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			Foreword

			Life is a dangerous and risky business. Every generation has tried to safeguard, improve and protect it. When humans lived in caves there were many things that could endanger their lives such as earthquakes, volcanoes, floods, poisonous berries or the wrath of a dangerous beast. But since then, evermore so through the ages, we began to feel secure in the knowledge that we were underwritten and insured for all possible risks. 

			Yet, despite all of our incredible advances in technology that work to make us more comfortable than ever, we are still subjected to natural disasters, pandemics, and human failure caused by wilfulness, greed, envy, and intelligence without wisdom.

			In our personal lives, things can sometimes arrive out of the blue, knocking our carefully-constructed houses to rubble; the ground seems to give way under our feet making us more vulnerable than ever before. This collapse can also happen to a nation, or to a minority within a nation. It happened to my family and millions of others just after the end of the Second World War when our fate changed from one day to the next.

			As I listen to the news today, I hear about deadly conflicts happening in many parts of the world, including the increasing rumblings of discontent happening in many parts of Europe. In the last 80 years, Europe, and the West overall, has enjoyed relative peace and prosperity, but can we be sure this will continue? How safe are we really with all our possessions, monetary security, military defence, and our advanced technology? And, if these so-called securities fail, how do would we respond and what could save us if we fall? 

			Erika Storey, Kent, England, September 2025

		

	
		
			Prologue

			
A Short History of Bohemia

			(Based on R. W. Seton-Watson’s A History of the Czechs and Slovaks, Hutchinson & Co. Ltd., 1943)

			Like many other European states, the early history of Bohemia is difficult to establish with certainty. The name “Bohemia” probably derives from the Celtic tribe known as the Boii, who inhabited the region alongside the Germanic Marcomanni. According to legend, the name “Czech” comes from Čech, Bohemia’s first mythical leader – much as Magyar is said to be the first mythical leader of Hungary.

			The first Czech settlements in the region date to the beginning of the 6th century. By the late 8th century, a native Czech dynasty emerged – the Přemyslid family – which would rule for the next 500 years and establish Bohemia as one of the earliest nation-states in the region. As throughout Europe at this time, borders remained fluid and contested. Princes and warlords fought face-to-face battles over territories that would later be traded for other lands. Alliances were forged through strategic exchanges: one ruler gave something to gain something else. The Slavs sought to secure their realm through diplomatic connections, making deals with their Western neighbors to obtain advantages.

			Charlemagne could not conquer Bohemia entirely, but he succeeded in making the Bohemians obedient subjects, allowing his son and successor, Louis the Pious, to concentrate on the neighboring Slav state of Moravia.

			During the 9th century, Bohemia nearly vanished from the map as Moravia grew in importance under two pagan princes – Mojmír and Rostislav – who converted to Christianity in that century. The Byzantine Emperor Michael III sent two missionaries, the brothers Constantine and Methodius, who were fluent in Slavic dialects. Constantine adopted the name Cyril and created a new Slavic alphabet based on Greek, which became the Cyrillic script – the foundation of modern Russian, Serbian, and Bulgarian writing systems. Cyril died in 869, and his brother Methodius became Archbishop of Moravia. After considerable struggle, he received permission to conduct the liturgy in Slavonic. However, after his death, this permission was revoked, and both Bohemia and Moravia came under the control of Rome. These regions thus oriented themselves toward the West while endeavoring to maintain contacts with the East.

			Looking at a world atlas, one immediately recognizes that Bohemia, with its natural mountainous borders, resembles an arrow penetrating deeply into Germany. Bohemia and Moravia have always represented a buffer zone between East and West, making them politically significant throughout history.

			In the 10th century, under the seventeen-year-old Wenceslas (Václav), Bohemia reached new heights. At age twenty-two, Wenceslas was murdered by his brother Boleslav, who succeeded him as ruler. Years later, Boleslav allied with the German king Otto the Great and participated in one of the Middle Ages’ most decisive battles – the Battle of Lechfeld near Augsburg in Bavaria in 955, where they defeated the pagan Magyars. This victory not only prevented the Magyars from invading Germany and Italy but also transformed them from a nomadic people into a settled civilization. In 1241, the Mongol Tatars invaded Hungary and advanced as far as Moravia.

			Christianity developed hand in hand with political consolidation. After many years of warfare with Germans and Poles, Bohemia established its natural borders at the beginning of the 11th century, which were formally settled under Emperor Henry II in 1013. Otto von Bismarck would later call Bohemia “a God-formed fortress in the heart of the continent.”

			Bohemia experienced numerous internal conflicts that required intervention by the German Crown. Conversely, Bohemian leaders frequently interfered in German internal politics. Each European kingdom technically fell under the civil authority of the Holy Roman Empire. During the 12th century, Bohemia had to contend with the most powerful rulers of the Middle Ages – the Saxon, Franconian, and Hohenstaufen emperors. Bohemian princes often married German princesses and adopted German customs to their advantage. The Czechs remained loyal to the Pope. German ecclesiastical influence shaped Bohemian life, and increasing numbers of German colonists settled in the towns, developing the mining industry. These Germans brought their own legal systems with them. The three most powerful rulers of the Czech dynasty were responsible for integrating these non-Slavic elements into Bohemian society.

			From 1253 to 1278, Ottokar II actively invited Germans to develop Bohemia’s abundant natural resources – coal, silver, iron ore, copper, mineral springs, tin, and (in modern times) uranium. The hops from Saaz (Žatec) remain world-famous to this day. These German settlers received special rights and privileges. At the beginning of the 14th century, the Přemyslid dynasty died out. Bohemia and Hungary separated, and Poland broke away from Bohemia, ending the Slavonic union.

			Ottokar I had been crowned King of Bohemia in Mainz in 1198, at the same time Philip of Swabia became King of the Romans. Frederick II was crowned in 1213 and became the last great emperor of the Middle Ages.

			During this era and for centuries afterward, kingdoms were acquired through marriage. When a king’s son married another sovereign’s daughter in the absence of other successors, two countries became either allied or completely united.

			Another King Wenceslas secured Hungary for his son, and borders also shifted through trade wars. The Hungarians received permission to occupy Styria but were required to leave the rest of Austria to Ottokar II, who had conquered it in a war with Hungary in 1260. Ottokar had also taken other territories by 1269, so that Bohemia ruled from Silesia in Poland to the Adriatic Sea – practically from there to the Baltic. Here lies the origin of Shakespeare’s reference to the sea in connection with Bohemia.

			In 1273, Rudolf of Habsburg was crowned Emperor. He engaged in constant conflict with Ottokar II, who marched against Vienna in 1278. With the help of Hungarian troops, Rudolf defeated and killed Ottokar at Dürnkrut. The Habsburg dynasty would reign for hundreds of years thereafter, though Bohemia remained independent. Another Wenceslas was crowned King of Bohemia and Poland in 1300 in Gniezno.

			In this way, the dream of a united Slav state stretching from the Danube to the Baltic Sea was achieved. When Henry of Carinthia favored the German population in Bohemia—who occupied the towns while the Czechs were primarily landowners—Czech nobles asked Henry VII, who held power over much of Europe, to intervene. They offered his eldest son, John of Luxembourg, the Bohemian crown and the hand of Elisabeth, youngest sister of the last Přemyslid king, in marriage. This was accepted, and John became King of Bohemia in 1310. Eight years of civil war between the Habsburgs and the Wittelsbachs followed, which was lost by Frederick of Austria. John spent most of this time in France and had his son Charles educated there. Charles’s teacher later became Pope Clement VI in 1342. The teacher had prophesied that Charles would one day become King of the Romans, to which the prince replied: “Before that happens, you will be Pope!”

			Under John, Silesia was gradually annexed to Bohemia, and in 1335 this was legally recognized by the Polish king on condition that John made no hereditary claims to the Polish crown.

			John’s son, Charles, was exceptionally well educated. He spoke several languages and possessed an international outlook. Having spent his youth in France, Germany, and Italy, he found Bohemia lacking when he was to become its ruler. He built a new palace to create a proper home there.

			His father John was killed in battle at Crécy in 1346. Charles was injured but escaped with difficulty. King Edward III of England, the Black Prince, sent John’s body to Germany for burial and adopted the crest and insignia of his fallen enemy. In this way, the three ostrich feathers and the motto “Ich dien” (I serve) became the first link between England and Bohemia. Charles then inherited two of Europe’s major crowns, becoming Charles IV. In 1348, he founded a German university in Prague modeled on the University of Paris. It had four faculties – Theology (for Charles was not only an excellent diplomat and notably fair-minded, but also deeply religious), Medicine, Arts, and Law—serving all neighboring countries as far as Scandinavia. Until then, only three such institutions of higher learning existed: Bologna, Paris, and Oxford. Students came to Prague from England, France, and elsewhere, mainly children of aristocrats and clergy. Monks were preferred as teachers. Prague became filled with intellectuals, artists, and clergy. To this day, it possesses unique architecture thanks to Charles, who brought talented people from all over Europe. Charles married four times, each time adding to his kingdom. Not without difficulty and judicious bribes did he secure the election of his son Wenceslas as King of the Romans in 1376. During Charles’s reign, there were four great German nations – Franconia, Swabia, Saxony, and Bavaria. A united German state would not exist until 1871.

			Jan Hus became a priest in 1400 and was a follower of John Wycliffe, who had rebelled against clerical authority. Hus became the first Czech rector of Prague University. He initiated a religious conflict and was a precursor to Martin Luther a hundred years later. Hus opposed both the strict authority of the Roman Church and Germanic rule over Bohemia and Moravia. His attempted reforms unleashed a national struggle between Czechs and Germans and a social one between peasants and landowners. He was asked to recant his views but refused, and was subsequently burned at the stake at Constance in 1415. The religious conflict became militaristic, with the Hussite army invading Silesia and Saxony in 1425–26 and reaching Franconia by 1429. Civil war followed. Eventually, some Hussites rejoined the Catholic Church, while others – the Taborites – rejected the Pope’s Compactata. Peace was finally made in 1478, by which time the conflict had lost all connection to religion.

			At the beginning of the 19th century, Napoleon I made several attempts to invade Austria and Bohemia. Francis II, the last Holy Roman Emperor, came to an agreement with Napoleon that after Napoleon’s coronation, Francis would be crowned Emperor of Austria and Bohemia – this time as Francis I, having previously been only Emperor of Hungary.

			In 1805, Austria had to cede Venice after possessing it for only two years, and also Tyrol, which was annexed to Bavaria. This was the consequence of Napoleon’s victories over Russia and Austria at the Battle of Austerlitz on Moravian territory in 1805.

			Napoleon was finally defeated at the great Battle of Leipzig in 1813, partly because he had failed to secure control of Bohemia’s natural borders. Thus, in the Napoleonic Wars, the strategic importance of Bohemia was again demonstrated as strikingly as ever. Napoleon’s influence persisted in Bohemian cuisine and in the German-Bohemian dialect of earlier times. Many French words entered the local German vocabulary that did not exist in Germany itself.

			At the beginning of the 19th century, the Czech National Revival movement began, aimed at restoring the Czech language, culture, and national identity. Czech language instruction was introduced in schools. “The History of the Czech People” and a Czech-German Dictionary in five volumes were published between 1834 and 1839. Czech institutions were also established.

			Industrialization began with the opening of the railway link between Vienna and Prague in 1845. Czechs began migrating from the countryside to urban centers.

			The power of the Habsburg Dynasty ended with the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, which became the accepted catalyst for the First World War in 1914. Franz Joseph, emperor from 1848 to 1916, was succeeded by Karl, who ruled until his abdication with the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire at the end of the First World War.1

			

			
				
						1	Note on Sources: This historical summary draws extensively from R. W. Seton-Watson’s A History of the Czechs and Slovaks (Hutchinson & Co. Ltd., 1943), particularly the following sections: “Foreword” (pages 6-7) –Strategic importance of Bohemia, Bismarck quote; “Chapter I: Origins of the Bohemian State” (pages 13-22) – Celtic origins, Přemysl dynasty, Charlemagne, Cyril and Methodius, St. Wenceslas, Battle of Lechfeld, Ottokar II, German colonization; “Chapter II: The House of Luxembourg” (pages 22-35) – John of Bohemia, Charles IV, founding of Prague University; Later chapters (IV onwards) – Jan Hus and the Hussite Wars, Napoleonic period, 19th-century Czech National Revival, World War I. Additional context and personal perspectives have been added by the author.


				

			
		

		
		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Anyone who has had to leave their home as a child for political reasons will eventually come to ask him- or herself the question “Why?” The question seems to be asked more frequently and becomes more relevant to that person’s life with age, or at least, that was my experience.

			I never asked myself the question until I stumbled over it two or three years after I married. It was during the early sixties, and I was pushing my eldest daughter in her pram through an allotment in South Harrow, Middlesex, when some bonfire smoke drifting over me evoked such intense memories, it was as though a thunderbolt had crossed a cloudless blue sky. From then on, my recollections have not left me alone, and I cannot help feeling that until I wrote everything down, they would continue to pursue me. I feel as if the real present-day situation cannot have my undivided attention until I have released my recurring memories. Nevertheless, they will never be a burden to me. If anything, I feel they help me see the present and future with greater clarity.

			So, in this book, I shall try to write down everything I can remember myself, all the testimonies I have collected from my relatives and the information from the few books currently available on the subject of Bohemia and its history leading up to our abrupt departure. Every day, this task of recording everything seems more urgent to me, even if only for my children’s sake and for people who want to understand the truth about that chapter in history, as they will rarely be able to find this information in history books.

			This memoir does not seek to assign responsibility or make moral judgments about the past. It simply seeks to document what happened. The mass expulsion of Germans from Eastern Europe was authorized by the Allies at the conferences of Tehran in 1943 and Potsdam in 1945. To be honest, these frightening and bewildering experiences have made my life richer and taught me valuable lessons. I can only speak for myself in this. But this does not diminish the enormity of the suffering that happened, and the importance of getting this long-forgotten chapter of Second World War history more known about and acknowledged.

			Approximately 15 million Germans, including 3 million Sudeten Germans who had lived in Eastern Europe for centuries, were expelled from their homes beginning in 1945. During this process, an estimated 250,000 Sudeten Germans lost their lives, in addition to the 200,000 who died during the six years of war. These events deserve to be part of our historical understanding.”

			By 13th September 1950 the following picture is visible in West Germany:

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							States in West Germany (to which German refugees fled)

						
							
							Number of Germans deported from East European countries to each German state

						
							
							Percentage of the indigenous population that German refugees constituted in 1950

						
					

					
							
							Schleswig Holstein

						
							
							856,943

						
							
							33.0

						
					

					
							
							Hamburg

						
							
							115,981

						
							
							7.2

						
					

					
							
							Niedersachsen

						
							
							1,851,472

						
							
							27.2

						
					

					
							
							Bremen

						
							
							48,183

						
							
							8.6

						
					

					
							
							Nordrhein-Westfalen

						
							
							1,331,959

						
							
							10.1

						
					

					
							
							Hessen

						
							
							720,583

						
							
							16.7

						
					

					
							
							Rheinland-Pfalz

						
							
							152,267

						
							
							5.1

						
					

					
							
							Baden-Württemberg

						
							
							861,526

						
							
							13.4

						
					

					
							
							Bayern

						
							
							1,937,297

						
							
							21.1

						
					

					
							
							Total:

						
							
							7,876,211

						
							
					

				
			

			Let us not forget that by 1950 many Heimatvertriebene – deportees and refugees – had already emigrated to America, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, etc. And, many had died before, and some after, leaving their fatherland due to the trauma that had befallen them.

			The number of deported and fleeing Germans to East Germany from other East European countries is unknown to me, but it is known that there were over 2 million dead and missing during the deportation. When we were evicted from Saaz to East Germany, the place was swarming with people like us after a short while. There was chaos everywhere, and as the Russians were also exhausted after the war, their occupation of East Germany added to the desperate situation. 

			A great number of Germans lived in Bohemia since time immemorial, and so German and Slavonic history in Bohemia had been closely intertwined until 1945. The quarter of a million Germans who were permitted to stay in Bohemia in 1945 (either because they had a Czech partner or their jobs made them indispensable) would eventually integrate and intermarry; in other words, leave their German roots well behind. My uncle Gustl, who was Czech, was married to my father’s sister Mina, who was German. Because of their mixed marriage, they were among those allowed to remain in Bohemia. However, Mina, as an ethnic German, was sent down the mines and treated like a slave in the first year or so after the war. As a result, Gustl applied eight times during the 1950s to be allowed to leave for West Germany, as all his other relations were there. On the ninth application, they were finally permitted to go. They were taken to the railway station with some other people, where an official produced a list and ticked off the people present. Theirs was the last name to be ticked off, when they had nearly given up hope that their name was on that list.

			There was a time when some Czech people changed their names to German ones, because German culture and craftsmanship were sought after. At other times, Germans adopted Czech names for good reasons. What is now the Czech Republic and Slovakia had previously been home to many nationalities under the Austro-Hungarian Empire for hundreds of years. Czechs were skilled administrators. At the end of the First World War, the 6.7 million Czechs saw an opportunity to create their own country and formed, with a reluctant Slovakia and the help of the Allies, the new state of Czechoslovakia. In doing so, they created a nation-state from a region that was home to an equal number of people from other nationalities—including German Jews, Sudeten Germans, Hungarians, Roma, and others—who had lived there for generations and contributed significantly to the region’s prosperity and development.

			These diverse populations had simply lived their lives, working in their communities, farming the land, developing viticulture and hop cultivation, operating mines and industries, and building the region’s world-famous spa towns. After the formation of Czechoslovakia in 1918, the Czech Government held formal authority, though other groups were theoretically represented in parliament. After 1945 and the expulsion of the Germans, 600,000 Czechs moved into the Sudetenland. This number was insufficient to occupy every village and town, and many formerly German settlements were abandoned and fell into ruin.

		

		
		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			1

			A Bohemian Childhood

			My father, Ferdinand Schroll, was 10 years old when the Republic of Czechoslovakia was declared on 28th October 1918. The Austrian Empire and Monarchy had been deposed, along with all the German-speaking pockets and areas known as Bohemia and Moravia (Böhmen and Mähren) that lay around the edges of Czechoslovakia.

			Ferdinand was born in Gerten (in the Sudetenland, Bohemia), a small village with one or two big farms, some smallholdings, a school, a church, and about 350 inhabitants. A brook trickled through the village, in the middle of which it became a pond, much to the delight of the village geese and ducks, and in the summer small naked girls and boys. In later years this brook was dyked through the whole village centre, but where my Grandfather’s house stood (which he bought in 1921), it murmured quietly, but reassuringly alongside it.

			Coming home from school, Ferdinand (nicknamed ‘Nandl’ or ‘Ferdl’) had reached the brook with the wooden plank laid across it. A kick with his strong shoe was enough to throw a shower of small stones into the water. He was a thin, but strong, muscular boy with blond wavy hair, a soft, full mouth and penetrating, determined eyes. He jumped effortlessly onto the wooden plank, and looked up to the side of his father’s house. A faint smile of pride and satisfaction widened his sensitive mouth. He read ‘Stefan Schroll, Schuhmachermeister’ (Master Shoemaker), im Gassel Nummer 69.1 A lot of children at school had no shoes, but he and his brothers were fortunate in that their father was the village shoemaker. Ferdinand was proud of his father’s house and garden and felt honoured when his parents asked him to help with the chores.

			School hours were from 8 am to 12 noon and from 1pm to 4pm except for Wednesday when there was no afternoon school. So, after school he would take the five goats into the woods, a job requiring much patience, as the mischievous creatures, with their long, bent horns close to the ground, had a will of their own and would stop for anything they could swallow, from grass to paper or bits of old boots. The normal walking time to the nearest wood would be five minutes, but with the goats he walked to a different wood and this could take any amount of time. Coming home was different, particularly as they sensed their home was near. He would be just in time for the evening meal, for which everyone assembled at about 7 p.m. “Everyone” being:

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Parents:

						
							
							Birth Date:

						
					

					
							
							Father: Stefan Schroll 

						
							
							25.12.1868

						
					

					
							
							Mother: Marie, nee Ulm

						
							
							4.7.1880

						
					

					
							
							Children: 

						
							
					

					
							
							Emil

						
							
							27.10.1899

						
					

					
							
							Wilhelmina (Mina)

						
							
							8.6.1901

						
					

					
							
							Oskar 

						
							
							10.8.1902

						
					

					
							
							Josef 

						
							
							22.7.1905

						
					

					
							
							Ferdinand 

						
							
							14.6.1908

						
					

					
							
							Willhelm

						
							
							2.9.1911

						
					

					
							
							Franz

						
							
							3.9.1913

						
					

					
							
							Maria

						
							
							12.5.1915

						
					

					
							
							Karl 

						
							
							5.7.1917

						
					

					
							
							Waltraud

						
							
							7.8.1922

						
					

				
			

			A big family, but not all were present. By 1922 the last child, Waltraud, or for short, Traudl, was born. By this time, Emil, Mina and Oskar had left. Oskar was a painter and decorator in Scheles, a small place about 15 km from Gerten. He walked home every weekend. By train it would have meant a change in Pladen, which was too bothersome. Emil and Josef learned their father’s trade. But as there was no money to be made in Gerten, Emil looked after the local tree-nursery where he met Aunt Anna. They married, took over the local post-office and built their own house. Emil was also in charge of the village steam-threshing machine, so that he had three jobs. They had one child who was still-born.

			Josef worked in the local quarry which was rich in granite. Willi worked there too for a while after he had left school. Later, he became a stonemason. Mina, the oldest girl, had looked after her younger siblings for many years until she left home and married a cheerful, clever half-Czech who was called Joseph Peruth (she called him “Gustl”, another name for a clown, due to his witty disposition). They had no children. Willi always got on particularly well with Mina and her husband. He visited and stayed with them in Brüx many times as a young man until he died in the Second World War. He had been on short leave from Russia, when he was ordered to Poland (not with his company), where shortly afterwards he died of typhoid fever.

			My grandmother was heart-broken. Until her death, she kept a portrait of him (with his black wavy hair and eyes, and thick lips) hanging in her room. The third-last girl, Maria, had also died of influenza, aged just 6 months. When my grandmother told me about her, years later, her eyes would fill with tears. She had loved all ten of her children with equal passion.

			It was always a hard life. They were poor, and yet they had enough and managed to stay afloat. During the week there was no meat. But during the mushroom or berry season, ‘Nandl’ got up with his mother, and sometimes another brother, at 5 a.m. to go to the woods, so that by the time school started, piles of mushrooms would be cleaned, cut, and ready for drying on big sieves that father had made.

			Father Stefan was a man of character. Honest and just, industrious and practical, he asked the same of his children. And woe betide them if they strayed even slightly! It began with black looks from beneath his spectacles and a mouthful of sarcastic witticism, but as he got older and these measures no longer sufficed, the stragglers at the end of the long line of children were introduced to a leather belt, commonly used in those days for sharpening the razor knife or “cut throat”, or a long whip that reached every corner of the room. This ensured a fair measure of continuity in his shoemaking and repairing trade, so that he wouldn’t have to jump up every few minutes to chase the little blighters around the house and garden, whilst losing his authority and temper in the process. It was most important to keep his “Master” image alive; he couldn’t count on his wife Marie to enforce discipline, since she had the lowest status in the family.

			She was an innocent girl who fell under his spell at a very young age. Her father, Josef Ulm, was the local policeman in Scheles. Stefan had made her pregnant, and married her in Schaar when she was 18 years old. They managed a public house in Podarsanka for a short time, then Stefan became a self-employed Master Shoemaker. The two older children were not born in Gerten. A photo existed of the young family, in which the children stand in a row like organ pipes next to their parents, who look very handsome indeed. Mother appears very slim, not to be compared with the figure she cut in later years, no wonder. And father, astute, with a proud moustache and a gleam in his eyes, his feet spread outward, sure of his ground. Marie complained sullenly about her husband’s dictatorial behaviour throughout her life, but never dared to really challenge him. She had an air of kindly martyrdom about her. The children were buffeted by their parents’ continuous squabbles and had to bear the brunt of it all. Their servile mother appealed to their sense of justice and fair play, while their father made them feel his power over her by humiliating and mocking her. When they had an argument, it would always go back to when they were first married. Neither of them could forget what a rude awakening they had after the initial honeymoon period. My grandmother would say “I thought I would be happy after I married!” She would go back to when her husband was very young and avoided work by sitting around in pubs. He only had to have a laugh with a woman or crack a joke, and my grandmother would immediately be jealous. He would say she was stupid, that she couldn’t even boil water when she got married, and that to this day did not know much about how to run a household. The arguments always returned to these issues. But before they reached a climax and grandmother ended up in tears, the children would persuade her to be quiet. Was it really worth it? Life seemed to centre around this bitterness that was harboured day in, day out.

			“Has he swept the floor yet, as you told him?” “No, he just had to go somewhere for a moment,” “And where on earth would he have to go to when he’s supposed to sweep the floor, and whose fault is it that he gets away with it?” he would boom down from the pedestal supporting his cobbler’s stool, surrounded by old lasts and odd shoes all jumbled up. If looks could have killed, she would have dropped her sewing needle in that instant and collapsed on the floor.

			The children’s clothes were old, but never torn or dirty. With all the washing, mending and cooking there was little time for cleaning, tidying and washing up. So, the children had to do these chores as best they could as well as jobs outside the house. The younger ones always tried to evade their pressing duties. There were always better things to do than cleaning the kitchen floor. Once a week, Father always baked seven enormous round loaves in the hall oven, which were the basis of their nourishment together with potatoes. At the weekend, when children’s happy voices could be heard outside, mother would bake treacle cake.

			Karl, the second youngest, was supposed to take the goats out with Ferdl, so that he would get used to it, ready for when Ferdl would leave and start an apprenticeship. But Karl, although good-tempered and imaginative, never had the same strong will and drive behind him as Ferdl. Karl was more sociable; he got on with everybody and was a great optimist. From very early on, he swore allegiance to his mother, who adored and spoiled him. “Mum, I don’t have to take the goats out today, do I? Look how nice it is for playing outside. Robert and the others are out already. They’re all waiting for me. P l e a s e.” Karl would drawl the last word imploringly. Of course, mother couldn’t be hard and adamant under such pleadings. Running her rough hand through his ginger curls, she would say, “Go on then, run along and enjoy yourself, but don’t let your father see you.”

			Mother loved all her children and called Ferdl “Nandl”. He was one of the best pupils at school and the teacher wanted him to go to a higher school when junior school had finished. Small for his age, but strong and willing, he was indispensable at home. When quite young, he would cut corn with a scythe and generally help both his father and mother with various jobs in and out of the house. But he loved school and would have preferred to continue his education. Once the teacher asked his class what the difference between a cockerel and a hen was. One boy, who was well-known for his lack of intelligence decided to show how well he could speak High German and that he did know the answer to the question. “Die wasn die langen Federn in Arsch han, das sin die Hannen,” he said proudly, which can be summed up as “The ones that have the long feathers in their backside are the cockerels.” Everybody fell about laughing. That statement became a school legend, and I am sure, the teacher never forgot that cryptic remark.

			Ferdl never wasted time. Even as he enjoyed soaking up the atmosphere or contemplating a scene, his mind would be working away like a dynamo which would have no rest until it achieved something, however long it took. He pitied his mother, but also had great respect for his father.

			When they first moved into the almost-new stone house, there had been no water. With a few friends, father had set to work and after digging a three-metre-deep hole in front of the house, the water was gushing out and they had struck gold, or as good as. They had taken over the house with Czech tenants, but the house was not big enough to accommodate the latter and all the children. It took some time before the tenants moved out. Father grew his own vegetables in the big garden to the left of the house. At the back of the garden was the manure heap and the little house with the heart carved out of the door. There were some noisy geese, goats, hens and ducks, which kept the two pigs company. They kept one for selling, and the other they slaughtered and ate themselves. They also kept about 25 rabbits, and Ferdl had some of his own as pets, which his father forced him to kill from time to time. It was a painful job and he hated to part from these beloved animals.

			Ferdl was well liked, but he did not go out of his way to please his friends. The world was big and intricate, with many mysteries to be unravelled. Finding out how nature works and how man-made inventions came about was very important indeed. But what seemed even more fascinating were problems of an abstract nature. He needed time to consider these. Sitting on a tree stump in the woods one afternoon after school, deep in thought with the goats drifting away from him, he contemplated what it must be like to be a tree. Facing the elements, lightning threatening one’s existence, gales, hail and frost inflicting injuries, but also snow and ice transforming and glorifying one’s appearance with myriads of glittering crystals –a sight more uplifting than the best decorated Christmas tree. The crowns of the trees swayed gently in the breeze and touched each other. A bee buzzed round and round him, interrupting his thoughts, but not disturbing him. He became aware of another, and another still, a bit farther away, until he realised that there must be a swarm or some hives nearby. He jumped off the stump and started to explore his surroundings. Stumbling over bracken and heather, he found himself surrounded by bees. He began to walk slower and with great care. Suddenly he saw it – not very high on a tree, like a big brown growth subtly changing on the surface every few seconds. He saw a queen bee in flight with her faithful workers – a swarm humming and buzzing in the cathedral-like stillness of the woods like a high voltage cable stretching over a pylon.

			Ferdl regarded this spectacle with fascination, at the same time becoming aware that he was in a danger-zone. But suddenly a thought struck his mind, and in order to make it take shape, he would have to be quick. He headed home, running so fast that there was no time to look at the ground. Consequently, he slipped and fell several times. He felt very hot and opened his shirt buttons, still running and panting. When he reached the village, it had taken him 15 minutes, a record time. Breathlessly, he told his father about his surprise-find, and his father jumped up from his podium and ran to the headmaster of the local school to borrow a bee hive to capture the swarm in it.

			This was the beginning of a nice little industry that eventually extended to ten hives situated in the vegetable garden. Father would proudly attend to this sizeable bee state, accepting their own law and order and protecting himself with only netting over his face and a cap on his balding head.

			Father was also a verger, which meant ringing the church bells every morning at 5 am, every midday and evening and every Friday at 3 p.m. (commemorating the Lord’s death). In winter, it was bitterly cold at that hour of the morning, and sometimes mother would help out. In later years, she used to blame her ulcerated legs, constantly weeping, showing the raw flesh in places, to the times when she had to leave her bed a few days after the birth of a child, to ring the bells. “People told me it wouldn’t do me any good, but he just used to laugh and say something sarcastic about “old wives’ tales.” Look at my poor legs. I’m over seventy, and they’ve been like this since the last few children were born. Just here (and she would point to it) the surface looks like white wax from old scars, can you see, here, my leg looks as though it did not belong to me.”

			When young, she always had to go out into the fields with a big basket tied to her back. She would cut some grass with a sickle from the edges of the fields, put it into the basket and carry it home, ready for the goats’ morning meal. Now, the physical work was even harder. Also, mentally, her day was full of anxiety and tension. The everlasting war had to be fought with her husband, her children, and her circumstances. She was a simple, gullible, but loving woman, who was inclined to put up with trouble and feel sorry for herself, rather than try and change her lot if possible. On the whole, there was little she could do to improve her situation, but the feud between her and her husband made everything worse.

			“I never thought marriage would be like this,” she would moan, shaking her head and casting her eyes to the ground. “If anyone had warned me of this living hell, I wouldn’t have married. But I thought life would be so much better being married, having children and a home. It didn’t take me long to realise I was quite wrong. I used to sing this song, Mariechen sass weinend im Garten (Young Marie sat in the Garden Crying), and as my name is the same as the girl’s in the song and I felt as sad as her, it comforted me, but at the same time it made me cry.” Fresh tears rolled down her lovely face at the thought of it.

			Of course, father being responsible for the well-being of his large family and being an upright, honest and respected member of the village community, also had his work cut out. Being a sexton or verger, he was entitled to the crops of two fields. He borrowed a plough and some other simple machinery, also oxen from farmers, and in late summer he could reap the fruits of his labour, bringing home potatoes, corn and beets. The latter were for the goats. All in all, the family was nearly self-sufficient. They sold half the honey made in order to buy the necessary sugar for the bees in winter.

			Being a judicial and pious man of imposing stature in his Sunday clothes, father was well-respected and pursued for advice by his customers. This would lead to gossiping, a very amusing sight for anyone unaccustomed to it. His favourite partner in the art of political discussion and gossip of the local scene was his neighbour Worofka, who could be seen almost every day, walking round his house into his neighbour’s sandy courtyard, past the well into the flagstoned hall with a swallow’s nest over the oven, into the Schroll’s living room.

			Lifting his cap off his head for a fleeting moment, he would first turn to Frau Schroll, “Terrible weather again, don’t you think? Reminds me of the war, you know.” And over to the pedestal he would go. From then on, they might as well have been alone in the room, he and his good friend Stefan Schroll. They would expatiate on many different, equally important subjects, one leading to the other – father puffing great clouds of smoke from his porcelain pipe with the bent mouthpiece, occasionally looking sharply over his spectacles straight at Worofka, who sometimes looked obtuse or, at least, bewildered. The children, hanging on every word, as if each sentence was of the utmost importance, sat transfixed, their faces almost frowning with concentration.

			“Go and tell Pepp (Josef) to stop practising the violin, will you?” one of the children would say to another. “They’re talking about the war,” he added meaningfully. This always explained any interruption in their normal life. Everything would come to a dead halt with the word “War”. It meant the opening up of a whole new and fascinating world.

			“It’s a fact that we had better equipment, better weapons, better officers, better everything,” father’s voice was raised, but managed to maintain its equilibrium. “But how can you fight a war with an empty belly and nothing to keep you warm, I ask you?” he continued, and, as if to emphasise his point, he would give the nail he was hammering such a bang that it just disappeared through the leather sole with just its flat head showing.

			Worofka’s face would begin to glow dangerously all the way from his neck up to his hairline; his eyeballs would protrude and his voice would pitch almost to a squeak. “You think that’s what it was, do you? You really think so? You really believe we would have given up because of that? I tell you, it wasn’t the army that lost the war, it was the politicians! They are to blame and no one else. A stab in the back, that’s what it was! All those thousands of soldiers slaughtered like cattle, not knowing what it was all about, just laying down their lives for the fatherland, trusting the politicians.”

			Worofka would begin shaking all over and have to sit down. Mother would weep silent tears on the socks that she was diligently darning. And father would knock the ashes of his pipe out and then proceeded to wipe his spectacles slowly and deliberately, deep in concentration with his eyes cast down. “We’ll never know if that’s so,” he would say, “There’s more to it than meets the eye in a big bloody war like that one. I grant you that. But I still say that you cannot fight properly with an empty stomach, or lack of clothes and sleep. The whole thing was a horrendous power struggle between the existing superpowers and the up-and-coming ones, as far as I can see. Anyhow, don’t let the memory of it all overwhelm you now, old chap. I have seen many a man not able to cope with their present lives because of the past. It refuses to lie still and be forgotten. You mustn’t let it get on top of you, old friend,” and he would resume his work, back to the rhythmic and meticulous hammering of his nails. 

			

			
				
						1	My father’s youngest sister, Waldtraud visited her old home with her daughter in the late 1970s and this inscription on the house was still visible.
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			Apprenticeship

			Ferdl became restless in his last year at school. His world was too narrow and restrictive and his duties weighed heavily on him. He could not get on with his father any longer. He became argumentative and felt frustrated. Although he loved school, he longed for the day when he could be his own master and leave his environment to look for new pastures. The house with the four rooms and big attic was becoming too small. The viewpoints of the people he knew were too one-sided. He felt that a whole new world was waiting for him just outside his village. He had heard of Saaz to which Gerten and the whole province belonged. Saaz must be the ultimate goal, but he could not hope to reach this splendid town from a place like Gerten, this small village between two bigger ones – Jechnitz and Podersam. Being a quiet, conscientious and practical boy, it was decided he should learn a trade. The schoolmaster thought it a great waste that he should be deprived of a higher education, but there was no money available for this kind of luxury, especially with four younger children at home.

			On a crisp, bitterly cold January day in 1923, he was frogmarched through the village by his father, who still needed him at home, but money was scarce and the older children had to leave one by one. The village people saw this young boy, small for his age, with no winter coat, but one jacket on top of another, going down the road, accompanied by his father. He had never taken him anywhere before, so that Ferdl really felt the importance and gravity of the occasion, and the total helplessness with no say in his future. Yes, he wanted to get away. Yet, he had mixed feelings sitting in the train opposite his father with his bundle of clothes on his knees, getting ever closer to his unknown destination. What was it going to bring him? Freedom? Or more bondage, misunderstanding, and lack of care?

			It had been decided that he was going to be a blacksmith; Father had a brother also called Ferdinand, who owned a smithy in Saaz. He was also a most respected man and his brother Stefan consulted him on important matters. He asked his brother if he knew of a vacancy for his son. His brother answered that he knew of two available apprenticeships, one as a butcher, the other as a blacksmith in Reitschowes. His father had asked Ferdl, out of the blue, “What do you want to be? A butcher or a blacksmith?” For a fraction of a second, he was going to answer “neither”, but then thought better of it and said “a blacksmith.” He thought that he could never be a butcher, but that he might eventually work for his uncle in Saaz and inherit the smithy.

			This busy smithy in Reitschowes, a village about 20 km. away from Saaz, looked after Count Czernin’s 15 pairs of horses and 20 pairs of oxen, in other words 70 animals from one farm estate alone. Count Czernin was said to have 99 estates in various places, one of them in Reitschowes. He had 99, because had he had 100, or more, he would have had to keep a regiment, it was said.

			Father introduced Ferdl to Herrn Stengl, the blacksmith, and his family with the words, “Make him work hard,” and to his son before leaving, “If you decide to run away or if you are ever thrown out for bad behaviour, you cannot come over my doorstep again.” (Uber meine Schwelle kommst Du nicht mehr!) On one of his last school photos, Ferdl looks small and undeveloped for his age. It couldn’t have done him much good being in the hardest working trade there was. He was used to manual work, but this was too much. It’s difficult to imagine the boy in the picture even lifting the hammer, let alone swinging it.

			Ferdl was led up a rickety ladder to a rough attic which had a special addition on the right, just above the bellows, namely a brick floor with Ferdl’s bed on it. This was to be his accommodation for the next three years. When he looked down from his “quarters”, he could see the small, black pieces of coal in the fire amongst the ashes that were waiting to be cleaned out, so that the embers could glow once more throughout the day. On his first working-day there, a shout from downstairs woke him up in what he thought was the middle of the night. Ferdl felt for his shoes under his bed. They felt like dry bones and he dropped them like a frozen skeleton on the brick floor. The day seemed never-ending. He had completed one day of strenuous work there, but it already felt like a year. His whole body ached, not just from the work that he was not used to, but also from the cold. It was about -30°C in those winters.

			Although he had worked hard at home for a boy of his age, there was no comparison to be made with this. Swinging the big hammer through the smoky air towards the anvil, reshaping the softened red metal, so that sparks flew all around him and smutted his face and old clothes, he muttered, “You cannot ever come home again, never again, never.” He repeated “never” with every hammering down on the anvil. He was only a child, moving quickly from the anvil to the bellows in the big, dark smithy, trying to do an adult’s job, but he had understood. There was no way out for him, but to toe the line, to stick it out, to make the best of it.

			The nearest water pump was about half a kilometre away in the village. Ferdl was to carry every drop of water for the household and smithy back from that distance. Herr and Frau Stengl had three children, for whom he was babysitter when the parents decided to go out at night. It was also his job to clean everyone’s shoes every Sunday. All these tasks were considered to be part of his apprenticeship. His only ‘free’ day was Sunday; even then he had to attend Gewerbeschule (craftsman’s college) in Michelob from 8am to 12noon. Every morning he was up at 5am; there was no pulling the covers over his head (the only items that reminded him of home) one more time before hauling himself out of bed.

			He had to work for four hours before he saw a morsel of food at 9 am. This consisted of a piece of bread spread with margarine, the look and smell of which he could not bear after a while, so that he began to fling it out of window with automatic monotony. Although he was thin and small, his muscles that had been firm from work for many years now began to bulge and he felt himself growing into a man.

			Sharpening ploughs, fixing new shoes on horses and oxen, maintaining and repairing farm machinery in the lunch hour, (spare parts had to be brought from a small place a few hours away), placing new metal hoops round big wheels, (which involved heating the hoops for half an hour and banging them into place on the wheel), were just some of the jobs that needed doing. There was never enough time to eat the midday meal properly. Work, work, work was the motto of the day, every day for two years. After that, a Geselle, a qualified blacksmith, was employed, and things began to ease a bit.

			There was one small recreation Ferdl had enjoyed for some time. He had joined the Deutsche Landjugend (German Rural Youth) which met every Sunday afternoon (his only spare time), and found himself appointed secretary, which helped him acquire the badly needed self-confidence he lacked as a boy. He had always known what he wanted, but he had always been a quiet, polite boy and needed to come out of his shell and find his feet more.

			With combined efforts, the last year of his apprenticeship was bearable and sometimes even fun. When the oxen were fed a lot of beet leaves, Ferdl and his partner shared jovial moments fixing oxen’s shoes while trying to keep clear of the beasts’ rear ends - only sometimes they did not manage to avoid the worst scenario. The oxen were suspended with the help of two chains, their hind legs tied to a post. Oxen as well as horses were used for transporting materials in the area at that time.

			“Ferdl, untie his leg and we’ll get this silly beast out of the way before he messes everything up around here… oh, boy, oh boy, sorry I’m laughing so much, but you really look a sight, Ferdl. If only you could see yourself. Is it stinging your eyes and can you still hear all right? You’re absolutely plastered with it, mate. Dear me, I must stop this, otherwise I’ll get tummy ache!”

			Ferdinand took his examination for the title of master at the end of his apprenticeship in Eger. One of his test-pieces was a small, silver-plated horse shoe.

			Long after his apprenticeship had ended, Ferdl could still see the image of Master Stengl standing next to the heavy pair of bellows (which Ferdl had to pull), moving up and down on his heels with his hands dug in his pockets, presenting a most carefree figure in his breeches and whistling a jolly tune to himself.
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			Boy Meets Girl

			As soon as Ferdl was back in Gerten, he was working as a toolmaker for a short while (Werkzeugschmied) at Bokorny’s quarry, where he was badly needed. He was not familiar with the work, but was willing to learn. Late in 1925, he had the chance to go to the town of his boyhood dreams – Saaz, where his uncle owned a big smithy. Here he was introduced to the finer and more varied ways of living. He got on all right with his uncle, but to his aunt he might just as well have been a foreigner.

			During the six years he was there until his uncle died in March 1931, he had joined the Katholischer Gesellenverein (Catholic Youth Club), which met each Wednesday night at the Drehscheib’ (a junction in Saaz) at their local Gasthaus zur Glocke. This organisation had a junior section, of which Ferdl became the leader. They would go hiking on Sundays and generally enjoy each other’s company. It was at this time that father received a letter, and without telling anyone what it was all about, he travelled to Saaz to talk to his brother. A little later Ferdl was called to face a kind of cross-examination from the two men.

			“Did you sign these invoices from Kautzner & Neumann (all smithies bought their nails etc. from this firm) for all these nails over this period of time?”

			“No, I certainly did not.”

			“But this is your signature, or are you denying that you signed these bills?”

			“I don’t know anything about this. Someone must have forged my signature.”

			“Well, who could have thought of buying nails in your name? I know you buy nails for uncle. Have you ever seen anyone there who knows you and could forge your signature?”

			“Come to think of it, there are two brothers who go there, I suppose, and who know me from the Gewerbeschule in Michelob. They must have looked up my signature from the Landjugend books from when I was secretary there,” Ferdl answered after considering the matter.

			Uncle decided to pay all those bills rather than make a fuss. He did not want his good name tarnished for the sake of a few nails.

			Later, during Ferdl’s stay at his uncle’s firm, he became senior of the Gesellen – or Kolpingsverein. Kolping had been a Catholic priest who had founded this youth movement. Apart from “senior” there was praeses (president), who had to be a priest. It was at that time during Ferdl’s Sturm und Drang years that he met Josefine Soukup, 7 years his senior and very vivacious and popular wherever she went.

			Every Sunday evening, the choir Liedertafel (of which she was an active member for 22 years) would meet up to sing and play. Ferdl and Josefine were always in the forefront of the activities. They performed plays in public and Josefine sang a lot of music hall solos and had good parts in popular plays (eg. Froni in Der Meineidbauer). Women, at that time, became very daring, dancing the Charleston in short skirts as well as wearing men’s clothes at other times. Dressed up in a man’s posh suit with a feathered hat cocked on her head, she would leap about the stage, singing, “I bin der Schurl von Herr Nols, im schwarzen Viertel kennt mi olls...” at the end of which she would give a piercing whistle through two fingers while swinging her walking-stick suavely with the other hand. She always was a great success playing this charming villain and many other characters. Dancing was another of her talents. She would go to balls, stay out all night (especially at carnival time), come home, have a bath, and leave for work shortly after.

			Josefine was a hairdresser by trade. She had learned how to master heated tongs and finger-waving, and all the other skills of this trade from her eldest sister Marie, who, in turn, had learned it from an Italian in Karlsbad, the world-famous spa. After Marie married in 1918, she handed the job over to Josefine. When Pepi and Nand (Ferdinand and Josefine was too long a name for friends and family) got married on 18th October 1931, Nand wanted his wife to give up working. They had been going out together for nearly three years. Pepi did not want to marry at first; she was, after all 7 years older, but eventually conceded to the idea. Nand was badly in need of someone to attend to his clothes and food, and she felt that she wanted to care for him. So, she only worked part-time after they married. But things began to turn against them from the start.

			Nand had returned to Bokorny’s Quarry in Gerten after his uncle’s death (March 1931). So, when he married, he could only visit Pepi at her mother’s in Saaz over the weekend. He despised this arrangement, especially since he realized that Pepi could manage very well without him; she had always been an independent woman, and being 30 years old, was unlikely to change now. Not that she had done anything untoward.

			Still, it grieved Nand that he could not really contribute much to this marriage; on the contrary, he could only bring his dirty washing into a flat which was made more crowded by his presence. When he became unemployed after a year at the quarry, he became angry and insecure. He was now nothing but a burden on Pepi and her mother, at least that was how he felt.
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			Pepi and Her Family in Saaz

			Pepi’s father was Anton Soukup and her mother Rosa Langer, who came from Lauterbach in the Egerland before she married Anton. Rosa was full of life and very humorous. She had three sisters and one brother. She was a very practical, caring woman with a lot of common sense, but she often lacked sensitivity and tact. Pepi’s sister Marie was thirty when she received a slap on the face from her mother; when Pepi laughed at this spectacle, she received the same treatment, despite her not much younger age than her sister.

			Rosa knew the meaning of hardship. When her children were small, there were times when she got up at 4am to sew for other people (she made mainly women’s vests for a Jewish textile firm called “Friedlaender”) and made the clothes for her children. Pepi’s family had spent the first years of Pepi’s life in the Musch house (owner Herr Musch), mainly being looked after by an elderly and much-loved lady, she called “Waawi”, who lived in a small annexe overlooking the backyard of the house. Pepi used to sit on the stone doorstep and look all around the Lorettoplatz with the brewery and the Muttergotteshaus monastery on one end of the cobbled square and the main church and back of the town hall on the other. Directly opposite her, she could see a big, imposing house, called Husarenhaus, which made her wonder, which rich ladies and gentlemen could afford to live in a posh place like that.

			One day, when Pepi was about 6, her father said to her, “Look, Peperl, you see the house over there. We are going to move there, quite soon.” Pepi stared at her father in disbelief. She would soon be moving into the Husarenhaus, the house with the beautiful façade and a glass-covered veranda at the back of it. How lucky she was, but she was still uneasy about her acceptance in her family.

			Years later, sitting around the dinner table, she complained to her family that she felt not really wanted or appreciated by them and expressed her desire to stay with Waawi for a few days. She wanted to test her family to see whether they would miss her, if she stayed with Waawi for three solid days and nights. She waited every day, if someone would come and fetch her. Her disappointment grew from day to day. After three days, however, nobody had come to fetch her back as she had hoped they would. Bitterly disappointed and deeply wounded (with a scar for the rest of her life), she returned home by herself, humiliated.

			Pepi was a challenging child to care for, but it nevertheless seemed harsh that not even her beloved father had claimed back his own after she had absconded. She had entered the world quite unexpectedly and it took her mother a long time to get over the shock of having her.

			In those days, girls wore frilly, long underpants beneath their longish dresses. The frills were slightly longer than the dress, to show up. The pants were lily-white and had to be boiled and ironed laboriously. Pepi, a tomboy and always playing with the boys, would go sliding down a long coal chute, screaming, shouting, and laughing and never giving a thought to her mother who would have to somehow clean the now black knickers. Later she showed traces of remorse and tried to mitigate her crime. But to no avail. Black was black, white was white, and that was that.

			Once Pepi nearly drowned in the millstream (Mühlgraben – a creek of the river Eger). Not being able to swim, she fell in whilst trying to fish something interesting out of the water, but thanks to her full clothes and, no doubt, the aforementioned knickers, which had trapped the air inside them, she floated on the stream’s surface until she came to a tree branch which she grasped with all her might, pulling herself towards the bank. The problem once again was how to face her mother. Fortunately, it was summer, so she decided to strip and spread the dripping clothes out on a meadow with fairly long grass in which she could hide. Meadows near the Mühlgraben were used for spreading out laundry to bleach in the sun. White clothes were soaked in soda water, boiled, washed by hand the next day, spread out on the meadows near the Mühlgraben or Eger (Bleichplätze), watered several times, then rinsed in the flowing rivers. When she arrived home, her mother was singing in a most melodious voice one of the many tunes she knew from her native village. The women there had met in each other’s houses on dark, cold nights, passing the time spinning, weaving, embroidering, singing cheeky songs and especially bantering. Gossiping, but not in a vicious way, was also common. The whole thing was called hutschen. Rosa would often talk about those days, and the children found it fascinating and could not hear it often enough.

			Hearing her mother sing was a good omen. It meant that she was not particularly worried about the long absence of her second daughter, but she would have to tread carefully, nevertheless. Mother’s hand had a way of landing swiftly and painfully in the wrong places. It was always a shock, even when well anticipated.

			“Where have you been so long?” she enquired, halting her song abruptly and giving Pepi a sharp sideways glance.

			“Nowhere in particular, really. Sorry for being late, mother. I forgot to ask someone for the time.”

			Her mother had not even noticed. Pepi must have made a good job of drying her clothes without creasing them. She felt one of her rare triumphant moments which made her heart beat faster for a minute or two. There was no doubt love and hate within her with regard to her mother, coupled with admiration and a degree of fascination. The lurid stories of haunting premonitions and strange prophesies that eventually became realities were part and parcel of her mother’s background and often followed Pepi into her dreams.

			“And so, he sat, lonely and forlorn, by the fireside. A gust of wind rattled the window and rickety door. The wood in the fire crackled and sang, sending him off to sleep with its warmth and tunefulness. But suddenly his head jerked up, his ears seemed to strain and his eyes followed the staircase that wound itself up to the attic. Soft, but distinct steps could be heard above; frighteningly, slowly and deliberately they moved towards the trapdoor. Then there was complete silence for a moment, only the gusts of wind could be heard outside. Then, as the trapdoor opened, creaking and heaving as if in slow motion, the man’s frame froze to a statue. Nothing gave away his breath, his agony, or his thoughts. The door fell shut with a bang, instantaneously bringing the man alive and into action. He was now behind the chair, holding its back as though it could save him; gripping it, so that his knuckles looked white and dead like his face. His eyes followed the sound of the footsteps down the stairs one by one, as though he could see them. They nearly popped out of his head; the compulsion to scream and give up the ghost in exchange for peace became overwhelming, as the footsteps, firmly but
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