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My generation experienced Europe by rail. In the 80ties, when I was young, just about all young 
people used inter-rail at some point or another before they turned 26. It was such a huge success 
in Northern Europe that the southern European railways were overwhelmed by it. Since then it 
has become cheaper to fly and experiences by rail in Europe is something almost completely 
forgotten for young Danes these days. On the other hand their travel experiences are wider and 
more far-reaching, and as a result of air traffic, the rest of the world has become closer.  
 
I can especially remember one of my journeys particularly well. It was on that journey Europe and 
its history became more seriously apparent. The reminiscences here are written from memory. It 
is a long time ago, parts are a bit hazy, but the picture, the atmosphere, and some of the 
conversations are still very clear.  
 
My girlfriend and I were on our way from Hoek van Holland to Hamburg in 1988. Europe was still 
divided, and neither of us could imagine that The Wall would fall a year later. We had arrived with 
the ferry from Harwich. It was one of those old German trains that were divided up into coupes. 
These were like small launches and it was always exciting to know whom one would share the 
space with for many hours. You could be fortunate that there were some interesting people to talk 
with. You could also be unfortunate and share the coupe with garrulous or irritating people. 
Luckily this did not happen very often. Depending on the time of day you could experience many 
passengers on the way – people who were only there briefly on their way to and from work. I 
suppose they thought that interrailers were a colourful, though sometimes sweaty – or irritating – 
item in their day.  
 
But it was not the commuters whom we ended up sharing the coupe with on this day in 1988. 
There were five of us. My girlfriend and I, two from Germany, one from Holland and one from 
England. The Germans and the Englishman were about the same age – at the end of their sixties or 
beginning of their seventies. I can remember that the Englishman’s name was George and the 
German’s Werner. The Germans were a distinguished couple. The husband was very talkative 
while the wife would rather have sat somewhere else, where people didn’t talk so much. The 
Englishman was, as I had always imagined Englishmen to be, clothed in a tweed jacket and silk 
scarf in stead of a tie. The Dutchman was in his forties, while my girlfriend and I were both twenty 
two. The Dutchman did not say much either.  How did we get to it? I don’t know. We told about 
our journey in England. We established that the Germans and the Englishman had been on the 
same ferry. We spoke about the war. “Don’t mention the war!” says Basil Fawlty (John Cleese) in 
the TV series, Fawlty Towers. Well, we did. The war was over a long time ago but three of our 
fellow travellers had themselves experienced it from different sides. Our coincidental meeting in 
the coupe had threads crossing each other far into the past.  
 
The Englishman had been a pilot during the war. He told his story. In 1938 he had as a boy scout 
visited Germany. Chaimberlain had declared that there would be “peace in our time”, even after 
the Anschluss and the German annexation of Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia. It was a very tense 
time. It could not have been the World Scout Jamboree as there were not any between 1937-
1947. The camp had been in the Ruhr-district. “Let me show you exactly where it was” said George 
and took his scarf off. He unfolded it and on it there was a map of the Ruhr-district. “I was also 



there” said Werner. “It was there I saw my wife for the first time”. His wife said nothing. There 
was a quiet moment where Werner and George looked into each others eyes. Then they described 
the camp and some of the activities to be sure they were speaking of the same place.  
 
Werner was scout in the Deutche Pfadfinderschaft Sankt Georg, which had been forbidden in 1938 
exactly. His family had not been Nazis and he was not allowed to be a member of the Hitlerjugend 
even though many of his friends were. His silent wife had been a member of Hitlerjugend and her 
family had been active Nazis. They never spoke about it and were married after the war even 
though they had met each other at that specific camp in Ruhr in 1938. She was a few years 
younger than him and too young to be married at the outbreak of war in 1939.  
 
As a solider he was lucky he said. He was sent to Denmark and stationed there for most of the war, 
in Løkken, on the North West coast of Jutland. Løkken today is especially known for its beeches 
and is a popular destination for especially Germans. Werner could even remember some Danish. 
“Jeg elsker dig, min lille pige”1. His wife looked angrily at him when he spoke of this.  
 
“Where do you have that map from?” asked Werner. “I had it as a pilot. We all did, in case we 
were shot down over Germany.” On the other side of the scarf there was a map which also 
indicated Germanys’ borders towards Holland and Belgium. “I was actually shot down in 1944 and 
the map was a great help to me.” 
 
In a book of reminiscences from the war, Carleton R. Rehr writes, “Training at Toome Bridge 
focused on survival techniques in case we were shot down over France, Holland, Belgium or 
Germany. Survival meant evading the enemy and escaping. Our instructors issued us an elaborate 
silk scarf, really a map, to carry on missions. Printed on one side were Holland, Belgium, northeast 
France, west and central Germany. On the other side were the borders of southeast France, 
southwest Germany, Switzerland, and Belgium. Roads, railways, canals, former and present 
frontiers, woods, orchards, forts, churches - they were all there, folded into a neat square. I carried 
it in my chest pocket on every mission. I never knew anyone who actually used it. But I appreciated 
having it just in case.” (Marauder: memoir of a B-26 pilot in Europe in World War II, s.28, 2004). 
George had used it but that had not prevented him being taken as a prisoner of war. He had not 
been there many months before he was set free by the allies.  
 
“Did you drop bombs on this area over here?”, asked Werner. 
 
“Yes”, answered George, “our target was to destroy production facilities in the Ruhr area. We 
bombed many factories.”  
 
“My father was killed by bombs there. He was a smith.” 
  
It was quiet again. 
 
“But I know, it was not him, you were after. Many civilians were killed, also by our soldiers. I am 
glad I was not on the east front.” 
  
“I am sorry” said George, “my sister and mother were also killed by bombs.”  

                                                           
1
 I love you, my little girl 
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