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In the company of widows – my early childhood in post war Germany 

 

 

Introduction 

These notes are a summary of a series of conversations with Irma Müller held over a period 

of a number of weeks in 2020. They represent her recollections which are based on both 

information relayed to her by her mother and grandmother, as well as her own childhood 

memories. Aspects of this exercise proved confronting for Irma on occasion, this being the 

first time she had consciously addressed aspects of her family history.  

Some background material has been added to provide context, however, this is only to 

supplement material to hand rather than as a result of any in depth research. 

The liberty has been taken to present Irma’s story in the first person, when in fact it is the 

author’s interpretation of our discussions rather than a verbatim record. 

Thanks are extended to Irma for allowing us to record her story 

Andrew Darbyshire December 2021  
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The Müller and Schütt Families 

(Immediate relatives only)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Otto Müller 

(1886 - 1961) 

 
Betty Bartels 
(1886 - 1923) 

 
Heinrich Müller 
(1914 – 1945) 

 
Lisa Schütt 

(1915 - 2008) 

 
Olga Schütt 

(1919 - 2013) 

 

Heinrich Schütt 

(1884 - 1944) 

 
Hilde Schütt 

(Jun 1914 - 2007) 

m 27 May 1911 

 
Erna Schröder 
(1885 – 1966) 

 
Elisabet 
Müller 

 
Lotti 

Müller 

 
Gertrud 
Müller 

 
Hans 

Müller 

m 30 May 1911* 

m 31 Aug 1939 

 
Herma Müller 
(b Apr 1945) 

 
Irma Müller 

(b Mar 1942) 

* After Betty died Otto married Emmi Hoyns in 

1924. Otto their son was born 13 years later in 

1937, Emmi died 4 days later  
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I was born in wartime Germany and grew up on the Schütt family farm 5km outside the 

village of Großenwörden. Bounded by a loop of the River Oste, the property is part of the 

rich mixed farming districts in the lower catchment of the River Elbe, just before it 

discharges into the North Sea. The countryside is flat, and the Oste, with the farms on either 

side protected from flooding by raised embankments, meanders its way north where it flows 

into the Elbe 25kms from the farm. 
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Our nearest town of any size was Stade (20km) and city Hamburg (70km).  

I was delivered at Stade Hospital in March 1942, my Aunt Olga having hitched up the horse 

and cart and driven my mother Lisa Müller (nee Schütt) the 20km through deep snow to get 

there. Both husbands were away on military service. My mother always said it was a difficult 

birth and unrelated ailments (and likely the big freeze) kept her in hospital for an extended 

stay. On reflection, and true to form, trouble followed me even as I entered the world. After 

Olga had settled mother into the hospital she went outside to find that the horse was missing, 

presumed stolen, later to find it had found its own way home. I never did ask how she 

managed to get herself and the cart back to the farm.   

Both my father Heinrich Müller, and grandfather Heinrich Robert Schütt would not survive 

the war. My father was lost in action, my grandfather shortly after receiving his call up papers 

just before his sixtieth birthday 
1
. He was strongly opposed to the regime. Both of my 

mother’s sisters also lost their husbands during the war. 

My father, the second son of Otto Müller and Betty Müller (nee Bartels), grew up on the 

Müller family farm at Vorwerk, 40km north west of Bremen. He was one of five children, an 

older brother Hans and three sisters Elisabeth, Lotti and Gertrud. 

Grandmother Müller would die young and Otto, left with a young family, his eldest my Aunt 

Gertrud barely sixteen at the time, naturally sought out someone to assist with managing the 

household and bringing up the family. Emmi Hoyns came to his assistance and they married. 

It would be thirteen years before they had a child, tragically Emmi dying four days after his 

delivery, their son surviving. ‘Uncle’ Otto was only a couple of years older than me and we 

spent quite a lot of time together as children. 

By this time Aunt Gertrud was old enough to take on the responsibility of running the Müller 

household. During my stays at the farm, and his frequent visits to Großenwörden, grandfather 

always appeared to me to be a cheerful man despite the setbacks in his personal life. 

He made a commitment to my father that he would look after Herma and I and in due course 

we would inherit part of the land brought to the marriage by my grandmother Betty. 

My maternal grandmother Erna Johanne Dorothe Schütt (nee Schröder) was born in the same 

district as my grandfather Heinrich Schütt, on a neighbouring farm on the opposite side of the 

River Oste. She was a strong influence during my formative years, had a calming gentile 
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manner, and encouraged my interest in the arts, literature and music. She told me both she 

and Heinrich enjoyed the opera, travelling first by horse and carriage to the station at 

Himmelpforten, then on to Hamburg by train to attend performances. Grandfather played the 

piano and performed with the local string quartet (two of the other members were the local 

Bank Manager and the Blacksmith). Despite the tough times grandmother often managed to 

find a few Marks so I could attend ‘cultural’ performances. The main form of family 

entertainment whilst I was growing up was sitting around listening to the wireless. Only my 

Aunt Olga would follow in my grandfather’s musical footsteps, she played the piano 

accordion. 

Heinrich and Erna married in 1911 and had three children, Hilde in 1914, Lisa my mother in 

1915, and Olga in 1919. Mother attended primary school just across the river, and with her 

sisters, high school at Osten. 

 

The Schütt family c1925, Erna and Heinrich with daughters (L to R) Olga, Lisa and Hilde 

Following the death of Grandfather Schütt in 1944 my mother stepped up and took on the 

role of running the farm, doing the hiring and firing, buying and selling of stock, and 

negotiations with dealers such as those who bought the apple crop from our orchard. Mother 

never the less managed to find time to make all my dresses including my first ball outfit. 
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Grandmother remained the matriarch, managing the household including doing the cooking 

(with staff help). I recall we had a fair turnover of domestic staff.  

 

Mt father Heinrich Müller with the Garrn children at the ‘training farm’ 

My father did his secondary schooling many kilometres from home, at the Stade High School 

where he boarded with the Principal. He met my mother Lisa at a Lehrhof (training farm) 

near Hamburg in 1935 during what was her second spell there. Roughly equivalent to the 

colonial Australian ‘new chum’ arrangement, this provided the opportunity for 

teenagers/young adults from ‘good’ families to gain one to two years experience in the 

operation and management of a working farm.  

For Heinrich this would have been his introduction to a farming or related agricultural career, 

his older brother Hans being first in line to inherit the Müller farm. Lisa was requested by the 

Garrn family to assist whilst the farm owner’s wife was pregnant. Heinrich and Lisa would 

have been treated as members of the family.  

Reading between the lines, whilst the ‘training’ provided an appropriate apprenticeship, it 

was also a good opportunity for a little matchmaking. Parents had some comfort that their 

children would be mixing with those from a similar background and standing. It worked for 

Heinrich and Lisa, they got engaged in 1938. Mr and Mrs Emil Garrn’s wedding gift to them 

was a timber chair carved with Lisa and Heinrich’s names, this is still in the family. 
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Lisa and Heinrich 
2
 on the occasion of their engagement 

My mother told me that before the war Heinrich had a job lined up as the manager of an 

agricultural drainage company near Bremen and they had visited the farmhouse at Kuhstedt 

they would live in once they were married. The company had won a government contract to 

de-water the peat lands in the so-called Teufelsmoor (Devil’s Bog) so it could be used for 

agriculture 
3
. Heinrich moved in early with the wedding planned for October 1939. 

 

Lisa and Heinrich at the Company farmhouse at Kuhstedt 
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The mobilisation of the German Army required these arrangements to be brought forward 

and they married at the Schütt farm on the 31 August, Heinrich reporting to barracks the next 

day for the impending invasion of Poland. There was no time to organise a wedding 

photographer.  

 

Registry Office Record of Lisa and Heinrich’s Marriage. Heinrich shown as living in 

Kuhstedt (Company house) at the time of wedding (between Bremen and Hamburg). . 

Interestingly his and her parents married within a few days of each other in May 1911. 

Bottom LHS Box likely Nazi era reminder to do your family history and have it registered 

With a foreshortened honeymoon and only fleeting visits during the first couple of years of 

married life it wasn’t until May 1941 that I was conceived. My mother had the opportunity to 

travel to Braunsberg in East Prussia (now Braniewo, Poland) near to where Heinrich was 

stationed (at the time the government were encouraging young couples to ‘populate’). This 

gave them the chance to catch up on married life but it was a short second honeymoon, the 

troops were mobilised again for the invasion of Russia in June 1941. 

My mother said the trip home was a nightmare, the train packed to the rafters with German 

civilians being evacuated west before the big push 
4
. I had been born by the time my mother 
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saw her husband again a year later. I am at least fortunate that she kept photographs of us as a 

family taken during his infrequent visits from the front.  

 

 

Father in ‘civvies’ on leave to see his first born, me. My mother told me during my first year 

the war would come to the locale, the night sky red during the intensive bombing of Hamburg  

 

1943’ish on holiday 
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Final visit of my father from the front – mother in mourning attire 

 following the death of her father 

 

The last of these visits resulted in the arrival nine months later of my sister Herma. In his 

letter to my mother dated 4 April 1945 (see Appendix) he apologised for being an absentee 

husband, army life prevailed.  

For Herma’s birth mother decided on a home delivery. Aunt Olga was again on hand, this 

time to cycle the 20 kilometres along the river levee to summon the midwife when labour 

started. Following my difficult delivery, mother insisted that a midwife be present this time. 

The midwife accompanied Olga back to the farm on her own bicycle. Herma was born on 8 

April, our father died on the 20 April, and Hitler committed suicide 10 days later, as the Red 

Army closed in on the Reich Chancellery in Berlin. 



St Lucia History Group 

 

In the company of widows  Page 11 of 22 

My father Heinrich was killed in action, just weeks before the German Forces surrendered, at 

Lochstadt near Pillau on the spit which separates the Baltic and the Vistula Lagoon (now 

Baltiysk, modern day Russia’s most westerly city). The port had handled the evacuation of 

wounded soldiers and refugees, those able to flee the Russian advance by sea, before this 

option was cut off by Russian naval and land based forces. I think it was June before my 

mother had confirmation of his death. His effects were returned by his comrades after the 

conflict. 

Aunt Olga also lost her first husband Eric Scholivin during the war, in 1944, they hadn’t been 

married long, I think after the war had started. Erich was from a farm nearby. It was whilst 

preparing for his funeral, setting out to cross the river to have their clothes died black, that 

my mother discovered the body of my grandfather. I was quickly parcelled off to family 

friends to keep me out of the way. 

Olga would marry again, in 1948, this time to a Prisoner of War, Karl Heinz Prüfer, who had 

been held in an Allied camp that was located on one of our paddocks 
5
. The ranks lived in 

tents, the officers with us in the farmhouse, and there was a camp kitchen for them on site. I 

was a bit too young at the time to take this all in but I do recall all the POWs making a big 

fuss of me. Karl Heinz stayed on with us until eventually marrying Aunt Olga. He had 

studied dentistry before joining the forces and opened up a practice in nearby Drochtersen 

when he returned to civilian life and completed his training. His family were from Silesia 

where his father managed a mine, his siblings all having professional careers.  

In due course they built a house in Lamsted, right in the centre of the village. Rather than 

travel all the way home from high school I would sometimes stay overnight with them. I 

remember thinking how ‘cosmopolitan’ it felt to be staying in a village compared with our 

lifestyle on the farm. My grandmother adored Uncle Karl and I spent time with my young 

cousins Sigrid and Angela. He had served in the Navy during the war and been involved in 

the Norway campaign. Olga and Karl Heinz inherited the worker’s cottage at the Schütt farm, 

and moved there when he retired. 

Aunt Hilde, my mother’s older sister, possibly before the start of the war, married Wilhelm 

Meyer whose parents had a general store in Himmelpforten, not too far away. I am not quite 

sure of the date they got married, but my cousin Heinrich, their only child, was born in 1941. 

They lived in their own house, separate to the store where his parents and unmarried sister 

Rita lived.  
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As with Lisa, Hilde would be left a widow after the end of the war. Unfortunately she never 

had complete closure as he was listed as ‘missing presumed killed in action’. Whilst efforts 

were made to discover his fate she never did manage to find out what had happened to him. 

She stayed on in Himmelpforten and ran the shop with Rita, cousin Heinrich would 

eventually take it on. 

Life on the farm 

At the end of the war with no men about the place my grandmother and mother engaged a 

Manager, an East Prussian refugee Hans Krüger who was with us at least until my teenage 

years. He likely had his eye on Lisa but she never got over the death of my father and didn’t 

remarry, devoting her energies to the farm. She was very much hands on, so it was my 

grandmother who effectively attended to my upbringing. Herr Krüger would eventually move 

on, forming an attachment to a similar placed widow on another farm in the area. 

 

(Front) George, Olga and Lisa take a break  
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Farm wagons used for transporting hay and other farm produce 

 

 

(L to R) Hilde, Lisa, Erna and Heinrich Schütt at the family farm c1918. 

‘Stables’ block on the left, main living wing then two attached farm buildings 
6
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1980s Aerial photograph of the farm buildings. 

Only the stables, backhaus and ‘living’ wing of the main building remain 

Our living area was accessed from the side of the main wing of the farm buildings, it 

occupied about half the footprint of this wing. From the front door you came in through a 

glazed porch/conservatory then into the main terrazzo floored hall/dining room where the 

family ate our meals. The hall led to the ‘best’ parlour (with my mother’s bedroom room off 

this), grandmother’s bedroom, my bedroom, the living room and kitchen. The kitchen, had a 

good sized larder, and leading off a further separate bedroom, and stairs down to the cellar. I 

have a recollection that the kitchen had an old fashioned hand pump for water but this must 

have been replaced early on as I know I had a washbasin with running water in my bedroom.  

Our toilet was initially a bucket/dunny arrangement, under the same roof but accessed from 

outside. George, who my grandfather took in from a local family, did the honours. He ate his 

meals in the kitchen and slept in the front half of the main wing. This was accessed by double 

height doors from the front and was home for the dairy herd. 

There were three further floors above the main living area, the first floor having two 

bedrooms (maid and male) and the smoker room for the curing of hams and sausages. The 

second floor was a general storage space and there was a smaller loft floor above. 

The two other ‘wings’ of the building housed our piggery (centre) and cattle (RHS from 

front). All our animals needed to be housed during the cold German winters. Feed was stored 
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in the lofts. Both of these wings would have to be demolished in the 1970s after a particularly 

bad snowstorm. Drifts had formed in the roof valleys, the prolonged extraordinary loading of 

compacted snow and ice causing partial collapse of the structure. 

The stables housed our horses and there was a separate Backhaus, used as the bake house, 

laundry, and on the occasions when the butcher visited, to slaughter animals. I think this was 

for home consumption, although we didn’t have any refrigeration in the early days, and was 

accompanied by sausage making and the smoking of ham if it was a pig that was despatched. 

I remember the grutz wurst (blood sausage with buckwheat) which we ate with boiled 

potatoes and kale. I have a vague recollection of meat in glass jars, likely being salted or 

pickled as a means of preservation. There was also an incinerator for burnable rubbish. All 

the main buildings had thatched roofs and were timber framed with brick infill. We cut our 

own reeds on the river bank and these were dried in bunches for when the thatcher paid his 

annual visit. 

The farm grew wheat, fodder, had dairy cows and a variety of livestock (horses, cattle, sheep 

and pigs) which were pastured on the levee and banks of the river. The farm was around 30 

hectares with part of the building dating back to the 1600s (carved in the timber lintel of the 

large front doors of the main wing) . It had been in the Schütt family since that time.  

The Schütt family had a history in the breeding of Hanoverian horses, in the early days for 

military as well as civilian use. Selectively bred they were also ideal for show jumping, 

dressage and eventing. Part of  Grandmother’s dowry improved the bloodline (Johann 

Schröder her father was a successful breeder). I remember the yearly Horse Show and the 

visitors that came to view the fowls. One of George’s jobs was to take the mares for 

servicing. 
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My mother’s cousins Joachim and Hans-Heinrich (Grandmother’s sister’s boys)  

at the Schütt farm 

 

(l to R) Aunt Olga, Grandmother holding me, Grandfather, Aunt Hilde and Rita Meyer (her 

sister in law) 
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Chest deep in water (why not ?) with Dieter and Renate Kmitschkoviiak, refuges from 

Pommerania. Aunt Olga and the Lemke family in the background cutting hay by hand. All of 

the local landholders had to maintain the riverbanks on their land and there was a regular 

Deichschau (inspection) to check this was carried out. Flooding was an ever present danger 

before the introduction of a weir where the Oste flows into the Elbe.  

We had refugees living and working on the farm. A young couple in the stables and a family 

in the bedroom off the kitchen, the Lemke family, mother and father and two older children. 

The families generally cooked and looked after themselves. 

The flow of German speaking refugees continued even after the end of the war, with people 

choosing to leave their homes before the Iron Curtain came down. All of the local farms had 

refugee families billeted with them, although I am not sure how the system worked, or how 

the refugees were supported financially or in kind. I recall people coming from Hamburg to 

collect the windfalls from the orchard and grains from the fields. 

There wasn’t a lot of money around when I was growing up. Income from the farm was 

seasonal and we needed a kindly Bank Manager. We at least had food from the kitchen 

garden, flour from the grain we sent to the mill, and butter and cheese from the dairy we 

supplied milk to. Other items were a bit more of a challenge and I can remember my mother 

telling me she had to swap a leather coat of my fathers to keep us in shoes for a while. His 

motorcycle turned into a piano, although it was usually only visitors who tickled the ivory 
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(perhaps not the best investment on reflection). Mother also said we got some support from 

the Company that had employed my father. 

Other than the bus (local village) and train (more distant destinations), all our local getting 

about was by foot, bicycle or horse and cart. The farm relied on horse power and it wasn’t 

until the early 1950s that we got our first tractor. I would be the first immediate family 

member to own a motor car. 

In 1948 I started Primary School at the Volksschule in Grossenwörden, walking the 5km each 

day mainly accompanied by the children of the refugees. It was a two teacher school, Frau 

Dörksen looking after the younger pupils, Herr Wiechert the older classes.  

I think it was decided early on that I would be the scholar of the family, and unlike my 

younger sister Herma who got involved in the farm, my only chores were in the house and 

garden. On reflection I was somewhat indulged but this did give me the time to concentrate 

on my studies and this reflected in my marks at school. 

At the tender young age of ten I sat the entrance exam for high school, one of two that passed 

from my class, and was enrolled at the Gymnasium, Warstade. 10kms distant, I moved up a 

notch from walking, grandfather Müller buying me a bicycle, riding it over himself. The 

journey was a little more convoluted than the one to junior school. I had to cycle along the 

eastern bank of the River Oste, take the transporter bridge over at Osten, and then proceed on 

to Warstade where the school was located. On a number of occasions I was escorted through 

the village by the Osten policeman on his pushbike. Even at this stage there were periods 

when groups of displaced persons were transiting the area, and these sometimes included 

unsavoury types. 

The post-war baby boom resulted in a high school being established in the neighbouring 

village of Hemmoor and our class moved there. It celebrated its 75 anniversary in 2021.  

School started at 8am (I left home around 7am), was for both girls and boys, and specialised 

in Maths and Science. Class sizes were around 40 and we had both male and female teachers, 

some who were refugees from the east. Their accents were easily distinguishable.  

By the time I was 16 there was a general feeling I would benefit from a spell at boarding 

school and I was packed off to the Frauenfachschule at Kassel, 550km from home for the 

1958/59 school year. Perhaps I was too much of a handful at the time. After this, in 
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accordance with my Aunt Olga’s wishes, I worked in Stade Hospital as a nurse’s assistant, 

lodging with my Aunt Hilde at Himmelpforten. 

The early 1960s would see me enrolled at the College of Industrial Chemistry in Hanover, 

followed by work in that field, travel, further studies and more travel. By the late 1960s I 

found myself in Brisbane.  
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Appendix 

Key 1939-45 War dates 

1938, Anschluss, Treaty of Munich 

Mar 1939, balance of Czechoslovakia occupied 

Sep 1939, Germany and Russia invade Poland 

Sep 1939, Britain and France declare war 

Apr/May 1940, invasion of Denmark and Norway 

May 1940, invasion of Holland and Belgium 

Jun 1940, Dunkirk, Italy enters war, France falls 

Sep 1940, Japan enters war 

Early 1941, Italy and Germany invade Balkans 

June 1941, Germany invades Russia 

Nov 1942, Battle of Stalingrad 

1943, Italy surrenders, Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill meet in Tehran 

Jan 1944, Russians lift siege of Leningrad 

1944, D Day, Paris liberated,  

Dec-Jan 1945 Battle of the Bulge last major counter-offensive 

Jan 1945, Russia invades Poland (ethnic Germans flee west) 

Mar 1945, Allies cross the Rheine 

Apr 1945, Russians reach Berlin 

May 1945, German forces surrender, VE Day (8 May) 
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Appendix 

Letter Heinrich to Lisa 4 April 1945 

The original letter is written in Sütterlin Schrift which was the standard form of handwriting 

taught from the early 1900s until this was replaced by modern German during the Hitler 

years. It bears little resemblance to its successor and the following summary (only) needed to 

be twice translated. 

At the time or writing Heinrich had made the assumption that Irma’s sister would have been 

born.  

My dear good Lisa, my dear little children, 

The weather is rough and stormy but being the first day of Easter we had a service this 

morning and given the rest of the afternoon off. I spent an extra hour in bed because I wanted 

you in my thoughts. It was the best thing of the whole day.  

I always try to make a clear picture of you but it is difficult sometimes. 

All this senseless struggle has been for nothing and a higher power needs to end it . We have 

no strength to carry on and withstand the pressure of the enemy. I hope that destiny will be 

with us. 

The Easter festival is not a pleasure. We get army reports which get more and more 

desperate. Thankfully you live somewhere safe, and I can’t see that fighting will extend to 

there. 

We live in hope that our children will enjoy happiness. For them we want to live, and have no 

strength to do anything else. I am looking forward to hearing news of my second child. It is 

often very hard, with just hope to hang onto. 

I can’t believe it has got to this, one does one’s duty and we fought with success. Hopefully 

you womenfolk continue to do your duty and are not influenced by reports. Did the news of 

my EK1 medal reach you ? I wouldn’t mind doing it all again if only it made sense. We will 

soon know if we can sustain the pressure. 

I wish we could spend some time together, it makes me so sad that I couldn’t just write you a 

love letter. Tomorrow we start again with normal duties which will take all my concentration 

but I will try and find time to write something more personal. 

For today, thank you for all you do for my children and me. I am a lucky man and send my 

heartfelt love and kisses to you and our children. We are all one 
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Endnotes 

                                                           
 
1 With mounting losses towards the end of the war, and with Germany’s borders under threat, 

conscription was extended to men between the ages 16 to 60 

 
2 Heinrich’s army career has not been researched, however, it is clear he was ‘active service ready’ 

for the joint German/Soviet invasion of Poland in September 1939, and took part in Operation 

Barbarossa, the German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941. Whether he was sent as part of the 

last ditch attempt to defend the East Prussian districts in which he died, or was part of the retreating 

forces from Russia is not known. Irma recalled there was mention of him having seen Kaiser Wilhelm 

II who was exiled to the Netherlands after the 1914-18 War, so there is a chance he was also 

involved in the 1940 invasion of Holland and beyond. His uniform insignia suggest he was an 

Unteroffizier (non-commissioned officer), a signaller working with radios. He was awarded the Iron 

Cross First Class just before his death 

 
3 The Teufelsmoor is a large area of bog and moorland north east of Bremen. Formed in a natural 

depression and with a thick layer of peat it had little agricultural value and was primarily used as a 

source of peat for fuel. Drainage schemes such as the one Heinrich would be involved with at 

Kuhstedt were designed to improve the productivity of land 

 
4
 There would be a number of waves of civilians moving west, those who found themselves in the 

midst of military action, those seeking to escape the advance of the Soviet Army as the German 
Armed Forces retreated, and later as the ‘Iron Curtain’ descened 
   
5
 The area was part of the British Zone of occupation, approximately 200km from the ‘border’ with 

the Soviet Zone. Their task was to demobilise, de-Nazify and begin the restoration of infrastructure, 

the economy and civil administration. Field Marshal Montgomery was in charge of the British Zone. 

The French, United States and the British zones were merged in 1949 to form the Federal Republic of 

Germany 

 
6 The Schütt farm was typical of those in northern Germany. Its form, often referred to as the ‘Low 

German House’, evolved from an ‘all in one’ large room to separate areas under the same roof for 

animals, produce and living (in the rear half). Prosperity brought the ability to extend and create 

separate living quarters. Near the entrance to the farm is a break in the levee, which at one time 

provided access to a cross river ferry. Nowadays there is a small building adjacent this ‘cutting’ to 

store the timbers used to construct temporarily barriers in times of flooding  


