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Chapter One
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Two stories of one birth

The story of my birth has been told to me by my Great-Uncle Max and my mother. I am today inclined to believe my mother’s version but, when I was five or six year’s old, my great uncle’s account was far more suited to my vivid imagination.

Before I proceed to relate the stories of my birth, I beg to provide some background.

After my parents, Charlotte and Karl, were married in 1938, they moved into the downstairs subdivision of an old, double- storey house, which was set in a large garden with fruit trees in the forested suburb of Zehlendorf, south-east of central Berlin, Germany.

My father had just turned 28 when he was drafted into the German army. At the outbreak of the Second World War, his regiment was sent to the western border between The Netherlands and France. Vati, the German diminutive of the word Vater (or father), ended up in the scullery of the field kitchen, which suited him fine.

When the German army advanced into Russia to the East, his regiment was sent there too. In 1943, on his way to the Eastern front, he was given a week’s leave, during which I was conceived.

Because of the fierce conditions on the Eastern Front, communication between my father and mother soon stopped. Mutz, our diminutive for Mutter (or mother) did not receive any mail, nor did she know if my father got her letters.

Our closest relatives, on my mother’s side, were Great Uncle Max, Great Aunt Marie, and their daughter Ella, my mother’s cousin of similar age. Ella’s husband had also been drafted into the army, and had not been heard of since his call-up.

When Mutz was past eight-months pregnant with me, Great-Aunt Marie and Great-Uncle Max insisted she come and stay with them. She would be closer to a hospital in nearby Potsdam, an historic town containing the summer palace of the former King of Prussia.

Now I can get to the two contradicting accounts leading up to the early morning hours of my birth.

Great-Uncle Max pulls me, aged four or five, onto his knee and starts by saying: “Your mother began to complain about stomach cramps two hours after our evening meal, I guess round about seven-thirty, eight o’clock.

“‘Charlotte,’ I say to her, ‘it’s just a little bit of wind from the cabbage you ate.’ She, Marie, and Ella laugh about it for a bit; but when the cramps come again, the women tell me to get ready.”

Great-Uncle Max stops and shifts me from his left knee to his right. “Boy, you are getting heavy,” he says, tickling me until I squeal with laughter before he continues.

“As I go to the wardrobe for my shoes, I have a look outside. With the enforced blackout to prevent the town from being spotted by the British bombers, I can’t see further than my arms’ length. To top it all, it is snowing, a right blizzard it is. “Most years, the winter is finished by the end of January,

or at least the first week in February, but not in 1944. Oh no, on the eve of sixteen to seventeen, we have a snowstorm like never seen before, nearly twenty centimetres in one hour.

“When I tell the women, they get really worried, but not I.” He reassures me with another tickle and a shift to the other leg. “‘Don’t worry,’ I say to your mother, ‘we will wrap you in blankets and put you on the sledge.’

“‘Max,’ says your Great-Aunt Marie, ‘you are too old to pull the sledge with Charlotte on it all the way to the hospital.’

“‘Who are you calling too old? If seventy is not too old to

chop firewood for the stove, it’s not too old to pull the sledge.’

“‘You are going to slip and fall,’ she warns me.

“Just then your mother cramps again. ‘We better go,’ I say. ‘It will take a good two hours or more in this weather and with the blackout.’

“So off we go. 

“Peter, I am telling you: it snowed that night like I have never seen. Your mother looked like a heaped-up snowman sitting right there on that sledge behind me.

“Then I hear her calling: ‘Uncle Max, please, can you walk faster?’ Now, as I am slipping and sliding, the driver of a passing horse and cart, offers to attach the sledge’s rope to the back of his cart, and we reach the hospital just in time. The horse cart driver and I get your mother into the ward with minutes to spare.”

To this day, I like to tell the sledge version and you will find

out later why.

My mother’s account is far less dramatic, is in fact quite ordinary, but most likely true.

“After lunch on the 16th of February, I started cramping. It was still daylight but not much more than two hours to go to the blackout.

“Ella puts her arm around my shoulder and says: ‘Charlotte, I think we should go now, and not after nightfall.’

“Just then I cramp again, and I say: ‘Yes, let’s go.’ With my bag packed in preparation, we are on our way in minutes. It’s a lovely mild day: the winter and the snow have long gone. We arrived at the hospital as it was getting dark; they settled me in; and waited. Ella stayed by my side until the cramps came one after the other. I remember her telling me it was 2.30 a.m. when the midwife handed you to her to hold, while she cleaned me up. Around lunchtime that day, twelve hours after you were born, Ella carried you with me by her side back to Uncle Max’s apartment. Ten days later a horse cart dropped us off at our apartment in Zehlendorf.”

Nothing to it: do you blame me for preferring my Great-Uncle’s version?
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Changing uniforms brings a brush with death

With the Second World War reaching a climax and no end in sight, Mutz and I spend the first year of my life mostly in the garden during the day and hidden away in the basement at night.

My mother’s biggest concern is for adequate nutrition for me. With insufficient breast-milk and not enough cow’s or goat’s milk available, my weight-to-size ratio is of great concern. To put it mildly, I am extremely skinny. At the biweekly weigh-in at the Red Cross station, one of the nurses suggests that I should be allowed to sleep in the filtered shade of a tree during the day, while given fresh carrot juice to drink from the abundant supply in our vegetable garden. Within a short period of time, I become one of the healthiest babies at the weigh-in, deeply tanned by the dappled sun and an ample supply of carotene.

That worry out of the way, Mutz remains worried about the lack of news from my father and the increasing attacks by the Allied forces, who were dropping more and more bombs on Berlin, while closing in on the capital city to force an unconditional surrender. Whenever the air-raid sirens blared their early warning sirens, my mother and I were confined to the basement, hidden under the kitchen floor, where I spent most of the second half of my first year on earth.

Since I do not recollect this time at all, I have my mother’s account for the events that took place at that time of my life.


The loud clanging of boot heels, coming down the narrow wooden staircase into our hideout basement, woke you up from your short, much-needed sleep. Bleary-eyed, you pulled yourself into a sitting position on the bars of your wooden cot.

“Heil Hitler!” shouted the youth in his ill-fitting jacket. “Alles in Ordnung hier unten?” (“Is everything in order down here?”) he asked me. By now, you were on your feet, hanging on with your left hand, as you swung your right arm in an imitating salute and crowed: “Heil Hitter!”

The youth from the Civil Guard, that checked on us after every heavy bombing, broke into a smile. Tousling your straw-blond hair, he said: “He will become a good soldier when he grows up.”

‘I sincerely hope not,’ I allowed myself to think. With your father in the war, I didn’t want to think about your becoming a soldier. June 1943 had been the last time your father had been on home leave. Since then, I had not heard from him and did not even know if had ever received my letters. Karl may not have even known that he had a son.

The Civil Guard helped me to convert our basement pantry under the kitchen floorboards into a shelter with a narrow bed, a wooden cot for you. Some of the remaining pantry shelves are lined with bottles of drinking water, to sustain us during air raids, and bottles of carrot juice, the Red Cross nurses told me to feed you with. I gave the youth an apple I had picked last fall and kept in a box of straw under the lowest shelf. He thanked me and stomped back up the narrow stairs.

Six months later, the bombing had stopped. It was eerily quiet in our hideout basement. I kept the trapdoor in the kitchen floor shut at night, hoping that the reported Russian Red Army soldiers, searching the neighbourhood, would not find us down there. My hopes were in vain because one night I heard loud voices speaking in a guttural language and the equally loud sound of footsteps on the wooden floor above our heads, which woke you from your sleep.

Understandably scared, you started to cry, and I quickly clamped my hand over your mouth, which usually calmed you but that night it didn’t help. The trapdoor was pulled open and dropped with a crash against the kitchen wall.

Then I saw dirty boots coming down the narrow stairs, topped by equally dirty, uniformed legs.

Ducking down, a bearded Mongolian soldier in a Red Army uniform peeked into our hideout. Before I could stop you; you had your right arm up, shouting: “Heil Hitter!” The bearded soldier turned with a crazed stare in his eyes, grabbed one of the water bottles, and – holding it by the neck – he swung it back to hit you over the head.

Expecting the impact, I screamed in horror as my arm flew up to block the certain fatal collision of the solid water bottle with your soft skull, only to hear a barked command from another soldier, directly behind the crazy bearded one: “Stoy!” (Stop!) Grabbing the Mongolian’s arm, the second soldier averted the blow. In a harsh voice he ordered the man to let go of the bottle and to leave the basement. Obviously in command, this one was from Russia. After a quick look around, he retreated up the stairs and slammed the trapdoor shut. All stayed quiet for the rest of the night.

Six months later, we were still sleeping in the hideout at night. It was quiet now: no more wailing air-raid sirens, no more bombing, no gunshots. I left the trapdoor open for fresh air.

Early one morning, as I came up the narrow staircase with you on my hip, I saw a helmeted face looking around the open kitchen door. Before I could clamp your mouth shut, you shouted: “Heil Hitter!”

The soldier looked at you, smiled, pulled some chewing gum out of his uniform shirt pocket, offered it to you, and said: “That guy is dead, buddy. You can go play in the sun now!”

You know, Peter, you were so close to death.


Tears well up in her eyes every time she tells this story.
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Peter has lived before

In the early years of my life, before I learned to read for myself, many evenings were spent with Mutz telling me stories; about her youth, our relatives, or – of most interest to me – those events involving me which I could not recall.

“I could tell many little stories about you,” says Mutz, “the most puzzling, to this day, were our trips to the barber.”

Although she had told this story many times before, I urge her to tell this story again.


It is 3.30 in the afternoon. Aged three-and-a-half, you look at yourself in the large mirror above the white, wash basin. Your straw-coloured hair, your crystal-clear, blue-grey, mischievous eyes. Now you smile, now you frown; you blow out your right, then your left cheek and smile again.

Next to the wash basin, neatly arranged on a white towel, are several combs, brushes, scissors, and clippers; a cut- throat razor; and a shaving brush in a soap dish. Another long-bristled brush stands ready in a bowl of talcum powder, alongside a jar of hair cream.

You are at the local barber, perched on a plank that has been placed across the armrests of a seat normally used by grown-ups.

You are visibly happy, because you love coming to the old, white-haired, and moustachioed barber, who always smells of talcum powder and hair cream. You can see me, your mother, in the mirror: I am sitting in a chair not far behind you. A couple of elderly men are patiently waiting their turn. The barber has just finished tying a large snow-white cape around your tiny shoulders, tucked in the crêpe paper around your neck to stop your hair clippings from going down the back of your neck. As if on cue in a stage production, you clear your throat and announce, loud enough for all to hear: “Do you know that I have lived before?”

I look to the ceiling in utter embarrassment – not again! – but the barber simply smiles. Both of us have heard it every time you have your hair cut. The waiting customers are fascinated. What is this little boy saying?

If you could have raised your right index finger toward the ceiling, you would have. Fortunately, it is trapped securely under the snow-white cape.

“Yes, I have lived in Africa!” No dramatics, but simple fact. No fiction! You then go on to present to your mesmerised audience an accurate account of your previous life among the gorillas, chimpanzees, elephants, lions, leopards, giraffes, buffalo, the scantily dressed, dark-skinned men with spears and bows and arrows; and the women working in the fields ... It goes on and on!

“Where does he get it from?” the barber asks every time.

I shrug my shoulders to reply: “I do not know where he gets it from. We don’t have any magazines or books with any of this content. We have no radio.”

“Well,” says the old barber, taking the paper off your neck and removing the cape to brush you down, then lifting you off the plank, before he winks and concludes: “Then it must be true!”


This story took place in 1947, long before I was taken to movie houses or television became available.
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A stranger in the house

By 1948, the citizens of Berlin were determined to rebuild their city and their lives. The losses of loved ones were dealt with in different ways. Ella, my mother’s cousin, had received confirmation that her husband Robert had not survived a mortar attack on his battalion on their way to Stalingrad. She buried her grief by focussing her energy into dressmaking, opened a small shop in Potsdam and soon employed three seamstresses.

Aunt Christine, whose husband Albert had been declared missing, turned to religion for solace, spending most of her days in her parish church. When her prayers were answered in 1947 and Albert’s release from the mines in Siberia was negotiated by the Red Cross, Christine made Albert, a Master Carpenter by trade, carve a new pulpit for the church she had prayed in.

My mother, who had last seen her husband in 1943, focused her energy on me. Although not a regular churchgoer, the parish parson visited regularly to provide spiritual support. My father was declared missing in action in 1946, and deceased by the end of 1947, granting my mother the status of a widow shortly after her 35th birthday. She maintains that it was the subdivision we stayed in, with its vegetable garden and variety of fruit and nut trees that kept us alive.

Since by mid-1948, the parson’s visits had become sporadic and soon a thing of the past, a soft knock at around 9 p.m. one night startled my mother and this is her account of what followed.


“Who is there?” I call out, stepping up to the small glass pane next to the entrance door into the kitchen.

“It’s me, open up,” answers a strangely familiar voice. “Karl? KARL?” I throw open the door and, stepping in from the side, he barely manages to catch me, as I feel myself faint. Unable to support himself and me, we slide to the floor, clutching each other.

“Are you alone?” I hear him whisper uncertainly.

Too confused, I don’t get the full meaning of his question. “Peter is asleep already,” I answer. “Keep your voice down: we don’t want to wake him now.”

“Peter?” he asks. He does not know.

“Your ... our son,” I say and feel him relax. We manage to get up, his heavily bandaged feet keep slipping on the floorboards.

“I walked a lot,” he says, by way of explanation. “Don’t worry. They are on the mend: the Red Cross took care of me.” We spend the rest of the night talking.


This is the part of the story where I, the grown-up Peter, take over to finish this chapter, and the remainder of the book.

It is the end of June and getting light around 4 a.m. when I wake up to the sound of soft voices from our kitchen. Who has come to see Mutz so early, I think, rubbing my eyes. Not bothering to look for my slippers, I hitch up my pyjama shorts, push the pyjama top in and tiptoe to the kitchen door.

A man, I think, as I pull the door open just enough to see our early visitor. It’s the man in the picture on Mutz’s bedside table. She told me it was my deceased father.

How can he be dead and sit in our kitchen? I think, and pull the door wide open. Mutz’s eyes are all puffy, from crying or lack of sleep, or both.

The strange man has turned around and is trying to stand up, holding big, calloused hands out to me.

“Peter, this is your father: he has come home,” says Mutz. “So, he is not dead?” I blurt out, as my father pulls me onto his lap, hugging me to his chest.

I can see Mutz is crying, and the stranger, my father, is crying, so I start crying, too.

It takes a few days to come to terms with having a man, my father, in the house, but once his bandages are off and he can wear sandals, the three of us work in the garden, adding new beds of vegetables. Soon Vati adds a large chicken run, and a row of rabbit cages next to the outside toilet.

No one speaks of the war, and I am not told what happened to my father between 1943 and 1948, until one day in 1958, ten years later.

“You fancy going for a ride?” Vati asks, sticking his head in the door of my room.

“Sure, give me five minutes to finish my homework,” I reply. We don’t ride our bicycles often together anymore. Since I bought my 24-speed, Italian racing bike, I cycle with Wolf and his cousin Dirk on Sunday mornings, my only day off at the moment.

Vati is waiting in our basement storage cubicle, checking his bike’s tyres and brake pads. I have two bikes: my white day- to-day, 3-speed bike which I built with Vati’s help six years ago, and my new lime-green racer for weekend club rides. Not to embarrass my father, I heft the day-to-day bike onto my shoulder to carry it up the steep basement stairs.

The apartment we moved into in 1956 is close to the lakes and the river Havel, flanked by forests, with great cycle paths. Today, we decide on a route of about 35 kilometres, down along the river to the old tower and back. As we near the turning point, the heavens open with a torrential downpour.

“This is no thunderstorm,” shouts Vati, “let’s wait it out under that oak tree over there.”

Vati carries a tarpaulin in his saddle bag for shelter, and we sit with our backs against the broad trunk of the old oak, huddled up close. We don’t say much; just watch the rain pouring down.

After a while, Vati all of a sudden says: “Just like Siberia!”

“Just like where?” I ask.

“Just like Siberia,” he repeats. I didn’t understand what Vati is talking about at first, but then the penny drops: we have learned at school that thousands of German prisoners from the great battlefields in the Soviet Union had ended up in Russian camps in Siberia, the worst place anyone could end up in.

Before I can ask, he continues: “It was hell on earth! I was in a quarry, breaking up rocks, and carting the pieces up a ramp beneath which a tip truck was parked, waiting to be filled by us. The Russian army, made up by mean Mongolian brutes, used the broken rock to build roads.”

He stops to wipe his brow, as if to dismiss the thought of it. Pulling the canvas tighter around us, he continues. “There were more than twenty of us, all German prisoners of war, or POWs. One day, after we had been there more than two years, there were only two guards, instead of the usual four. We heard that a truck had become bogged down in the mud and the guards were helping the driver to dig his truck out.

“Our German POW leader gave a whispered command: ‘Run and scatter in all directions.” For months, we had talked about nothing else. Some had already tried and had been shot dead.

“Now it was our chance.

“We dropped our tools and ran in all directions. The two guards fired with their rifles, but not in my direction. I reached a dense forest and just kept running. Luckily, it rained just like now. You
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