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Chapter 1

Early Childhood Memories

T his is the story of my life so far, for my children, my 
grandchildren and my great grandchildren. 

My earliest recollection of my childhood is of a big grey house 
with a wide staircase leading from the footpath to a big brown 
door that never opened when you wanted to go in, unless 
some grown up person came to help. Once inside, there was 
a door to the right on the landing; and there lived a very old 
lady with a hunchback, a piled up bun on her head, like a roof 
with a chimney in the middle, and lots of frizzy hair hanging 
around her neck. The people in the flat next door to her I do 
not remember at all. 

One day, I don’t recall the circumstances, but the door on the 
right opened for me and I was asked inside; a world of wonders 
opened up for me. I was placed on a very high chair which 
was covered with cushions. They looked like the crocheted 
multicoloured rugs for the car which we like to have today. 

This old lady, whose name I do not remember, became my 
friend and her door would open for me quite frequently. I was 
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allowed to look at books and paintings and then dismissed 
with few cookies and a drink of something nice. I think it must 
have been juice of some kind. She would sit at her window 
watching the children play and she would wave to us. 

Another vivid memory is of our flat on the second floor. I 
remember my brother Fritz sitting in a highchair, messing 
around with his food, and his howling that never seemed to 
end after my mum gave him a smack. 

I remember another time when my mother called out from 
a window so high up in the grey house, she was calling for 
me to come home; I must have been three years old then. At 
the back of our house were very little houses, like units, with 
dark little narrow steps to the upstairs. To get there you had 
to walk from our front door through a tunnel like passage, 
which opened up to a big square at the back of our house, 
where many children assembled to play. Later on in the day 
they were joined by the schoolchildren.

I must have been quite a daring little devil on this particular 
day. When you walked through from the front of the house to 
the back and turned a sharp corner to the right, there were iron 
rails surrounding steps which led down to the workshops of 
different tradesmen. The first rail to the right was my favourite. 
As little as I was, I loved to climb up and turn around, or at 
least try to, I was probably showing off a little.

What happened after is a complete blank to me. I had fallen 
down onto some sharp rusty tools of a plumber and split my 
forehead between my eyebrows, leaving a scar which is still 
visible today. I remember my Aunty Minna, then 17years old, 
being with me at a doctor’s surgery, and lots of blood and lots 
of screaming. I did not like Dr Ritter at all. 

One of the back houses with the small windows and doors was 
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home to my friend, her name was Lieschen, she lived there on 
the first floor. Her father was a big loud man, who always wore 
a cap in the house. Lieshen had bent legs and could not walk 
very fast, a condition a lot of children suffered at the end of 
World War 1, due to insufficient vitamins in their diet. I liked 
Lieschen and sometimes I was allowed into her house. They 
had a very dark kitchen with a sofa under the window, and we 
would climb up there and look down right onto a canal where 
there were little tug boats, busy with men on them.

In our street, the Wendenstrale, where I was born, my Onkel 
Robert and his family lived right opposite us. My uncle was a 
master tailor, making suits for ladies and gents. He was often 
sitting cross legged on his big table, stitching away, while my 
aunt Rosa seemed endlessly pulling out long white stitches of 
some dark garment. They always seemed busy and my cousin 
Eefie, who was about my age, used to play on the floor between 
them. My cousin Helga must have been a small baby then.

One day my grandmother whom I had never seen before 
came to stay with them. She was sitting in a wheelchair, her 
big brown eyes looking at me, and I was frightened of her. I 
did not know then that she was a very sick woman, confined 
to a wheelchair at the age of 58. She died at 63 and I saw 
her only once again, in a hospital. She had so much beautiful 
black hair with curls. And I’ll never forget the day my Uncle 
Robert, who was the brother of my mother, together with my 
Aunt Rose, lifted my grandmother out of the wheelchair and 
carried her as she was, in a sitting position, onto the toilet seat 
in the toilet. I learned later she was not able to do anything 
for herself anymore, as she was crippled with arthritis. Much 
later my mother told me that my grandmother was once 
very beautiful and had married a handsome and, at the time, 
wealthy man, my grandfather. She bore him five children and 
my mother was the youngest. 
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My mother never told me about her early childhood. She had 
two brothers, William and Robert, and two sisters, Bertha and 
Ida. My grandfather, according to my aunt Ida, died when my 
mother was just five years old. He could apparently not cope 
with the responsibility of a large family and poverty. He had no 
trade to fall back on, and started to drink heavily; he died in his 
thirties. My grandmother later married a French man and had 
two more children, my Aunt Minna and Uncle George. 

My Aunt Ida, the older sister of my mum, was my favourite. 
She was bright and fun, and I thought very beautiful with 
reddish blonde very curly hair. She remembered her early 
childhood very well. I often visited her, as at that time I went 
to a school in the town parish which was not far from where 
she and her only son Ernst lived. She lost her husband during 
World War 1, and she would talk about the time when she 
still had a father and a happy family life. I learned from her 
almost unbelievable things, which my mother never talked 
about. According to Aunt Ida, there was a link to the Royal 
family in the past, and a title with a family crest which had 
been lost somewhere in time. There was a beautiful old 
carved grandfather clock in her hall, and in her bedroom a 
very special parlour chair with greenish gold material, as I 
remember. They were old heirlooms from far back, she claimed. 
I recently met with my cousin after 71 years in Germany, 
Helga, my cousin in Hamburg, spoke of a large family 
owned dairy farm, and a crest suggesting that my great grand 
parents were providers (hotfieperanteu) to the Royal family.  
The family name was von Bagauz, but none of this has been 
confirmed and may be heresay.

So my grandmother was left a penniless widow with five 
children, and there was no social security at the time. All the 
children were fostered out, and my mother at five years old 
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was taken in by a small farmer, but as it turned out, not as 
part of the family. She was treated like a little slave; she had to 
sleep all by herself in the hayloft, frightened stiff by the mice 
and rats. 

One night, probably half asleep, she must have missed a step on 
the ladder, and she fell four metres down onto farm machinery 
and she split the side of her head between her ear and her eye. 
This is her story about the accident: There was no doctor to 
stitch her up; instead she was treated by the farmer’s wife who 
put hot oil on the wound. From then on she suffered a lot of 
headaches and her scar was visible for the rest of her life. My 
mother was allowed to see her brother Robert and sister Ida for 
a short while on Sundays. They were fostered out to a tailor in 
the same village, Ülzen in Holstein near Hamburg. So much 
for my mother’s childhood; later she continued to work as a 
servant as she had no chance to learn anything else. While her 
sister and brother later became a tailor and a dressmaker in 
their own right. 

Mother married my father in 1913 and my sister Martha 
was born in 1914 just before the start of the First World 
War. My father had to serve in the war, and he was badly 
wounded and had to spend two years in the war hospital as 
a consequence. In April 1918, shortly before the end of the 
war, I entered the world. 

For the ordinary people the hunger and the cold must have 
been unbelievable, as Germany had lost the war and the 
Kaiser Wilhelm had fled to Holland for safety, so avoiding 
responsibility. Sounds familiar?

My father was handicapped because of his injuries, but was 
not disabled enough to be eligible for a pension. He could 
not find work and I just cannot imagine how we all survived. 
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My mother told me all this when I visited her and my sister 
Martha for the first time in September 1976, when she had 
her 85th birthday, and I am so glad I could hug her once 
again. She was so small, sitting with my sister Martha at the 
airport, waiting for me to arrive. I felt then that it might be 
the last time I would be with her as she had become so frail, 
but she was still very alert and with it. My mother passed away 
three years later.

In 1921 we moved to a very different place. We had become 
very poor and my father, I was told, had no work to go to. 

The next thing I clearly remember is my mother lying on a 
bed in a very small room, and she was screaming. There was 
a lot of running around and strange voices, and then a baby 
crying very thinly, and then another cry. My sister Karla and 
brother Martin had entered the world on the 7th September 
1921. So now we were a family of six living in a much smaller 
flat on the ground floor, and my mum seemed to cry a lot.

Father became a prominent figure in my life at that time, as he 
was sitting so often in front of our kitchen window repairing 
our shoes, and he did a beautiful job of it. He would soak 
a piece of leather in a bowl of water, then, on a shoe box, 
hammer on it for a while to make it soft enough to work with; 
he explained all this to me when I asked. Then with a very 
short and sharp knife he would cut the leather into the shape 
of a sole or a heel and nail it onto the shoe so beautifully with 
little wooden pegs, all in a double row. I loved the look of it 
very much and never grew tired of watching him. I think a 
special bond developed between us from then on. I became 
aware of the many beautiful things my father would create out 
of almost nothing, like wooden dolls and beautiful Christmas 
decorations, and it made a deep impression on me, very early 
in my life.
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Our new housing consisted of a kitchen, one large bedroom 
that was always full of beds and cots, one very small bedroom, 
one living room, a toilet, and a pantry which were all connected 
to a large hall that became our indoor playground on cold or 
wet days, which was very often the case in Hamburg. It must 
have certainly driven my mother crazy at times.

Our new babies were so small that they slept together in one 
basket, and after they were born they had to spend some time 
in the hospital. Twice a day my sister Martha had to deliver my 
mother’s breast milk to them, which was quite a walk before 
and after school.

In February 1923, just one year and five months later, another 
baby brother arrived; he was named Herbert. I heard my poor 
mum screaming in pain again, for the second time, and I was 
later told that the stork had bitten her so severely for the baby 
he brought us. I was very angry with him, because we did 
not need another baby; we already had two tiny ones. And he 
had bitten my mum so badly; I had seen some blood myself. 
She lay in bed, so pale, with her long curly black hair spread 
around her on the pillow, and my new little baby brother in 
her arms. She looked so ill. And once again a lot of strange 
people seemed to be busy around us.

Life went on, and as we were now also tenants of one of 
the backhouses, it was very much concentrated on a play 
square, which seemed to be part of the lifestyle of the poor 
people’s children.

There were no trees, no greens, no sand, just concrete and 
houses and lots of children. But the sun shone for all of us, 
even in that little square, and it was safe. On warm summer 
days after thunderstorms, we had great fun in a pool of water 
which would collect in the square because of the poor drainage. 
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We would sit at the edge of that slowly disappearing little pool, 
our feet in the water, splashing with glee for all our might, or 
wading right through it, if we were game.

There was a pole in one corner of this playground, it was much 
taller than my dad, and it had a big white glass top. When it 
started to get dark, a man with a ladder would come, climb 
up, and with a flick on a little chain, switch on the light for the 
night. It was a gas light, and they had to be lit over all the 
streets in town, that was the man’s job. I was fascinated 
watching him, and sometimes he gave me a little white dainty 
gadget which had been replaced. It looked like this , only 
the upper part had gone and what was left looked like one of 
our little tables without a top, it was so beautiful. When I was 
a little older I made a table of it by using flour and water for 
glue and with a round piece of cardboard on top so it looked 
real. Father always used that flour glue.
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My mother  
and sister 
Martha,  
Christmas 1914

My brother Georg and me, then 
3 and 10 years old, in our new 

garden, Laugenhorr
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My sister 
Martha,  
9 years old, 
and myself 
5 years old, 
with all our 
new friends, 
1923.

Top row: 
 sister Martha with 

baby Georg. 
Second row: 

 Left, brother Fritz,  
third from left, me.

FronT row: 
 second and third 

from left,  
brother Martin  

and sister Karla. 

LasT on righT: 
my brother Herbert, 

1926.


