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7

One evening we heard alot of gunshots and fireworks in the nearby
village of Clayton. One of the guards who was walking outside the
fence called out to us, “The war isover! Thewar isover!”

Next morning, May 7", we al had to assemble. The commander
himself told usthat Germany had capitulated and thewar with England
was over. We were all relieved and now the question on everyone's
mind was, how soon will we be sent home?

I wondered if my family was OK and if our village had been badly
damaged. Not knowing was almost unbearable. Onething wascertain;
there would be no celebrating or fireworksin Germany.

Next morning on our way to work we had alot of stonesthrown
at us, mostly by kids. The British population seemed different.
Naturally, they had won thewar. After we had arrived at the building
site it was decided that it had been a mistake to bring us out and we
were taken back to the camp.

On our way back, as we were going up a steep country lane, a
young boy about 12 years old threw astone at us. The driver stopped
the lorry. Two of our men jumped off, threw the boy onto the back,
gave himagood spanking, and then dropped him off again. Thedriver
smiled, madethevictory sign, and drove on. Except for an occasional
incident while waiting at stop signs, the ride back to the camp went
smoothly.

During the day we spent alot of timesitting in our tents, thinking
and talking about what it would be like to be sent back home. Little
did we know that most of uswould spend another three years behind
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barbed wire. All day and into the early hours of the next morning we
could hear fireworks and celebrating in the village of Otley.

Theface of that young girl kept coming into my mind. | wondered
what her namewas, where shelived, and how old she might be. Since
she crossed the building site so often | assumed she must be living
closeby. If only | could find away to communicate with her. My heart
told me | had to do something. Why, | don’t know. | knew nothing
about the girl. And why would she want to have anything to do with
a German prisoner of war?

My growling stomach told methat | had to find waysto get more
food for myself. One Sunday wewereall given apiece of raisin cake.
It tasted delicious and | saw an opportunity for some extra food. |
made a bet with one of the men in our tent called Bruno that | would
jump off the water tower, which was situated in the corner of the
camp, if he gave me his piece of cake. During my school years | had
awaysbeen alittle daredevil.

Accompanied by a few more who had listened in on our
conversation we walked over to the tower. After | climbed up to the
top and looked down | realized it was probably avery foolish thing to
do. But I had had good parachute training and was fairly confident
that | wouldn’t get hurt. During my fall | was concentrating on what
| had to do when | hit the ground. When | landed | thought my legs
had ended up in my chest. For afew moments| couldn’t move. But |
was all right, and very reluctantly | was handed my piece of cake.

Since | was getting weaker physically and always felt hungry |
devised another way to get agood source of food besides the watery
porridge, which we got every morning for the so-called breakfast.

Just for something to do, | walked a lot around the camp. One
morning, on one of my walks, | noticed that the empty canisters, in
which our porridge had been made, were put outside behind the
kitchen. Thetubsinto which the porridge was poured contai ned 80%
water. However the original containers still had a residue of good
porridge left in them. So | made sure that no one was looking and
then | jumped the fence enclosing the kitchen. What a feast | had,
wiping my hand around the inside of the container and licking the
good porridge from my hand.

For along time | managed to do this almost every day, early in
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the morning, without being detected. It helped me to keep up my
strength.

Oneday, we wereinformed that changes were to be made which
would benefit us. We now had a shop wherewe could purchaseitems
such as pencils, toothpaste, toothbrushes, and paper. There was also
aCassdl’s German-English/English-German dictionary. Wereceived
seven pieces of plastic money a week to spend. This would buy a
pencil in aweek, atoothbrush in two weeks, and so on. | figured it
would take me six weeks to buy the dictionary and | made up my
mind to save up for it. The dictionary was more important than the
toothpaste or toothbrush, and | already had scrap paper and a pencil
from Bill. Then | had another idea. If | sold my piece of cake on
Sunday, it would speed up the process.

One Friday morning at the building site, Bill called meinto his
office. Hetold methat the night before, after we had gone home, they
had dug atrench across the public walkway. He wanted meto build a
wooden bridge over it because the walkway had to be kept open for
public use for the time being. Bill had drawn a sketch on a piece of
paper and he gave me instructions on what to do. He had already
delivered thewood that | needed with adump truck and heleft meto
it. The bridge had to be just wide enough for one person to cross
safely.

In the afternoon it started to drizzle. At around 4:00 p.m. the
bridge wasready to be used, except for therailing. As| looked down
thewakway, | noticed someonewith araised umbrellacoming towards
me. It wasthe young girl | had named ‘ Pretty’ because| didn’t know
her name.

Quickly I made up my mind that thistime | was going to get a
good look at her. Asshegot close, | turned my back to her, pretending
that | didn’t know she was there. She had to say something because
there was no other way for her to get round. For afew seconds she
stood behind me. | did nothing. Then shesaidinaquiet voice, “ Excuse
me, may | come by?’

| thought what a sweet voice she had. | stood up and my eyes
met hersfor abrief moment. She had abeautiful face. | could not miss
her deep blue eyes. Standing next to me | noticed that she was about
half a head smaller than myself, she had a good figure and | could
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even smell her perfume. Her hair was dark and she had high
cheekbones. | felt agreat urgeto touch her cheeks. Now that | was so
close she looked more beautiful than | had imagined.

| motioned to her to go across. | even managed to say, “Please.”
| was tempted to offer my hand and help her across, but | didn’t dare.
As shewalked on, | saw her glance back at me and smile. My heart
beat faster and | felt as if | was walking on air for the rest of the
afternoon.

That evening, after | lay downto sleep, | couldn’t get that lovely
face and those beautiful eyes out of my mind.

The more | thought about the young lady | called ‘Pretty’, the
morel realized how much | liked her. | wished that | could talk to her.
But then | wouldn’'t know what to say, not being able to speak the
language.

I kept myself busy writing words on anything | could find to
write on, including toilet paper. We were issued about two feet of it
every day. | also acquired a candle and some matches from Bill. He
brought them to me when | told him that | needed them for writing
after dark. Nearly all of themen | shared the tent with, except Walter,
worked in brickyards. They were alot moretired than | was, and the
candlelight didn’t stop them from going to sleep. | was glad because
| used to sit up till very late at night, teaching myself English and
writing it al down.

One weekend | sold my piece of cake, which gave me enough
plastic money to buy ared pen and a scrap book. Now | could write
my German words in black and the English equivalent in red ink.
After awhile | had quite a collection of words.

The manholeframeswere coming aong very well, but therewere
many still to be built. Bill seemed very pleased with the progress. As
the so-called * chief timber-man’ on the building site | was more or
lessfreeto beanywhere onthesitel wanted, without being questioned.
Theguards, aswell asthecivilian staff, got to know mewell. But still
| had to bevery careful what | did. | wasafraid that if anyone suspected
that | intended to fraternize I might be transferred to another work
commando and never see my ‘pretty lady’ again. My mind was
continually working on waysto communicate with her. So far, besides
saying, “Excuseme” and “ Please” we had only had eye contact.
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One night, as | lay wondering what | could do, | got the idea of
exchanging notes with the young lady. | would carefully drop anote
in front of her in the hope that ‘ Pretty’ would pick it up as she was
walking by.

Asl wasgoing towardsthe officethat evening | noticed acigarette
box lying on the ground. | bent down to pick it up. To my surprise, it
was half full of cigarettes. What afind. To get them inside the camp,
| decided to put them loose under my shirt and throw the box away.
On second thoughts, | tore off the back of the box and took it with
me, to write on.

That evening | sat up in my tent with the candle burning. | wrote
Have a very good night, Charlie. | assumed that Karl must translate
asCharlie.

For the next few days| carried the note around with me, waiting
for the right opportunity. Finally, one Friday afternoon | saw * Pretty’
coming up the walkway. There was not much activity near the little
bridge | had built, so | decided to drop the note near there. | wanted
tolook asif | wasdoing something so | carried apiece of woodinone
hand and the note in the other. When | thought the moment was right
| dropped the note about five feet in front of her as| crossed over the
road. | kept on walking but | knew that she had seen the note. At first
she walked past it, then stopped, took one step back, looked around
and then bent down to pick it up. My heart leaped with joy as| watched
her walk away with the note.

The next Monday afternoon | saw ‘Pretty’ coming across the
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building site with the samelittle girl who waswith her once before. |
started to walk in their direction and saw the little girl drop a small
package on the ground. | continued walking until they were some
distance away from me, then, after making sure that everything was
clear, | turned and walked back to the spot. Pretending | had something
in my shoe | knelt down, took off one of my shoes and at the same
time retrieved the packet.

| couldn’t wait to find a suitable place behind a wall where |
could be alone and openit. Besides asandwich, | found anote which
read, Thank you for your note, enjoy the sandwich. Sue. | was very
hungry, so | sat down and enjoyed the food. Now | knew that the
girl’s name was Sue. Only much later did | learn that it was short for
Ursula.
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Thefollowing night | didn’t sleep much. | wasgoing over and over in
my mind what had happened during the day. | still couldn’t believe
that it was not adream. If only | could write a note to say thank you
for that delicious sandwich.

For the next few days | carried a note for Sue around with me,
hidden in my shoe because that was the safest place. One afternoon,
as | was busy building aframe for another manhole, | saw someone
crawling towards me on hands and knees along one of the dry stone
wallsthat covered the building site. [Eventually they would all have
to come down to make way for the houses.]

Suewas standing somedistance away. Thelittlegirl kept looking
in al directions, wondering if anyone would see her. She came up to
me and handed me a paper sack, saying, “From my cousin.” |
remembered the letter in my shoe and quickly took it off and handed
her my note. As | was doing so, | asked what her name was. She
replied, “My name is Kathy.” Then she turned around and crawled
back along the wall. When she got to the road she got up and ran
towards Suewho waswaiting for her. | could hardly believe what had
happened.

Kathy wasacutelittlegirl, about seven yearsold and very bright.
At least some of my concerns about communicating with Sue had
been settled. | started to wonder if Suereally liked me or if she was
only taking pity on a German prisoner of war.

| couldn’t wait to see what was in the sack. To my surprise, it
was awhole small loaf of bread and a packet of cigarettes. As| was
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always hungry, | ate most of the bread. The rest | managed to hide
under my jacket. The army jackets were short and very loose with a
tight band at the bottom, very handy for hiding anything small without
it falling out. The cigarettesfit neatly in my jacket pocket.

| went back to the trench where Walter wasworking to share the
bread with him. Of course hewas curiousto know where | had obtained
it. | answered, “Never mind, alittle bird gaveit to me.” Helooked at
meabit strangely but he did not pressme any further and enjoyed the
bread.

Similar exchanges took place every few days. We handed notes
back and forth between little Kathy and myself. As my English
improved our notes became short letters. | was very much afraid that
she might be seen or get caught. | had to be constantly alert.

Finally | had enough plastic money to buy a dictionary. Every
evening after that, when | returned home from the building site, |
would sitinmy tent and study new words and phrases by candlelight,
mostly the words which | needed to write my notes. Everything |
wrote was of ageneral nature, such as‘ Thank you for the cigarettes
and goodies,’” or, ‘| hope your cousin Kathy isvery careful.’

Oneday Sue wrote that her mother knew she was seeing me and
writing to me, but her father didn’t. It seemed that her mother approved
of what her daughter was doing. That made me happy.

Sometimes we would see each other in Bradford while | wason
my way back to camp and she happened to be in town, riding her
bicycle as we drove by. Then she would mention it in her next note.
Shewasnaturally inquisitive about the conditions at the camp. So she
would ask *Are you warm at night? Do you have a nice bed to sleep
in? Sometimesit took me two or three evenings to compose asmall
letter because | had to look up most of the words in my dictionary.
Also | wrote the way we think in German and no doubt it was not
always easy for her to figure out what | wastrying to tell her.

One Monday we were just getting ready to call it a day at the
building site. Thetruck waswaiting at the usual place and most of the
men were already seated on the planks. | saw Sue hurrying towards
me and | sensed that she had something for me. However | was still
quite a distance away and all the men were waiting for me to get on
the truck. My mind was feverishly trying to come up with afeasible
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excuse to delay the truck. Sue was still 20 yards away from me.

Then | remembered the shoe trick. | quickly took off one of my
boots and my sock whilethe truck driver blew hishornimpatiently. |
called out that | had asplinter in my foot and wouldn’t belong. Finally
Sue caught up with me, sitting there on the ground, and aletter fell
right in front of me. Without looking up | slipped it inside my sock
and put my sock and boot back on again. | did not look back at Sue,
but hurried to jump onto the back of the truck.

One of the men nearest to the cab gave the usual signal that we
were all aboard, and off we went. | later found out that Walter had
kept thedriver talking, to distract him from what was going on. Walter
was aware of the relationship between Sue and me, and he was ready
to help out whenever the need arose.

By now we were on friendly terms with the driver and he was
very good to us. Many atime, when we were driving through town,
he would slow down to show us something of interest. Once, when
one of our men had problemswith very sore eyes, probably from the
wind and draught from riding on the open truck, he stopped at adrug
store and bought him some eye lotion.

After we arrived back at the camp that evening we were al told
towait insidethe gate. We were searched occasionally after returning
from work but | was not sure if this was routine or if they had got
word that someone was trying to smuggle something in. The guards
checked all our pockets but | was not asked to take off my shoes and
the letter went undetected.

Sometimelater | looked for aplacewherel could read my |etter.
Sue had alot moreto say than usual. | read that her cousin Kathy had
got into trouble at her school for going near prisoners of war at the
building site. Shewastold that her parentswould be notified. All the
children were warned not to go anywhere near us.

Naturally neither Sue nor | wanted Kathy to get into any more
trouble. Sue suggested that we should not exchange any more letters
for awhile, to let things cool off. | thought that was agood idea, and
inthe meantime | would try to think up abetter and safer way to write
to each other.

| suppose theway we had been exchanging letterswasalittletoo
obvious. Sooner or later someone was bound to find out. | was very
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A siriking, firsi-hand account of life in the trenches in World War I1.
Karl Kern is captured and taken to England. He experiences
the harshness of prison camp life but also the kindness
of a beautiful English girl. Talking to her
is strictly forbidden; no problem for
an inventive young man in love.
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