rage — more a kind of disciplinary code from a time when love and severity often went hand in hand. But for me it became something else: a silent schooling in shame and silence. My laughter, which had once come easily, caught ever more often in my throat.

Today I can see it more clearly: my father carried an inheritance of pain and survival. It was not his fault that he could not put words to what he had been through. Silence was his protection. And perhaps it was also his curse.

But the silence was passed on.

Felix Virro (1926–1979)

He was born on a spring day in Tartu, in an Estonia where the pine forest still smelled of freedom and the river Emajõgi glided through the town like a calm artery. A boy with bright eyes and a future that looked nothing like anything anyone could have imagined.

When the war came, everything changed. The roots of life were torn up like weeds. Homes became ruins; security became a luxury. He survived — but survival exacted its price. Traces that settled into silence, into body language, into quick twitches at the corner of the eye, and an unwillingness, perhaps an inability, to look back.

In 1947 he stole aboard a boat in Kiel. A stowaway. A chance. A heart beating so hard that he later described it as echoing in his chest. Sweden waited on the other side of the sea — an unknown country, but one without bombs, without soldiers, without fear of the dawn.

In Finspång he found the forest. The work was hard but fair. Axes, cold, timber to be felled and hauled. Hands that cracked but that kept him alive. The police wrote: “Sober, well-behaved, hard-working.” It became a kind of first recognition in the new country.

Then came Gothenburg. SKF. Machines that sang their metallic language. After that: Norrköping. Textiles, rubber, the thunder of the factories, work shifts that built a whole life — slowly, cautiously, but steadily.

And then he met Flora. My mother. They shared a language, a history, a wound from the same country. Two people who had survived different storms but who belonged together all the same. In 1950 they married. A year later I was born.

In the years that followed he worked without pause. He was valued everywhere. “Well-behaved. Reliable. Without fault.” A kind of mantra that followed him through every employer, every address. It became his second identity — one he shaped himself, in sharp contrast to what he had fled.

In 1958, after eleven years of work, he became a Swedish citizen. He died in 1979 with his old life still locked in silence. Perhaps out of loyalty. Perhaps out of shame. Perhaps because he did not know how to tell it.

The man who sat at the kitchen table with his newspaper was more than a fragment of war. He was a person who had tried to build a life out of what remained. And in that life, there were we — his family, even though he never




Automatiserad teknik vilken används för att analysera text och data i digital form i syfte att generera information, enligt 15a, 15b och 15c §§ upphovsrättslagen (text- och datautvinning), är förbjuden.

© 2026 Thomas Virro

Förlag: BoD · Books on Demand, Stockholm, Sverige

Produktion: BoD · Books on Demand, Hamburg, Tyskland

ISBN: 978-91-8150-724-9


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
|

THOMAS VIRRO






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




		Dedication



		Table of Contents



		PREFACE



		INTRODUCTION



		FATHER



		THE WIRRO FAMILY CHRONICLE



		MOTHER



		GRANDMOTHER



		MY OWN LIFE

		Hans



		Patrik



		Marqus







		BEING HUMAN



		THE FREE WORD



		EPILOGUE



		APPENDICES



		Copyright









Page List





		3



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		5











