
The first picture I remember in this life is of roaring grey waves crashing 

rhythmically onto a stony beach while freezing winds from the north howled about me, 

cutting straight through my jacket and penetrating the marrow of my bones. 

Very barely do I experience anything similar here: usually I look down on long, 

gently rolling waves leaving behind their blue origins and frothily kissing the fine tropical 

sand. If it were not for the weeks of sultry heat in January and February it would be easy to 

describe this place as paradise, the spot chosen for my last years. 

I cannot remember what that little boy on the frosty shore dreamt of ninety years 

ago, if indeed he did dream. In any case he could not have had any idea of this scene on the 

other side of the planet. What could a little boy in our wind-tossed part of Hamburg, 

Germany, crowded with countless people, know of my present isolated hermitage on the 

coast of extreme northern Queensland, where the coast caresses the rainforest-covered 

mountains? 

My wife Tess always insisted on celebrating my birthdays. While she was alive I 

was aware of how many years I had spent on earth, but now the years slip by quickly, quietly, 

scarcely noticed, and I hardly register my age. However, I do know I was born in 1896. Last 

year the Berlin Wall fell, and I have strongly imprinted that date 1989 on my memory. So I 

am, I can calculate, ninety-four years old. 

That means I am old by normal measurements, though it is only the gradual slowing 

down of my bodily functions that tells me my middle years are well behind me. Yesterday I 

watched an interview with an old football champion (I cannot recall which of the many 

football codes he played). Now seventy-seven, he mumbled between tears that he lives on 

memories, that memories are all that is left of his life. I have never had that feeling; even 

Tess’s death did not make me think that all joy had departed. But until yesterday I was not 

aware that a very interesting project was waiting for me. 

The thrust came from my grandson Wayne, the youngest son of our daughter 

Margaret. Wayne and I are very close; I had never suspected that such a link over generations 

was possible. But Wayne also linked me with my own roots. Of all of my relatives he was the 

only one interested in my German past because he started to learn at school, by chance it 

seemed, my first language. Suddenly he said to me one day, “Grandad, you were a German. 

Can you help me learn the language?” 

He said that I was a German, as though I had ceased having that identity, and in a 

sense he was right. After my escape in 1933 from the barbaric country that Hitler built I spent 

several years in Swiss exile, then migrated to Australia in 1939. Australia, yes, because I 

wanted to get as far away from Europe as I could.  

At first I regretted that choice. As soon as I reached the new country Hitler invaded 

Poland, Britain declared war on Germany, so automatically Australia did the same, and I with 

my German passport was arrested in Melbourne and later interned as an “enemy alien”.  

For six years I was held in a sort of captivity in Tatura, a rather dull little place far 

from all cities. I thought I would never establish a relationship with the harsh sunlight and 

rough flora of the new continent. But truly it was an extremely mild captivity. We were not 

allowed to leave the village, and each night there was a check to be sure we were still there. 

Apart from that we could roam freely during the day, we received enough food and a place to 

sleep in barracks. When I decided there was no point in sulking I started to make use of the 

local library. There I started my long acquaintance with the English language. The monstrous 

war let loose by Hitler was galaxies away from Tatura. By a miracle I, so often the loser in 

romantic relationships, even found my wife there. Tess visited as the representative of a 

church group that wished to show compassion even to enemies. She hoped to convert some of 

us, I suppose. In that she failed, but a dozen of us fell in love with the pretty young woman. 

For some reason she chose me. 



After the War I found work in Melbourne, first as a tram conductor, then, after 

passing a few exams, as a teacher of English to immigrants. Those were the days when 

Australians, frightened of yet another menace out of Asia, decided to populate their empty 

continent with people from war-destroyed Europe, and those people answered the call in 

hundreds of thousands. Like me, they had first of all to learn the language of the new country, 

and I was able to construct a career from their need. 

When the full horrors of the concentration camps were revealed to a shocked world I 

wanted to renounce my German origins, even though I was one of the few who from the 

beginning opposed the Nazis. I translated my name, Erich Schwalbe, to Eric Swallow, and if 

I was asked about my “funny accent” I answered variously that my family came from 

Denmark, Rumania, or Latvia. Australians rarely have any idea of where places are in 

Europe, and they were too polite or insufficiently interested to ask any further. I became a 

fulltime English-speaker and never made any attempt to persuade Tess, our daughter 

Margaret, her husband Tim, or any of their three children to learn my old language.  

But it was Wayne who gave the language back to me. He even went on to study it at 

his university and to make it his specialty. In fact, he is in Germany at this moment. 

Tess died ten years ago – oh yes, so much time has flowed past, but I can recall her 

face at any moment, though I do not like to remember it in her last agony. When my period of 

acute mourning passed I sold our Melbourne home and came to live here. I had fallen in love 

with this area during one of our holiday trips, and I had always wanted to live somewhere 

where it is never cold; my hip cannot stand cold weather. On top of that, I love the blue of the 

Pacific and the thundering storms that roll in from the ocean onto my mountain. 

Yesterday Wayne’s letter from Hamburg arrived, and I knew what I had to do. My 

catalyst was less the letter than the accompanying photo. Somehow he managed to buy a 

yellowing old snapshot of the class of Gymnasium Wilhelm I of 1913. One look at that photo 

released an enormous flow of memories, and I quickly realised I had found the task that 

would fill my final years. Whether I can finish it I cannot say, but apart from my left hip I am 

in pretty good shape.  

And I will write in the only language I which I could do it, the mother tongue that 

was once so important to me. Hitler died forty-five years ago, and the stench then clinging to 

everything German has been blown away by the years. Writing in German will be therapeutic 

for me. And certainly Wayne will approve.  

But my writing will be only partly about me. My own life, especially after 1933, has 

been rather banal. Perhaps a great writer could make something of it, but I refuse even to try. 

But I do have something, or someone, worth writing about. 

The awkward looking boy in the middle of the class photo is Kurt Lenz. 

A forgotten hero from an age when heroism was rare and very costly. 

  



My first clear picture of Kurt Lenz is in fact a picture of me with him. It was another 

world, the world before the Great War. We lived in Hamburg, where the sea wind and the 

rain, the endless harbour buildings, and especially the sometimes rough sea itself mould the 

life of the people. When the North Sea pushes huge flows of water into the channels of the 

Elbe the surface can be very choppy. Before all else I remember the chilly wind and the 

soaking rain. 

Our suburb, Hamburg-Harburg, was definitely not one of the finer ones. None of our 

neighbours gave a soirée, the men there didn’t smoke cigars, nor did the women use long 

cigarette holders. Intellectual life was mostly dominated by proletarian discussion groups, but 

my parents kept as far as possible from the people at the bottom of the social ladder. They 

wanted to belong to the middle class and they cultivated a way of thinking that was certainly 

not proletarian. My father belonged for many years to some patriotic, imperialistic group that 

wanted Germany to establish ever more colonies.   

We boys had little idea at that stage of social divisions and pretentions. Kurt and I 

were perhaps seven or eight years old, and we were sharing the job of washing clothes in a 

big basin in the backyard, while his mother was coughing in a room nearby. At first I found it 

good fun to plunge my arms into the frothy soapy water and flap away at a shirt or trousers, 

but I admit that soon the thing bored me. It seems that Kurt read my thoughts, because he 

asked me to go and boil water so he could make tea for his sick mother. That was another 

new adventure for me. My mother and Paula usually did all the work in the house except 

when Dad helped, but that rarely happened. I was a spoiled boy, almost free of all jobs in the 

house. I took it for granted that as a seven-year-old I had the right to roam the streets of 

Harburg and Barmbek or play soldiers of the Kaiser with other boys while my sister Paula 

was being trained to be a woman, that is, to work with Mum in the house. My father would 

surely have been discontented had he known that I played mostly with Kurt Lenz, who was 

certainly of proletarian origin. 

Kurt had neither a father nor a sister. His father was a deserter, his mother told him. 

Kurt never spoke of his father and had no memories of him. Of his mother, who was to me, 

an ignorant boy, just a boring sickly person, Kurt always spoke with the greatest respect. He 

told me that by her hard work his mother washed enough clothes to “f-feed and e-educate 

me”. Well, maybe that was true: I never saw her do anything except work or be sick. And 

when she was sick, Kurt washed the clothes himself as well as he could. 

Mrs. Lenz came from a farm in Westphalia, a place of fat and contented cows and 

people, of rainy days, of green fields and church bells. The cows don’t moo very often, and 

the people too are not inclined to talk. Perhaps that is why Mrs. Lenz  rarely spoke, and a 

conversation with her was, as far as I could tell, not possible, and if she did speak it was in a 

strange way (later I would realise that the Westphalian dialect is quite different from our 

Hamburg one). Mr. Lenz was a born Hamburg man, but of course I never heard him speak. 

Neither did Kurt. 

Because Kurt’s father was officially a Lutheran and his mother a Catholic, they had 

married without the blessing of any church. So Kurt was officially “non-denominational”. My 

family insisted we were Lutherans, but actually we sat in a church scarcely more often than 

Kurt did. 

My father had only one brother, Hermann, and Hermann had abandoned all churches 

after migrating to the United States. Uncle Hermann was nevertheless a somewhat fabulous 

figure because he got rich in the land of limitless possibilities. A lot of money can wash away 

the shame of deserting your denomination. 

 


