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1848 
Rieke stared at the small, open casket. The corpse rocked gently when the 

cart bumped through a pothole in the dusty road, and the sweet metallic smell 
of blood clogged her nose. ”Poor, little chap. You didn’t need to kill him,“ she 
said to her cousin Willem who walked beside her. 

The slim, young man with the tousled, fair hair took her hand. ”It had to 
be. Baron von Schele won’t understand it any other way. We are like the 
Göttingen Seven, dear.“ 

”Where’s the connection between seven professors and a poor, dead dog?“ 
She pointed to the hound in the casket. 

”But Rieke.“ Willem looked at her. ”Their letter of protest has aroused the 
whole kingdom.“ 

”Most of them have been expelled from Hanover. Do you want to risk 
that?“ 

He puffed out his chest. ”They set a sign against the abolition of our 
constitution. Today, we follow in their footsteps. We will set a sign for all the 
von Schele’s in the world that they can’t simply do with us as they please.“ 

Rieke hated it when Willem became political. She sighed. ”If we have to 
stage a burial we should at least have cleaned the corpse.“ She pointed to the 
dead hound. Nobody had made an effort to wash the blood out of its fur. 
Although it was still quite cool this early in the year, numerous flies buzzed 
round the dead body. 

It is a shame that a dog must die because the farmers are quarrelling with its 
owner, Rieke thought. I am already sorry that I didn’t stop Willem earlier. She 
linked arms with her cousin. 

”Schele should have pleaded with the king for all of us. After all, he is royal 
secretary.“ His eyes blazed. ”It can’t be that nobles gain their fortune from our 
labor and that they insist on ancient privileges while we farmers are struggling 
to get enough money together to buy our freedom. But we will show him.“ 

Rieke squeezed his hand without saying a word. It was clear that she had 
long lost her chance to stop this strange funeral procession. The few prudent 
men had already been laughed at in the village inn and dismissed as reactionary. 

Reluctantly, Rieke followed the thudding handcart. The casket with the dog 
was pulled away from Schledehausen by two men. The more or less drunk 
mourning guests banded together behind her on the church road. Occasionally, 
somebody called ”Down with nobility!“ or ”Hunting rights for everyone.“ 

Some Coloni1 walked with measured steps side by side with tenants and day 
workers. Everybody laughed and gossiped while they walked up the hill. 
Rieke’s brother Adam talked to his best friend, Heiner Bettinghaus. Even 
Adam has come along, she thought. Usually, he is so cautious. 

                                                
1 Plural from Colon, farmer with his own land 
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”If only everybody had the same chances,“ Willem said, interrupting her 
thoughts. ”It’s always ‘Cobbler, stick to your last’. Do nothing that doesn’t fit 
your position. I hate it!“ 

Rieke did not know what to reply. Silently, she looked at the men and 
women who followed the protest march. Almost all men and even some of the 
women wore black-red-golden rosettes on their clothes. Merchant Spellbrink 
had ordered the German cockades from Osnabrück where everybody wore 
them. Now and then, mourning songs and battle cries resounded, interrupted 
by laughter and screaming. If Rieke hadn’t felt the suppressed rage of the 
crowd so clearly, she could have been on a public festival. Only the musicians 
are missing, she thought. 

At this moment, Willem pointed to von Schele’s Erbbegräbnis2. ”We are 
nearly there.“ 

Surprised, Rieke looked at the two bars with the pointed ends screwed to 
the pillars on either side of the man-sized wrought-iron gates. ”Look, it’s finally 
finished.“ The iron bars on the sides of the wall surrounding the cemetery had 
been assembled some time ago. ”Actually, it looks quite pretty.“ 

”Obviously, the family grave in our cemetery wasn’t good enough for old 
Schele,” Willem mocked. 

”You are so full of rage, Willem. If only I didn’t let you drag me into this.“ 
”You can talk. Your family has been free quite a while and you don’t have 

debts either. But for others like us …“ Willem clenched his hands. ”We had to 
pay von Schele almost 900 Taler last year.“ 

Rieke did not point out that Greiwes had bought their freedom at a bargain 
price. ”Are you not happy that everybody can buy their freedom now?“ 

Willem wheezed disparagingly. ”As if it is an improvement for the farmers. 
Most end up with debts so high that they have to pay for generations to come. 
Some even have to sell their lands or farms.“ 

”I’m sure that it’s not Count von Schele’s fault.“ 
”But his father’s. If he hadn’t persuaded the king eleven years ago to abolish 

our constitution we wouldn’t be on the way to his grave now.“ 
The young Colon Bettinghaus, who walked besides them, nudged Willem in 

the side and handed him a bottle of schnapps. ”In my opinion, you should 
blame it on the current count’s hunting passion. A while back, he wanted to 
hold father responsible because we set the dog onto a couple of roebucks that 
ate the wheat in one of our fields.“ 

Heiner Bettinghaus called from behind. ”Why do you complain? You know 
the laws and if you do not keep to them you have to live with the 
consequences. I think you got away mildly.“ 

”It’s none of your business,“ his cousin shot back. ”You are independent 
with your mill. You didn’t have to come. This protest doesn’t concern you.” 

                                                
2 small private cemetery 
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Before Heiner could answer, they reached the private cemetery.  A couple 
of men tried to open the wrought-iron gates. Willem looked at the two stone 
pillars with von Schele’s chiseled family crest. ”Gentry always need a little 
extra, don’t they?“ 

Rieke tried to change the subject. ”I wouldn’t mind having a private 
cemetery when it’s time for me someday.“ She winked. 

Willem smiled and put his arm around her. Rieke’s heart beat faster when 
she felt his breath on her cheek. 

”I would put the world at your feet, if I could,“ he whispered into her ear. 
”It would be enough if you could take me home, now.“ 
”Oh Rieke, I’d love to see von Schele’s face. It is really important to me, 

love.“ Willem looked at her with his big, brown eyes. It was the kind of look 
with which he could talk her into everything, even into taking part at the 
funeral of a murdered dog. 

”Well then,“ Rieke gave herself a mental push, ”but I will wait for you 
outside.“ 

Willem pulled her aside. ”You could hide behind the cemetery. There, the 
baron can’t see you and you would have a good view.“ 

Rieke nodded. 
”Come then.“ Willem pulled her through the grove that surrounded the 

cemetery. The back wall did not have bars and since the ground rose steeply, it 
was no higher than Rieke herself. 

Willem picked up some logs and stones. As fast as he could, he built a knee-
deep, stable platform with them. ”This should do. Come, I’ll help you up.“ 

Anxiously, Rieke took Willem’s hand, put her right foot on the timber and 
pushed herself up. She grabbed the top of the wall with her free hand and 
looked over it while Willem helped her to keep her balance. She saw the cart 
with the dead dog roll into the little private cemetery. Obviously, it had cost the 
men some effort to open the wrought-iron gates. Rieke made herself as small 
as she could and hoped that nobody would see her. 

Willem squeezed up next to her. For two the wooden platform was a little 
too narrow so that he put his arm around her shoulders. Rieke’s heart beat 
faster. Contentedly, she leant her head against his chest. 

”We’ll have to wait, now,“ he whispered. 
Squeaking, the iron gates were pushed open still further and the mourning 

guests streamed in. 
Rieke bent forward to better see. ”Where did they get the key from?“ 
”One doesn’t always need one,“ Willem said. 
Rieke’s eyes widened and she stared at him. ”They picked the lock?” She 

felt anger rise in her chest and she tried to escape Willem’s embrace. 
He tightened his embrace, kissed her cheek and whispered, ”I assume the 

gardener didn’t lock it after his last visit.“ 
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Relieved, Rieke looked down at the people again. They were standing 
around in groups, talking and waiting for something to happen. There were 
only two graves covered by thick slabs of stone in a cemetery that was hardly 
bigger than the hallway of a farmhouse. The men who pulled the cart put the 
casket with the dog next to the grave of the baron Georg von Schele. He had 
been buried here four years ago close to the wife he had lost so early. The little 
cemetery was empty apart from the casket and the strange mourning guests. 

Rieke plucked Willem’s sleeve. ”Can we go home now? It is almost time for 
milking. I don’t think the baron will come.“ 

”He will come.“ 
”He doesn’t even know we’re here.“ 
”Oh, but we sent him a message. It’s just because he’s off hunting again.“ 

Willem let Rieke go and jumped off the platform. ”I’d better run.“ 
Rieke would have loved calling her cousin back but she knew he wouldn’t 

listen. She leant over the wall again and watched Willem join the people beside 
the stretcher. He is so kind to me and very looking, she thought. And he is 
enthusiastic about this. If he was this passionate about our future, our parents 
certainly wouldn’t object. 

A farmer from old Schledehausen half turned and shook his fist against the 
Schelenburg which lay on the other side of the village. ”Down with Schele. He 
rides right across our fields just because it is the shortest way to his favorite 
hunting ground. He doesn’t even spare the fields that have been tilled.“ His 
short outburst was welcomed with thundering approval. 

More and more fists stretched towards the sky and everybody was shouting 
”German countries unite!“ and ”Equal rights for everyone!“ 

On the piece of road that was visible through the gate, Rieke saw two riders 
coming. A third man stayed behind with a pack of hounds. 

Baron von Schele and his companion dismounted in front of the cemetery 
and entered on foot. What they saw did not seem to please them. The baron 
looked at the assembled people and frowned. 

”This is private property.“ His voice predominated the general murmuring. 
The mourners fell silent and moved closer to each other. Colon Bettinghaus 

stepped forward although his cousin Heiner tried to hold him back. The young 
Colon nervously turned his hat in his hands. Finally, he squared his shoulders 
and looked at the baron. He seemed to search for the right words. 

Willem chipped in. ”This dog shall rest beside that one.“ He pointed first to 
the casket with the bloody body and next to the grave of the last baron, Georg 
von Schele. 

The young baron blushed. He clenched his hands. 
Before he could say something, Willem started a mourning song. The 

others joined in and drowned out the baron’s answer. He reached for the pistol 
in his belt. 
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Rieke bit on her lip and trembled. She could see the second man putting his 
hand on the arm of the excited baron, both calming and restraining him. He 
whispered something into his ear. Von Schele relaxed but Rieke recognized the 
effort it cost him. 

When the song was over, the baron said, ”I know your anger and I 
understand it but it wasn’t necessary to desecrate this holy ground.“ 

Colon Bettinghaus answered. ”Look at yourself, Sir. Whenever you’re at 
home you’re hunting. And most of us aren’t even allowed to chase away the 
deer to protect our crops in the fields.“ 

The others murmured in agreement. 
”We won’t tolerate any more that our fields are abused as feeding grounds 

for the fun of foreign hunters,“ another Colon called. 
An older man cleared his throat. ”The young people are right. We won’t be 

futile spectators again, like we were in thirty-three when the king abolished our 
constitution.“ 

The men shouted their protest at the baron. ”German countries unite“, 
”Equal rights for everyone“, ”Free hunting for free men“ and more. 

Rieke thought she could see baron von Schele grind his teeth. Therefore, 
his next words astonished her all the more. 

”I agree, that some laws are somehow unjust,“ he said. ”I hereby declare, 
that I will give up all my exemptions and privileges. As of now, I will be equal 
to every other landowner of the municipality. I so hope that this satisfies you.“ 
He looked at the surprised faces and nodded contentedly. 

Rieke stared at the baron. She hadn’t reckoned that he would give in so 
easily. She wondered whether he really meant it. 

Willem also seemed to doubt his words. He crooked his head, cocked an 
eyebrow and looked at Colon Bettinghaus. When the young Colon did not 
answer, he put his fists on his hips and confronted the baron. ”For now, we 
shall believe you but we will keep an eye on you to see if you stick to your 
word.“ 

The baron looked at him and it seemed to Rieke as if the frankness in the 
voice of the young man angered the baron. Von Schele turned to the crowd. 
”Is there anything else?“ 

The men looked at each other slightly confused. Some twitched their 
shoulders; others nodded or shook their heads. 

After a while, the baron got impatient. ”Well, is there?“ 
”No Sir,“ Colon Bettinghaus said. 
”Then, I would be grateful if you would leave my family’s cemetery. I still 

have much to do.“ 
The farmers looked at each other again. To Rieke they seemed a little 

confused as if they had expected a different reaction from the baron. 
Reluctantly, they left, and after a few minutes, the baron and his companion 
were alone with the dead dog. Schele kicked the open casket. 
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”Such a waste. These idiots have no idea of the worth of such an animal. I 
should take them to justice, all of them.“ 

”Do you really want to give up all your privileges,“ his companion asked. 
Von Schele shrugged. ”We have already committed to do that anyway. We 

will even carry a part of the municipality burden.“ 
”Who do you mean when you say ‘us’?“ 
”Beside myself, the owners of Gut Ippenburg, Gut Hünnefeld, Gut 

Sutthausen and the Meier from Bad Essen promised this in writing.“ 
”I’m surprised that the farmers didn’t know.“ 
”Me, too. However, the mob would probably have gone violent if I had 

said anything else.“ 
”Yes. For a moment, it looked like that.“ 
”I don’t care. The promise isn’t chiseled into stone. Surely, we won’t have 

to keep it for good.“ 
Doubtfully, his companion shook his head. ”I am sure that there will be 

further complications due to this attitude.“ 
Rieke had a terrible foreboding that he could be right. 
Willem climbed onto her platform again. He put his lips next to her ear and 

whispered so the baron who stood but a few yards from their hiding place 
would not hear them. ”Well, did he say something important?“ 

Rieke shook her head and cuddled closer. He put his arms around her 
shoulders and bent forward to better see the baron. 

”If we leave decision making to the farmers the whole kingdom will be 
thrown into chaos,“ von Schele said to his companion. ”Do you think I would 
allow a God-given order to be turned upside down by them?“ 

”I have heard that the raging of the masses is a lot worse in other countries. 
What if we can’t prevent the changes they demand?“ 

 ”The king must cope on his own from now on. I handed him my letter of 
resignation a few days ago. And now I have to go and tell the dog handler to 
remove the corpse.“ Baron von Schele sighed. ”What an expensive escapade. 
He was such a good hound.“ 

The two nobles left the cemetery, locked the gate, mounted their horses and 
rode off. 

Rieke breathed a sigh of relief. She hopped to the ground and sat on the 
wooden platform. ”I wonder why you absolutely had to take part in this and as 
one of the spokesmen at that. That will bring nothing but trouble.“ 

Willem grinned. He sat next to her and put his arm around her shoulders 
again. ”Don’t you think that everybody should have the same rights? Do you 
think it just, that nobles can commit a crime, for which everybody else is 
punished severely, without being held responsible?“ 

”That’s just the way it is.“ 
”The world does change, Rieke! There are people who are ready to die for 

liberty and equal rights.“ 
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Rieke shrugged and looked at Willem. ”Why is this so important for you? 
Until now, everything was good the way it was.“ 

”If we hadn’t bought our freedom, I would have had a decent dowry, 
maybe even enough to buy a small farm. I could think about marriage and 
starting a family.“ He gazed into the distance longingly. ”As it is now, I can’t 
even emigrate to America because I don’t have enough money. I can only 
marry you if I get hold of sufficient means. You do want to be my wife, don’t 
you?“ 

Surprised, Rieke looked up into his eyes. Sudden warmth flooded her body. 
”It would make me very happy,“ she answered solemnly. 

Willem smiled at her and gazed into her eyes as if he wanted to drown in 
them. Rieke’s heart pounded. He bent forward and kissed her gently. His lips 
were damp and warm. He tasted of schnapps. Rieke held her breath and closed 
her eyes. She felt dizzy. When he stroked her back, she would have purred like 
a cat if she could. Willem’s kiss burned her lips. An unknown desire made her 
moan. 

Willem breathed faster. He opened his mouth and his tongue parted Rieke’s 
lips. With his free hand he pulled her skirt up and stroked her thigh. 

Suddenly, Rieke realized what they were doing. She pushed him aside. ”I 
don’t want this,“ she said. Her breathing was still irregular and fast. ”At least 
not yet.“ She got up and adjusted her dress to avoid seeing the disappointment 
in his face. ”I must go home. Mother will be furious if I’m not back in time for 
milking.“ She did not dare look at Willem but she heard him get up. 

He hugged her from behind, kissed her neck and whispered into her ear. ”I 
love you, Rieke. I will wait … for a while.“ 

Rieke was so relieved that she turned round and kissed Willem quickly but 
intensely. 

He laughed softly. ”I see, I’ll have to hurry with earning some money, or 
you’ll die of impatience.“ 

Rieke blushed. She was so happy that she could have sung her joy to the 
woods. Willem took her hand and led her back to the road. It was empty. 
Neither the baron nor the farmers could be seen. 

”I must go back to Schledehausen again. There is something I need to do. 
Will you be angry if you have to walk home alone?“ 

Rieke shook her head. She smiled so much that her cheeks hurt. 
Willem kissed her once more and left. Again and again, he turned round 

and blew her kisses. When he disappeared around a bend, Rieke also turned. 
Singing, she walked back home. 

 
She opened the door at the side of the big farmhouse and entered the Flett. 

Her eyes needed a while to get used to the gloom. Close to the knee-high 
fireplace, she saw the maids preparing dinner. The chair beside the fire on 
which her mother usually sat was empty. Rieke was surprised at her absence 
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but because she was late already she did not think about that for long. She 
snatched the milking bucket and the stool and hurried to the first cow. With a 
damp rag she wiped the udder. She sat next to the animal on the stool, put the 
bucket in place and began to milk. Rhythmically, the milk shot into the bucket 
and filled it slowly. Rieke leant her cheek against the belly of the cow and 
enjoyed the warmth. Its familiar sour and pungent smell mixed with the 
enticing flavor of the soup boiling over the fire. 

Rieke closed her eyes. Her fingers pulled evenly with gentle pressure at the 
teats. While the milk splashed into the bucket with a hiss, she dreamt. She 
imagined a small but spacious house with stables filled with cows, pigs and 
horses, and in the yard chicken, geese and ducks fluttered around. Several 
children played in the mud while she and Willem sat on a bench that had been 
built around the trunk of an enormous linden tree. Birds sang and she 
imagined the warmth of the sun on her face. The fields smelled of fresh dung, 
and through the open front door she saw the maids preparing dinner. She 
pulled Willem closer. Then she raised her lips towards him and he kissed her. 

”You’re my one and only love, dearest.“ 
Rieke smiled until the loud voice of her mother dragged her back to reality. 

”Rieke! Come to the good room when you are done.“ 
”Yes mother,“ she called back. While Elisabeth went back to the good 

room, Rieke hurried to the milk chamber and emptied the bucket into the Bütt3 
before she went to the next cow. Although she tried repeatedly, she did not 
manage to return to her dream. Sullenly, she kept milking and finished faster 
than she had anticipated while her favorite cat prowled around her legs. The 
cat was well advanced in pregnancy. 

”Meaoo,“ she begged. Rieke poured some milk into her hand and watched 
as the cat drank. She even licked the last drop off her fingers. The small, pink 
tongue felt rough, and it tickled a little. Rieke loved this feeling. 

”Rieke! Don’t dawdle,“ her mother called. Rieke sighed and picked up the 
last bucket. She carried it into the milking chamber, emptied it through the 
cloth. There it would wait for her sister who skimmed the cream and made 
butter. Rieke went outside, rinsed the bucket with water from the well and put 
it in its place in the Flett next to the milking stool. 

Reluctantly, she entered the good room. Since the death of her father, she 
did not like to go into the gloomy room with the gigantic oak table and the 
wooden shelves. The smell of sand and dried herbs reminded her too much of 
how his blood had spread on the wooden floor. To stop herself from crying, 
she bit her lower lip and sat down on the chair next to her mother. 

”You took your time, didn’t you?“ Elisabeth’s voice sounded kind but Rieke 
felt her annoyance. 

                                                
3 big, oval bucket made of wood 
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”We have some very important news for you,“ her stepfather said. Rieke 
found it difficult that Johann had the rights of a father since his wedding with 
Elisabeth not even a month ago. In her eyes, he was still the buddy of her big 
brother. Surprised, she looked at him. 

He seemed very content. ”It concerns your future.“ 
Suddenly, Rieke’s heart sank into her shoes. She suspected the subject her 

parents wanted to discuss with her. I don’t want to hear this. I just don’t want 
it! 

At this moment, her brother Adam poked his head through the door. ”The 
brown horse has lost an iron, mother. I will go to the blacksmith in 
Schledehausen.“ 

Elisabeth nodded. ”Get two loaves of bread from the baker and have it 
written up. We will pay when we pick up the wheel for the cart.“ 

”Ok.“ He nodded in the direction of Rieke and grinned. ”Have you told her 
the news?“ 

”Without your interruption, we would have been done, already.“ Johann 
waved Adam from the room. Rieke’s brother winked at her and disappeared. 

Elisabeth looked at her daughter. ”It is time to think about your prospects, 
Rieke. You are almost eighteen years old now and the range of suitable men 
isn’t very big.“ 

Johann leant over the table. ”There is a widower in Harpenfeld who is 
looking for a new mother for his four children. His farm would be sufficient to 
provide for you, and your cousin is nearby.“ 

Rieke felt tongue-tied. She wanted to ask the widower’s age but she could 
not utter a word. 

Unflustered, Johann continued. ”An acquaintance from Iburg4 suggested 
we look at the Meyer from Vehrte. He has a stately farm and is still 
unmarried.“ 

”But it’s very far away.“ Elisabeth sighed. ”I would prefer it if you would 
decide on somebody nearby.“ 

Rieke sweated. All of a sudden, she knew that her mother had already made 
a decision. She struggled for air, felt like a bird in the jaws of a cat. ”Who do 
you have in mind?“ 

Elisabeth smiled at her. ”Do you remember Clamor Bettinghaus?“ 
”He left for America three years ago,“ Johann said. 
Rieke nodded dumbly although she remembered the heir of the 

Hiddinghauser mill only vaguely. Adam used to be friends with him but all 
Rieke remembered was a freckled young man with bushy eyebrows and greasy 
hair, eight years older than herself. I don’t want him, she thought again and 
again. 

”His parents got a letter from him, today.“ 

                                                
4 town south of Osnabrück, since 1967 called Bad Iburg 
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”When will he be back?“ Rieke felt as if someone else was speaking for her. 
Her voice sounded unnaturally quiet. The fear that coursed through her body 
did not show. 

Elisabeth beamed. ”But that’s just it, he won’t come back. He got engaged 
and will stay in America for good.“ 

Confused, Rieke looked at her mother who went on. ”The new heir of the 
mill will be Adam’s friend Heiner. It would be an ideal connection. The mill 
would work even closer with us and you would be in the neighborhood.“ 

Johann put a hand on Rieke’s arm. ”You could always come home if you 
need us. You just need to jump over the creek.“ 

Rieke was paralyzed. Heiner, of all things - he who had always pulled her 
plaits at school, who had thrown her favorite doll on the manure heap, and 
who had poured beer on her beautiful, new apron at the second to last spring 
fair. One only needed to look at him to realize that he could never, ever, 
compete with Willem. Up until now, Heiner had been unimportant to her but 
now, she detested him with every fiber of her heart. She would never become 
his wife. Didn’t her parents notice how she felt? 

”I see that this is a bit much for you. Think about it because it would really 
be for the best.“ Elisabeth patted her daughter’s shoulder and got up. ”Sleep 
on it for tonight, and then put on your best clothes. We’ve been invited to 
Bettinghausens tomorrow afternoon, so you can get a picture of what life will 
be like at the mill.“ 

It was too much for Rieke. They already promised I’d agree. Rage flamed 
up and broke her paralyzing quietness. She jumped up so forcefully that her 
chair banged against the wall. ”I won’t marry him,“ she screamed. ”I’d rather 
kill myself!“ With satisfaction she noticed that her mother went deathly pale! 

She ran out of the room. She darted past the surprised maids in the Flett 
and left the house. As fast as her legs carried her, she ran through the yard and 
up the hill on the much trodden road. Without looking left or right, she ran. 
The tenant who prepared his garden for planting with an unwilling ox and a 
heavy plow watched her run. Rieke did not mind his astonished looks. She 
stumbled past the Leibzuchtskotten and Rahenkamp’s farm. Tears streamed 
over her cheeks and she could barely recognize the road. 

Sobbing, she raced up the hill to her favorite place. The pasture at the 
Gausberg was not used at the moment since the cattle and cows were still in 
the stable. Sobbing, Rieke threw herself onto the soft grass under a thick beech 
tree which had lost a big branch through lightning many years ago. The birds 
sang their songs and the earth smelled of fresh grass. Rieke shivered in the chill 
of the night. Time and peaceful surroundings slowly calmed her wild feelings. 
She cried less. Finally, she sat up and dried her cheeks. Her eyes were swollen 
from crying and for a moment the world around her seemed unreal and 
blurred. 

The last light was swallowed by the bluish black night. It reminded Rieke 
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that at home supper was almost over. ”So what, I’ll stay hungry. It can’t be that 
bad,“ she reasoned defiantly. ”The children of some tenants don’t get three 
meals a day either, and they’re still alive.“ 

With her folded arms on her knees, she watched the moon rise behind the 
hills in the east. Hot breath touched the nape of her neck and she stiffened. 
Was this the devil come to fetch her for disobeying her parents? She felt 
paralyzed and stayed put although she wanted to jump up and to run away but 
her legs did not move. She hardly dared to breathe, when suddenly a warm, 
soft mouth nibbled at her shoulder. 

”Mooooh“ 
Relieved, Rieke laughed. She got up and looked at the cow more closely. It 

was a scrawny animal, hardly more than skin and bone. She was sure that cattle 
so starved could only belong to tenants. Hungrily, the cow wound her tongue 
round tufts of grass, tore them off and gobbled them down. The thin rope 
around her neck had been nibbled away as far as she could reach it. Rieke 
grabbed a horn and pulled. The cow resisted, and Rieke did not manage to drag 
her off the juicy pasture. ”Come on! Someone will be looking for you 
desperately. Or they believe that something has happened to you.“ For the 
moment, her own worries seemed less urgent. Bit by bit, she dragged the 
animal along, stopping every so often because the cow snatched more 
mouthfuls of fresh grass. 

They hadn’t yet left the pasture when a woman came walking up the hill. 
Her linen bonnet shone in the moonlight. When she saw Rieke and the cow, 
she shook her head and called, ”Berta! What are you doing again?“ 

Rieke recognized the voice. It’s Klara. As long a she could remember, the 
old woman had lived in the Waldmann’s Leibzuchtskotten. She was like a 
grandmother to her. Thank god. Rieke left Berta who immediately lowered her 
head and ate. Without saying a word, she wrapped her arms around the old 
woman’s neck and cried. 

Klara patted her back and said, ”Well, well, child. Tell me what’s wrong?“ 
Without releasing her embrace, Rieke shook her head. She did not know 

where to start, and so she decided not to say anything at all. 
Klara stroked her hair. ”It’s got to be lovesickness then. Just you cry.“ 
Finally, Rieke let go and dried her tears. Breathing hard, Klara sat on the 

grass next to the cow. ”It’s so good that you found Berta the Fifth. I couldn’t 
have searched much longer. My legs aren’t the youngest any more.“ 

Rieke sat next to Klara. ”You’re not that old.“ 
Klara laughed quietly. ”I am really glad that you captured Berta, love. Your 

stepfather would have been very angry again, had he known.  He probably 
would have chased her away even further.“ 

”Is that the reason Berta is so thin?“ 
Klara shook her head. ”No, dear. We are getting old, my Berta and me. At 

sixty-five one is no longer as round and fresh as in younger years.“ 
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Rieke looked at the old, crinkled face and raised an eyebrow. Klara had 
been thin and bony as long she could remember. ”Perhaps both of you should 
eat more.“ 

Klara laughed again. ”That’s just what my best friend always said. Your aunt 
was an angel not only by name. Did you know that she gave me Berta the First 
as a present after her own wedding?“ 

Rieke nodded but Klara seemed not to notice. ”As long as she lived, she 
regularly sent me money. I have to thank her that today I live better than most 
tenants.“ Klara’s gaze got soft, and she seemed to see something different from 
the gentle hills around them. ”She even took care that I didn’t have to give up 
my true love.“ 

Klara’s words reminded Rieke of her own problems. She pressed her lips 
together but could not prevent tears rolling down her cheeks once more. 

Immediately, Klara put an arm around Rieke’s shoulders and pulled her 
closer without saying a word. Rieke tried to suppress her crying but she could 
not hold back the tears. Klara stroked her back until the sobs subsided. ”Love 
often takes strange routes,“ she whispered. ”And sometimes, time opens new 
doors. You have to be patient.“ 

Sniffing, Rieke dried her tears and looked at Klara. ”What do you mean?“ 
Klara pointed to the thick beech with the broken branch. ”Soon, it will be 

forty-five years since my father died right under this tree.“ 
”What does this have to do with me?“ 
”His death made it possible for me to marry my true love. I can’t remember 

how many years I had waited for that. Of course, father’s sudden death grieved 
me but all my problems dissolved at once.“ 

”But I don’t want to wait, especially not that long. Mother wants me to 
marry Heiner Bettinghaus.“ 

”And you’re in love with someone else?“ 
”Willem … Wilhelm Greiwe.“ 
”Talk to your parents. Ask them for some time to think.“ 
”They know nothing about love.“ 
Klara smiled again. ”Your mother married your father for love, and Victor’s 

first marriage was also a love-match. Even your stepfather wanted more than 
the farm.“ 

Rieke looked at Klara with wide open eyes. ”Father had been married 
twice? I didn’t know.“ 

”Before Bettinghausens bought the mill, it had been leased to Brinkmanns 
who had a young, pretty daughter. She was christened Marie Elisabeth, just like 
your mother, but everybody called her Liesken. Shall I tell you about her and 
Victor?“ Klara looked at her expectantly. 

”Yes please.“ 
”Well, make yourself comfortable because it is a long story.“ 
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1818 
After Mass, Klara had a coffee as usual with a maid who was her friend. 

When she went past the church on her way home, she saw Victor waiting in 
the shade of a big linden tree. The protestant congregation had just left the 
church. Many stood in small groups and talked while some hurried home. 
Klara hoped that she could drive home with the Waldmanns because her 
ankles were swollen and hurt from standing. Hesitantly, she approached Victor. 
He was watching the girls who stood giggling and gossiping together waiting 
for their families. Whenever one looked at him, he winked. 

Elisabeth Averbeck just passed him with her stepmother and her five 
younger brothers and sisters on her way to the carriage where her father 
already waited with the two older boys. Victor pulled his hat off his head and 
bowed. ”So much beauty makes my day,“ he said to Elisabeth. The sixteen-
year-old blushed. 

”You shouldn’t say such nonsense,“ scolded Colona Averbeck and pulled 
her daughter along. When Elisabeth turned round once again, Victor pursed 
his lips and blew her a kiss. 

The rogue. With a smile, Klara stepped closer to Victor. ”Good morning, 
Colon. Why are you not in the Inn?“ 

”Adam wants me to intercept Vogt5 Kruse and ask him about the letter.“ 
”What letter,“ Klara wanted to know but at that moment she saw Vogt 

Kruse leave the church. 
Victor walked over to the Vogt and greeted him politely before he pulled 

him aside. ”Has our complaint about Meyer’s accounting arrived?“ 
Vogt Kruse growled unwillingly. ”On the day of the Lord, one shall leave 

business to itself.“ 
”It seems to me that you don’t do that on Sundays only.“ Victor’s gaze got 

hard. The Vogt straightened up with a jerk but his round shape did not even 
reach Victor’s shoulder. The young man continued unperturbed, ”My 
stepfather has spoken to you repeatedly and last week he even wrote. We can’t 
accept that the Meyer constantly miscalculates in his favor when it concerns 
the sale of our lease deliveries.“ 

The Vogt frowned. His nostrils widened. ”First, you are not the only one 
who has difficulties with Meyer. Second, I won’t stand being told how to do 
my work. Everything will be dealt with eventually and if you need to know 
something I will inform you in time.“ With these words, he trudged off. 

Victor grinned. ”How easy it is to make somebody furious.“ 
”I rather wouldn’t irritate the Vogt, Colon,“ Klara said quietly. 
Victor snorted with contempt. ”He’ll be late for his own funeral.“ 
At that moment, they noticed a hay cart moving towards them cautiously 

through the crowd of churchgoers by Adam Waldmann. The old Colon had 

                                                
5 reeve 
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aged in dignity. The hair of the slim man was still full and had but turned a little 
gray at the temples. His firm nose and the prominent chin instilled respect and 
his posture was of a man who knew his position in life. 

Victor looked at Klara. ”Would you like to come along?“ 
Klara nodded, and Victor helped her onto Waldmann’s cart when the 

leaseholder of the Hiddinghauser mill drove past them.  
”A blessed Sunday, neighbors,“ Brinkmann called and waved. 
Waldmanns waved back to the miller. Klara noticed that Victor only had 

eyes for the miller’s dark-haired daughter. ”The later the morning, the prettier 
the birds,“ he mumbled. Klara was very glad that Adam hadn’t heard. She 
knew that the old Colon detested Victor’s flirting and that he had long chosen 
the perfect bride for his stepson. 

Victor sat next to Klara. She breathed a sigh of relief when she stretched 
out her legs. 

The hay cart rolled off and they drove in silence for a while. Only when 
they reached the open fields, Adam asked about the conversation with the 
Vogt. ”Have you caught Kruse?“ 

”I took your questions to him almost literally,“ Victor said. 
”And, what did he say?“ 
”He was annoyed that you keep interfering and promised to let us know if 

something changes.“ 
”The old stubborn pighead. I would love to report Meyer to the authorities 

but your mother won’t allow it. She thinks that Meyer and his wife have 
enough problems.“ 

Klara did not wonder. Since the women conducted the negotiations for the 
purchase of Waldmann’s freedom, they had been best friends. 

Victor shrugged. ”Anyway. I don’t understand why we still haven’t bought 
the farm from Meyers.“ 

”If there is no money you can’t spend any.“ 
Victor pulled up the right corner of his mouth but said nothing. The cart 

bumped along the church walk, past the scattered farms. The cart of 
Brinkmanns rocked gently a little ahead of them on the slippery road. 

The journey did not take long. When they topped the last hill before the 
Waldmann’s farm, Brinkmann’s cart began to slip. It slid sideways, and the rear 
wheel got stuck in the mud. The miller shouted in vain. The horses could not 
pull the coach out of the slippery hole. 

”Hoh!“ Adam stopped his cart. ”Do you need help, Brinkmann?“ 
The miller nodded. ”That would be nice. Then nobody would need to dirty 

their Sunday best.“ 
”Together, we will make it.“ 
The miller pointed at the mud. The left rear wheel had sunk in up to the 

axle. ”It’s a damned deep hole there.“ 
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Adam nodded and jumped off his seat. ”We’ll have to let Vollbert know so 
he can fill it with a couple of stones.“ Irritated, he looked up at Victor who just 
tried to flirt with Liesken Brinkmann. ”Hey, lazybones,“ he ordered ”Unhitch 
the horse.“ 

”It will be my pleasure to help such a pretty woman in need,“ Victor said to 
Liesken but she did not even look at him. He shrugged and climbed off the 
cart. Without saying another word, he helped Adam unhitch their carthorse 
and harness it next to Brinkmann’s. Then, he walked behind the cart to lift the 
sunken wheel a bit. 

Klara smiled about his boastful behavior. Two horses were strong enough 
to free the cart. Nevertheless, Victor grabbed the wheel and pulled with all his 
strength. When the horses began to move, the cart rolled out of the mud with a 
sucking noise. At the same moment, Victor slipped and landed on his belly in 
the mud. Loud laughter rewarded his fall. 

Only Adam’s forehead wrinkled angrily. ”Just look at your Sunday suit. As 
if your mother hasn’t got to enough work already.“ 

Victor who had accepted the laughter with grace, jumped up with clenched 
fists and made as if to rush Adam. 

”Please Victor. Don’t!“ Liesken’s high voice stopped him. 
He turned away from Adam and looked at her with his lips pressed 

together. Rage still sparked from his eyes and his fists remained in the air. 
Liesken looked into his face and extended her hand. ”Give me the suit. I 

will wash it for you.“ 
Victor growled but lowered his arms, and his hands relaxed. He cast a 

sidelong glance at Adam, and the rage in his eyes changed to something like 
defiance. Klara was certain that he would do something silly again, just to 
annoy Adam. She was right. 

”Well. If you want.“ He slipped out of his jacket, vest and trousers. 
Grinning, he handed Liesken the dripping clothes then he turned and ran 
home as fast as he could. His long undershirt fluttered around his bare legs. 

Shaking his head, Adam put the horse back in front of their own cart. 
”Such a pighead. He will fetch his death like that.“ 

Klara sighed. ”I don’t like to repeat myself but you shouldn’t always be so 
hard with him.“ 

”Spare the rod and spoil the child.“ 
”But he is no longer a child,“ Liesken said quietly. Since the miller thanked 

Adam wordily at the same moment, only Klara heard her objection. 
A little later, both carts rolled along the road again. Adam guided his cart 

around the dangerous mud hole. 
 
A couple of days later, Klara carried a basket to the mill with the last of the 

linen she had woven through the winter. Liesken had promised to take it along 
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to the Legge6 and to buy salt, bread and coffee in Schledehausen for some of 
the money on her way back. Klara had wrapped the fabric in a newspaper to 
keep it clean. She saw Liesken standing at the mill pond, feeding the ducks. Just 
as she tried to make herself noticed, Victor walked up to the girl from the other 
direction. He handed her a bunch of wild flowers. 

”Oh, they are so beautiful.“ Liesken accepted the bouquet joyfully. 
”I wanted to say thank-you for cleaning my suit.“ Victor stared at his shoes 

with burning ears. ”Also, I wanted … I think … could you …“ He hummed 
and hawed. 

Only now, Klara noticed that he wore his Sunday suit. She stopped so she 
would not disturb the two young people. 

Victor breathed in deeply. With both hands he enclosed Liesken’s fingers 
and said, ”Please, marry me. I need you.“ 

Liesken withdrew her hands gently. ”I can’t, Victor.“ 
”I love you.“ 
”How can I believe that? You have flirted with ever so many girls.“ 
”But I really love you. To me, the sun is only shining when you are close.“ 
”Even if you say the truth … your parents have other plans.“ 
Victor wanted to say something but Liesken put her finger on his lips. ”I 

really like you very much, Victor. However, we will never be a couple.“ She left 
him and went back to the house. Victor stood and stared after her with an 
open mouth. At last, he moved again. He clenched his hands and ground his 
teeth. Klara thought that she had waited long enough and approached him. 

”And I will get you still,“ Victor whispered. 
Klara smiled to herself. Dear me. Our womanizer has lost his heart. 

”Greetings to you, neighbor,“ she said. 
Victor winced and looked at her as if she were a ghost. ”Klara, you here?“ 
”I am taking my linen to Liesken. Today, she will drive to the Legge in 

Osnabrück with her father.“ 
”Osnabrück!“ Victor slapped his forehead. ”Oh dear. I forgot the letter.“ 
”What letter?“ 
”Adam is invited to court as a witness against the Meyer.“ 
”So he did press charges after all,“ Klara asked. 
”No, this came directly from the court but mother will still be rather angry.“ 

He grinned. ”That serves Adam right. He will see how it is to be treated 
unjustly.“ He said goodbye and ran along the road that Klara had just traveled. 

 

1848 
”For several months, I observed how Victor courted Liesken without 

getting anywhere. He did not look at other girls any more, and I wondered 

                                                
6 office that bought linen and sold it in bulk 
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when Adam would intervene,“ Klara said. She broke off because she shivered. 
”Dear me, it is getting cold when the sun is gone. Let’s fetch Berta and go 
home.“ 

”But you can’t stop now, Klara,“ Rieke said with disappointment in her 
voice. ”I must know how father managed to marry Liesken.“ 

”I can’t remember when I am so cold. Also, I am thirsty. Talking so much 
made my throat dry.“ Panting, Klara got up and called the cow. The animal 
approached her like a dog immediately. Klara grabbed her horn and led her to 
the road. 

Rieke jumped up, took the other horn and helped the old woman. Once 
they reached the road, Berta obediently walked faster and trotted along down 
the hill. 

Rieke would have begged Klara to keep talking but from experience, she 
knew the old woman would say even less if bullied. Full of impatience, she 
walked beside her and waited. 

When they arrived at the Leibzuchtskotten7 Klara cleared her throat. ”It is 
late already but you can come in for a while if you want. The tenants are 
visiting their ailing cousin. They will be away for a few more hours and the 
children have been asleep for quite a while.“ 

Rieke was happy and followed her into the house. While Klara went into 
the room with the sleeping children to fetch a second stool, Rieke put two logs 
on the fire. The two women sat and extended their hands towards the warmth. 

Klara asked, ”Did I tell you I wondered what old Adam would do when he 
noticed Victor’s love for Liesken?“ 

”Yes.“ 
”Well, then. The Colon was increasingly preoccupied with Meyer’s 

problems and did not notice the feelings of his stepson. Victor started to go to 
the spinning evenings regularly, where he learned trips and tricks from Liesken 
on how to make the thread particularly smooth and even. Soon, he was more 
skilled in working the spinning-wheel then his sisters.“ Klara breathed deeply. 
”Once, he stood next to a bale of linen Liesken had woven and patted it with 
his hand. ‘What a pity weaving won’t bring you riches’, he said. ‘This fabric 
would be good enough for a wedding suit.’ At this, he looked at Liesken with 
so much longing that it nearly broke my heart. But Liesken turned away 
without an answer.“ Klara looked at Rieke. ”I didn’t understand why she was 
so cold although she liked him. Maybe she was worried about Adam’s plans for 
Victor. She might have tried to save herself from disappointment. I would have 
loved to help the two; however, I would not have been welcome. Therefore I 
simply watched them.“ 

 

                                                
7 A retirement-home for the old Colon and his wife when the heir took over the farm 

on his wedding day. 
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1818 
Spring brought everyone who had legs to walk into the fields to prepare the 

fields for seeding. At that time, Victor rarely saw Liesken because he had to 
spread the dung on the fields a long time before sunrise and plow it under. 

When it was time for breakfast, the oxen grazed and rested but not so 
Victor. If he did not find work for himself, Adam set a thousand tasks for him. 
After the None8, he continued plowing the field again until nightfall. He 
supervised the oxen in the dark when they grazed once more and stabled them 
when they were done, before he could go to bed. There was hardly a night with 
more than five hours sleep for him. The shadows under his eyes deepened but 
Klara knew that he would get over it like in previous years. She only worried 
when she witnessed yet another quarrel between him and Adam. 

In time for Easter, the narcissi bloomed and the birds sang their most 
beautiful songs. With the March sun getting warmer, work became easier so 
that all of Waldmann’s fields were sown in May. 

The young people of Schledehausen prepared a small Whitsun9 festivity, full 
of anticipation. A wooden dance-floor was built and beside it a platform for 
the band. Around the dance-floor, they put up tables and benches for the 
weary dancers. The women of the village plaited ribbons and bows into a 
young birch while talking and gossiping. Finally, a young man nailed the 
decorated tree onto one of the banisters on the side of the dance floor. 

At Whitsun morning, Klara hurried to the church, for once without her 
husband Hermann. He stayed at home because Berta expected her second 
calve. Klara noticed a group of young girls in the meadows collecting dew off 
the grass. She smiled at their superstition, although she had to admit that she 
also had thought Whitsun morning dew could protect her from freckles, years 
ago. 

In the village, she happily noticed that all houses were adorned with birch 
rods or small trees. The road to the church was like a walk through a spring 
wood. 

She entered the church, dipped her fingers into the holy water, crossed 
herself and found a place in the front pew where she sat down. She noticed 
how empty the church was although all her fellow Catholics had turned up for 
Mass. It will be much fuller during the Protestant’s service. Klara got up to 
honor the entrance of the priest. 

After the last blessing, she accepted the invitation by her friend to join her 
for a cup of coffee. On the way to the farm where her friend worked as a maid, 
they exchanged village news. 

Curiously, the maid asked, ”Since you are part of the Waldmann farm, do 
you know when the engagement will be announced?“ 

                                                
8 two hour midday-break during summer 
9 also called Pentecost, religious festival celebrated seven weeks after Easter Sunday 
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”Engagement?“ Klara was surprised. She did not think that Victor had told 
his parents about Liesken. 

”Strange, that you haven’t heard. It’s well known in the village that Victor 
Waldmann will marry Marie Elisabeth Averbeck, soon.“ 

”Elisabeth Averbeck? But she just turned sixteen and Victor is twenty-seven 
already.“ 

”That doesn’t matter. You know well, that money always marries money, 
and Averbecks don’t have any older daughter.“ 

”I don’t think that Victor will agree.“ 
”As if he will be asked.“ The maid pointed to the bench in front of the 

door. ”Do you want to sit here? The weather’s so nice and warm.“ 
Klara sat. 
”I’ll fetch us some coffee.“ Her friend walked through the side door into 

the farmhouse where she worked. A short time later, she came back with two 
cups of hot coffee. ”I have heard that the Colon has already sent for the 
carpenter to discuss the building of a house for his retirement.“ 

”Adam wants to pass the farm to Victor and build a new Leibzucht, 
voluntarily?“ Klara could hardly believe it. ”That’s unheard of.“ 

The maid grinned impudently. ”Probably, Colona Waldmann knows 
something that puts him in the palm of her hand. I can’t imagine that he has 
always been faithful to her when he is so much younger.“ 

Klara shrugged. She detested this kind of gossip. ”None of my business.“ 
She drank her coffee. 

The bells rang from the church steeple to announce the end of the 
Protestant service. ”Oh, I’d better hurry.“ Klara swallowed the last drop, said 
goodbye and hurried back to the church. Hopefully, Waldmann’s are still there. 

She was lucky because Catharina Waldmann stood with Meyers talking 
intensely. Klara stood aside and waited for the end of the discussion. 

At this moment, the small, open coach Waldmanns had bought two years 
ago rolled onto the square in front of the Inn. Adam sat on the coach box and 
waved impatiently. 

Catharina briefly hugged Colona Meyer. ”I will visit you before you move. 
We’ll talk more then.“ She turned to Klara who waited at a respectful distance. 
”Blessed Sunday, Klara. Do you want to come? I have to talk to you.“ 

Klara nodded, and climbed in the coach to sit between Victor and 
Catharina. 

”What did you have to say to Meyers, then?“ Adam wanted to know. 
”They have reached an agreement with baron von Schele. He will get their 

farm in exchange for the mill in Bruchmühlen,“ Catharina said. 
”Bruchmühlen near Melle? But that’s in Westphalia. What’s going to 

become of your friendship?“ Victor asked but got no answer. 
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”It is a good deal for the baron,“ Adam said. ”He has been trying for quite 
a while to buy the fields around his castle that don’t belong to him already. 
Meyer’s farm will round up his possession nicely.“ 

”I wonder how good the deal is for Meyer,“ Victor said. ”Is the mill in 
Bruchmühlen worth leaving his native country and move to Prussia?“ 

”How should I know? I’ve never been in Westphalia.“ Adam shrugged and 
turned to Catharina. ”When will they leave?“ 

”They will move next week or the week after.“ 
”Good riddance.“ Adam’s voice sounded like the purr of a contented cat. 

”Had he but held his money together, he would be better off now.“ 
Catharina drew her eyebrows together. ”He inherited the debts with the 

farm and rebuilding the house after the fire in 1781 wasn’t cheap either.“ 
”Save in time and you’ll have enough when in need. In addition, Meyers 

have always enjoyed spending money they did not have. Will they at least get 
rid of their debts with this exchange?“ 

Catharina shook her head. ”The debts are reduced by a great margin but if 
they don’t earn more than they do here they won’t be able to keep the new 
farm.“ 

Victor interfered. ”Why doesn’t Meyer sell a few fields?“ 
”Oh, and who shall pay him?“ Adam’s voice sounded saucy. ”Do you think 

money grows on trees?“ 
”Adam!“ Catharina snapped at her husband. ”Stop arguing with Victor. It 

was a good idea. At least, Meyers could try.“ 
Adam fell silent but Klara knew without his answer that there were only a 

few families in and around Schledehausen who could afford to buy more land. 
Silently, they drove on. Just before they reached Waldmann’s farm Victor 

said, ”Wasn’t one of the Kötters10 interested in a piece of our land?“ 
”We decided against a sale.“ Adam snapped. 
”I think we should finally pay off our hereditary leasehold and buy the farm. 

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if it belongs to us? And the Meyer also would be 
helped. We could kill two flies with one strike.“ 

”Don’t be an idiot, Victor. Meyer will demand seven or even eight thousand 
Taler. He thinks we’re rich.“ 

Victor pressed his hands into his hips. ”Damn, Adam. We are rich! We 
might not be able to afford eight thousand Taler but three or four shouldn’t be 
a problem. And if it’s not enough we can always sell that piece of land the 
Kötter was interested in.“ 

Adam stopped the coach right in front of the big hallway gate and turned 
round to Victor, the reins firm in his hands. He looked furious but before he 
could say something Catharina intervened. ”I think that Victor’s suggestion is 
worth thinking about. At least we should discuss it in detail. As long as Meyer’s 

                                                
10 small farmer, often living outside the village 
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claims are reasonable it would proof beneficial for all involved. I want you to 
accompany me to Meyers in a day or two, Adam.“ 

Adam crunched his teeth. ”Reluctantly.“ 
Klara knew that Adam would submit to Catharina’s wishes eventually. The 

Colona had him well under her thumb. With Victors help she climbed off the 
coach and followed the Colona into the house. 

Sighing, Catharina sunk onto her chair beside the fire. ”If only I didn’t feel 
my age in my bones that much.“ She looked at Klara. ”I won’t hold you back 
for long, Klara. I’m sure you’ll want to go home.“ 

Klara nodded. Suddenly, her mouth went dry because she suspected what 
was coming next. 

”We will pull down the Leibzuchtskotten and build a new one this summer. 
It is about time that Victor takes over the responsibility for the farm on his 
own, and we will only be in his way.“ 

Klara had always known that one day she would have to leave the 
Leibzucht. Now that it was time, her knees trembled. At least, we don’t have 
children, she thought. She breathed deeply and asked the only question that 
burned on her heart. ”What will become of Hermann and me?“ 

”Don’t worry. I am not so young any more. With every passing year I’ll 
dependent more and more on a maid as capable as you, and Adam also can use 
a helping hand.“ She turned to give a short instruction to one of the maids, 
before she continued. ”During the building period you can live in our 
bakehouse. There is enough time to prepare it for your coming. You can keep 
Berta and the calf in our stable as long as you’re here.“ 

Klara could have cried with relief but she pulled herself together. She 
thanked the Colona for her generosity and hurried home. On the way, she 
realized that Catharina hadn’t said a word about a possible marriage of Victor. 
Perhaps it is only rumors. On the other hand, it is not usual for the old Colon 
to move to the Leibzucht before the wedding of his son. 

At home, she marveled at Berta’s calf. As expected, it had been born that 
morning. Berta cared lovingly for it. 

”The little one was right on time just as if it knew we want to go to dance 
this afternoon,“ Hermann said. ”I didn’t think she’d bear a healthy calf at her 
age. What do you want to call her?“ 

”Berta the third, of course.“ 
”So, you want you keep her.“ 
Klara nodded. 
”Very well. Then I’ll throw our third Berta a little hay into the rack.“ 
”Wonderful. We can go as soon as I have finished making butter.“ Klara 

enjoyed being able to do something special with her beloved Hermann at least 
once a year. This year, they had saved enough money that they would be able 
to buy a trinket or two at the Whitsun festivity. Klara looked forward to the 
dance enormously. Nowhere did she feel as happy as in Hermann’s arms.  



 
28

So, only a few minutes after they arrived, they were dancing merrily. 
Liesken Brinkmann sat at one of the tables and waved to her. Klara waved 

back. Poor Girl, she thought. Since she had been old enough for the dance, no 
young man has ever invited her. Only the old buffers seem to notice how 
pretty she is and fetch her. And she so likes to dance. 

Klara was surprised when Liesken turned up on the dance floor during the 
next tune. Her thin face burned red but her hand lay on Victor’s strong arm 
without trembling. The couples danced for three songs. From the corners of 
her eyes, Klara observed Victor and Liesken who were talking a lot. 

”Look at that,“ Klara whispered to her husband. ”Victor has fallen in love 
much more strongly than I had thought.“ 

”Nonsense. He has danced before without being in love.“ 
”As far as I can remember, Victor never danced more than once with any 

girl and with Liesken he is on the third one.“ 
”Female insight, who shall understand it.“ Hermann breathed a brief kiss 

on Klara’s bonnet. 
A new tune began and he swung her around again. The couples turned, 

hopped, parted and found each other again and Klara lost sight of Liesken and 
Victor. Finally, she gave up looking for them and simply enjoyed the dance. 

Half an hour later, she was exhausted. Hermann led her to the three steps 
that would take them down to the benches that were fast filling. They had just 
reached the last step, when a short, high cry made Klara turn round. 

Liesken Brinkmann stood at the topmost step and clasped her left hand 
with her right. ”I lost my ring,“ she whispered with tears in her eyes. ”It’s only 
made of copper and not particularly valuable but I got it from my 
grandmother.“ 

”I’ll find it. A pretty angel like you should not cry.“ Victor went down on 
his knees and started to search the dance floor crack by crack regardless of 
dancing couples. Most made room for him. 

”Look at the dog searching for his bone,“ a young man called. Everybody 
laughed. Soon, the boys made more rude jokes and the girls doubled with 
laughter but Victor did not take any notice. He even waved aside the ones who 
wanted to help him. 

Liesken had retreated and now stood next to Klara. Her cheeks were 
burning crimson while she waited for Victor’s return. She whispered, ”That 
he’s making a fool of himself just for me …“ 

Klara had an inkling that something happened here that should not be 
disturbed. Therefore, she jerked her head as a silent hint for her husband when 
she saw Adam push through the crowd with a scowl on his face. As always, 
Hermann understood her without a word. He put himself in Adam’s path and 
held him back with friendly small talk. 

Without paying attention to the increasing laughter, the giggles and the 
mockery, Victor searched the whole dance floor systematically. Only a few 
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meters away from Liesken and Klara, he straightened and held up something 
tiny. ”I got it!“ He stood up and walked over to Liesken. With a small bow he 
handed her the ring. 

Liesken stared at Victor while she put the copper ring back on her finger. 
Finally, she sighed and put her hand on Victor’s cheek. ”Thank you.“ 

The crowd fell quiet. Even the loudest mockers had realized that something 
unusual was happening. 

Victor and Liesken looked at each other wordlessly as if they could not get 
enough of one another. Suddenly, Liesken bent forward and kissed Victor on 
the mouth. 

A whispering went through the onlookers, and only Klara heard Liesken’s 
words. ”You have been right, Victor. I do love you, whatever comes from 
this.“ She turned round and darted away through the crowd. 

At the same time, Victor stumbled backwards over the dance floor from a 
hard slap on his cheek. 

His face distorted with rage, Adam snapped at his stepson. ”Don’t you have 
a spark of honor in you body? Getting slobbered in public like a randy ram.“ 

Victor got up - slowly - keeping his calm. Adam’s fingers had left a flaming 
red mark on his cheek. Klara was afraid that he would charge his stepfather any 
moment but Victor controlled himself. Deliberately slow, he patted the dust 
from his trousers. Then, he looked at Adam. His voice was so quiet that the 
people around him held their breath to understand him. ”Never, ever, dare to 
say an unfriendly word to Liesken, Adam, or …“ Light-footed, Victor jumped 
off the dance floor and elbowed his way through the gapers. 

”Victor! Come back immediately,“ Adam called but Victor had already 
disappeared. 

Impressed by his self-control, Klara leaned against her husband. She did not 
pay attention to Adam who was dragged away by his wife, but she noticed that 
Brinkmanns were nowhere to be seen. ”Let’s go home,“ she said to Hermann. 
”Now, the tattletale will gossip for hours and I don’t want to listen.“ 

”No problem. I have to grease the leather strap of the flail and repair the 
rake, anyway.“ 

Leaving the crowd behind, Klara noticed Elisabeth Averbeck leaning 
against her mother with tear-stained eyes. 

 
Klara went to the spinning evening at Waldmann’s two days later. The 

group of people around the fireplace on the Flett was larger than usual, 
although the Colona, her husband and their son had retreated into the good 
room. 

Klara shook her head about so much curiosity. She put the flax on the 
Wocken11, filled her small thumb-bowl on her spinning wheel with sour milk 

                                                
11 vertical stick to hold wool or flax 
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and put the wheel in motion. The purring of the many spinning wheels easily 
drowned the few sounds that came from the good room.  

It was a gloomy group which sat around the fire. There was tense silence 
this day where otherwise cheerful stories, songs and merry jokes sped time 
along. Everybody listened intently in the hope of catching a few treacherous 
words from the good room. 

Klara’s first spool was almost full when the door opened and Victor came 
out. 

”I don’t care what you will do,“ he said. ”Either I will marry Liesken with 
your permission or we will emigrate and get married without your consent. She 
is the love of my life and I will not take another one.“ He disappeared into his 
chamber and returned a little later with his own spinning wheel. Immediately, 
he was bombarded with questions. Without answering, he sat next to Klara and 
put flax on his Wocken. 

Klara was annoyed by all the questions. Is there nothing else we could 
speak about? To change the subject and start a more harmless conversation, 
Klara asked, ”Is it right that you will buy your farm from the Meyer?“ 

Victor nodded. ”We have saved a bit of money. Also, Colona Meyer and 
mother have negotiated the fee we paid for our freedom. I’m sure, they’ll settle 
on a sensible price for our farm, too.“ 

Klara realized she must have looked a little skeptical because Victor became 
more forceful. ”And Adam has nothing to say at all about this. I am the Colon. 
If he doesn’t leave my house the day I marry Liesken, I’ll throw him out. After 
all, he suggested building a new Leibzucht.“ 

”It is such a pity that you don’t get on. For the farm, your passionate 
actions and Adams calm calculating are both important.“ 

”I never denied that he was important for the farm after father’s death but 
for me, his marriage with mother was the worst thing that happened in my 
life.“ 

To this, Klara had nothing to say and so they spun in silence. Klara took the 
spool off her spindle and put it in her basket, careful not to prick herself and 
spoil the thread. ”Oh dear, I forgot the other spools.“ 

”Mother has some in her chamber on the shelf,“ Grete Greiwe said. ”Shall 
I fetch one for you?“ 

”I am not so old that somebody must run for me.“ Klara smiled at Victor’s 
older sister and got up. Since she knew the chamber very well, she quickly 
found the spools. She selected two when she heard Adam’s voice through the 
Durks. The chamber-sided sliding doors of the bed cupboards were open, and 
she could understand his words clearly. 

”This can’t be your last word, Catharina.“ Adam’s voice sounded irritated. 
Klara froze. ”A closer relation to Averbecks is much, much better for the farm. 
The date for the wedding is as good as set, and we arranged for the rebuilding 
of the new Leibzucht.“ 



 
31 

”Our families are tied so closely, one marriage more or less doesn’t change 
a thing,“ Catharina said. ”Victor is my only son and I want him to be happy. 
Every mother wants that for her children.“ 

”Love and luck have nothing in common. He will be happy enough with 
Elisabeth. Respect, affection, yes even love will come after the wedding.“ 

”Don’t talk nonsense.“ Catharina’s voice sounded sharp and annoyed. ”And 
don’t claim that you love me. For you it has always been the farm.“ 

”But …“ 
”One can’t force love and you should know best or don’t you remember 

Philippa? It’s been hardly ten years since she died.“ 
Adam gasped. 
Suddenly, Klara was ashamed of eavesdropping. As quietly as she could, she 

crept to the door but she could still hear the conversation. 
”Whatever she has told you I have never touched her,“ Adam declared. 
”Oh really? When Philippa died she carried your child under her heart and I 

was the only one she told.“ 
”Impossible!“ 
Catharina wouldn’t let Adam interrupt her. ”Don’t think that breaking your 

troth hurt me much. My love still belongs to my beloved Ludwig, may God 
rest his soul.“ Catharina’s voice got stronger. ”That’s all I want for my boy. He 
has had his difficulties since Ludwig died. I want him to be happy in his 
marriage at least.“ 

Klara pushed open the door and crept back to her spinning wheel with 
burning ears. 

 

1848 
”Curiosity is a terrible vice, Rieke,“ Klara said. ”At least, it happened so 

long ago that it is without meaning now. You won’t believe how ashamed I felt 
at that time for my eavesdropping.“ 

”Did my grandmother accomplish the marriage?“ 
”She held all the aces. I think she really would have thrown him out if he 

hadn’t agreed.“ 
”But that would have been a terrible scandal.“ 
The old woman yawned and pulled her carefully mended shoulder cloth 

closer around herself. ”I assume that Adam knew this. As hard as he was, the 
farm and the family’s reputation were always of utmost importance to him. 
Anyway, Victor married Liesken in the fall of 1819, and the feast was as 
splendid as it was proper for one of the biggest farms in the area. The wedding 
present also couldn’t have been better. Three days before the wedding, Victor, 
Catharina and Adam bought the farm and the land from Meyer.“ 

With eyes wide open, Rieke stared at Klara. ”Did Liesken die so soon after 
the wedding, then? After all, mother married father hardly a year later.“ 

 


