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Some forebear of mine was a violinist,

A horseman and thief, moreover.

Isn’t that where I got my wanderlust,

Why my hair smells of wind and weather?



Swarthy, guiding my hand, is it not really him

Stealing apricots from the fruit-cart?

Curly-haired, hook-nosed, is it not his whim

That my fate is all passion and hazard?

Marina Tsvetaeva, ‘Some Forebear of Mine was a Violinist’
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INTRODUCTION

Graham Greene tells us that childhood is the credit balance of the writer. By that measure, I was born wealthy at least. While I had a peaceful childhood, growing up in a small town in prosperous West Germany through the last two decades of the Cold War, I never lacked excitement. From a young age I was inundated with stories, from the bedtime stories of my father to the stories I discovered between the covers of the books in the local library and the adult stories I would sometimes hear my parents and grandparents talk about, stories of war and shrapnel wounds and a large homestead in a faraway land that no longer existed. It was exciting to listen to these stories, and to keep spinning them in my head. In the end, after a degustation period of over 30 years, I decided to sit down and retell some of these stories, and explore the long-gone country myself. Sadly, the main source and the main protagonist of these stories, my grandmother Cäcilie, is no longer with us. So this book is my feeble attempt at giving shape and structure to the many stories she told me, many happy, some sad, some never mentioned to me when I was little. I tried to fill in the blanks of her stories, or those dark memories she would not part with, with fiction and facts both, and counterbalance them with stories of my own travels to Eastern Europe. One summer I went to Poland to see for the first time the land my grandmother so often spoke about, and then followed her train journey to the camps in the Urals with a journey of my own via Warsaw and Moscow.

While for me as a child, the stories from East Prussia and Russia, of potato harvests and prison camps, seemed like fairy tales, from the same realm as stories of Hobbiton and Red Riding Hood, they took place in the world. So when I went to Poland and Russia to gather material for this book, I also went to see the land, to let my mind’s eye feast on it and add to the store of detail I was patiently accumulating. As I travelled, I imagined Cäcilie, or Cilly as we called her, in all the places I knew she had been before me. I saw her as a young woman growing up on a farm amidst the forests of East Prussia, as a prisoner on a train, freezing and hopeless, and as part of a group of women pushing coal trolleys in a mine in the Urals.

On my return, I wrote this book, an amalgamation of research, study, eyewitness interviews, secondary sources and witness statements. The things I write about happened, if not in Cilly’s camp then in others. But there were things I could not find out: how many women she knew from home in the camps, what they talked about, what they felt. Had I expected to, as though history was a book and I could turn to the back and look up all the answers? So I have made my grandmother a character in her own story. I wove a fabric from recorded history, the stories I was told over Sunday lunch so many years ago, and the images that pursued from museums and Russian steppes at dawn, of the train tracks vanishing into the distance…

What you read here is what I have made of Cilly’s snippets and my feeble attempts at filling in the blanks. I offer you these glimpses as I experienced them, so that she may live once more, however briefly. Ignorance is an occupational hazard given the scale of World War II, which brought so much misery to my grandmother and her family. The more you know, the greater the realisation that there is so much more to find out. The war remains an unending repository of buried memory, which will keep families and historians busy forever. So here is a small story from that war and its aftermath; nothing more and nothing less. This is the story of Cilly and Marcel, many decades apart.


1 BABUSHKA

The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.

L.P. Hartley, The Go-Between



The young woman walks home through the fields with an empty coffee pot dangling from her right hand. She is 18 years old and no beauty, the girl from the Barabasch farm. Her shoulders are too broad, her figure too stocky. Her hair is a mess of brown-black curls, and she is wearing a faded red scarf. She has low-hanging bushy eyebrows, hazel eyes, and a large hooked nose which dominates her round face. She has rough hands, and strong arms and legs from years of farm labour. She is wearing a coarse blue dress and an apron, her shoes are wooden clogs, and there’s a spring in her step. Earlier, she took a drink to her brothers in the field, but they scolded her for bringing hot coffee on a day when the sun is beating down. To placate them, she put the coffee pot in a nearby stream, and while it cooled she sat and watched the sun slowly setting over the fields, that strong summer sun that seems to linger long here in East Prussia, and only the storks leaving for the south in autumn take it with them.

Now she is walking home to her mother and her younger sister Monika in the large white farmhouse sitting on a hill amidst the fields. Cilly wonders what it would be like to travel and see the world, to take a train from Allenstein station to the places she has heard about on the radio: Berlin, Paris and Rome … Suddenly there’s a loud roaring in the sky, a dark, stuttering vibration in the air, and as she turns around she sees three aeroplanes flying low over the fields. She thinks of her young brother Bruno and how much he would love to see the planes, but she does not need him to identify them for her – she knows that these are Sturzkampfbomber, the so-called Stuka dive bombers from nearby Grieslinen airfield. This moment with the machines in the sky is all hers. She jumps and laughs and waves as the planes roar over her, and the leading plane seems to wiggle its wings back at her. She starts to run and follows the planes, kicking up dust as she speeds homewards, following the path of the planes towards the East. It is August 1941, and the future is golden for any German who believes the war is going well.
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When you are little, you know next to nothing. I did not know that the world in which I lived – comfortable, predictable, in which we had pork cutlets with mash for dinner on Sundays, with second helpings if we wanted them – was not my grandmother’s first world, or even her second. Those had been different places, governed by other, more primeval laws.

My grandparents lived in a small apartment in a nineteenth-century house in my hometown Solingen, with a dark stairwell
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