
DECEMBER 2018

MEETING NOTES

Unless otherwise indicated, all meetings start 
at 1:00 pm at the Lindenwood School, 

12351 N. Granville Road 111W, 
Mequon, WI 53097. 

MEMBERSHIP INFORMATION

Non-Voting Associate/Organization ... $12.00

Voting Individual ............................... $15.00

Voting Family .................................... $20.00

Add $5 to receive newsletter by US Mail

POMMERSCHER
VEREIN FREISTADT

Post Office Box 204
Germantown, WI 53022

Saturday, January 13 2019                                                                             NO Meeting This Month _________________________________________________________________________________________  
Plan on a snowstorm, and be a couch potato!

Saturday, February 9, 2019, 1:00 p.m.
                                                        In Their Own Words: German Americans in the World War I Era   _________________________________________________________________________________________  

Antje Petty, Associate Director at the Max Kade Institute for German-American Studies at UW-Madison, will 
showcase German-language newspapers and other materials that were printed in the U.S. in the WWI era. Get a 
glimpse of how German-Americans saw world events and their own position in American society in these years.

Saturday, March 9, 2019, 1:00 p.m.                      You Have Your Ancestry DNA Results - Now What?  _________________________________________________________________________________________
Dorothy Boxhorn, a member of Pommerscher Verein Freistadt and expert genealogy researcher, will offer guidance 
on this quickly evolving topic.

Pomeranian Tour Update
 

The Heritage Tour of Pomerania, tentatively scheduled for spring 2019, has unfortunately been 
postponed until spring 2020. The tour tends to travel into areas that are not “touristy,” and the tour 

company was unable to find accommodations for such a large group at numerous locations along the way. 
The plan is to begin booking a whole year in advance in the future.  

COMING EVENTS

Email: information@pommerscher.org                                                                              www.pommerscher.org
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President’s Message
Dear Members,
  
Last year at this time I wrote about the need for new windows in our meeting room at the Lindenwood Community 
Center. I’m happy to report that they have been installed! They include low-e glass and other up-to-date features 
that will cut down on glare and reduce heating and cooling costs. Thank you to everyone who made an extra 
contribution toward the project.
  
At our November meeting, we held an election for board members. Welcome to Marian Held who graciously agreed 
to accept a term on the Board of Directors. Thank you to Duane Kuehl for serving two years on the board, and
especially for his many, many years as Treasurer of this organization. I was re-elected President, and this will be my 
fifth two-year term. Barbara Vaitl has served as Secretary for more than 14 years, and Barb and I both would 
appreciate someone stepping forward to volunteer to take these duties. Although Bill Vaitl hasn’t been Treasurer 
quite as long, he also would appreciate a new face stepping forward.
  
It is time to renew your membership! As you do so, please consider making an extra contribution to the group. 
That extra gift helps keep Pommerntag, our outdoor ethnic festival, afloat. While we’re on that topic, mark your 
new calendars for June 30, 2019, and plan on attending Pommerntag! 
  
Enjoy the upcoming holiday season.
  
Tim Schoessow, President

MEMBERSHIP RENEWAL TIME!
As we near the end of the year, we remind you that PVF mem-
bership goes from January 1 to December 31. Please renew 
your membership to reflect the Jan. to Dec. membership year! 
Those members who renew at a later time in the year require 
us to send them reminders.

You may renew securely online on our website, pommerscher.
org, using PayPal or a credit card, or send in a check to the 
P.O. Box. If you think you have already paid several years 
ahead, or you forgot what membership category you prefer, 
you can check your status on the website as well. That is also 
the place to change your address or phone number or add a 
“snowbird” address.  

Because of increased printing and mailing costs, in 2018 PVF 
started to charge an additional $5.00 for each member who 
requests to receive the newsletter through the U.S. mail. When 
you choose to renew online with PayPal and credit card, if 
you simply click the “Renew” button, you will only be set up to 
get the newsletter via e-mail. If you wish to receive the paper 
copy by U.S. mail, please also add $5.00 under “Optional 
donation” on that same page. (Naturally, other donations are 
gratefully accepted as well!).

PVF Membership
January 1 to December 31

Finding Our German 
Ancestors in Europe:
a Workshop for Genealogists 

with Antje Petty 

Saturday, February 23, 2019
9:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m.

UW-Madison Memorial LIBRARY, Room 126, 
728 State Street, Madison

Cosponsored by the Max Kade Institute for German-
American Studies and the Wisconsin Historical Society 

REGISTER ONLINE at www.wisconsinhistory.org  
Registration begins on December 14 and is first-come-
first-serve. Limited to 75 registrants!

Fees (including lunch): $36 for members of the Friends of 
MKI, the Wisconsin Historical Society, or the Wisconsin 
State Genealogical Society; $40 for non-members.

https://mki.wisc.edu/sites/mki.wisc.edu/files/events-uploads/
MKI-WHS_GenealogyWorskhop-FEb2019.pdf
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HOW THE CHRISTMAS ROSE 
CAME TO POMERANIA
From Sie wußten die Feste zu feiern 
(They Knew How to Celebrate the Festivals) by Klaus Granzow.

Originally translated by Norman Boehlke; 
edited in 2014 by Elaine Kraft and Trudy Paradis.
This article appears in Pomeranian Customs and Culture, originally published by the 
PVF in 1986. The book is available at pommerscher.org

In the years of 1124 and 1128, Bishop Otto von Bamberg, the Apostle of Pomerania, traveled to Stettin and the Baltic Sea 
to convert the obstinate Pomeranians to Christianity. The old pagan beliefs kept springing up again, and many converts 
had to pay for their faithfulness to Christ with their lives.

In a small Pomeranian village, there lived an old man who secretly but steadfastly clung to his Christian faith. Angry 
neighbors betrayed him to the heathen priests. The old man was arrested and sentenced to death. It was Christmas Eve 
when the pagan priest threw the old man into a dungeon with the derisive comment that if flowers bloomed overnight in the 
bitter cold, the whole town would accept Christianity.

The old man spent the entire night in fervent prayer. As the sun came up in the morning, he was taken to the oak tree 
where Christians were hanged. Overnight, many beautiful flowers had sprung up. They were Christmas roses. The old 
man was freed. When the villagers saw the many flowers blooming in the snow, they drove the pagan priest out and 
happily embraced the Christian teachings of Otto von Bamberg. 

It is said that a rare bird, the Crossbeak which nests and breeds at Christmas time, brought the rose seed from the south. 
Since that time, over 800 years ago, roses have bloomed in winter. If they don’t want to bloom, people sometimes craft 
them out of paper and put them in the windows of their homes on Christmas Eve.

Dan Boehlke, a horticulturalist and PVF member, explains the natural history of the Christmas rose in this way: The Latin name is 
Helleborus niger. It is native to Europe. The flowers appear around Christmas in warm winters, or in early spring in colder areas. 
Flowers are a dusty rose to almost white. The plant grows in part to full shade in humus soil with good drainage and can grow 
to 1-1/2 feet tall. It is hardy in the Upper Midwest in the United States.

Photo Credit: Pixabay. Labeled for legal reuse.

President:  Tim Schoessow (2020)
Vice President:  Dale Herrick (2019)
Secretary:  Barbara Vaitl (2019)
Treasurer:  Bill Vaitl (2020)
Director:  Anne Bridges (2019)
Director:  Jean Klug (2019)
Director:  Marian Held (2020)

Genealogy:  Linda Herrick
Germanfest Culture Display:  Elroy and Jean Klug
Holiday Folk Fair:  Jean and Elroy Klug
Librarian:  Elaine Kraft
Newsletter Editors:  Linda Herrick, Terry Schoessow
Store:  Leon Raether
Programs:  Terry Schoessow, Bill Vaitl
Sunshine:  Louise Knoke
Website:  Linda Herrick, Terry Schoessow

2019 Board of Directors (Term Expires)                       CHAIRPEOPLE
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A Punished Baptismal Party
(As told by R. Pelz of Sallentin)

Translated by Leon Raether

There were two farm people who had no children. “If only we 
had a child!” the farmer would often say to his wife. Finally 
his wish came true: a beautiful baby boy was born to them. 
The parents were overjoyed. A grand baptismal feast was 
prepared to which all the people of the village were invited. 
A joyful party gathered together. There was eating, drinking, 
dancing, and joking. Lastly, a harmonica player was engaged 
to play for the dance. The dancing went on late into the 
night. The wife, who had not yet even resumed going to 
church, had given herself over to dancing so passionately that 
she totally forgot about her infant.* Suddenly a peculiar cry 
sounded forth from the cradle. The mother hurried over to 
it. How horrible! Her beautiful son had disappeared from the 
cradle, and in its place laid a hideous demonic-looking child. 

“This is not my child! This is not my child! Where is our 
son?” cried the mother in utter despair. 

All of the guests came over and were shocked by the ugly 
figure which lay before them. The mother ran around wildly, 
first into the yard, then back into the house. She went back 
out into the garden, and behold, an elf suddenly appeared 
holding the crying child in its arms. 

The mother dashed after him to save her son. “That’s my 
child! Give me my child!” she cried after the elf who was 
hurrying away. But the elf didn’t stop. He ran farther and 
farther out of the village and then up onto the Lindenberg**. 
The mother ran after him in a cold sweat. On the Lindenberg, 
the elf with the child disappeared down a hole. Powerless and 
out of strength, the mother collapsed. When she finally came 
to her senses, before her stood a little man with fiery eyes and 
a long white beard. 

“Listen,” he said to the woman, “because you danced so 
senselessly, even before you had the strength to return to 
church, I’ve had the child taken from you and replaced with 
a hobgoblin laid in the cradle, which will bring you very little 
joy. But be careful that you sing it a song (in other words, take 
care of it), otherwise something will happen to your child.” 

And with that, the little man disappeared. All those who 
accompanied the woman shook with fear and lead the poor 
woman home without her child. For a long, long time she lay 
sick unto death. Only eventually did she regain her strength.

The farm couple experienced very little joy with their strange 
child. On Saturday evening, when the farm wife had cleaned 
and washed everything in the house, the unclean guest would 
dirty everything up again. When she would cook cabbage 
with meat, he would eat the meat and throw old shoe soles 
into the pot in its place. When a fire was burning in the stove 
in the wintertime, he threw the glowing coals out into the 
room from between the joints of the firebricks. When the 
farmer would feed the animals, the little good-for-nothing 
would go along the feeding trough and hit the animals on 
the nose so that they couldn’t eat. And so he caused his step-
parents much sorrow and heartbreak; however, they kept 
themselves from punishing him, lest it cause the elf to become 
enraged.

Often the farm wife sat in the dimming light of evening and 
cried her eyes out, thinking about her child and praying, 
“Dear God, forgive me for that terrible sin, and return my 
child back to me.”

Christmas Eve came across the land. Decorated Christmas 
trees shone in every house. Happiness was everywhere, but 
not with our farm folk. They sat sadly in their little room and 
thought about their child. Was everything going well with 
him? Tearfully they lay down in their bed. At midnight there 
was a rustling in the room. It was the elf with something in its 
arms. Quietly it went over to the cradle and placed the bundle 
into it. When the farm folk awoke in the morning, their 
child was sleeping sweetly and peacefully in its cradle. The 
hobgoblin had disappeared. The farm woman never danced 
again for the rest of her life.

Notes
*It was customary that the mother would remain in quiet 
seclusion at home for a couple of weeks after giving birth 
before appearing in public at church for the first time. In fact, 
parents of the new-born often remained at home on the day 
of the baptism, typically the first Sunday after its birth, and 
the sponsors took the baby to church to be baptized.

**The Lindenberg was a forested hill near the present-day 
Polish village of Lipnik near Stargard and the subject of quite 
a number of stories that involved dwarves and elves.

Translated from Blätter für Pommersche Volkskunde, 
November 1, 1893.
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Many superlatives describe Malbork Castle, also called 
Marienburg Fortress. It is the largest, brick, Gothic castle in 
the world; one of the most famous medieval castles in Europe, 
the most complete and elaborate example of a castle complex 
in the style of the Teutonic Order. Occupying an area of 52 
acres, it is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

I wish I had known some of these details before we visited 
Malbork Castle on our Pomeranian Heritage Tour in 2017. 
That was my mistake. Our itinerary listed our visit; I just 
had never heard of Malbork or Marienburg. I should have 
prepared myself, so I could have appreciated the castle’s 
immenseness and prestige more. 

Should you ever be in the area, here are facts to know:

A. The Castle was started in 1280 by the Teutonic Order. 
The Germanic Order was established in 1190 in Palestine 
during the Crusades as a hospital order. The knights were 
also soldiers and monks. By 1390, the Marienburg castle in 
Prussia (now in Poland) became the seat of the Grand Master 
of the Teutonic Order – their headquarters for their network 
of 120 castles. (One is in Bütow [Bytow], which was visited 
on the tour.) The most important meetings were held here. A 
new Grand Master was chosen here. According to a Malbork 
brochure, it was the “center of Teutonic 
power, diplomacy, and chivalric 
entertainment.”
 
B. The complex has three areas – the 
High Castle, Middle Castle, and Lower 
Castle.

The High Castle, the oldest part, was 
the monastery of the knights. It has St. 
Mary’s Church, the main tower, the 
dormitory for the monks, and, oh yes, 
Dansker tower – the toilet tower.

The Middle Castle – the most luxurious part – was the center 
of political power. The Grand Master’s Palace was here. Grand 
banquets were held in the Great Refectory. It even had central 
heating, with heat rising from stoves below. The refectories 
(dining halls) had beautiful Gothic arches designed to look 
like the palm trees of Jerusalem. There were wonderful 
acoustics in the chapel. All of it was built to awe visitors from 
all over the continent.

The Lower Castle was a service area and military area – 
workshops, armories, storehouses, stables, etc. It also had the 
bridge towers guarding the bridge across the Nogat River. 

C. Malbork Castle (Marienburg Fortress) was bombed during 
World War II; more than half the castle was destroyed. 
Restoration of this magnificent structure has been ongoing 
since 1962. In 1997, the castle and its museum were declared 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Oh, if I had only known a few of these facts, I could have 
been even more awed, like the visitors of old. It is truly a 
unique, grand, unforgettable castle. 

What I Wish I Knew Before Visiting 
Malbork Castle (Marienburg Fortress) 

by Dorothy Wenzel
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Life in the GDR:
Big Brother and the Wall They Constructed to Stop Them from Getting Out!

 by Lyne Ranalter

At the end of World War II, the majority of the 
inhabitants of eastern Pomerania had either fled from 
the advancing Red Army, or were later driven out as 
their beloved homeland, now devastated by war, was 
allocated by the allies to Poland as compensation for 
the strip of Polish land which had been claimed by the 
Soviets. As they fled with only the clothes on their backs 
and the few belongings they could manage to carry, the 
Pomeranians looked for help and shelter wherever they 
could find it. This was not easy, as throughout Germany 
bombed homes and a shortage of food meant that the 
local population was struggling to survive and hardly 
able to give assistance to the large number of refugees. 
Some former Pomeranians were fortunate enough to 
manage to reach areas of Germany occupied by the 
western allies. However, others remained trapped in the 
Soviet occupied region which for four decades became 
the German Democratic Republic under the control of 
Russia (aka East Germany).

Life in the GDR was hard and, up until just under 30 
years ago, anyone caught trying to flee was shot in the 
attempt, and, if not killed outright, was left to bleed 
to death in no man’s land between borders. In order to 
know what life was really like under Communism one 
has to talk to people who experienced it. One needs 
to ask intellectuals, sports men and women, factory 
workers, office workers, the older generation and 
younger persons who grew up in the system. Obviously, 
the situation did vary from one region to another and 
rural areas were perhaps not as strictly controlled as the 
towns. 

It is true that not everything in the Communist system 
was bad. No one was starving, everyone had clothes on 

their backs, a roof over 
their heads, and education 
was free, even at university 
level. The GDR was 
heaping in gold and silver 
at all the international 
sports events. National 
Health was available for
all, everyone had a job, 

an annual vacation, and, after an average of 10 years on 
the waiting list, one could become the proud owner of 
a Trabi motorcar! There was no trying to keep up with 
the Jones’, as everyone had the same, which was not a 
lot. Providing you didn’t mind standing in line for your 
daily bread, you were never hungry. There were no drug 
problems. Big Brother was taking care of everything. 
Everyone had all the basic necessities for a good life.

Perhaps it was the feeling that one was constantly under 
surveillance, as letters were censored and telephones 
bugged, that drove many to risk an escape. In order to 
keep control over its citizens the German Democratic 
Republic had set up the Ministry of State Security 
(Ministerium fuer Staatssicherheit). The Stasi, as it was 
nicknamed, recruited informers from all walks of life. 
Schoolteachers, office workers, and factory workers 
could all be called upon to spy on their colleagues, their 
friends, their neighbors, or even their relatives. They 
were practically terrorized into cooperating, as not to do 
so could mean losing a good highly professional job and 
being forced to take on some type of manual work such 
as sweeping the streets. Refusing to provide information 
could jeopardize the whole family. The children’s chances 
of university could be at stake. Alternatively, helping the 
Stasi was always rewarded with perhaps a few extra days 
vacation or even having a couple of years knocked off the 
waiting time for a motorcar. Now that must have been a 
temptation, especially if the neighbor you were expected 
to spy upon was a grumpy old soul! 

It is estimated that the Stasi probably had a couple 
of hundred thousand unofficial informers providing 
information on anyone who was suspected of 
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committing a crime against the State. The most serious 
crimes were planning to escape or attending a protest 
meeting, but just telling a joke about the Head of State 
was worth a spell in prison. Compare this to the America 
of today; people are trying to get in, not out. How 
many Americans can claim to be not guilty of just the 
occasional little joke about a Head of State? 

In the GDR, Big Brother was always watching and you 
could trust no one except your closest family. The Secret 
Police had thousands of files on its citizens, which they 
began to destroy during the last days of the regime. But 
the new government prevented further destruction, and 
it is now possible for anyone to ask to see their own 
files. This must surely be difficult to do, for who really 
wants to know which of their friends or colleagues 
had been supplying information on their movements? 
Any person suspected of planning an escape would be 
collected under the cover of darkness and whisked away 
by security police in a white van to the detention centre 
from where they might never return. 

In a quiet residential area, just a short walk from 
downtown Rostock, is one of the former Stasi detention 
centres. It is now a museum. You can visit the website, 
but the museum, as so many other museums in the 
former GDR, has been closed for renovation. It is due 
to re-open in 2019, but this is providing that the local 
authorities find the interest and the funds to equip 
this old building, erected in the GDR period, with the 
safety standards required for all public buildings in this 
modern day.

Life in the GDR was more bearable for some than for 
others. Obviously, there were members of the population 

that believed in the Communist system and absolute 
loyalty to the Party could earn privileges. As long as 
one could learn to fit into the pattern, one had the 
opportunity to receive luxuries that others could only 
dream about. 

As the 25th of December drew close, all workers 
could look forward to an “End of Year” party at the 
workplace. The word Christmas was not used by the 
atheist authorities and there were no Nativity scenes in 
schools. However, in spite of this, everyone did begin 
to prepare and look forward to a celebration at home. 
Not even the Ministerium fuer Staatssicherheit could 
erase the precious memories from the people’s minds. 
Perhaps one could find a few goodies on the shelves 
that were usually empty rather than full. For 40 years, 
the Pomeranians living under the Communist rule 
continued to remember the birth of Christ, just as the 
generations before had done, but now behind closed 
doors. The traditional Pomeranian Christmas had always 
been a quiet family celebration, and so it survived 
throughout these unchristian times. Imagine the thrill 
of opening presents at a time when the smallest of gifts 
were appreciated and when tiny treats such as a wooden 
toy or even an orange or a banana were guaranteed to 
bring a smile to a child’s face: a day of joy and peace in 
an otherwise dismal existence.

Where were all the Big Brothers at this time? Were they 
turning a blind eye? Maybe they too were celebrating 
Christmas the way they used to do as children but they, 
too, were behind closed doors! The 1984 film, The Lives 
of Others, gives an insight into life in the GDR in East 
Berlin.

New Members
Joyce Knoch, Temperance, Michigan

Richard Lillie, Portage, Wisconsin

Ruth and John Leininger, The Villages, Florida

Charles Pittelkow, Pewaukee, Wisconsin

Richard Pittelkow, Pewaukee, Wisconsin

Ivan Steinke, Alliance, Nebraska

Great Pomeranian
Christmas Gifts

Check out the Pommerscher Verein Freistadt 
web site, pommerscher.org, for many Pommern 

items for sale on the Store page.

Books • Maps • Music
Polo Shirts • Sweatshirts • Hats • Bags

Steins • Mugs • Flags • Patches • AND MORE!



Unsere Bibliothek – Our Library
RECENT ACQUISITION 
Rötzenhagen: Ein Dorf in Pommern (Kr. Schlawe)
 by Martin Krause; includes fold-out maps, many black and white photos, and diagrams of family properties.

Rötzenhagen: Ein Dorf in Pommern Nachtrag 
by Martin Krause; includes fold-out colored map of Rötzenhagen, colored photos of women’s Trachten (ethnic clothing), a section with both black and white and color 
photos on weaving, and more diagrams of family properties.

Die Anschriften der Rötzenhager (Address book of village residents)
by Martin Krause; gives names, birth dates, occupations, addresses (Section 1) and also supplements 1 & 2 with similar information. These additional pamphlets will be 
shelved with the first two Rötzenhagen entries. All three entries were donated August 2018, by Robert T. Pieper of St. Louis, MO.
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SAG ES NACH EINMAL: Things That Bear Repeating
by Elaine Kraft

What’s in a Name? . . . More than we realize, when it comes to 
genealogy research. Both given names and surnames can lead us 
down a wrong path if they are not understood correctly.

We’ve all heard the story about how names of immigrants were 
“changed” as they came through immigration. Basically, this is not 
true. Those names were fractured in other ways, sometimes on pur-
pose by the individual. For example, I could never find birth records 
for my mother’s Schlicht cousins, which should have been right 
there in the Milwaukee County Courthouse records. Yes, I know, 
you have to ignore the big “S” book and go to the one marked “Sch” 
and then look under the first vowel (in this case, an “i”). Finally, 
after much searching, mom casually happened to mentioned that 
her uncle’s surname originally was Schlecht. Translated, that means 
bad, awful, terrible. Before his kids started school, the dad changed 
the spelling to Schlicht so they wouldn’t be teased.

In doing genealogy, the researcher has to have a fair understanding 
of the mother tongue. Sometimes the new immigrant wanted to 
assimilate as quickly as possible and simply used the English transla-
tion of his surname, especially if it was an occupation. Schneider 
became Tailor; Mauer became Mason; Zimmermann became Car-
penter. This was true in other categories, as well. Vogel became Bird; 
Fuchs became Fox (which is quite understandable, since the original 
pronunciation might again have been awkward and embarrassing).

Then there is the confusion over adjective endings in the German 
language. Very often in old church records, the woman’s surname 
has some extra letters tacked on to indicate gender, usually “in” 
or “en”, but sometimes a single “n” will do. I found my Koepsel 
grandmother listed as Koepseln. When you find a similar surname 
recorded with extra letters, don’t assume it’s not your family, espe-
cially if it relates to a woman. Remember that the occupation of a 

woman also has extra letters added to show gender, such as Lehrerin 
(teacher), Rechtsanwaltin (attorney), Bibliothekarin (librarian). 

Given names can give you grief, too. “Gretchen” popped up on a 
census for a family I thought I knew well. I didn’t know where she 
came from, and I didn’t know what became of her. I later learned 
that Gretchen was a nickname for Margaret, whom I already had 
listed as a family member. So, it helps to know things like Charles 
and Carl/Karl are interchangeable, Minnie is Wilhelmine, Lena is 
Helene, Hattie is Hedwig. Consider the tale of Hansel and Gretel. 
Hansel is the diminutive form of Hans, which is a nickname for 
Johann, which is John; Gretel is the colloquial diminutive form of 
Gretchen, which is Margaret; so, Hansel and Gretel are really John 
and Margaret. Just don’t tell the Grimm Brothers.


