
[1] 

 

 

 

70 YEARS IN EUROPE SEEN FROM DENMARK 

Grethe H Bielefeldt, Denmark 

 

My life started in Denmark in 1939 

Europe in 1939 was on fire. Germany attacked Poland in September, England declared war against 

the Germans and the Second World War was a reality. Before this the European countries had 

silently accepted Hitler’s annexation of Austria and great parts of Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia. 

On my birthday September 25
th

 1939 Warsaw was bombed and thousands of Polish lives were lost 

as a result. In Denmark the atmosphere was nervous but life went on. The daily routine was affected 

by extensive unemployment and for many people it was a daily fight to get hold of even basic 

necessities, and not least to make the money meet both ends.  

In April 1940, Denmark was occupied by Germany. My father, who was educated as a chef and 

purser, sailed at that time in convoy across the Atlantic for the allied forces. He came back home in 

1941 and was deeply scarred by the gruesome experiences. He only seldom spoke about the 

voyages but most significant is perhaps his story about how the crew went on deck every morning 

and counted how many ships were still left. 

My mother, who was an accountant in a Jewish company in Copenhagen, was made redundant at 

my birth. It was normal procedure at that time and had nothing to do with her boss being Jewish. It 

was quite customary not to accept women with small children in the Danish employment market. 

After this the only possibility my mother had to earn money was to go and work in a peat bog 

where my father also got his livelihood by running a canteen for the many peat bog workers. 

While employed at the Jewish company my mother more than once experienced that family and 

friends of the boss came illegally to Denmark. There was frequent coming and going of unknown 

guests, suitcases in the front room and whispered conversations behind closed doors. The 

employees were completely aware of the situation, but also agreed not to say anything and protect 

the refugees as best as possible. 

In 1944 there was no more work at the peat bog. My mother then earned her living by sewing rabbit 

skin fur coats in the two room apartment in Valby. I remember piles of rabbit skin everywhere and 

my mother sewing day and night - it was not easily earned money. My father was unemployed and 

got a very modest benefit that he supplemented with occasional jobs in the restaurant sector, 

whenever he could get it. At that time all kinds of work was in great demand. 

At one point in 1944 my father was sent to Hamburg by the Union to work in a Danish food 

company. You could refuse but would then be deprived of your unemployment benefit, so in reality 

there was choice. My father experienced the bombardment of Hamburg which left him with scars 

on his soul. I think he returned from Hamburg in early 1945.  
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Dad did not tell a lot about his time in Hamburg, not only because of the terrible experiences, but 

also because it was not quite acceptable to have worked in Germany during the war. Those who had 

been comfortably off during the years of war scorned such supposedly “German-friendly” action, 

but for a.o. our family it was a matter of financial survival. Otherwise we could not have put dinner 

on the table. 

My younger sister and I were warm and posh in mother’s rabbit fur coats. It was our luck because 

the winters during the war were cold beyond words. The only warm footwear we could get hold of 

were wooden-soled boots but they were also good and practical in the cold winter. When we visited 

grandmother on Sundays in a village a little outside Copenhagen, we went on the wood-gas bus from 

Ålholms Plads. The bus stopped several times on the way in order to add more firewood to the generator 

system that was hanging as a big barrel on the outside of the bus. Inside there was no heating and on the 

coldest days, where temperatures reached minus 30 degrees, my mother had to massage the feet of her little 

girls to avoid frostbite.  

It was cold also at home in the apartment in Valby. Fuel was almost impossible to get except for the 

lousy peat that reeked in the stove and gave almost no heat. Some of my older friends, whose 

families were worse off than mine, went to the railway tracks and collected pieces of coke that had 

fallen off the trains. It was forbidden and dangerous work. Once in a while coke was available but 

rationed and my father and I then queued for hours in the biting cold to get a sack of coke that we 

dragged home on a sledge. Then our little home was warm for a few days! 

The horror of the war also touched the occupied Denmark. As a little girl I witnessed shooting in the streets 

of Copenhagen, execution of freedom fighters at the fire station in Valby (we children we were allowed to go 

and see the blood-stained poles where they had been shot), and I also clearly remember the short supply 

situation. The suffering of our people however was nothing in comparison to what I saw later and heard as 

first-hand accounts from other European countries. Today it is unbelievable that Europeans, just 65 years 

ago, were involved in war, murder, torture and the most horrible reprisals against each other. The Germans 

undisputedly had the responsibility for the course of events, and not least holocaust and genocide became a 

stigma on the German nation which it has taken almost 3 generations to erase. The allied forces’ terror 

bombing of German towns, the Russians’ murder of German refugees and forced deportation of civilians and 

prisoners of war however are not good memories of Europe at that time either. 

At my school in Valby many German civilian refugees were lodged. As a young soldier my uncle was on 

guard there. Refugees were under no circumstances to have contact with the Danish population. At some 

point around 200,000 refugees were spread around the country. The treatment was in some ways 

unacceptable, but they were at least sheltered and ate every day. We children found a place where 

we could catch sight of the Germans who had organized themselves in the gym having a few square 

metres per family in symbolic private spaces, which were only separated by suspended blankets. 

We overheard many arguments as the poor people’s nerves were on edge. They had lost home and 

family and during their flight experienced so much horror. Some kids insulted the Germans loudly 

but our mother strictly forbade us to participate in the shouting chorus. 

I experienced the liberation of Denmark as a wonderful party in the streets of Copenhagen but the 

biggest impression for me was by standing in Griffenfeldsgade, where my father’s parents lived, 

and seeing the German soldiers retreat on foot. I will never forget the sight of the Germans carrying 
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loads of provisions, some with bicycles and pushcarts for the baggage. But I also  remember a 

German officer, one-armed with an eye-patch, who walked upright in front of his platoon without 

plunder as the others. He was not pathetic; he took the defeat as a man. 

 

The first years in Poland after the war. 

In 1945 my father went sailing as a purser again and we had a feast when he came back home with 

oranges, coffee, fabric for clothes and other luxurious things. At that time however there was at 

least a year between sailors’ leaves so we hardly saw him. Dad was then almost exclusively sailing 

to Danzig in Poland transporting coke to Denmark. As soon as the ship arrived in Danzig, snotty 

children, barefoot and hungry, rushed on board and shouted ”Hofmeister, Hofmeister, können wir 

helfen?”. My kind-hearted father made them do little tasks on board for a couple of hours and then 

he seated them in the mess and gave them a solid meal. The idea was that they should not beg for 

food but work to get it. Dad and some of the other crew members also brought second-hand clothes 

from Denmark. No matter how old and worn, it was better than the rags the children wore. Strong 

bonds were built between my father and the children those years. Poverty in Poland was 

devastating, there was a shortage of everything and people died of cold and hunger. The Polish 

adults came with their valuables and wanted to exchange them for food and clothes, but there were 

limits to how many the crew could help. They had to report a provision account to the shipping 

company as well. Privately though the crew also helped as much as they could afford. 

My father’s ship, Rikke Schou, struck a mine several times but none of the crew were hurt. Dad 

could however not take more traumatic experiences and when he in 1948 got a job offer as a ship 

chandler in Antwerp he accepted. 

 

Through Germany to Antwerp in 1948 

The whole family, my father, mother, younger sister and I drove in October 1948 through Germany 

to Antwerp. It was a shocking experience. I experienced life in the German towns that were bombed 

to pieces as unreal. People lived like rats, came crawling up from basements and holes and crowded 

around our car. Only few were begging but their pleading eyes said everything. We gave them 

everything we could do without. Antwerp had been attacked by the German V2-bombs. There were 

many ruined houses but the big harbour was mainly undamaged. With the harbours of Hamburg, 

Bremen and Rotterdam completely bombed to ruins, most ship traffic went through Antwerp and 

we had some golden years with my father selling provisions and stores to especially the Danish 

ships.  

The Belgians had suffered terribly during the war. They had starved and been subjected to daily 

reprisals from the Germans. The large Jewish population of especially diamond merchants in 

Antwerp had been decimated. 
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Education in Antwerp 1948 – 1956 

In November 1948 my sister and I started at a school for girls in Quellinstraat in Antwerp. It was 

one of only a few free state schools at that time and was chosen because our parents did not feel that 

we should go to a catholic school and be educated by nuns.  

It was something of a culture shock for us girls. But certainly for our Belgian schoolmates as well. 

On our first day at school we were placed in the middle of the school yard and found ourselves 

surrounded by the Belgian girls staring at our strange appearance. We were dressed sensibly with 

warm trousers and boots, according to Danish practice, while the other girls wore pleated skirts and 

bare legs with ankle socks in small dancing shoes. They must have freezing cold! But trousers for 

girls were not accepted in Belgium at that time. 

There was no question of special tuition for us two Danish girls. We were the only foreigners at the 

school and there were no resources for mother-tongue teaching. So we were shown to a seat in the 

classroom and had to follow the Dutch as best we could. Everybody was kind to us and we felt 

welcome. In the first weeks we could only participate in arithmetic but with children’s typical talent 

for adaptation it took only three months before we spoke fluent Dutch and could also manage 

essays even though there were many spelling mistakes. Actually within a few months we could 

manage three different languages, Flemish which the girls spoke amongst each other, Dutch which 

was used in the classroom and French, which is still Belgium’s second official language. Later 

came also “Algemeen Beschaafd Nederlands” the new official Dutch language which was a result 

of a language reform, and which partly can be compared with Norwegian/New Norwegian. 

A little brother was born in 1949 and he went to a catholic nursery school, because it was the 

closest to our home. The nuns were fantastic and it made no difference to them that they suddenly 

had a little protestant boy, the only one, in their institution.  

After primary school in Quellinstraat I started at the grammar school ”Koninklijk Lyceum voor 

Jonge Meisjes” in Antwerp and chose to study Latin and science. In my class there were all kinds of 

religions. Jewish, Catholic and Moslem girls and also a few atheists. All received special classes in 

religion. For us, a total of three protestant girls in the whole school, they had appointed a Baptist 

priest, the Dutch seamen’s priest, for the Jews a Rabbi, for the Moslems an imam and for the 

Catholics a large round red-faced Pater. All received three hours weekly teaching. The atheist girls 

had most fun - they had lessons in sociology. 

I remember the Belgium school system with gratefulness, not only because of the open-mindedness 

in relation to different nationalities and religions, but also because of the commitment to teach 

culture and science. We students were dragged out to everything that happened in Antwerp, art 

exhibitions, museums, opera, theatre, visits to beautiful old Belgium medieval towns and the 

possibility to go on vacation at the seaside town Knokke, something my sister and I enjoyed a lot 

for several years. 

Religious differences meant nothing to us as students. We participated in each others religious 

events. I brought friends along to the Danish seamen's church (where they had table tennis, a lovely 

garden to play in and movies to watch), and they took me to the catholic churches. I found it for 
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instance very exciting to be with my friends at the Catholic Church on Ash Wednesday and get a 

black cross on my forehead. I was often invited to the Jewish Shabbat and enjoyed the solemn and 

warm festive atmosphere and the interesting kosher food. 

In the summer, at the age of 12, I went by bike to the bathing place Noordkasteel along the shore of 

the river Schelde. My younger sister drove alongside me on a child’s bike and I had my little 

brother in a child’s seat on the back of my bike. Times were different then, my parents did not 

worry about any possible danger in letting us go on our own a whole day like that, and they did not 

have to. We were “adopted” by 6-7 adults, a circle of friends of young women and men, working as 

artisans in Antwerp, who spent most of their free time at Schelde, and took us under their wing. 

They swam and played with us in the muddy river water, and gave us ice-cream when they had a 

spare penny. How differently safe and trustful the societies in Belgium and Denmark were at that 

time – and fantastic that it could be like this so shortly after World War II when humans had shown 

their absolute worst and most beastly side. 

Another example of how time was different in the early 1950’s was how my younger sister and I 

travelled on our own to Denmark in 1952 on vacation. I was 12 and she was 9. The journey took 

about 24 hours and we had to change trains in the middle of the night in Köln, a city bombed to 

ruins. We dragged our suitcases along, found the right platform and the next train heading for 

Copenhagen. There was however nobody to meet us, the family had misunderstood the time of 

arrival, so two lost girls stood alone in Copenhagen Central station. Our mother had given us some 

Danish coins and I managed to call my aunt who was really shocked. She and my uncle got the old 

Ford truck started and the spirit was high when we sat were placed in the back of the truck and 

drove to their farm in Skovlunde. 

You may very well ask how two such small girls could cope, but we spoke quite a few languages, 

and as the eldest I was taught to be responsible from the day I could stand on my own. 

As an old significant harbour town Antwerp was very international and the Flemish people were 

open, humorous and ready to integrate new citizens. But they were also very keen to protect their 

language and culture against Walloon and French influence. In the early 1950’s  I joined, together 

with my schoolmates and other students and teachers from most schools in Antwerp, massive 

demonstrations protesting against a legislation aiming at giving the Flemish language secondary 

position in official matters. It was a bit special for a Danish girl but as I had become half Flemish I 

had no doubt of where my loyalties lay in this linguistically and culturally divided country.  

I owe many thanks to the Danish seamen’s church for enabling me to develop my knowledge of the 

Danish language and culture. My sister and I were always welcome in the church, we could borrow 

all the Danish books we wanted, participate in all arrangements and festivities. We came without 

our parents but quickly found friends from the other seamen’s churches, Finnish, Swedish and 

Norwegian girls. The Finnish seamen’s priest helped us to assemble a small choir and there was not 

a dry eye in the house when we, 8 girls aged 8-16, performed for the sailors in the different 

churches with a repertoire of songs in all the Nordic languages. I did not understand many words in 

the Finnish songs but that did not bother anyone. We visited all the different seamen’s churches and 

were served cakes and fizzy drinks. 
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My best friend was the Jewish girl Trudi. She and her aunt were the only survivors in a family of 

34. Trudi was rescued by a miracle. She and her parents had been taken by the Germans in their 

home in Amsterdam and now stood in line waiting to be transported to a concentration camp. The 

mother was carrying the one-year old brother and the father had the three year old Trudi on his arm. 

An Arian brother-in-law to her mother, incidentally passed on his bicycle and saw his family in the 

queue. While driving he grabbed Trudi from her father’s arm and drove away with her on the 

crossbar. It went so fast that none of the German soldiers saw it. Trudi was hidden by different 

Dutch families and was in 1947 found by the only surviving member of her family, her mother’s 

sister. Later on the sister married a Jewish musician who had performed at Wivex in Copenhagen 

before the war, but had his delicate violin fingers destroyed by slave labour for the Germans in the 

Belgium coal mines. Trudi was adopted by the couple and her new father earned his livelihood as 

an agent for a Dutch company in Antwerp. The family was enlarged with a small boy whom Trudi 

considered as her brother. The family did well but their souls were deeply scarred by the horror of 

what they had experienced during the war. 

A lot of tragic human destinies ended up in Antwerp after the war. The few surviving Jews came 

back, people who had lost their homes and employment in Holland immigrated there, even refugees 

from Germany tried their luck because they found occupation and opportunities to create a new life. 

Our family had rented a couple of rooms out to a German ships chandler and his wife, who had had 

a comfortable life in Bremen. Their patrician house was bombed and they lost everything, which 

was of course tragic. But one day my mother had enough of listening to their complaints about their 

terrible destiny, and she asked them in her quiet way whether they remembered who had started the 

war. They moved after that. 

If you needed to be reminded about the German reign of terror you just had to take a trip to the 

Belgian concentration camp Breendonck. We went visited the camp with school but also when my 

parents had guests from Denmark. It was a shocking experience every time. I felt that the horror 

which took place at this spot crept into my body and oppressed my soul. Despite that I never missed 

the chance to go there - I wanted to understand, not just what had happened, but what it was that 

had made people treat other people so unbelievably brutally. 

Around 1953 difficult financial times began for our family. The other big harbours in Europe were 

now rebuilt and open for traffic so Antwerp therefore lost some of its importance and there were 

increasingly fewer costumers in father’s ships chandlery. Our home had been cowded with Danish 

sailors that Dad invited home, and who “enriched” us children with ship dogs when they at sign-off 

could no longer keep them, turtles, canaries and even two alligators brought back from exotic 

countries. The alligators lived in our bath tub for a couple of months until they got too big and 

dangerous and luckily could be handed over to the Antwerp Zoo. There were no longer many 

private guests coming to our home but my mother started to take in boarders, mostly seamen who 

were waiting for their next job at sea, and that gave us some income. 

From the age of 12-13 I had to take major responsibility for the survival of the family on my 

shoulders. I spoke the language fluently, was quite courageous and therefore sent out when we had 

to ask for credit for the rent, negotiate about father’s traffic fines or other authoritative matters. 
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Perhaps my parents also thought that it would be difficult to say no to a polite little girl with braids 

and school uniform. The family shopping was my responsibility as well. I was best at bargaining 

prices on the market, obtaining credit at the grocers and shopping in the Jewish quarter. Rye bread 

could only be found at Jewish bakeries and I quickly found my way round to the shops that were 

cheapest, not only with bread, but also meat and vegetables. The tradesmen could not match my 

talent for bargaining – and possibly also found such a little wheeler-dealer amusing, so I always 

returned with good value for our scanty funds. 

My father gave up the ships chandler business in 1953 and went sailing as a purser once again. It 

brought money to the house but he longed for his family and convinced my mother in 1956 to move 

back to Denmark where he started as a wholesale business in foodstuff. We left Antwerp with 

mixed feelings; we had settled well in and felt Belgium to be our country as well. It was hard on my 

sister and me to say goodbye to all our friends and then start anew in Denmark, my sister in  

secondary school and I as an office trainee. 

 

Experiences in the old eastern European countries 

I made a career in the shipping business and travelled the world in many years for business 

purposes. In the 1970’s and 1980’s I visited East Germany, Poland and Romania several times for 

business purposes. I think those countries mad the biggest impression on me. It was appalling to see 

the abysmal difference in welfare and freedom in comparison to the western European countries. If 

you travelled from the now reconstructed and rich West Germany through Checkpoint Charlie to 

East Berlin it was a shock to experience the grey, dull and decaying city and its disspirited 

population. You got the feeling that everybody was constantly on guard and looking over their 

shoulders. You were happy when you again passed the border to West Berlin. 

I came close to the Poles in those years. A few people were allowed to run some kind of private 

business and my company had contact to a maritime consultancy firm, which served the Polish state 

shipping companies and shipyards. One of the owners, a Polish nobleman who had not forgotten his 

manners from the old world, could preside at the most miserable meal as if it were the highest 

gastronomy. In one of the city’s few restaurants a piece of flabby pork meat with over-boiled 

turnips was presented with elegance and swallowed with plenty of vodka which was possibly the 

only thing there was no scarcity of. Often the telephone lines to Poland did not function but the 

company had permission to use a telex. Paper for the machine was only seldom available and that 

was among the gifts we brought besides from ballpoint pens, coffee, fresh fruit, chocolate etc. Then 

the small staff of five celebrated. Our Polish friend had a car, a pre-war model, a wreck of a 

Peugeot. It was repaired on the road, where the side lay byes provided ramps  so you could access 

the undercarriage. This was probably one of the few facilities that the state offered to its citizens. 

The souls of my Polish business friends were intact. They kept the facade to the surface but had not 

been cowed by the communist regime. They were convinced that history would change - and they 

were right. They told how they survived psychologically by meeting with a small network of trusted 

friends and family in a decaying summerhouse outside the city, especially during weekends. Then 

everybody brought a bit of food, a lot of vodka and discussed politics as well as literature, art, 
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music and they taught their children that there was another world without the present repression and 

that they would one day experience it. I found it magnificent that you could keep an underground 

culture and a growing revolution alive in that way. 

Poland was badly in need of everything, especially freedom, but in Romania the conditions were 

even worse. Grassing, spying and mutual informing against each other to the security police was 

widespread. Everybody suspected everybody and for good reasons. Monitoring, for example 

telephone tapping was extensive under Ceausescu. The soul and moral of the Romanians had to a 

great extent become tarnished. No holds were barred to survive, corruption flourished and if 

necessary you sacrificed other people as a means to make it yourself. 

I had many travels to Romania around 1969-1972 and then again in the late 1980ties. The hotel 

rooms were bugged so you quickly learned to speak of nothing important. In the winter the rooms 

were not heated. If you were lucky you could enjoy some degrees above zero in the restaurant, that 

then on the other hand couldn’t offer anything but old bread and a small lump of margarine for 

breakfast. You had to bring coffee and a bit of jam from home yourself. Dinner did not differ from 

the one in Poland and there were no other restaurants, not even in Bucharest that could offer 

anything else. Lighting in the hotel was usually provided by 15 W bulbs, so you groped about in 

semi darkness. In the room you were lucky if there was one bulb, perhaps only in the bathroom, so 

you learned to bring bulbs from Denmark. If you complained about the lack of light you were told 

that they could do nothing, because electric bulbs were rationed and also got stolen as fast as they 

put them up. You showered in cold water and went to bed covered with all our clothes. 

Bucharest had an opera and our small Danish party thought it would be an experience to watch a 

show. Tickets could only be bought at the opera, so we went in due time to secure good seats. That 

turned out to be absolutely unnecessary. Apart from our party of 4 people there were 10 other 

guests in the opera. However the show went on with singers dressed in indescribably old and ragged 

theatre costumes. Singers as well as musicians did their best but it was embarrassing to sit there 

applauding like mad in order to create some encouragement for the performers in the almost empty 

theatre hall. 

If you had to go from Bucharest to the Donau area it happened on lousy roads with very deep holes. 

The 300 km long road had one gas station only, and you could not be sure that they had petrol, so 

you had to bring extra petrol cans in the rented Dacia. When you got closer to Donau you frequently 

saw convicts in striped uniforms and with chains on their legs, who worked in the swamp area 

supervised by guards armed with machine guns. You know the scenery from cartoons but here it 

was stark reality.  

When meeting the Romanian shipyards you learned how management and production was 

completely without connection to the market economy principles of the western world. Orders were 

given by the regime. It was not about meeting a costumer’s need. When a shipyard was running out 

of orders, Ceausescu himself in a Potemkin-like scenario came to visit and was greeted by the 

citizens of the city and the employees at the shipyard with all flags raised and flowers presented, 

after which the shipyard were told “you can build 12 tankers of 20,000 tons” or whatever type of 

ship and size the dictator and his people would find appropriate. And then that’s what they did...! 
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There was however one good thing at the shipyards: you got decent food in the canteen, something 

better than what you could get at hotels and restaurants. It was probably part of the shipyard 

workers’ payment. 

There were incredible amounts of wild – and hungry – dogs in Rumania, a horror only surpassed by 

the street children. Especially in the Donau area it was hard at night listening for hours to fierce dog 

howling when they tore each other to pieces in fights over the trash cans. 

It was a big thing when the iron curtain fell some 20 years ago, and perhaps an even bigger event 

when later in 2007, under Danish EU-presidency Europe succeeded in incorporating the eastern 

European and Baltic countries in the EU. There is though still a long way to go, perhaps especially 

for Romania and Bulgaria. It will take a generation or two, before people’s brains are released from 

the darkness of dictatorship and before the use of corruption, lies and fraud will be seen as 

unacceptable and immoral. I am however optimistic that also these old cultures will find the 

western values that existed in their own countries also 70 years ago. 

 

 

EU, the way to peace and welfare in Europe ... and in the world 

When you have experienced the horrors of the World War II close at hand, and later the poverty in 

Eastern Europe under terror regimes, you cannot be grateful enough, that a strong European Union 

is a reality. My “yes”, at the election in 1972 was definitely rooted in my wish to see that after 1000 

years of war and strife Europe would finally succeed in cooperation, mutual assistance and an 

ambitious agenda for humanity in the world, where many places still need development, freedom 

and enlightenment. Only if we in Europe stand together, can it become possible to establish the 

necessary strength, required to help others in the world as well, and to participate in solving both 

natural disasters and man-made problems that the world population will face in the coming decades. 

I have a sincere hope that EU to a greater extent than we have seen hitherto will work to protect, not 

only the human race, but also nature and the animal and plant species that have as much right to be 

on the planet as we. Otherwise the world will become a sad place to live in. 
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