
 

Else Würgau-Rutsch 

A German Childhood 

in the First World War 

Memoir 1914 - 1918  

 

Pauline, Else and Friedrich Rutsch 1916 



 

 

 

 

 

Translated from the German  

by Ruth Fleischmann 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Published in German on www.kindheit.stefanmart.de 

under Creative Commons Licence (CC BY-NC-ND 3.0 DE) 

Herford 2014 



 

 

 

Else Würgau-Rutsch on her 80th birthday in Murrhardt, 30 December 1987 

 



 

 

FOREWORD 2014 

Else Würgau-Rutsch, born on 30 December 1907 in Hohenklingen in 

Baden Württemberg, died on 5 October 1992 in Herford in North Rhine-

Westphalia. She was the only child of the schoolteacher Friedrich Rutsch 

(1879-1958) and his wife Pauline née Bonnet (1880-1965). The Swabian 

village in which she was born, to which she always remained deeply 

attached, today forms part of the town of Knittlingen in the district of Enz. 

In 1920 the family was moved to Murrhardt in the Rems-Murr district. 

Having studied the piano at the Conservatoire in Stuttgart, she opened a 

school of piano-playing in Murrhardt and taught there all her life – long 

enough to teach the children, and indeed in some cases the grandchildren, of 

former pupils. At the age of eighty-two she began to write down her 

memories of her childhood during the period 1914–18. In Herford, where 

she spent the last six months of her life with her son and daughter-in-law, 

she completed the manuscript of this book. It was written for her relatives 

and friends, to whom I sent copies after her death.  

Now, one hundred years after the beginning of the first world war, which 

proved to be the prelude to the second no less terrible one, it seems to me 

that the time has come to make the book generally available.  

 

Herford, 30 December 2013             Dr. Rainer Würgau 
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CHAPTER ONE 1914 

Village and parents  

My first home was in Hohenklingen, a small village in the fertile countryside between the 

river Neckar and the northern Black Forest, not far from the town and monastery of 

Maulbronn. Tucked in between orchards and vineyards, it peoples the little valley. Its houses 

climb the mountain slopes, the tops of which are covered with beech forests. My parents came 

there after their marriage in 1906; I was born there the following year and that is where I 

spent my childhood. We lived in the little community school on the steep village street, a 

pretty half-timbered two-storey building behind which lay a large garden. 

Father was a teacher, mother a housewife, both tirelessly active. As was frequently the case 

in rural areas in those days, father was also cantor. During the week he gave his classes in 

school, on Sundays he played the organ in church and directed the choir. He also helped to 

found and manage a vintner cooperative. Mother’s world was that of her work in house and 

garden: she grew fruit and vegetables, kept poultry and bees, sometimes over thirty colonies. 

My parents did not have much time to play with me. But that was not really necessary. In the 

immediate neighbourhood there were five boys of my age. With them I ran around, climbed 

and fought; my knees, like theirs, were always grazed and cut. “Go easy, Else, don’t be so 

wild!” was the neighbour’s constant admonition. As an only child, I also enjoyed the 

company of adults. I would besiege my father with questions about everything under the sun 

until it sometimes became too much for him; but he gladly explained things to me which he 

thought I could and needed to understand. I followed Mother into the garden, watched her 

hoeing and planting and begged to be allowed to work on my own at jobs I liked. Work was 

not yet clearly separated from play. Mother smiled and let me off if, after five minutes, I had 

already got tired of picking berries, for it was a beautiful, hot summer and she wanted me to 

enjoy one more season of freedom. After the big holidays, at the beginning of the school year 

1914/15, I was to start my education – to become an ABC-recruit, as the saying goes. I was 

looking forward to attending my father’s school. 

But it was not to be. First of all, I had to stay in bed with a high temperature. Our doctor 

diagnosed measles, chickenpox and angina. “A bit much, all at once!” he said. My parents 
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closed the shutters outside the windows to keep the heat out and hung wet sheets inside the 

open window casements to cool the room and bring me some relief. During the worst night 

they put me into their bed to lie between them. It was oppressively hot and sultry. I awoke 

from an uneasy sleep with a violent nosebleed. My headache had gone, my temperature was 

down, the crisis was over. Father and mother could heave a sigh of relief and for the first time 

in many nights get some sleep. 

 

The school house in Hohenklingen,Else, Pauline, Friedrich Rutsch  
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The second of August 1914  

The next morning they rose, as always very early. I stayed in bed dreaming in order to 

speed up my recovery. I was woken by the town-cryer’s bell. Half-asleep, I heard it come 

nearer, then came an announcement, but I did not understand the words. Mother hurried into 

the room. “Mobilisation!” she cried. Father entered, deathly pale. The parents spoke with 

agitation. “Tomorrow”, said father, “I have to go to the army!” 

On the street outside the school building I could hear noise and confused voices: “When 

does your husband have to leave?” “Where do your boys have to register?” Mother went to 

the open window. I heard the voice of our young neighbour Anna. She was engaged and about 

to be married. In tears she told mother that her Adam would have to join up just the same. 

Now I was completely awake, sat up and asked: “What is mobilisation?” Father thought for a 

moment. Then he said: “The Kaiser has called all the men who have served as soldiers to take 

up arms. Everybody must register with his captain in the barracks. When they have all come 

and have been given their rifles, they will march to the station and board a train. They will be 

taken to the border, which they will guard to protect the realm. There has been shooting at the 

border. War has been declared and the enemy wants to invade our country and destroy towns 

and villages.” 

For us in the south-west the borders of the kingdom were those of France, and the enemies 

the French. I started thinking about what I had just heard and tried to remember what I knew 

about war. A picture on the cover of a book came to my mind. It showed a soldier standing 

over another man who had fallen to the ground; he had 

placed his bayonet on the other’s chest and was about to 

stab him to death. The soldier on the ground had lost his 

cap. He was wearing red trousers and clinging 

desperately to his flag. The man who had knocked him 

down was wearing a helmet with a sharp spike on top. 

That spike and the blade of the bayonet frightened me. I 

was afraid of the picture, yet wanted to see it again and 

again. Father did not often show it to me. Rather he 

would take out a little box in which he kept mementos of 

his father, who had fought in the last war – the Franco-

Prussian war of 1870-1971. The box contained various medals attached to black-white-red 
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ribbons and a large, heavy rifle bullet. Grandfather had been hit in the leg by such a bullet and 

had been awarded one of the medals for it. His leg never quite recovered. But grandfather was 

grateful that it had not been amputated in the field-hospital and indeed that he had not been 

shot dead. Father was always quiet and thoughtful after he had put the book and little box 

back where they belonged.  

I came to the conclusion that war must be something dangerous and evil, and began to be 

afraid of it. Could it not happen that my father might be shot dead in the war, or bayonetted? 

And what about my uncles? I had four: Uncle Wilhelm Kopp and Uncle Friedrich Kopp in 

Enzberg, Uncle Wilhelm Olpp in the Black Forest, and Uncle Albert Schmiedpeter in the 

Hohenloh district. I thought too of the fathers of my friends. I was now back in my small bed. 

The windows were wide open. A warm summer breeze came in, the swallows whirred and 

darted around, the scent of the roses in the front garden wafted in the window – all this I took 

in. But things were now different, no longer cheerful, and a heavy, dark cloud seemed to hang 

over everything.  

But father comforted me when he said goodbye. Being with the territorial army was not 

dangerous, he said. He would not have to go further away than to Mühlacker. Where that was, 

I knew. You took the train from Maulbronn, but only for a short journey. Then you heard: 

“Mühlacker: all passengers please leave the train!” and then you waited for the bigger train 

which took you to grandmother in Enzberg or still further away to the Black Forest. It was 

this station and everything connected with it, including the many tracks, that father was now 

going to guard. That seemed sensible. I remembered what he had said and knew why the 

railway was so important for the war. When he was guarding the railway, he would not be 

sent to the border. It was quite a distance to those places where there was shooting. Because 

first came the Württemberg border, then you were in Baden, and France lay far away, far 

behind the Black Forest. That calmed me down and I forgot about the war.  

 

The gold car 

I was up and about again. One Sunday I was allowed to go with mother to Mühlacker. 

Father was going to be off duty for a few hours and we were allowed to see him. He was 

waiting for us on the platform. He wanted to know whether I had been obedient, and whether 
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I was still looking forward to going to school. Then he showed us where he had to go at night 

with the other soldiers along the railway tracks. The trains transporting soldiers and war 

equipment usually operated at night on account of the planes. There had been no alarms so far 

and mother was not to worry.  

But she did seem to worry. One of her petticoats lay among her sewing. She had 

strengthened the hems on the inside with strips of linen. At the time father’s salary was still 

paid out in gold and the linen bands were to be used to hide it. Mother planned to sew the 

gold coins into the hems in case we had to flee before the French. However, no news ever 

came that the French had crossed the border and the garment remained where it was. Nor was 

there any sign of the enemy planes and air ships for which we children were watching out. 

Instead, all sorts of rumours whirred through the air. We once heard that spies had stolen the 

government’s gold car. It was said to be heading towards the border and to be about to pass 

through the village. Some people believed this, took their empty handcarts, ploughs, harrows 

and fodder-cutting machines out of barns and sheds, placed them sideways across the street, 

blocking it at three different places in the village. They remarked on how fortunate it was that 

there was only one road through the village and that it could therefore be barricaded 

completely. The same happened in neighbouring localities, as we discovered later on. Having 

completed the building of the barricades, everybody withdrew into their houses, listening and 

watching out for the spies in the gold car from the skylights and from behind closed window-

shutters. That was really something for us children. But how we laughed afterwards at those 

who had fallen for the tale! 

Reports of victories at the front gave rise to excitement and jubilation in our village. When 

one arrived, it was not announced by the town-cryer but by the ringing of the church bells. 

The front was no longer at the borders of the kingdom. Our soldiers were now fighting in 

Belgium; the city of Liège had been taken; the French were trying in vain to march into 

Alsace. I was as pleased as all the others, and nearly changed my mind about the war.  

But one morning a murmur went through our village. The neighbours stood at their 

doorways looking down the village street. Something was happening down there. The women 

were whispering to each other, told the children to be quiet and folded their hands. The men 

took off their caps. Our young Anna had just been informed of the death of her husband, 

Adam. After he had signed up, he had been granted three days’ marriage leave. Then he had 

gone to the front and had been killed in action straight away. Anna was now a war widow and 
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not yet twenty years of age. I still see her coming slowly up the street, supported by two 

women, weeping bitterly as she entered her mother’s house. 

 

The church bells and the official bulletin 

The bells were rung again one weekday. My mother was standing at the window crying. I 

did not like to see her shed tears. It frightened me and I began to sob. Mother then picked me 

up, held me in her arms and told me she was weeping for joy. People were cheering outside. 

The bells were announcing a victory. Our soldiers had defeated a Russian army in Tannenberg 

in eastern Prussia, and had taken many prisoners. Prayers were said in the church, flags and 

decorations put up all over the village. Little black-white-red paper flags were stuck into the 

wreaths and garlands and also some with portraits of Generals Hindenburg and Ludendorff. I 

asked mother whether father was going to come home now. She replied that the whole war 

had not yet been won but only a great battle.  

The bells were often rung. In addition to Adam, six other young men from the village were 

killed in action. A mourning service was held for each of them, the entire community 

attending and the school children singing. The parson preached and comforted the bereaved. 

He said we should not only mourn our heroes but should be proud of them. We should be 

joyful and full of hope as they had given their young lives for the Kaiser and fatherland.  

The teacher’s wife – “Mrs Teacher”, as my mother was called in the village – was now 

entrusted with a difficult official duty. She had to visit the relatives of the dead and seriously 

wounded soldiers, condole with them and give them solace. There was a hard day for me 

every week when I had to fetch the state bulletin for mother from the village elder. The elder 

had a long, snow-white beard. He had taken part in the 1870 war, as had my grandfather, had 

lost a leg and been given a wooden one instead. He walked with much difficulty, yet always 

held himself upright; I had great respect for him. His youngest daughter Luise looked after 

him. We children loved her dearly and always called her “Louise little aunty”. There was a 

flock of geese on their farm with a gander who was as vigilant as a dog. But unlike the 

farmhouse dog, he was not chained but ran around freely, cackling and flailing his wings. If 

you approached him, he hissed and bit. I had already been nipped by him. All you could then 

do was to shout loudly for help, which I did until Luise came out the front door and chased 
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the brute away. Once she did not reach me in time. The gander took hold of my calf, 

embedding his beak in it. I screamed piercingly and tried to shake him off. But he did not let 

go and was so strong and heavy that I fell to the ground. At last the elder came and chased 

him off with his stick. “Your gander has torn my stocking!” I said with indignation. And so it 

was, which pained me much more than the scratches and bruises. I wept a lot and was not 

comforted until Luise little aunty pressed some sweeties into my hand in addition to the 

official bulletin for which I had had to put up such a hard fight. Mother did not allow me to go 

to the elder any more and had the bulletin brought to the house from then on. The gander 

became ever crosser, finally stopping at nothing, attacking everybody without exception and 

so it was decided that he had to depart this life.  

Mother always sat for a long time reading the bulletin. It published the lists of casualties, 

giving the names and home addresses of all those killed in action, missing and wounded, 

together with the section of the front on which they had fought. She told me too that our side 

had been beaten back by the French in a great battle at the river Marne, deep within France. 

But so far no enemies had penetrated into our kingdom and we two should pray that this 

would not happen. Every day I finished my evening prayer with the request: “Dear God, 

protect our kingdom and our Kaiser, and also the Austrian emperor, and don’t allow any 

French, English, Russian and Polish soldiers in.” 

 

Staats-Anzeiger für Württemberg, the official bulletin 
Special issue 1 August 1914 
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The map of Europe 

Who the French were I thought I knew. I had only heard of the other peoples. Now I began 

to discover more about them. For I had now become a schoolgirl, and in the schoolroom 

below our flat hung a large map. Our young teacher, Mr Thumm, showed us where Germany, 

Austria and Hungary were. The countries waging war against us were also to be seen on the 

map: Belgium, France and England in the west; Poland and Russia in the east; and in the 

south Serbia and Italy. The teacher then questioned the older pupils. They had to come up and 

with the stick point out the borders of the countries and name towns and rivers. They were 

given little flags. Mr Thumm had them attach the flags to the map wherever our soldiers were. 

There were two fronts: one in the west and one in the east. We ABC-recruits were taking it all 

in. As there was at that time only one teacher in the school, classes one to four and five to 

seven were taught alternately, but generally in the same room. Mr Thumm now explained that 

everything we could see on the map was Europe. That was a fine new word. We repeated it 

and took pleasure in it. That was not enough for Mr Thumm, however. He wanted everybody 

to understand what it meant, including us beginners since we were present at the more senior 

classes. So he came up to the boy sitting next to me, to little Karl, put his hand on the lad’s 

shoulder and asked: “Are you a European?” Little Karl stood up, stuck out his chest and 

called out, his deep voice loud and proud: “No, teacher!” Great laughter, above all on the back 

benches where the older pupils sat. I have to admit that I laughed heartily too, although I had 

no more notion of what a European was than had my neighbour. Our young teacher sang very 

beautifully and played the violin. So I soon grew fond of him and liked school better every 

day. 
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Red:  Entente Powers (Britain, France, Russia, Serbia);  
green: Central Powers (Germany, Austro-Hungary, Turkey) ; yellow: neutral 

states; red lines: the front; blue names and crossed swords: battles 

We visited father again in Mühlacker. He inquired about school, was pleased to hear me 

praise the teacher and had me sing a little song which I had learnt from him. My parents 

discussed the war, they spoke about my uncles and the worries of my grandmother Kopp in 

Enzberg. Uncle Friedrich, her youngest son, had volunteered at the beginning of the war. He 

was only fifteen and a half, but the medical recruiting commission turned a blind eye and 

accepted him. He was now being trained in the barracks in Ludwigsburg. Aunt Berta, her 

youngest daughter, was doing voluntary service as assistant nurse at the Mühlacker railway 

station. During the day she worked on the farm with her mother and older brother, Wilhelm, 

who had not been called up. At night she got little sleep at the station. The trains were 

transporting thirsty and hungry soldiers to the front, who had to be given hot coffee and 

sandwiches. But there were also trains going in the opposite direction. They, too, were full of 

men: prisoners and the wounded. In the hospital trains Berta had to help dress the wounds and 

give them their medication. – “If I am sent to the front”, said father, “I will sign up as a 

stretcher bearer.” “Medical orderlies are particularly endangered”, replied mother. But father 

had taken a decision. “Everything is dangerous – but I will not shoot people.”  
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Visit to the military hospital 

I was gradually beginning to get to know the serious side of life. I did not feel restricted by 

school or homework, but rather by the domestic duties which I now had to take on. The 

absence of the men and brothers had become noticeable in the village. As the women now had 

to see to the fields and vineyards as well as to house and stables, they had to get the children 

to help out. Mother had me clean shoes, stairs and corridors every day and go to the 

neighbouring village of Freudenstein for messages. As the teacher’s wife, many community 

tasks were entrusted to her. Autumn was coming and it was a good year for blackberries. So 

mother went into the forest with other women and with the schoolchildren to pick berries. 

Many cans and buckets were filled from which she made juice in our wash-house. I was 

allowed to fetch the big sugar loaf for it from the grocer in Freudenstein and bring it home in 

the little handcart. It was wonderfully packed in blue and I helped to smash it with a hammer. 

It bubbled deep red in the wash boiler when we threw in the pieces. The juice was poured into 

bottles, the large bottles were placed in the small cart, bunches of flowers put in on top and 

off we went over the mountain and through the forest to Maulbronn, mother to the fore, 

followed by the schoolgirls. There was a hospital in Maulbronn which now served as a 

military hospital. The juice was needed there. We girls distributed our flowers to the soldiers. 

They thanked us, wanted to know what our names were and where we were from. Mother 

took the big girls with her into the wards where the seriously wounded were lying. The 

smaller ones were to wait in the garden and not to run away.  

But we did. For there was a prison camp right beside the hospital: shacks on a meadow 

fenced in with wide-meshed wire. We approached the fence with caution in order to catch a 

glimpse of the prisoners. They were French, recognisable with their red trousers and caps. 

They had taken off their uniform jackets and were sitting or standing around in shirt sleeves. 

They were talking in their own language, smoking and laughing. The sun was shining 

gloriously. I stopped some distance from the fence and took a close look at them. They had 

small beards, dark hair and dark eyes, but otherwise looked just like our own young men. So 

they were our enemies! Was it possible that they could have cut off ears and fingers of us 

children, just because we were German? That is what the school children were saying. I 

would have to ask father whether it was true. The wounded with their bandages and sticks, 

and the prisoners who looked over towards us with no hostility at all – they were supposed to 

hate each other so much that they wanted to shoot each other dead? On the way home I told 
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mother about the prisoners and asked her again when the war would be over. But she had no 

answer. In the evenings I also had to pray for the wounded and the prisoners: “Dear Lord 

Jesus, cure them all and let them all go home and make the war stop soon.” 

 

 

The military hospital in Maulbronn 

 

My relatives 

Meanwhile the fruit and grapes had become ripe and everybody was busy making cider 

and wine. Everything you touched was sticky; everywhere you went you were given the 

splendid brown or red juice to drink – even the air was sweet with it. Again I forgot about the 

war. October brought us more great joy: father had been furloughed, so was allowed to leave 

the barracks and return home for the moment. I remained in Mr Thumm’s class, however, for 

father taught the older pupils. We got the news from the Black Forest that Uncle Wilhelm 

Olpp was back at home again. The news from the Hohenloh district was less good. Uncle 

Albert Schmiedpeter was with the artillery and had to remain a soldier. Aunt Ida sent us a 

photo of herself and her three children. She wrote on the back of the picture: “Albert is still in 

Cannstatt and we do not know when he will be sent away.” 



 

 14 

My parents kept another postcard. It was sent to my grandmother in Enzberg and is dated 

November 1st 1914. The picture part shows a view of Brussels. The text is hard to decipher 

and must have been written in great haste and agitation: “Dear Mother and brothers and 

sisters, All I can tell you is that we have been in battle for the past two days. Shells and 

shrapnel are just whizzing around us. Without comfort you would simply despair with the 

dead lying around everywhere. I was on patrol today and I can only say it was a miracle that I 

got back alive. I must stop now. Auf Wiedersehen [Until we meet again] Yours Friedrich. I 

don’t know my exact address ... Now you know that I am still alive.” 

I must now tell you something about my relatives. My father, Friedrich Rutsch, was born 

in 1879 in Schrozberg near Rothenburg above the river Tauber. There in the Hohenloh region 

lived his uncles and cousins, many of them called Fritz. His father came from the inn called 

“The Lamb” in the town of Oberstetten, where to this day his relatives live. The family tree 

can be seen on the wall, going as far back as the 16th century. The Rutsches were farmers and 

innkeepers; some of them are described on the family tree as “farmers and schoolmasters.” At 

the time I am talking about, my grandmother, Marie Rutsch, still lived in Schrozberg, the 

place where my father was born. She had an inn which was run by her daughter Ida. Aunt 

Ida’s husband, about whom she was now worried, was my godfather. He had a hairdressing 

shop in the town. We visited her only a few weeks before the outbreak of the war. I had made 

friends with her children wee Clare, Gertrud and the small boy Albert.  

My mother was from Enzberg. She was called Pauline after my other grandmother, and her 

maiden name was Kopp. My Enzberg grandmother was a widow who lived on the farm which 

had belonged to her husband’s father and his grandfather. Her husband, Karl Kopp, had died 

young, on January 2nd 1900, at the age of only forty-four. His eldest child, my mother, was 

twenty at the time; his youngest, my uncle Friedrich, was not quite one year old. Since 

Friedrich had gone away to join the soldiers, only two of grandmother’s six children were 

living on the farm: Wilhelm and Berta. Three daughters were already married – my mother 

and her two younger sisters Frida und Emma. Aunt Frida, my godmother, lived in a village in 

the Black Forest. Her husband, my Uncle Wilhelm Olpp, was a teacher like my father. Aunt 

Emma had married in 1914. Her husband, Johann or Giovanni Sinigalia – at that time I did 

not yet call him Uncle since there was a feud in the family over him – was an immigrant from 

Italy. He lived in Enzberg and had an artificial stone business there. I will return to all these 

people in the course of my story. The main emphasis will be on the fate of my Enzberg 

grandmother. For, apart from my parents, she was closest to me during those four years of 
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war. And of all the women in my family it was she to whom the war brought the greatest 

suffering.  

 

Grandmother’s journey to Bromberg 

There was now a public telephone in the inn near the church. My mother was called to the 

phone there one December day. The call came from my grandmother in Enzberg. Friedrich, 

who had just turned sixteen, had been sent to the front and had been wounded right away. He 

was in Bromberg (now Bydgoszcz in Poland) in the military hospital. He was very seriously 

ill having come down with typhus in the hospital. The deaconess1 who was looking after him 

had asked grandmother to come to him if at all possible. The boy had a high temperature, was 

hallucinating and calling for his mother. Several phone calls were made that day to Enzberg. 

My grandmother took Sister Clara’s letter and telegram very seriously and was determined to 

undertake the journey to Bromberg to her sick son. My mother objected: “You can’t do that – 

such a long journey, and in the middle of winter, and you all by yourself!” But grandmother 

had made up her mind.  

She got the information, her papers, the tickets, and began to pack: sides of bacon, ham, 

smoked sausage, pork and beef fat, flour – whole-grain and white – and home-made bread. 

How could she get to Bromberg with all this luggage, travelling day and night and changing 

trains so often? She ignored all the misgivings of her children, friends and advisors. Her sole 

response to all the doubts was: “When I explain where I am going, why and to whom, 

everybody will help me.” She was right. Throughout her journey she was given every 

assistance. When she arrived in Bromberg, she stood on the platform surrounded by her 

luggage and must have looked somewhat lost. A woman of about her own age addressed her: 

“Where are you going, little mother?” whereupon grandmother explained her situation. The 

communication cannot have been easy between the Swabian2 and the Prussian dialect-

speakers. The woman took the stranger from the station into her modest house and had her 

                                                 

1 The deaconess movement began in Germany in 1836; it gave women an opportunity to become independent of 
the family: they were trained for nursing, childcare and social work. The diaconate was not a religious order, but 
most were close to Lutheran churches.  
2 The name derives from the ancient duchy of Swabia, which comprised the territory of modern Baden-
Württemberg but was much larger. 
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stay with her family for the duration of grandmother’s stay in Bromberg. She was there for six 

weeks. Sister Clara was very glad to see her. She hoped the visit would effect an improvement 

in the condition of the most seriously ill young man. Just as grandmother had been offered 

shelter as a matter of course, so too she helped the nurses to care for the many typhus patients 

in the hospital. Friedrich was unconscious most of the time. Grandmother sent a postcard to 

my mother on 18 December 1914: “Just to let you know that Friedrich is in a very serious 

condition; he has a very high temperature and is mostly no longer conscious. I am so glad that 

I came to him; he so longed for his mother and kept screaming: Has Mother not arrived yet? 

He is now so weak; the dear Lord only knows how long it will last. I can’t leave my child 

who is so seriously ill. Greetings from your mother.” She spent the first Christmas of the war 

at the sickbed of her son. Not until the new year did his health begin to improve. Grandmother 

left the eastern city, but not without giving what remained of her food to her hosts as a sign of 

her gratitude. They remained in contact for a long time. Letters were exchanged and 

grandmother always sent parcels at Christmas.  
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Friedrich Kopp (seated 2nd from left) 

Caption: “In memory of our stay in the Diaconate in Bromberg 1915” 

 

 

Friedrich Kopp (standing, 4th from left) 

Caption: “Place of refuge for old warriors in the Diaconate in Bromberg 

War year 1915” 
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CHAPTER TWO 1915 

Spring in Hohenklingen 

Friedrich kept us informed about his improving health. In February he was able to get out 

of bed and to walk with the help of a stick. In March we got a postcard: “In memory of our 

stay in the Diaconate in Bromberg 1915” showing him with other patients on the mend at 

Sister Clara’s side. He was hoping to be given leave to come home at Easter. 

More field postcards with pictures arrived from the eastern front. One of them showed the 

interior of a Russian peasant hut. Everybody is together in the one room: the family, the goats, 

the pig, the hens and a German soldier. They are all scratching themselves. Underneath there 

was a little rhyming couplet, which has remained in my memory: “The father has lice; the 

child has lice / The master has lice; the servants have lice / I as billeted guest sit down with 

them / First I look on and then I scratch too.” I showed this postcard around in school. We 

children laughed a lot over it, but our young teacher did not enjoy it. He spoke to us about the 

wretched hatred peoples had of each other and of the contempt for poverty. And we heard 

about the national pride of the Slav peoples, of the Poles, Russians and Serbs who 

unfortunately had so often been offended by us arrogant central Europeans. The Serbs were a 

poor but proud mountain people, who had to struggle to make a living from the barren soil 

and whose desire for freedom was being suppressed by the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. That 

was the reason why the sad and terrible war had broken out. A Serbian revolutionary had shot 

the Habsburg heir to the throne and his wife while they were visiting Sarajevo. Thereupon the 

Austro-Hungarian emperor had declared war on Serbia and thus also on the Balkan states. The 

German Kaiser, an ally of the Austrian emperor, came to his aid. This alliance, our teacher 

said, had had terrible consequences: France, England, Russia had entered the war as our 

enemies. 

Meanwhile there was heavy fighting in the west, in the east and in the south. Men were 

being killed in action or dying in the hospitals. Women, children and the old people were 

fleeing from the approaching devastation, mothers and brides in mourning. On both sides the 

church bells were tolling. Father studied the official bulletin and awaited conscription.  
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It was wonderful springtime weather. Everything was covered in white cherry blossom, the 

gardens were being filled with flowers; once out under the blue skies, you just did not want to 

go back into the house. The trees were greening. The old beeches at the edge of the forest 

high up over the village had an irresistible attraction for us, seeming to invite us to come for a 

swing. And so I made off up there with wee Ludwig3 and wee Gustav. There we joined forces 

to pull down the lower branches just within our reach; one of us clung to the branch, the 

others then let go. Now the force of the ascending branch propelled the child out over the 

slope. At the height of the arc, you let go, fell on to the lovely grass, and rolled down 

delightfully. We returned home with both clothes and consciences somewhat the worse for 

wear.  

 

 

Cherry blossom in Hohenklingen 

 

                                                 

3 Swabians frequently add the suffix –le to names as a term of endearment, particularly to children’s names. It 
derives from –lein meaning ‘little’. It corresponds to the use of –ín in Irish, anglicised as –een.  


