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Introduction

After a visit to the cemetery, Heika starts to become
interested in her great uncle Klaus who fought in the
Second World War.

When she researches the battle of Stalingrad,
during which he died, it only increases her fascination
and her need to know exactly what happened to Klaus.

Her questions are answered in a way she could

never have imagined...
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THE CEMETERY

Heika walked through the small churchyard with her mother. The
old oak trees shaded the path and the graves beneath them. The
feeling of peace she felt here never failed to surprise Heika. It was
not exactly a cheerful place after all. Yet there was a feeling of peace
and rest to be found in the small country church and the tombs
around it.

They walked on past row upon row of graves. Heika stopped, as
always, to look at the Beiers’ gravestone: three little girls and two
boys were buried there.along with their mother. She tried to imagine
what had caused them all to die so soon one after the other all
those years ago.

Glancing up, Heika saw that her mother had already reached
grandfather’s grave. She was bending down to remove the dead
flowers from the vase. Heika walked quickly to join her, carrying
the bunch of dahlias they had cut in their garden that morning.

Three months had passed since grandfather had slipped quietly
away in his sleep. This was the first time Heika had been to the
cemetery since the funeral. Feeling the tears come into her eyes,
and not wanting her mother to see her upset, she turned away. Then
she wandered down to the other family graves which did not touch
her because their occupants all died long ago, mostly before she
was born, They were just names holding no memories for her, no

images qﬁ dearly loved faces came to mind.
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Today the small plaque placed on the grave containing great
grandmother Rosalinde, great grandfather Heinz and great uncle

Gunther held her attention. It said simply:

In memory of Klaus Mayer
1924-1943

Heika had seen it many times before and knew that Klaus had
died during the Second World War. He was not buried here, of course,
but his family had wanted a small memorial plaque to honour him.
Perhaps it was because he had only been nineteen when he died
that she felt interested in his story today. Peter, the boy she wor-
shipped from afar, would be nineteen soon. He was so full of vitality
and enthusiasm for life. She could not imagine him dying. Had Klaus

been like that too, she wondered.

FAMILY PHOTOGRAPHS

That evening after dinner she got out the box which contained
~ grandfather’s photographs. It was an old green chocolate box with a
dark blue ribbon on it. Now the sides were broken and the lid did
not fit on properly. She determined to mend it later on.

“What are you doing, love?” her mother asked, leaning over
her shoulder.

“I thought I’d look at granddad’s photos, if that’s alright.” “Of
course you can, darling...” her mother replied fondly, “I’ll look

with youl. ” She sat down companionably at the table and started to
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V4
take out the old sepia photographs one by one.

“Ah! This is your great great grandfather. What a fine looking
man he was,” she said showing the photograph to Heika. “Mum has
awful taste!” Heika thought to herself, looking at the imperious figure
with a handlebar moustache standing by a black bicycle.

“I’m afraid I can’t remember the names of all your grandfather’s
relations, there were so many distant cousins that we never saw.
Great aunt Gisela, great uncles Fritz and Klaus,” she said putting
aside some of the photographs.

“Can I see?” Heika asked timidly. She glanced briefly at the two
middle-aged figures and turned over a studio portrait. A handsome
fair-haired boy looked out at her. He was smiling broadly with an
air of mischief in his eyes. He had the same self assurance that Peter
had, as if he was sure that the world was just waiting for him to go
out and conquer it.

“Now, he was good looking,” Heika commented to her mother.
“Yes, you're right there, darling. He would have broken many hearts,

'~ if he hadn’t died so young. There’s another of him here in his uniform.
Look!”

Heik.é saw the same eager face. He stood proudly in his uniform,
looking so young and brave. “How did he die?” she asked.

“We don’t know the details, just that he died in 1943, during
the battle of Stalingrad. So many young men died there. It was a

terrible battle. Terrible for us and for the people of Stalingrad.”
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RESEARCH

The local library did not have much information about the battle.
The encyclopaedia had only a brief entry, as if ashamed to record such
an enormous defeat. Feeling frustrated and yet more curious than
before, Heika went home. “I’ll try to find something on the Internet...”
she thought to herself.

In the break at sthool the next day she started her research:
www.stalingrad gave her more information. She read how the battle
had lasted for six months. The Germans had initially been successful
and had captured parts of the city, but resistance was strong and even-
tually the Russian armies had managed to encircle and annihilate
350,000 German troops. She read about the Russian people living
in the ruins of their city, surviving any way they could, living amid
the rubble of their homes.

Heika wondered how they had managed to endure so much, how
the German troops had felt when they realised they were surrounded
and where Klaus had been in all of this. Had he been afraid? Had
he been. shot by a Russian sniper? The more she thought about it,
the more she wanted to know exactly what had happened to her
great uncle Klaus.

That evening she went to visit her grandmother, determined to
get some more facts. “Grandma, do you remember great uncle Klaus?”

“Klaus? Yes, of course I do my dear. He was such a lovely

young m;m. My favourite of all your grandfather’s brothers and sisters.
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Your grandfather was six years older than him but they were so
close. Such a terrible loss. He never really got over it you know.”

“Mum couldn’t tell me when he died exactly. Do you remember?”
Heika asked the old lady.

“Yes, my dear. It was the end of January 1943. He died fighting
for the fatherland.”

Heika felt a little uneasy. The fatherland! She knew all about
the atrocitties Hitler had instigated and felt nothing but shame.
Had they really been so misguided as to believe they were fighting

for the fatherland? How could her grandmother still believe it now?

KLAUS

Heika lay awake thinking about great uncle Klaus. She could pic-
ture his smiling youthful face and felt an affinity with him. He re-
minded her of Peter.

The moon shone in through her bedroom window. It was a beau-
tiful night. Bright star$ glittered in the ebony sky. Heika turned over
and tried to sleep. She was not successful. She tossed and turned
restlessly for a long time, her mind racing, refusing to relax. Finally,

exhaustéd, she slept.

She fecognised the fair-haired boy immediately. It was Klaus. He
held out his hand to her and, wordlessly, invited her to join him. Heika
saw herself follow him through the churchyard and across the
adjoining field. Clouds of mist surrounded Klaus and she hurried

to stay close to him. The mist engulfed her too. She felt she was in
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