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Preface
Several members of my family, at various times, have asked me to
write our family chronic down as I remember stories being told
about our past, being the oldest member to do so.
I have no particular concept in mind, nor any example to go by.
This is not intended as a literary work, more a long letter.
I completed the first draft 2 years ago but found many memories
buried, surface after completion, and decided then that a second
draft was needed.
∼Renate Bischof
b. May 29 1932 (Berlin, Germany)
d. May 10 2011 (Calgary, Alberta)
———This is my mother’s story.
This is the story of an extraordinary German girl born in Berlin
just before the war.
This memoir is written in my mother’s voice, mostly as she
herself wrote it.
I have corrected some of the grammar and spelling.
While I don’t agree with all of her accounts, these are her words
and deserve to stand on their own. It was her life.
∼Katrin Becker
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Preface

Exerpt from Original Manuscript

Seven Fat Years
Sunday morning, sunny May 29, 1932 my mother attended the
maternity ward at the Martin Luther Hospital¹ to deliver me around
noon. It was the first year of service for this hospital but all of
our family seemed to like this place , it was used frequently for
the same purpose. This hospital was created in competition to a
catholic hospital called Sankt Gertrude² a year earlier. We are still
deep in the dirty Thirties and the long depression preceding the
stock market crash of 1927.
Both hospitals are part of our story.
The midwife-nurse attending my mother had occasion to look
the birthbooks up, her name was Thekla and at that time the
matron of the gynecological ward when I gave birth to Michael.
She no longer attended to births but was happy to meet on of her
first babies in me. One of more than 1,000 in her career. In those
days Dr. did not show up unless complications were expected, as
the midwife-nurses were a prominent entity. Erich my father and
Hertha my mother spent the first year of my life in my mother
parents’ apartment, until all moved to
Hildegard Straße 27.
Socially speaking, having two generations sharing one common
apartment was very convenient and often financially necessary.
Young couple only one income, older generation on pension. Half
the rent for both and built-in child care. All family, no need
for special services. In those years in Germany women never
worked, I mean married women. It would have been taken as dire
poverty or as a insult on the male not being an adequate provider,
Leftovers from the 19th Century, or looking after children, house
¹http://www.pgd-healthcare.com/en/martin-luther-hospital
²http://www.sankt-gertrauden.de/

Seven Fat Years

4

and husband had a greater importance than today, with almost
role reversal. Raising children was more important than maternal
acquisitions.
It is only 14 years after the first world war and in the middle of
the depression.
I am blissfully ignorant of all these facts. My first conscious
memories are in Hildegard Straße 27. My parents’ bedroom, also my
bedroom with my little Victorian crib and my parents’ big bed, my
grandparents, my safe, warm, world. I can see the bedroom and for
that matter the whole apartment as if I left it yesterday. As you enter
the 15 meter long corridor on the right-hand wall the kitchen door
with glass panels to let daylight in, then the bathroom, next Oma
and Opa’s room and at the opposite end the doors to the livingdining-room, beyond that my parents bedroom. In the corridor 2
huge wardrobes set in niches. Very large pieces of furniture, one of
these wardrobes would some time in the future hold just Gundel’s
and my dresses. We once counted 30 dresses each, God we were
rich! The Corridor was a great place to rollerskate one time down
the road. I would not have wanted to live below us.
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Reni, 1933

But for the time being we are in sad times, many people out
of work, my father worked for my grandfather Max Bischof a
butcher with his own mini factory in a building he owned that
included a store in this 4 story apartment building in a district called
Charlottenburg. To be precise “Neuer Opa” a name that referred to
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my father’s parents as compared to the ones we lived with. By the
way my invention. This apartment building was the remainder of
much larger holdings “Neuer Opa” lost in the crash of the stock
market in 1927. Opa and his sister owned the building jointly. She
also lived on the first floor. Always thought to be the elegant floor
to live on, referred to as “bel étage” ³ even had higher ceilings than
the other floors. As Berlin is a very old city and the apartments
were big, in some cases 10 to 15 rooms the size of ballrooms, with
servant wings. Like small castles only in apartment shape. I saw
several samples of these luxury dwellings in post war years. Even
damaged and neglected, stripped of their fabulous furnishings and
Artwork, they could still take your breath away. Just to imagine the
sheer size of the rooms 12-15 foot ceilings, french doors to balconies,
I saw bedrooms the size of our living rooms with preheated towel
racks and in floor heating, which by the way was known since
roman times. They were no dummies, with sunken in floor tubs.
Luxury we only relate to modern times, but those apartments were
built in the late 1700 to 1800. The rich of this world always had nice
digs.
Sorry got carried away.
Back to “Neue Opa”.
He and his second wife lived behind the store. Almost all
trades were connected to their workplaces that way. Either with
an apartment above or adjacent. Since we are speaking ground
floor level the apartment consisted of only one room and a galley
kitchen and a washroom. Referred to as Berliner-Zimmer⁴. It had
only one window and that window was always in a corner of the
³The beautiful (chief) story of the house.
⁴The Berliner Zimmer – a large room connecting the front and back houses of old buildings
– is perhaps Berlin’s least popular distinctive architectural feature. With only a single window
angled sharply to the yard, the room is often very dark, especially on lower floors, and its cut
as a walkthrough room makes it incredibly awkward. Berliners have been complaining about
the Berliner Zimmer basically since the moment 19th-century architect Karl Friedrich Schinkel
invented it. Back in the late 19th and early 20th century, the apartments that had a Berliner
Zimmer were larger: the room served as a connecting space between the “on stage” rooms in the
front of the house where the bourgeois family resided and entertained guests and the “back stage”
servants’ quarters, workrooms and kitchen. (source: https://janeyager.com/2013/10/15/berlinerzimmer/)
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room allowing little light in, even on the sunniest days. This room
they lived in was: bedroom, dining room, living room all in one.
It was quite large considering all the furniture it housed. I never
felt comfortable when we visited but enjoyed the “Malzbier” malt
beer and one aluminum foil wrapped chocolate mushroom from
the store icebox we each received on our visits.
As I said earlier Berlin is an old city established close to 800
years ago. When I became a citizen of this beautiful place it was
home to 4 1/2 million people and for the longest time belonged in
history to be counted as one of the major cities in the world, in
Europe anyway. Berlin, Paris, London and Rome. New York was a
late comer in this illustrious club. Those four ancient cities for sure
owe their birth to the invading Roman armies, and their progressive
leaders.
All the buildings I knew were built in brick and stone. Wood as
building material was only used for temporary secondary dwellings
and known as shacks. It was customary for many apartment
dwellers, which by the way was the usual form of housing for
the majority of citizens, to rent garden space in their district,
usually for the duration of 70 to 90 years, In other words for life.
Those “Schräbergärten”⁵ as they were referred to, in England they
are called “Allotments”, became vegetable gardens and supplied
households with fresh flowers all year long. Berliners love flowers,
you would rarely see a balcony without an abundance of flowers.
⁵Allotment Garden. After his death in 1864, Leipzig school principal Ernst Innozenz
Hauschild established the first Schräbergarten, as a playground for kids on the outskirts of
Leibzig. To supplement the healthy air and exercise, vegetable gardens were planted. And, slowly
(much like kid’s baseball became Little League) the adults took control of the green play spaces,
and planted family gardens in the plots. Fences went in, and people made sure that their place
was THEIRS alone. The Schräber movement, as it came to be called, spread across Germany
… and then out to other countries in Europe. Pieces of land on the edge of cities were zoned
for Schräbergärten, and leased to families who could use them, and keep them in the family
(at least, until they stopped paying). By the time World War 1 rolled around, most of these
Schräbergarten had already converted to family garden plots. For many people, these gardens
were all that stood in the way of starvation. Then in 1919 the first rules and regulations were
established to control the gardens and keep things orderly. By World War 2 a Schräbergarten
was a necessity for many city families who would not have found food otherwise. In the book
“German Boy” there is a scene where the family survives because Opa had a Schräbergarten,
and planted potatoes. Source: https://germangirlinamerica.com/what-is-a-schrebergarten/
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Something I missed dearly when we came to Canada.
Only the very affluent and rich could afford single family
houses or villas usually located in the outskirts of town. With river
access or on the lake shores. Berlin’s river running through it is the
Spree, but several large lakes and many huge city gardens. Always
kept pristine by the city, lovingly appreciated by the public and
certainly not in my youth, never abused or vandalized, also adorned
the cityscape.
I am still only approximately 2 years old and life is exciting,
warm, safe, and glorious.
So much so that I have a picture in my mind, where I stand on my
mother’s dressing table, a piece of furniture about one foot high
and maybe 6 feet wide with an attached large full length mirror in
the center. I reached it by climbing over a blue upholstered stool, I
then stretched my arms out and kissed my image while admiring
the seafoam coloured dress adorned with little daisies around the
hem. Mom told me much later when I related the image to her, that
I indeed had such a dress and would not have been 3 yet because
my sister was not yet born.
I lived the life of a princess, as my Opa called me, either that or
Renchen. I was treated to daily outings with my beloved Opa to the
park and sandbox, my mother and grandfather would have taken
turns taking me in my stroller, I certainly remember the stroller well
until one day the big navy-blue baby carriage arrived on the scene
and in it was Gundela, the new baby. There also appeared a second
crib in the bedroom. Mine was made of painted cast iron with mesh
panels, I presume painted with leaded white paint, Gundi’s was
made of wood and modern, mine definitely Victorian with lots of
scrolls. Things were not thrown out or replaced as today. Our cribs
stood head to foot along one side wall in my parents bedroom.
Above our beds two quasi religious prints. One of Jesus with a big
halo holding a lamb in his left arm and stretching his right arm in
a gesture like a traffic cop trying to stop oncoming traffic, wrong
image, he held a shepherd’s staff. The other picture is that of a
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guarding angel leading ⁶ two little children across a bridge with
broken planks. Those two images however gave me much calm in
many anxious moments of my childhood. I have a miniature of that
print on my wall today. Gundel found it and sent it to me years ago.
That guardian angel knows a lot.

The Guardian (c.1918) H. Zabateri (Hans Zatzka)
⁶The Guardian (c.1918) H. Zabateri (Hans Zatzka)
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I was 3 years old when Gundel was born July 14, 1935. I had a
baby!
My dad had attached a rattan baby seat to the big nave blue
pram, originally intended to fit a bicycle, to keep me safe on outings.
I remember holding on to the pram handles.
Since baby prams were not allowed in department stores there
were sort of parking spaces, looked after by an attendant who
handed out tokens like at a wardrobe drop off, he also looked after
dogs in little stalls in the same lobby. I was the baby’s guard and
would not allow anyone to look in the pram, I would pull the
pram hood up and fix the rainguard on, often with Gundi loudly
protesting inside. So Mom never stayed long in the store.
My place in the sun, I shared with what I thought was a
beautiful little Japanese girl my age and height. She spoke no
German, I no Japanese, but we got along famously in the bog
sandbox sharing buckets, shovels and little sand forms, smiling and
touching each other, she black haired and me blond, I would be
4 years old when my parents informed me that we would take a
trip to Frankfurt by plane. My father worked at the Reichsluftfahrt
Ministerium ⁷ head cheese - Göhring. The Nazis had arrived in full
colour and my dad was a fully paid up party member. It was also
the year of the Berlin Olympics 1936.
One day in the sandbox my Japanese girlfriend was told by her
nurse that I needed to leave with my parents. I was on my way to
an adventure and never saw my little friend again.
Of course I did not know that.
One’s concept of time and future does not exist at the age of 4.
One barely understands tomorrow.
At the airport my father bought me a toy. In those days air
travel was a little more casual, there were garden coffees on the
tarmac where travelers could watch in the sunshine. This toy he
gave me was three little planes attached to a string knotted to a stick
that when you waved the stick those little planes would fly. My
dad, being very busy showing me how to make my planes fly, got
⁷Ministry of Aviation
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slightly distracted and after boarding noticed that he had forgotten
his hat.
We boarded the plane via a separate ladder, it was a plane with
just one propeller seating 15 people. I had a window seat. Attached
tot he wall was a hose, a little bead in the tip of the hose when tilted
would let air flow out and blow in your face. Those planes were not
pressurized of course, they kept the door open during flight. So we
could not have reached any kind of altitude. One man in the plane
sparked my full attention, his left jacket sleeve was pinned up with a
safety pin. So I started swinging in the isle holding on to his armrest
and the one opposite to get a better look at the man and trying to
find where his arm was. I never did find out. He was an amputee.
Having arrived in Frankfurt I have several pictures in my
memory.
One is of a kitchen, a window with a flower box and a cat sitting
on a wide sill, in the sun. I looked out of the open window someone
holding me seeing a courtyard way down below.
There is also a very beautiful lady, young, she was the bride,
my parents were to attend her wedding. Her name was Eveline. I
remember a fountain in a big street with Eveline and her husband
I would think, and many pigeons, The grown-ups smiling.
In the same year there was another big upheaval.
Due to the great influx of visitors to the Olympics, hotel rooms
had been all filled so guests had to be billeted in private homes.
We had 3 visitors who stayed in my grandparents’ room. I have no
idea where Oma and Opa slept. Our guest cam from Lithuania. A
husband, wife and adult daughter, all big of course - everyone not
four is big.
Soon though they left and all was back to normal.
In 1937 the big day came when mom again had to go to the
hospital to pick up another baby. Gundel now was a toddler and
much loved. I was not sure we needed another baby. Mom came
home but without our new baby brother, Jürgen November 24th.
Jürgen was not ready to come home but I went often with Mom
to the hospital on her daily trips to deliver milk for him. Then
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Gundel and I contracted whooping cough and Jürgen had to stay in
hospital not to be infected by us. I don’t know what time frame we
are talking about. I was 5 now and pretty much “there”. The next
adventure awaited me when I was sent to a camp by the Baltic Sea
to recover from whooping cough prior to returning to school. In the
German school system kindergarten did not exist. Even though we
had such an institution but it was actually daycare and not attached
tot he school board. It was for children of preschool age. Children
between 6-10. It was called Hort and intended to give mothers who
worked, usually unwed mothers, so it was slightly tainted socially
speaking, and usually subsidized by the State, and in control of it,
as pre- and post-school care. In 1937 barely out of the depression
with still much unemployment, people gobbled that idea up.

At the Baltic Sea, recovering from Whooping Cough, 1938

When I returned from the Baltic Sea, I guess after a 6 week stay,
I found myself moved out of my bed and moved into the Kammer,
a small room off the kitchen, just big enough for a bed, night table
and a chest of drawers. It was a birthday gift and welcoming home
surprise. Personally I was shocked and devastated, but since I had
just come home and only needed to sleep there, I adjusted fairly
well, besides with Jürgen being so delicate, I understood the need
for him to be close to Mom and Dad. He was moved into Gundela’s
crib and Gundel into my old crib now too small for me. So it all
made sense.
Jürgen was finally home for good. Whatever his medical prob-

Seven Fat Years

13

lem was from birth, I don’t know. I guess I never found out, and if
I did, I had forgotten, but he thrived. Gundel and I were crazy in
love with our baby brother. One day I took him out of his crib and
placed him on my parent’s bed where he rolled off from and cried.
When Mom came into the room I had already placed him back onto
the crib and said nothing. But it made me very anxious, he was not
6 months old, and I feared I had damaged him, so I confessed to
Mom. She calmed me down and explained that this fall had not
harmed him. Soon I forgot this scare and was looking forward to
having a real life doll to play with, but that needed to wait.
My mother had a friend who had two daughters one my age
called Angelica and a second named Christel Wolf, Gundel’s age.
We played often in the garden of Angelica’s Grandfather Opa
Vitelly, who was Italian and a sculptor. His large studio as the wild
garden with sandbox was our paradise at the ages of 3 to 4. We
could easily converse with Opa Vitelli in Italian. There was also a
tempting chicken coop. Gela and I would crawl into the chicken
coop and chase the chickens out. To our surprise we found eggs in
some of the nests. I don’t know how much we interrupted the laying
cycle of the chickens but our visits to the chicken coop were soon
canceled, but not our friendship with the Wolf family. I know Opa
Vitelli adored both of us. He even sculpted my mother’s hands at
one point, and being the ever curious minx I begged to inspect the
inner sanctum of the studio. It would have looked like an airplane
hangar to a 3 year old. I can still recall the white dust and smell of
sun, drying clay and wood in that place. Gela and I stayed friends
till she got married. I believe she was only 18 or 19. Gundela and
Christel never made it past toddler age. That magic garden also
boasted 3 old cars on blocks that Gela and I pretended to be driven
in by a chauffeur.
When I started school I found out that Opa Vitelli’s magic garden
was nothing but a junk yard exactly opposite the main entrance of
my public school building.
We never visited Opa Vitelli again, so I presume now, that he must
have died.
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I thought nothing then because our friendship and visits between
homes continued.
A year after Jürgen was born I entered school in 1938. I was 6
years old and called “Die Große”, I had my own room with bed, had
become a school girl and was on my way. The first day of school
was very exciting because each little tyke got a big “Zuckertüte”
looking like a giant ice cream waffle, with loads of coloured pictures
in glossy paper on the outside and many nice surprises inside,
including candy to sweeten the first day. But we could not open
this huge surprise till we returned back home. We did not get sweets
or candy often during the year, so this was a special blast, Around
that time something else changed - my mother now designed and
tailored different style dresses for me whereas Gundel and I always
had the same style before. But now the years made a difference.
Mom was very observant and sensitive that way. She still used
mainly the same material, but now mine were proportioned and
had swirly skirts as compared to the infantile little short dresses
with no waist markations.
School was exciting, learning intriguing, but me as a free spirit
had to force my whole being into producing perfect i’s into lines
across a big slate, all of me revolted and reduced me to tears when
my mother constantly almost erased all of my efforts. I hated to
stay in line. My brain was not ready to conform. That first traumatic
introduction did not last and when I caught on that this was another
way to communicate, I loved it, as you can tell, to this day.
At the end of first grade we all could write in ‘Sütalin⁸’. For
us a forerunner of Latin scripting. The slate was replaced with a
much lighter white material similar to our now common fridge
whiteboards, Our chalk pencils changed to much softer black
pencils, we still had sponges but they too were a different material
manufactured, not natural.
We were now close to World War II, though few people knew
it and if they did, belied it.
I had overheard some conversations of the adults in my household,
⁸https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/S%C3%BCtterlin
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mainly my parents, since Oma and Opa always ate in the kitchen
and never discussed politics. Of course I could not understand the
undercurrents and the changed vibrations.
I had heard of a bad war that had happened when my mother was
a child.
I felt something was not as before.
Later my mother explained it to me, much later.
It became clear to me that I should be scared when one evening
Opa put me into the “Bollerwagen”, a wooden little cart we used
to transport coal in. He took me to a building that was on fire, he
called it a Synagogue, he explained it was a church. The windows
of the residence had been smashed and the building was clearly
burning, a woman calling for help throwing a featherbed cover out
of the window. People like us watching but no-one helping. The fire
engines came, we left, but no-one had lifted a finger.
Later on I learned that I had watched the Christal Nacht, the open
start of the Jewish persecution in Berlin.
That night though I was just curious and a little scared, but Opa
was with me, and my world was safe with him in it.
Soon my world was to change forever.
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7th Birthday, May 29, 1939

