Before Christmas in the evening by the fire of the Swedish stove at the  77 year old grandmother´s

Helga Klein, Schwaebisch Gmuend, Dec. 2009

„I shall tell you, Mia, simply tell you how it was when I was young, where I came from. If only it was so simple, it´s a long time ago, Mia. How old are you, my granddaughter?” “Twenty-one “.”I was twenty-six, had a bright son almost three years old and a baby not quite three months old”

It was before Christmas the twenty-second of December, very cold,a thin layer of fresh snow covered the dark brown of dust and filth and misery. We emigrated from Romania to Germany. We treated ourselves to a sleeping-car on the train to Budapest in order to have some peace and quiet. 

The final days before our departure were intense, exhausting, sleepless. Everything had to be out of the flat, you weren´t allowed to have any possessions before leaving. The piano created a great deal of howling. Little Ralph, your uncle, didn´t want to give it up. In the afternoon of departure his bed was taken, the one with the colorful wooden bars (it had already been mine once) and the toys and the boy-doll “Nötzi”. Lastly, we brought Ralphs wooden sled to a neighbor´s boy. 

Tak tak…taktak the train rolled slowly on. All our friends and some relatives were left behind at the practically unlit train station in Schäßburg. We traveled, full of courage and confidence to a new world. Now we could be able to sleep, there was only dim light, we were alone in the compartment, a small family on another journey into a better future.

Ralph crept on all fours over the berth, as nimble as a weasel, and asked about every control lever, about everything. Suddenly, there was darkness. Probably a tunnel, my husband said and Ralph`s comment: “Ceausescu took the light”. We immediately said, “Ssssh”, someone might hear and that would be dangerous.

Tak tak…tak tak, the baby was scarcely  asleep at my breast when the compartment door was thrown open - customs inspection - light, blindingly bright. They looked around and took both our fur jackets off the hooks first, saying it wasn´t within our rights to have them. They had to be in the packing crates and declared along with our household goods. The customs officials both vanished with the jackets, paying no attention to the rest of our luggage. 

We felt neither poor nor rich. We´d bought those fur jackets because there wasn´t anything else to get with Lei. Before leaving the country we were given an allowance of 70 kg household goods per person and half that amount for the children. Our belongings, packed in crates, had been sent forward two months before. Now we had two suitcases, a travel bag and a baby basket for your father. Herbert was the baby. We had the basket made to order by a basket weaver. An upholsterer fitted it with a tiny mattress. The mattress was stuffed with cornhusks, as was customary. A soft sheepskin was on top to warm the little infant, who hadn´t even been christened yet. The cover was a big pillow. 

Tak tak…tak tak, next came the conductor to check the tickets, then came the passport control, and at some point, endlessly later, those two customs officials reappeared.

Once again, the dazzling light. They now wanted to inspect our luggage, opened the larger suitcase, when lo and behold,  there a lay big stack of new 100 Lei banknotes. My husband, very cleverly and out of experience, had done exactly the right thing. This pacified them instantly – Bakschisch - is what it´s called. The cash went straight into their possession, they disappeared without making a comment, without further inspections. And later, one returned with our fur jackets, in the same silent and abrupt way.

Taktak…tak tak. The train moved on without stopping. We traveled on the Balt-Orient Express. Was is still Romania?  Was there a border somewhere, was it already the Puszta in Hungary? Light snowfall, slowly it became a bit lighter. The baby was very restless and only wanted to be breastfed. I didn´t have enough water along, my milk certainly wasn´t good for the little baby who whined again and again. Then suddenly there was a screech, a long drawn-out metallic shriek, a jolt went through the train car, and the train 

came slowly to a standstill. 

“What is it?” “Where are we?” “Why has the train stopped?” “Emergency brakes” In the aisle, hasty footsteps. No one was allowed to leave their compartments. My husband looked out of the window, yes he opened it a little bit to understand the voices from outside better.

Motionlessly, he peeked outside, turned completely pale, sat down again and then fell over sideways. I´d never experienced anything like it. Mia, it was a horror! We were both young and strong with two small children and wanted to raise them in a new and better world. 

Konstantin was blonde with a somewhat dark reddish-blonde full  beard, and he had blue eyes. Now he lay there absolutely pale. He had fainted but quickly regained consciousness.

He hadn´t been able to bear what he´d witnessed through the window. An elderly farmer`s wife “ had a broken heart” leaving her country. She died on the train. Then someone pulled the emergency brakes, because it wasn´t allowed to transport a corpse by train. Her relatives carried her off the train on an outspread coat and laid her down on the snowy field. 

I no longer know what exactly followed. Eventually, the journey continued. After Budapest we traveled in a second-class compartment. In Vienna we were joined by a finely dressed woman with a cat cage. Whenever our baby cried, the big monster of a cat meowed and hissed. The woman asked us to keep the child quiet. The crying baby upset her sensitive cat. Today I think how incredible it is, that an animal is more important than a child. But at that time I couldn´t defend myself yet. 

Tak tak…tak tak, the train went onward. It slowly got darker after a sunless day and a journey through driving snow. What has stuck in my memory are the lit-up Christmas trees in front of many houses, the radiant churches, everything so Christmas-like bright. I was blinded. I´d only known pictures like that from German Christmas cards and a calendar I once had. We came from total darkness. When we went to our grandparents in Jakobsdorf for Christmas, it was through villages that were pitch black. No streetlights, and even the farmyard lamp could only be switched on when needed. Under socialism, everything was conserved. All this light now was unbelievable, wonderful! I just couldn´t get enough of it! For me, Christmas had begun.

