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The Birthday 

 

I 

 

When asked about death, my father was in the habit of saying that everything was only half so 

bad if you faced it in a nice suit. Of course, he was a tailor, and his assessment reflected a 

certain business sensibility, although it goes without saying that he never would have said 

something like this in the presence of customers. Nonetheless, he knew this was true, and I 

knew it, too, because he had proven it to me over the course of countless funerals. 

 In all honesty, during my childhood, I attended more burials than weddings, harvest 

festivals, community celebrations, and birthdays combined. Neither of us liked death, although 

to a certain extent, it was what kept our heads above water. However, to my father’s great 

chagrin, there were only two occasions for which our customers dressed up smartly: for their 

weddings and their burials. And since wedding clothes were typically passed down in families, 

we were mainly left with the funerals. 

 I actually do not know why the funeral on January 23, 1910, stands out so starkly in my 

memory, but perhaps it is because the Kaiser’s birthday was only a few days later, and, in honor 

of this somber occasion, Artur had concocted the most devious prank that the town of Thorn 

had ever witnessed in its entire history. For Artur and me, this was the beginning of everything. 

 At any rate, this particular Sunday was bitterly cold. 

 Snow gusted through the streets in powdery, icy clouds, and only the most pious 

devotees, muffled tightly against the biting east wind, struggled through them toward the pealing 

bells of the Church of St. George. After the mass, they would come to take their farewells, but 

for the moment, the widow and a few lost souls were clustered around the small coal stove in 

the parlor, warming their hands. Simple people, coarse clothes extensively patched, worn 

several layers thick. For some, perhaps, their entire wardrobe. The door to the only adjacent 

room was shut. Inside of it, the air was as clammy as the inside of a grave: the corpse was 

stretched out on the bed with folded hands. 

 In the corner directly across from the oven, in the dim light of a stormy winter’s day: 

Father and I. We were wearing nice suits with vests, ties and wing collars, and we maintained 

enough distance that our whispers could not disturb the others. 

 “See that, my boy,” Father whispered, nodding at the group around the oven. “It makes 

you want to call a tailor.” 

 “You’re a tailor, Father!” I answered softly. 

 “None of them are wearing a decent suit.” 

 “They’re all poor, Father.” 

 “We are poor, too, my boy, but just look at how we are dressed.” 
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 In the midst of all the gray, the tatters, the patches, the faded fabrics, the stains, and the 

coarse materials, we looked like noblemen who had wandered off into the wrong neighborhood. 

 “The body looks nice,” I reassured him. 

 “Exactly, young man, and why is that?” 

 “Because it is wearing a nice suit!” 

 “Which will be buried tomorrow!” Father replied, and I could hear the annoyance in his 

voice. 

 He sighed, just like he always did whenever someone’s survivors appeared in our tailor 

shop and hastily snatched their hats or caps off their heads. Nobody ever took off their hats for 

a tailor unless someone had died. In those cases, they would twist and turn their hats, and 

hesitantly ask Father if he could come with them to take measurements. 

 Later, he would return, complaining that this confounded town was the only one in the 

world in which people called the tailor as soon as they were done with the priest. He simply 

could not comprehend why death made so important something that the deceased could have 

made much better use of while still alive. 

 “God will appreciate your suit,” I remarked in consolation. 

 “God is not interested in suits.” 

 I glanced over at the widow. Bowed down with grief, she was sitting at the only table in 

the otherwise bare, yet clean, room, as one of the neighbors supported her. The others were 

still huddled around the oven. Subdued whispers and suppressed sobs filled the room with 

suffocating reverence, and the flickering of the candles created dancing shadows across the 

pale faces, from which tears were occasionally dabbed away with handkerchiefs. 

 My father leaned down to me, and before he said anything, I knew what was coming. For 

years already, we had been having these kinds of funeral chats. 

 “Do you know how many stitches I could sew when I was younger?” he asked me. 

 Of course, I did, but I acted like I had no idea and asked: “How many?” 

 “Sixty stitches a minute.” 

 “That many?” 

 “No more, no less! And how many stitches could the best seamstresses make back 

then?” 

 “How many?” I enjoyed playing this game. 

 “Fifty stitches! Just fifty of them!” 

 “Golly!” 

 “Today, I have my little American machine. It can do three hundred a minute, but things 

are just not the same with a machine.” 

 “Why are they not the same?” I asked as I had so often done before, hoping that I still 

sounded suitably curious. 

 “Love!” my father cried. 

 The people glanced over at us, but when we fell doggedly silent, they turned back to the 

oven. 

 “Love,” my father whispered. “The love is gone now. Years ago, you held onto the 

material, felt it glide between your fingers. Do you understand? Everything is different today.” 
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 The apartment door opened, and two gray, snow-covered figures strode inside. They 

brought with them the icy air from the stairwell, which gusted in before either of them could 

close the door. For one uncertain moment, they just stood there, but then they greeted the 

others with a small gesture and offered their whispered condolences to the widow. She 

accepted the solace with tight lips, and glanced over at the door behind which her dead 

husband was lying. The two men removed their hats and started to work them irresolutely in 

their hands. They eventually entered the room, as if on tiptoes. 

 I snuck a glance inside: the interior was pitch black, the shutters were tightly closed, and 

one small, lonely grave candle, sitting on a shabby nightstand, was dancing in the draft from the 

leaky window. I saw them approach the bed, lower their heads in prayer, cross themselves at 

the end of it, and then slip back out the door, which they closed behind them. 

 For a few moments, Father stared at them, as if expecting them to say something, but 

they remained silent. After warming themselves a little at the oven, they left the apartment just 

as furtively as they had arrived. 

 Father sighed once more. 

 He was terrifically proud of his handiwork, but that was not the only reason he delved 

into reminiscences every chance he could. Leaning down again, he resumed our quiet 

conversation: “Now there are things called ready-made clothes! Have you every heard of 

these?” 

 “Ready-made clothes?” 

 “They are made in factories. I heard that Berlin has a giant department store…” 

 “Wertheim’s.” 

 He stared at me in astonishment: “Have I already told you about this?” 

 “What? No, I mean, I don’t think so.” 

 “In any case, there are thousands of suits in this department store. And even other kinds 

of clothes. They say there are entire floors of them!” 

 “Berlin is far away.” 

 “Exactly one day by train with the eastern line.” 

 “But that’s still not the same as a nice, handmade suit from a tailor.” 

 Father pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his forehead. “But what if something like that 

is built here?” 

 “Here in the East, craftmanship still counts for something, Father!” 

 He nodded calmly and said: “Yes, you are probably right.” 

 Suddenly, his eyes flashed, and I took a deep breath, knowing what he was about to 

whisper in my ear: Riga. 

 “Whenever I think of Riga…” 

 “Riga?” 

 “I was the best tailor in Riga!” 

 “Really?” I exclaimed in seeming disbelief. 

 “Oh yes, my boy! My tailor shop was right on the church square. Friedländer’s was its 

name. Everyone came to me: Germans, Russians, Latvians, Jews, Christians. All of them came 

to Friedländer’s.” 
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 “I’m sure it was a very large shop, wasn’t it?” I asked dutifully. 

 “Very large, my boy! I had five subordinates! Five! Can you imagine that?” 

 “The largest tailor shop in Riga?” 

 “Precisely!” 

 The bells started to ring, as the snow and wind carried the sound to the apartment door. 

The church service was over - the good residents of Thorn would soon be here. 

 “You should have seen the fine gentlemen and ladies!” 

 “Were they very elegant?” 

 “Elegant?” he fired back, practically offended. “They were glorious to behold! And do you 

know who the most glorious of them all was?” 

 Of course, I knew, but I still gazed at him questioningly: “Who?” 

 “Your mother, my boy, your mother! She looked like a Romanov! A true Romanov!” 

 “She was very beautiful, wasn’t she?” 

 Father shook his head, on the verge of vexation: “Oh, my boy, what are you talking 

about? She was indescribably exquisite! Everyone admired her! One time, a real Count courted 

her! A real Count! Can you imagine that?” 

 “No!” 

 “Just think! She was wearing that dress. Oh, what a dress it was! My finest creation! 

Burgundy silk, eight rows of flounces. And the bodice! You could encircle her waist with just 

your hands... and that perky Cul de Paris. The men were crazy about her! And that Count was 

the first in line! He wanted to marry her on the spot!” 

 “But she never left you?” 

 Father smiled pensively: “Of course not.” 

 For a moment, I was optimistically hopeful that the memories would not once again lock 

him in his dark cellar of melancholy, but it only took a second for the tears to start shimmering in 

his eyes. He hastily snatched up his handkerchief in order to hold it over his face. 

 “She was never able to meet you, my boy,” he sobbed bitterly. “Your first breath was her 

last.” 

 I tried to cautiously motion for him to calm down again, but it was to no avail. He was 

sobbing silently into his handkerchief. There was nothing I could do but pat him soothingly on 

the back. And yet the longer I tried to console him, the more agitatedly his shoulders shuddered 

underneath my fingers, until I noticed out of the corner of my eye that the widow was looking our 

way. She stood up and walked across to us. In the next moment, she was standing beside us, 

and she tentatively touched Father’s arm. 

 “My dear Friedländer,” she said kindly. 

 And then she was overcome with mourning, and with sympathetic eyes and an 

overflowing heart, she wrapped her arms around him. Him. The man who was still pressing his 

handkerchief to his face as if he were ashamed of his tears. 

 And so, they stood there together and wept. 

 Nodded knowingly and held each other. 
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 Then they stepped apart, and she gave him a motherly pat on the cheek and managed 

to utter, half-smiling and half-crying: “It is a great comfort to me that you feel my loss so deeply. 

Thank you for this.” 

 My father nodded again, pressing his lips into a thin line. 

 With one last appreciative look, she turned around and walked over to the oven to warm 

herself. 

 Father dried his tears, collected himself, and whispered to me: “See, what a saint your 

mother was! Even in death she brings comfort to the inconsolable.” 

 With a gulp, I answered: “Yes, it is truly amazing.” 

 A few moments later, the apartment door flew open. A throng of churchgoers streamed 

inside, all similarly gray and bundled-up. Although they attempted to keep their voices down, the 

room was now in turmoil, and the widow disappeared behind their backs. The air in the parlor 

grew noticeably cooler due to the ice on their coats and jackets. 

 The door to the bedroom opened once more, and the visitors entered, one after the 

other. When one came back out, the next one entered, until each newcomer had paid the 

deceased their last respects. We now abandoned our corner as well, and pushed our way into 

the cluster of mourners.  

 And finally, what we were waiting for happened. 

 We were standing next to a woman, and heard her say quietly: “Doesn’t he look nice?” 

 My father glanced at me with a quiet smile, and I could easily read from his expression 

what was running through his mind: See? See? Because everyone around us agreed that the 

deceased had never looked so good, that he seemed to simply be sleeping. And the manner in 

which they said this transformed their sorrowful faces into peaceful ones. 

 My father drank all this in with silent gratification, because although they would soon be 

burying his creation, he was delighted by their appreciation. But more than anything else, he 

was content because he had once again proven to me that death was only half so bad when 

you faced it in a nice suit. 
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The wind literally whipped across my face as we stepped from the tenement block to head 

home. Regardless of how uncomfortable, sparse and clammy the apartment on the fourth floor 

had been, it was as cozy as a spot near a crackling fire when compared to what met us outside 

the tenement door. There were no streetlights nor paved roads nor sidewalks, and the only 

sounds we could hear were the clattering of ramshackle shutters and doors, and the icy whistle 

of the wind. And so we cocked our collars, clutched our coat lapels across our chests with one 

hand, and held our hats on our heads with the other. Leaning forward, we fought our way down 

the three-kilometer slope of Graudenzer Hill toward the Culmer Gate, as our fingers slowly grew 

numb in the below freezing temperature. 

 Tailors often froze. 

 This was not just true for the winters, but also for autumns and springs with their 

inconstant, often stormy weather. As you sat at your work, you could feel the cold creep 

underneath the crack of the door or through the window frames, and because of your almost 

motionless concentration on your sewing or pinning, the chill slowly gained complete control 

over you. 

 We reached the small Victoria Park, where several streets crossed and the pretty 

facades of solid middle-class homes beamed down. However, we made our way into the rear 

courtyard of the most inconspicuous of the houses, Number 24. Above the windowless ground 

floor, the words Friedländer & Son, Tailors were painted on the plaster. 

 Our hands blue and faces frozen rigid, my father searched for his keys. Was he still 

thinking about Riga as he unlocked the dilapidated door? About the old city center with its 

magnificent buildings, the Strēlnieku Garden, and the church square where his shop had stood? 

The large show window from which his name had sparkled in gold letters, and the five 

subordinates who had either worked in the shop or sewn clothes, their legs crossed? About my 

mother in her splendid dresses, the ones he had designed himself? 

 The truth was that his thoughts were often occupied by what his memories swirled up 

from the depths. When this happened, he would literally keep giving little starts, and a fleetingly 

charming look would cross his face, one that typically only appeared when he was concentrating 

on the flying thread underneath his sewing machine. He would then begin to tell a story from 

back then. From the time when the world was still in order, and my mother was still alive. And 

when, in a certain sense, he was, too. And it was not just what he was saying that was amusing, 

but also the way he looked when saying it. 

 We stepped inside and lit three petroleum lamps, whose yellowish glow cast shadows 

everywhere. Over the years, the lamps had covered the walls with so much soot that even on 

lovely summer days, the light remained diffuse. The only spot with a good view were the side 

windows that looked out over the park. This was where Father’s beloved sewing machine sat, a 

rather elderly black Singer with a foot pedal that functioned perfectly. He always claimed that 

the quality of the new machines was no longer as high these days. 

 At the back of the room, there was a small kitchen with a table, a chair, and a bench on 

which I slept at night. The cooktop was also our heater, which was why it took so long for the 
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warmth to reach the tailor’s room. And we had to go outside to use the outhouse, straight across 

the courtyard. And during a winter like this one, most of all at night… Like I said, we froze a lot. 

 Anyway, on this particular day, I was assisting him with a dress which was a far cry from 

the splendor he had once created for my mother, yet appreciably grander than what was usually 

ordered: a pretty Empire dress with cheerful blue ruffles. I had no idea what significance this 

dress would have, just that it was an important commission that would finally bring us a little 

money again. 

 We worked until dusk, at which point we packed everything up, and as I neatened the 

tailor’s room, my father prepared supper: potatoes. 

 We always had potatoes. 

 Potatoes with sour cream, potatoes without sour cream, roasted potatoes with or without 

smoked ham, bouillon potatoes, mashed potatoes, potato puffs, potatoes with sour pickles, and 

on Sabbat, potatoes with fish. At least when I was able to catch something from the Weichsel 

River, which was seldom the case in wintertime. Otherwise, just potatoes. So many that, during 

my childhood, I developed a vague fear of potato beetles, and avoided the potato fields during 

the flowering and harvest periods. 

 We were sitting in the kitchen and eating placidly, when Father suddenly looked up and 

asked: “How are things in school? It will be over soon, right?” 

 “Yes, after the Easter holiday. April 6.” 

 “Oh, my boy,” he sighed, his expression growing sentimental as his eyes started to 

shimmer suspiciously. “One moment, I am carrying you around, and the next one, you are 

already a grown man.” 

 “I am thirteen.” 

 “You will be fourteen in March! You will start working, get married, start a family…” 

 “I am thirteen, Father!” 

 “Do you already have your eyes on a girl?” 

 “Father, please!” 

 “What? When I was fourteen, I was always in love with someone.” 

 “I’m not in love!” 

 “Why not? Regardless, you will soon get married and start a family!” 

 I decided it was best not to respond. 

 For a few moments, we chewed on our potatoes, but then my father came to a decision: 

“On Wednesday, there is going to be a great celebration at the artillery firing range in honor of 

the Kaiser. You will go there and meet a girl. All right?” 

 I nodded. “All right.” 

 “It does not have to be a Jewish girl. Your mother was not a Jewess, either.” 

 “All right.” 

 My father took a satisfied breath: “Oh, that will be marvelous. You, me and your 

enchanting fiancee.” 

 And all I said was: “All right.” 

 Perhaps Artur would know what to do. 
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Unlike Artur, I loved school, even if going there every morning meant that the two of us, along 

with fifty other children born between 1896 and 1904, were wedged onto numerous narrow 

wooden benches inside a bare room with a large blackboard. Every morning at eight o’clock, 

Teacher Bruchsal entered the room and commanded: Sit down! And once we sat down, he 

commanded: On your feet! And we jumped up, greeted him, and turned to face the picture of 

the Kaiser, which gazed down on the room from its perch above the blackboard. 

 Bruchsal would then call: A song! and we would all sing at the top of our lungs: The 

Kaiser is a ki-ind man, he lives right in Berlin. Like every other morning, Wilhelm II, our patron 

saint, accepted our tribute with rigidly horizontal mustache ends and flashing eyes. The chanting 

youngsters stood up front beside the blackboard and erasers, while the older students rattled 

behind them next to the steel nibs and inkwells. 

 After the obeisance came the inspection. 

 Bruchsal checked to make sure that everyone was washed, had decently combed hair, 

and was wearing clean clothes, and it was usually about ten past eight when Artur received his 

first admonishment. Most of the time, these were about his fingernails. The complaints often 

pertained to his hair, too, but sometimes, the reprimands were about his dirty shirt collar or his 

hole-ridden pants. I think he collected more rebukes than all the other students combined, and 

he accepted them just as languidly as our teacher uttered them. Over time, it had become 

obvious that Bruchsal, an otherwise meticulous, though not malevolent, man, was secretly 

praying for the day that Artur would finally conclude his studies. As for me, he was extremely 

sorry that I would not have the opportunity to attend the Realgymnasium, since I needed to help 

my father in his shop. 

 However, Artur had not only broken every record when it came to reprimands, but he 

was also unrivalled when it came to the collection of punishments. On the one hand, this was 

the result of his unyielding, rebellious character. However, this was also caused by his 

temperament, which literally prevented him from ever backing down from a fight of any kind. 

Thus, he spent the majority of his early school years with his back to the teacher’s desk and his 

eyes stubbornly fixed on the classroom wall. Later, he often found himself bent across the 

teacher’s desk as the cane danced across the seat of his pants. For anyone else, this pattern 

would have led to greater caution, sooner or later, but when it came to Artur, all punishments 

proved pointless. 

 This might have been the reason why Bruchsal had discontinued them during our final 

school year. However, it was also possible that he had simply decided to ignore Artur as a 

means of sparing his own nerves. And yet, although Bruchsal was by no means a coward, I had 

a creeping suspicion that there might be a third reason that he had abandoned the 

punishments. At the age of fourteen, Artur was already over one meter eighty, and he had 

shoulders like a blacksmith and wrists that even he could not wrap his fingers around. It was 

quite likely that Bruchsal had arrived at the conclusion that Artur might someday repay him for 

these punishments, regardless of how well-earned they might have been. Unsettling thoughts 

that could even alarm a strong adult. Once, I watched Artur hold two massive wooden chairs out 
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horizontally by their feet, one in each hand. I tried this little trick myself some time later, and 

quickly determined that I could not easily hold even one chair in both of my hands straight out 

from my chest for more than one second. 

 From the day we met, Artur and I were the best of friends, despite the fact we could not 

have been any different: me - the lanky Jew, eyed suspiciously by the Catholics and the 

Protestants -, and him - the uncouth chump who preferred to resolve conflicts with his fists. In 

any case, we complemented each other perfectly, because Artur watched over me, and I helped 

him with arithmetic, writing, and reading, and generously let him copy all my tests. 

 On top of that, Artur was the favorite of all the girls, who literally worshipped him. Tall, 

strong and unyielding, as he was, they perceived in him ideal husband material. Not only 

because he looked so impressive, but also because they saw in him someone who could 

protect them in their future lives, which would be just as much shaped by the daily struggle to 

survive as their previous ones had been. Artur would be a man who would make sure that some 

girl, whose wildest fantasy was to work as a maid until her marriage, would lack for nothing. 

 Due to the fact that I shared a bench with Artur, I sensed the furtive glances from the left 

side of the classroom on a daily basis. We, the boys, sat on the right because this was the side 

with windows and, thus, the place where the light was appreciably better for such tasks as 

writing and arithmetic. In general, people did not place much value on the educating of girls, but 

it was the Kaiser’s decree that all the poor should receive instruction, and this included the 

segment of the population that was female. Conversely, they were assigned to the less 

desirable spots in the classroom. 

 I admit that I sometimes wished that perhaps one of the girls was peering our way 

because of me, but sadly that was not the case. Who would want to be with a Jewish rascal? 

And a tailor’s son at that! Thus, I made due with Artur’s stories about his adventures and 

participated in his encounters with the opposite sex at least by proxy. 

 Every school day was like the next, even when it was the Kaiser’s birthday, his fifty-first 

to be exact. Nobody had any idea about what Artur had cooked up, and that included me. Even 

later, he refused to tell me what motivated this scheme of his. It is possible that he was inspired 

by His Majesty’s fiftieth birthday the year before, which had included lots of racket and the full 

deployment of the troops from all the barracks: the lancers, the infantry, the artillery, the 

sappers. They all presented themselves in full dress uniforms to the glory of His Majesty, and 

the gun salutes of all the military branches shook Thorn to its very roots. 

 However, it is also possible that this was just a spontaneous invention on Artur’s part. It 

would not have been the first instance of this, but no one had ever set Thorn in such an uproar. 

 Regardless, the weather on this particular January 27 played right into his hands. 

 The biting east wind had subsided, but it had been snowing like crazy for several days. 

People vanished into swirls of snow at only a few meters’ distance, which meant that you had to 

pay incredibly close attention when you were on the street to keep from being hit by a horse cart 

or a trolley. This was Thorn’s pride and joy! No more horse-drawn conveyances, but a real 

electric streetcar! By this point, there were three streetcar lines rattling through our lovely city. 

 As on many other days, we were lurking under one of the pretty shelters shaped like an 

oversized, ornamented umbrella. A low rumbling indicated the approach of the Number Three, 
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which connected the Culmer suburb with the downtown market square. It burst through a wall of 

snowflakes, came to a stop, and then resumed its course. However, this time with the two of us 

on board as unpaying riders. At this point in time, there were no conductors on the streetcars, 

and so no one prevented us from traveling the two kilometers into downtown Thorn. We then 

waylaid the Number One on the opulent Breite Straẞe, with its Baroque facades, in order to 

travel through the city center all the way to the main terminal city station, which sat at the end of 

the powerful railway bridge. The bridge extended from the station, spanning several noble steel 

arches, across the Weichsel to the opposite river bank, where it passed two watch towers 

before it reached the main railroad station. This was where we crossed the river, traveling past 

the Rudaken Barracks, toward the encampment area, where the festivities were going to take 

place. 

 “I think Grete’s been watching you,” Artur declared. 

 “How do you know that?” I asked. “Grete has a squint.” 

 “I just know. Should I put in a good word for you?” 

 “No thanks.” 

 “She’s Drechsel the mason’s only daughter. I’m sure she has a nice dowry.” 

 “What?” 

 “It’s never a bad thing to have a mason in the family!” 

 “Just stop right now. My father is already breathing down my neck.” 

 Artur nodded contentedly. “See, it all fits.” 

 “What fits?” 

 “I told her that you’d be waiting for her today,” Artur replied innocently. “You’re too shy to 

set anything up yourself.” 

 “Are you insane? You can’t just make a date for me behind my back. And with Grete of 

all people! Couldn’t you find someone else?” 

 “I tried,” Artur replied placidly. “Frieda, Erna, Trudi, Wilhelmine, Käthe, Agnes…” 

 I gulped in horror. “Don’t tell me that you asked all of them?!” 

 Artur shrugged, unperturbed. “I thought you needed a little help. It couldn’t hurt.” 

 Hope flared inside me. It seemed like Artur might have good news for me. So I asked 

cautiously: “What did they say?” 

 “Well, Trudi laughed..” 

 “And the others?” 

 “The others weren’t in such a good mood.” 

 I stared at him. 

 “It couldn’t hurt?” I repeated, aghast. 

 Artur gazed at me calmly, as if he had just been discussing the weather and not the 

greatest humiliation of my school years: “A total disaster, if you ask me. But the bright side is 

that you no longer need to waste any time thinking about those stupid hens. And Grete isn’t a 

bad catch. She has lots to offer, if you know what I mean.” 

 “Leave me alone!” 

 I sullenly jammed my hands into my pockets and marched off through the crunching 

snow. 
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 We reached the campgrounds. 

 In a tiny red-and-white striped guardhouse stood a shivering field gray recruit, whose 

responsibility it was to raise and lower an equally red-and-white striped barrier. The barracks 

camp was located ahead of us, plain rectangular buildings in rank and file, each with a track that 

connected them to the paved road that led straight to the shooting range. We were 

accompanied by a large group of Thorn residents who did not just wish to celebrate the Kaiser. 

The ample buffet was an even greater enticement. 

 Artur talked a blue streak to me the whole way there. He, who failed to recognize either 

the rationale behind or the utility of diplomacy, because he was deeply convinced that if you 

succinctly expressed what you meant, you could avoid meandering explanations about how you 

actually wanted something completely different. On a related note, it was also impossible to 

teach him that, generally speaking, an unbridgeable chasm yawned between well-meaning and 

well-done. 

 More dark gray, practically black walls of clouds darkened Thorn. The visibility grew so 

poor that even those standing just a short distance away could only make out the vague 

silhouettes of the mounted Howitzer battery in formation. They could hardly see as the carts 

loaded with the guns were unhitched from the horses and rolled into position. 

 Somewhere up in the front, a small stage had been erected, and right next to it, a tent in 

which the festive meal had been set up. Just like last year, the front rows were reserved for 

members of the military. They stood at attention in the thickening snow, their pride-swollen 

chests dusted in flakes, their guns against their shoulders, and their Pickelhaube helmets 

pointing up at the sky. 

 Behind them stood the wealthier citizens, with the less affluent Thorners behind them. 

They were waiting patiently for the mayor’s speech to start, which they all hoped would be 

shorter than the one he had given last year. 

 It was nothing short of a miracle that Artur located Grete in the crowd. With a shy smile, 

she told me hello. I sighed and greeted her curtly in return, but refused to engage in any other 

conversation. Not just because I was shy, but because I still had my pride. I refused to come 

across as either needy, or, in any way, grateful that at least squinty-eyed Grete was interested 

in me. On the other hand, Grete was a very practical girl, so when she noticed that I lacked a 

suitable measure of enthusiasm, she turned toward Artur and stuck her open palm under his 

nose. Artur reached into his pocket and handed her a groschen. With a pleased air, she plodded 

off, making it fully clear to me that my humiliation was now complete. 

 Mayor Reschke finally stepped up to the podium. The applause from the first rows 

indicated this change, since he was not visible. A speaking trumpet assured that his speech 

would be heard all the way to the back row. The first order of business was the general greeting 

and a short summary of His Majesty’s life, which should be embraced by every upstanding 

German as a luminous role-model, because this was what would lead our entire nation out of 

the depths of humanitarian education and undisciplined ideology to the pinnacle of Europe. Yes, 

to the pinnacle of the world! The joy and admiration in his voice were not feigned: Reschke was 

an ardent admirer of the Hohenzollern monarch, and his efforts to imitate the Kaiser’s 

expressions and mannerisms turned unintentionally comical upon occasion. 



   

13 

 

 “He has awakened us!” Reschke shouted, and although nothing could be seen of him, 

we suspected that his curled and waxed mustache was trembling in elation. “Whatever His 

Majesty decrees, we will obey with jubilation! To Your Majesty: HURRAY!” 

 Out of the gusting snow rang out a rather apathetic response: “Hurray!” 

 Grabbing my sleeve, Artur dragged me inconspicuously away from the audience. After a 

few steps, we could see nothing of it due to the falling snow, and I would have definitely run into 

one of the waiting horses, if Artur had not yanked me up short at the last second. 

 Reschke’s voice was now muffled, and he was indistinctly railing against England and 

our French archenemy. In the midst of this, his voice cracked in its enthusiasm, and it only took 

a little fantasy to imagine his eyes glittering like the Kaiser’s, even though in this weather 

nobody could see them, not even the lancers in the first row. 

 “Your Majesty: HURRAY!” he cried ecstatically. 

 What followed was a half-frozen: “Hurray!” 

 We reached the three Howitzers, whose snow-covered muzzles were pointing toward 

the shooting range. In the driving snow, the soldiers were nowhere in sight, but they could not 

be far off. 

 “What are you planning?” I asked quietly. 

 “Just help me!” he replied in a whisper. 

 Before I fully comprehended what we were about to do, we had turned the first Howitzer 

ninety degrees. 

 “Artur!” I cried in alarm. 

 But he had already reached the second artillery piece by this point. Once again, I helped 

him to turn it. And the third Howitzer was the next in line, before we vanished like ghosts into the 

snow and surreptitiously rejoined the crowd. 

 While everyone around me was freezing to the bone, I was breaking out in a sweat. I 

tugged at my collar and gasped for air. What had I just done? Why had I assisted Artur to do 

that? The muzzles were now pointing at the barracks, which were empty, of course, since 

everyone had been ordered out to the shooting range. However, you did not need to be a 

military genius to know what would happen once the cannons started thundering to the glory of 

His Majesty. 

 What if they discovered our footprints? Admittedly, the snow was now absurdly thick. 

Orientation would be hard enough, and within just a few minutes, there would be nothing left to 

point back to us. 

 Reschke talked on. And on. And on. 

 He expounded on what it meant to be German, on honor and loyalty, and cried: “Smite 

them!” 

 With that, he did not just mean England, but naturally also France and all the other 

nations that did not wish to subordinate themselves to Germany’s greatness. He was obviously 

taken with the sensual nature of the word itself, smite with its hissing s and clipped t, since he 

repeated it five times in different iterations: the Kaiser as the smiter, his subjects as the smiters, 

a lauding of smiting in general. And all this time, I was aware that the only things here that were 

about to be smited were not the Kaiser’s enemies. 
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 As Mayor Reschke wielded his words like blacksmith’s hammers, pounding them onto 

glinting, red-hot patriotism, Artur just stood there as the nationalistic sparks rained down around 

him. His hands were tucked deep into his pockets, and an enigmatic smile played across his 

lips. There was nothing I could do except admire his demeanor. So much so, that I even forgot 

my fear and almost missed the end of the speech. 

 “Thus, I want to close with the warmest congratulations to Our Majesty, and the 

assurance that here, above all, the Kaiser’s truest subjects wish to strive upward to reach the 

standard he has set, like ivy climbing a tower. And now I would like to ask Major von Brock to 

fire a salute to our esteemed Kaiser. May the thundering of the cannons reflect the passionate 

beating of our own hearts. Your Majesty: HURRAY!” 

 The first Howitzer rumbled in the background. 

 “Your Majesty: HURRAY!” 

 The second Howitzer fired. 

 Suddenly, agitation broke out across the crowd, because the first round, as well as the 

second, was followed by a suspiciously loud explosion. One second later, a flickering, yellowish 

light flared up in the gray-and-white snow mass in front of us. 

 However, there was no stopping Mayor Reschke - or the firing master either, for that 

matter - and before he could be derailed, he shouted for a third time: “Your Majesty: HURRAY!” 

 And with that, the third round left the Howitzer, and a third detonation responded 

ominously. The yellow flickering was now quite visible. Murmuring and shouting, the freezing 

people turned toward the guns, as a young lieutenant breathlessly announced to his major: 

“Major, I respectfully report that a fire has started.” 

 The entire gathering instantly dissolved. Soldiers were ordered to the fire fighting unit, 

and with their curiosity piqued, the townspeople started to run toward the blaze. Artur and I were 

the only ones to make use of the hour to slip over to the tent - completely deserted - with its 

alluring, delectable sausages, cheeses and gingerbread, the so-called Thorner Kathrinchen. 

 We swiftly stuffed our jackets and shirts full of these delicacies. 

 And then ran away before anyone could see us. 

 We did not stop for a long time, not until the fire and the uproar were far behind us. And 

then Artur pulled a sausage out of his pocket, took a hearty bite out of it, and mumbled 

contentedly: “Your Majesty: Hurray!” 

 


