My Early Life starts with my childhood on the
beautiful island of Bornholm. It describes my
parents' farming background and my
growing up at home in a village typical of
rural Denmark, made special by being on a
small island. Idyllic summer holidays by the
sea were a welcome contrast to the hard
work of everyday life. The Second World
War brought successive German and Russian
occupations, making life difficult for
everyone on Bornholm.
As a teenager I spent two years at a unique
domestic
science
school
outside
Copenhagen. This was followed by a year in
England, where I cleaned and cooked in a
Quaker hostel. Here I met John, and after a
seemingly endless wait while I trained as a
nurse back at home, he became my husband.
The very different circumstances of my first
years of married life in England presented
their own joys and challenges.
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PART ONE
At Home on Bornholm

Bornholm: the picture postcard island!

xii

Introduction
For some time now I have been wanting to write about my parents
and myself in case my grandchildren would like to know a little
about me and my background. Everything will be what I know and
what I remember, as my sisters and brothers are too far away to
discuss anything and both my parents are now dead. I will also be
writing in English.
I am on holiday in Menorca in September for two weeks. Being here
on this small island, a little bigger than Bornholm, 50 by 20 km, has
made me think a lot about my parents, my sisters and brothers, and
my upbringing and life on Bornholm. Apart from size, there aren't
many other similarities between the two islands. The climate, the
countryside, the houses, the culture, the food, the language are all
different, but I think it is the sea and the sandy beaches, with sea all
around that brings my thoughts back home to Bornholm.
Bornholm, where I grew up, is a beautiful island in the Baltic, so
beautiful it is known as Østersøens Perle, the Pearl of the Baltic. It is
nearer to Sweden than to the rest of Denmark: it takes seven hours
by boat to Copenhagen and only an hour and a half to Sweden.
Bornholm has everything the rest of Denmark has spread all over
the whole country: beautiful beaches with lovely clean white sand,
big cliffs, lovely walks and lots of woods with blankets of anemones
in the spring, followed by lilies of the valley. In the biggest wood,
Almindingen, at the highest point on the island (162 metres and the
second highest natural place in Denmark), is Kongemindet, a
memorial tower to one of the Danish kings.
Bornholm also likes to be known as Solskinsøen, the Sunshine Isle,
as it has the most sunshine of Denmark. It also has many lovely
villages with lots of pottery and glassmaking shops, and oldfashioned smokeries, making what are known as Bornholmers,
smoked herrings, which can be bought warm and delicious. The
island is now popular with tourists, which it needs as the farming
has changed a lot and the fishing is much reduced.
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My Parents
My father – I called him ‘Far’, the normal Danish term for Dad – was
born at home, Pilegaard, in Pedersker on Bornholm on 7th
September 1906. He was christened Johannes (often shortened to
Johs) Olsen Funch. He was number three out of a family of seven
children. It is hard to believe his parents were already longing so
much to have a daughter that they dressed him, and had him
photographed, in a dress. Two girls were to follow later. The rest
were boys. The family included one set of twins, a boy and a girl.
Pilegaard is a lovely-looking farm near the sea, entered through a
big entrance arch with buildings all the way round the beautifully
cobbled farmyard. One building was the stuehus, farmhouse, with
sitting room, dining room, kitchen (where one would have one’s
meals too), and a washroom with a big round cauldron. The loo
was outside, a privy where they would use old newspaper as loo
paper. Upstairs in the roof were the bedrooms – no bathroom or
shower anywhere.
The rest of the buildings were for the cows, pigs, horses and hens.
They also had sheep, the only farm on Bornholm – maybe even in
Denmark – that had sheep at that time. The hay was also kept in the
barns, and the fodder for the pigs. Outside were big, smelly heaps of
manure and lots of fields, where the children had to work. They too
had a big garden with a large space for vegetables and fruit bushes,
big apple and pear trees, plum and cherry trees.
The children’s upbringing was exceptionally strict, and I don't
believe my father’s childhood was a happy one. He had to work
very hard on the farm, getting up at 4 a.m. whatever the weather
and time of the year. His father was a hard man, and, I do believe,
lazy. The children did the work on the farm, and if they didn't do
everything to his liking, he would beat them with a rope in the barn.
My father’s mother was a much kinder and loving person, who was
upset by her husband's tyrannical behaviour and treatment of their
children. She used to make sure they got warm by the black stove
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Pilegaard: my father’s childhood home, showing the farmhouse
from the yard as it is today.
and oven, where she made bread every day, and where his
youngest brother, Ole, was allowed to help her. He later became a
baker and had his own business. Only one of the children was
allowed to go to school in Aakirkeby, the town nearest to the farm,
about 7 km away, for better and longer schooling, where pupils
took exams. This was boy number two, who became a farmer. The
rest of the children only went to school every other day at the local
village school in Pedersker.
Pilegaard is near the sea, and my father told me he and his brothers
one winter's day went down to the shore to play on the frozen sea.
After a while, they realised the ice had broken away from the shore
and they were floating out to sea. They had to wade in the icy water
up to their chests, and run home. They knew the danger of it, but
were much more worried about what their father would do to them.
Luckily for them, it was their mother who saw them come home,
and took them under her ‘wing’.
My grandmother died young, worn out, I was told. My grandfather
moved to Aakirkeby to be near us, and died in old age as a
miserable old man. Only one brother, the oldest, was to take over
the family farm. The rest of them became farmers elsewhere on
Bornholm. The girls married farmers. Only my Dad and his younger
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My father’s family.
Top: My Funch grandparents.
Above: The Funch children: my father is on the left at the front.
Opposite: The Funch family with my father in a dress.
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brother, Ole, decided they did not want to be farmers, and one day
the two of them just left home. They walked away from their
childhood home to find work.
They both started training, Ole as a baker, and my Dad as a
furniture upholsterer/curtain-hanger and saddler/horse-tackle
5
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Aarsballegaard as it was.
a: From the road .
maker. It was hard work, but they were used to that. They both did
several years’ training, and my Dad did courses and exams in
Copenhagen. They both did well. Later both had their own
business, and married sisters.
After my uncle had taken over the farm I remember visiting, which
we did with the rest of my father’s brothers’ and sisters’ families
usually after the harvest. My mother and her sister, who both lived
in towns with small gardens, went straight for the fruit bushes. Their
sister-in-law always made sure to pick all the fruit she wanted
before we were invited. We usually were invited for afternoon
coffee, where we sat down at a long table and had buns and lots of
cakes and biscuits, all home-made. We children then all went
outside to play. There was a big, big round hill we ran up and rolled
down. What was inside? Skeletons maybe!! We never got to know.
Hide and seek with all my cousins was great fun out in the open air
with lots of space around.
My mother – ‘Mor’ – was born at home on Aarsballegaard in
Klemensker parish on Bornholm on 5th February 1910. She was
christened Louise Karoline Sode. She was number two of a family
with six children, five girls and a boy. He was the youngest, and he
eventually took over the farm. Aarsballegard was a beautiful big
6
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Aarsballegaard as it was.
b. From the air.
farm with a long red farmhouse, stables with cows, horses, pigs and
hens and a lovely cobbled farmyard with a pump for water, and a
big garden. The stuehus – farmhouse – had sitting room after sitting
room, and the last room was a big ballroom, where we as children
played and had great fun.
My grandfather Sode was a good and clever farmer, and the farm
was surrounded by arable farmland, lovely woods with a lake,
where all the children went down to play and swim and skate in the
winter. My grandmother was a clever woman, and she took great
interest in the running of the farm. She kept a record of each cow
and their milk production, and she wrote a diary for years. She also
did all the accounts.
There was help on the farm as well as in the farmhouse. One of the
helpers, called Anna, I remember well as in her old age, and a
spinster, she moved to Aakirkeby. She first moved from
Aarsballegaard to look after an uncle of my mother, who had lost
his wife. When he died, he gave her some money, so she was able
to buy a small house in Aakirkeby, where my parents took care of
her in her old age. She used to babysit for us, and we, as children,
did all her shopping for her, carried wood in for her stove, swept the
path and street, and cleared the snow in the winter.
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My mother’s family.
a. My mother stands alone at the back.
Anna had a lot of arthritis, and found it quite difficult to walk in her
old age. My father used to pick her up and walked with her over to
our home, and she often came for Sunday lunch. She used to work
in the public bathhouse, where we had our weekly bath, before we
had our own bathroom at home – more of that later. Anna spent her
last years in the nursing home in Aakirkeby. She always darned my
father’s socks. One day she said she had done everything, there
were no more to mend, and died.
Unfortunately both my mother’s parents died young, both of them
only 56 years old. My grandfather had bad hay fever, and my
grandmother died of throat cancer. I have recently read some letters
she wrote after my grandfather had died. She had a difficult and
hard time. There was a farm manager to help on the farm, but she
obviously missed her husband, and became depressed. With no
medical help available for that on Bornholm, she was sent to a
psychiatric hospital outside Copenhagen – away from family,
friends and her home – the farm she had lived on since getting
married, and helped to run.
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My mother’s family.
b. My mother stands between her parents.
My grandmother found the time at the hospital just awful, and apart
from feeling sad and depressed, she was obviously also ill, suffering
from cancer. She came home, and was in hospital in Aakirkeby
where my mother, very pregnant with me, visited her twice a day,
and where she died 3rd December 1938. I was born five days later,
so never knew my mother’s parents, and always wish I had.
I do believe my mother, her sisters and brother, had a happy
childhood, and were well brought up and well thought of. My
grandfather always bought something for them, when he had sold a
cow or a horse or when the harvest had been good. I especially
remember my mother telling me what fun they had when they were
given a donkey and cart. It often didn't want to move, so they had
to hang a carrot in front of its nose.
As young teenagers they enjoyed life. There were almost no cars on
Bornholm, as people got around by walking, on bike, or horse and
cart, or horse and sledge in the winter. But my grandfather bought a
car! And my mother learnt to drive. She and her sisters went
dancing in their beautifully tailor-made dresses, and met lots of
other young people. The girls were all most attractive and great fun.
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My mother in a party
dress.

The story goes my mother would drive all over Bornholm to take
anybody home after the balls and parties.
Apparently, my mother’s older sister, Hedvig, was jealous of my
mother and gave her such a hard time, that Hedvig was sent to live
with an aunt and uncle, and went to a school in Aakirkeby, not in
Klemensker, where the rest of them went. My mother also enjoyed
a stay at the Højskole on Bornholm (a further education school for
girls) where she made friends for life.
The usual preparation for hopefully married life at that time was for
girls to live in as maids in family homes for a year. My mother left
home and got jobs as a maid on farms, before she went to
Copenhagen and stayed with a family, where the wife was from
Switzerland. My mother loved hearing her yodelling. The wife was
very particular, and all the dusting had to be done with gloves on.
My mother loved watching the fireworks in Tivoli, which she could
see from her bedroom window.
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My parents’ wedding.

My mother enjoyed her time in Copenhagen, but she had already
met my Dad, and he had bought his own business, which he had
run for a year by the time they got married on 10th June 1933 in
Klemensker Church. They had two bridesmaids, which was and still
is most unusual. They didn't have a honeymoon, as my Dad had the
shop and workshop to run.
My parents had a busy, hard life with running the business and
bringing up five children. The Second World War was an especially
hard time with rations and bombing on Bornholm after the war had
finished. I know my father was involved in something during the
war, I think helping the police keeping the peace during the
evenings, maybe at night.
Both my parents had interests outside their daily work. My Dad
loved his allotment. He had several different ones over time, as
Aakirkeby Council wanted to build houses on one. For one of them
he rented a piece of ground from the local baker, but the baker just
helped himself to Dad’s hard work of lovely vegetables and fruit. He
also loved going to the travløb (trotting horse racing) with friends,
who gave him a lift, as we never had a car. I don’t think it was the
betting he wanted to do: he just loved horses, and he made saddles
and horse-gear as well as repairing it, so had a big interest in horses.
He also loved having the chickens and doves we kept at home. I
think he sometimes helped the local butcher, when he was
especially busy cutting the slaughtered pigs and cows into
manageable pieces of meat.
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My parents when young.
My father also enjoyed playing bridge, and was in the top group of
bridge players on Aakirkeby. My parents went to dancing classes
together. They had lots of friends and did a lot of entertaining
having dinner parties at home. They planned in detail together what
they should have to eat and drink, and my mother’s food was
always praised.
My mother always helped in the shop during the afternoon – we
had the help of a maid sometimes in the home. She went to cutting
and sewing classes and always made all our clothes, and did some
wonderful embroidery and special smoksygning (smocking) on our
dresses. She loved the dancing classes with Dad. She attended the
local Women’s Institute, where she met many of her friends. She
went to gymnastics, too. She brought new ideas into the business,
like baskets for bread, which she made serviettes for. Beanbags she
made and filled, and bought in lovely Krenit bowls. They all sold
well.
We had lovely, caring parents, who worked well together and kept
us children safe and happy. We were not well off, but never felt we
didn’t have what we needed. Dad continued working till he became
ill and died in hospital in Rønne at the age of 85 on 15th April
12
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My parents later in life.

1992. My mother stayed in the big family home for another year
and then moved into a lovely sheltered accommodation bungalow
close by for two years. But she ended up in a badly-run nursing
home, where she died two years later on 5th July 1998. I still feel
sad we didn’t do better for her in her old age, having been such a
wonderful mother. She died at the age of 88.
My parents both wanted to be cremated. Their urns were set down
in the special plot by the main door of Aakirke reserved for my
mother’s mother’s family and marked with a gravestone. This was
placed next to the gravestone of Laura Loise Kofoed: born
12.3.1852; died 2.7.1913; married 12.6.1879 to Jens Kristen

My parents’ gravestone, now sadly destroyed.
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Kofoed. They were the parents of Asta, who married Hans Jørgen
Anton Sode, and these were my mother’s parents. Sadly my parents’
gravestone was vandalised and then removed, so no sign of where
their ashes are buried remains. For a couple who had run a
successful business and done so much for the village of Aakirkeby
for nearly sixty years, I feel very sad they are not remembered by a
gravestone for us to visit and for the future generations to see.
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Birth and Boderne
Eskildsgade 16, Aakirkeby is where I and my two sisters and two
brothers were born. We lived in the same house all the time until
we left home, and had a secure, safe and happy childhood. I was
born on the 8th December 1938. My parents had earlier had a
stillborn boy on 3rd February 1934, when my mother was seven
months pregnant and fell off a three-legged stool polishing windows
and gave birth the same evening. My older sister, Birgit, was born
on 11th October 1935, and my first brother, Thorkil, on 13th June
1941. After the war was over, my other brother, Bjarne, was born on
7th February 1947, followed by my younger sister, Dorete, born
23rd December 1949.
I was very much wanted, as Birgit was already three years old. I
know my mother was exhausted after giving birth to me. She lost a
lot of blood and I had the cord round my neck twice. My mother
vividly remembered the midwife throwing me round and round in
the air! She had lost her own mother just five days before I was
born, and was unable to go to her funeral. That must have made her

Eskildsgade 16. My childhood home as it was after the extensions.
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With my sister Birgit.

feel most unhappy, though she never said so, but it must have
contributed to her feeling tired. She also had a lot of visitors, who
wanted to congratulate her, and who were always given coffee and
cake.
It was however quite normal to stay in bed for eight to ten days, and
my mother said giving birth was the only time she ever had time to
read a book. She breast-fed all five of us children. As far as I know,
I was a good baby. I was breast-fed until I started biting my mother’s
nipple and looked up to see the reaction! I smiled, had teeth,
crawled and walked at an average age. My mother told me I loved
to jump and jump till she got too tired in her arms.
I was always rather small though, and a fussy eater. At breakfast all
of us children had a spoonful of cod liver oil, followed by a
spoonful of very sour rose hip syrup. But I also had to drink a cupful
of cream, skimmed off the fresh cow’s milk bought at the local farm
the evening before, to fatten me up, followed by a bowl-full of
porridge. I did not like the cream, and many a time my father took
me outside in the hall. I remember him holding me tight on my
upper arm, but he didn't hit me, just talked sternly, and I just sat
down quietly after that and ate what was on my plate. This was a
silver plate with the image of a cock on the bottom, and I had to
reach right down to that and completely finish the porridge, and I
did. Now why did I behave like that? Did I need the attention?
I don’t know, and my mother often wondered what my dad did to
me, she told me later.
16
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With my father and
Birgit.

I stayed small, until I was a teenager and went to the Hanna School,
where I was forced to eat a lot more. I think my being so small and
thin was a constant worry for my parents. It too was apparent when
I was due to start school. My mother took me along, and the teacher
took one look at me and told her to bring me next year. Too small
to start school! So I started a year later in August.
Just seven kilometres from our home in Aakirkeby, Boderne was our
home by the sea every summer. Apart from a few fishermen’s huts
by the tiny harbour, a small hotel and an old house which was used
as a shop for selling expensive clothes, Boderne has always

With Birgit and our
friend Betty.
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Boderne today.
Above: The beach. Opposite:The harbour.
They have changed little over the years.
consisted only of summerhouses, built on the sand dunes facing
south on to a beach of brilliant white sand. On one side was a
wood; on the other and behind was just open farmland.
We first rented a summerhouse in Boderne in the summer of 1942.
My parents liked it so much they decided to have their own house.
They found a spot with a fantastic view over the sea and the sand
dunes all around. The local farmer who owned the land rented it
out to anybody who wanted a summerhouse, and he let my parents
rent that particular spot. Our friends thought it was far too high up
the bank of the sand dunes, but we had the marvellous view over
the sea, which nobody else had. Just wonderful! The sea was only a
couple of hundred metres away down the sand dunes.
So in 1943 my Dad bought, or rather exchanged, a small wooden
hut for a sofa he had upholstered. He cut the hut in half to make it
wider and extended it to make two small bedrooms with bunk beds:
one with two beds for my parents, and one with three beds for the
children. But as the family grew with two more children, more
bunks were put above. The last one was right up under the ceiling,
so my Dad cut a small squire hole in the wall, to get a little fresh
air in.
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At first it was all very primitive, but we loved our summerhouse. We
had no electricity, just used oil lamps and torches. And no running
water, so we had to go down the hill to the pump, always
remembering not to use the last bit of the water before going, to
‘feed’ the pump to get the water up the next time. We had an
outside loo down the hill. This had to be emptied every morning, so
a hole was dug in the sand dunes, and the loo bucket emptied into
it before having our wash in the sea. Later Dad built a small shed by
the house for a chemical loo, which of course also had to be
emptied each day, but much more convenient.
Much of the work was done outside. We had a funny little black
stove outside, where we did the cooking. We went to the wood to
pick up chips of wood from the cut down trees to light the stove
with. The kitchen inside was tiny. The cooker was at first just a
Primus stove: later we had Calor gas with just two rings indoors to
do the cooking and baking on. My Dad made an area outside where
all vegetable preparation and washing up were done. We stood in
the sand to wash up until Dad made wooden slats to walk and stand
on to prepare food and vegetables.
Dad kept on improving things, like the outside area on the other
side of the house, where we could sit and have all our meals and
birthday parties and such like. He and a friend of his invented a type
of cool cellar. This was a small cupboard with a mesh door, which
was let deep down into a hole in the ground, which he had dug.

19
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My mother doing the
daily chores at the old
summerhouse.

It was attached with a rope with a counter-balancing heavy stone,
and a handle with a ratchet, so we could wind the cupboard up and
down. Only ours and the house of one of our friends had that
luxury. Other houses just had a hole in the ground, where they had
to get down on their knees to get milk, meat and other food up.
We just loved it at Boderne. It seemed like heaven. We went every
summer for six weeks except the summer of 1945 at the end of the
war. Lots of ships had been bombed, so one was warned against
swimming, as the sea was polluted and typhoid infection was
possible. We never went the 7 km back home during the six weeks.
We had our special friends at the seaside, loved the sea and the
sand, and played in the woods on rainy days.
There were no shops by the sea. The nearest one was about 2km
away, where one could get groceries, and next to it was the diary,
where we could buy milk and cheese. My mother used to cycle up
each morning to buy fresh milk until we were old enough to do it.
I clearly remember going barefoot into the big, big diary and feeling
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The old summerhouse.
Top: As it was at first on the bare sand dunes.
Above: Eating outside. From left to right: my mother, Birgit, Dorete,
me, Kalo and Charlotte.
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The wood at Boderne.

the water running through my toes, as there was continuous water
running, and then cycling downhill for breakfast.
We had of course first emptied the loo bucket, and had our daily
wash and swim. Washing ourselves happened in the sea. My
mother brought a piece of soap down to the seaside, and we had a
good rub all over. The soap by that time was covered in sand, and
thinking about it, I can still feel the scratching on my neck. A
morning swim was a must whatever the weather was like. Tooth
brushing was done over a bucket outside.
My mother and we children cycled down from home one day
before the start of the holiday to air all the mattresses, and clean
everywhere. All the floors were beautifully varnished, my Mum on
her knees crawling backwards out of the door, then cycling back to
Aakirkeby again, waiting for the holiday to begin. One year there
had been mice living in the summerhouse and I do remember
pulling a mattress out into the sun. Underneath on the next mattress
were lots of tiny, pink baby mice! The year we found rats coming up
through the rotten floor it was decided to build a new house.
My dad came after the shop had closed on Saturday at 2 pm. He
came on his bike, laden with potatoes, carrots and strawberries from
22
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General view of Boderne with the new summerhouse and annex.
Over the years with the sheep gone the trees and bushes have
grown up on the sand dunes.
our allotment. I remember him taking one week’s holiday for the
first few years. But when the other shopkeepers couldn't agree on
the arrangements for taking it in turns to close their shops, my dad
only came at weekends.

My Dad cutting up the old summerhouse for use as firewood.
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Our friends from Copenhagen, who like us came to Boderne every
summer, were very important to us. Three families were teachers
with long school holidays, two with a daughter and son each, and
one with two sons. The other family was a vet with four children.
We had such fun together in the sand dunes making lovely things
out of the sharp sea grasses, building castles in the sand decorated
with stones and flowers. And fun sea bathing together, and running
along the shore, playing ball and badminton games and hide and
seek all day long and long into the evenings. We were allowed to
stay up to play outside to 11 p.m. in the long, light evenings from
mid-June through July into early August, when school started again.
The big pine wood near by was our sheltered place on rainy days
making huts and bringing a picnic to enjoy together as a party,
when inviting each other to each other’s hut.
We loved it, and returned home to our wooden hut, by that time lit
by the petrol lamp, terribly hungry. My mother gave us Ryvita to eat
in bed, first with butter on, later just dry, as she got fed up winding
the ‘cellar’ up for the butter. What wonderful holidays we all had.
Safe and happy to go wherever we liked.
We all had to help with the cleaning, washing up, fetching water at
the pump, and making beds, which were full of sand from our feet
the night before playing in the dunes. Fresh wild flowers and
bracken were picked and put in pots hanging on the walls. Potatoes
peeled ready for dinner. My mother sometimes made a lovely sand
cake. It was a sponge, often with coconut in. It was ‘baked’ on one
of the gas rings. It was delicious, and eaten too quickly.
Our friends always had to wait for us to finish our duties, before we
were allowed to play with them. On rainy days, we played with
dollies or board games, like Monopoly, or card games. Cut-out
paper dolls were also played with a lot, making new outfits for the
paper dolls. But if the boys wanted to play too, we went to the
wood and built huts out of branches covered with moss. We were
divided into families – mum, dad and children. We picked wild
cherries, raspberries and apples, and even went into the farmers’
fields and picked peas. I remember, because I was so small, the
boys lifted me up to hang on with both arms to a cherry tree branch
with lots of cherries on to lower the branch for them all to eat. What
about me? Well, we often ate so many peas, we felt quite sick.
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I do remember one rainy day, just staying in bed, keeping warm,
and reading Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens. I had to finish it that
day, it was so exciting. Life was so free, easy and happy. We could
run around without fear, although we were warned not to step into
the heather, which there was lots of, as there could be snakes
resting in there. A warm place for them. We always had to let
Mummy know if we went swimming, and we never went on our
own, only paddling.
We were also so lucky that one of the parents, a headmaster and
one of our good friends from Copenhagen, offered to teach us to
swim. I have always been grateful to him, as I might never otherwise
have learnt to swim. I can still see the group of us in our woolly
swimsuits with lovely roses embroidered on them, fitted out with
cork swimming-belts, walking down to the sea for our lesson. He,
Hr. Rasmussen, also taught us resuscitation, and how to tip water
out of someone if they had nearly drowned. All of us, his own
children and our friends, sat on their garden table to learn to tread
water. At the end of the summer, we all walked down to the
harbour bridge, to swim back to our usual teaching place, about
four hundred metres.
The highlight of the summer was the party the local farmer and his
wife gave us and the families from Copenhagen we knew so well.
The family on Lille Loftsgaard owned the land we all rented. We
only owned the house, though later this was changed. We all wore
our finest clothes. We played in the farm building and ate lots of
cherries in the big garden – Morellos, not the wild cherries this time.
Later we all sat down at a long, beautifully laid table and enjoyed
sodavand (lemonade), coffee and masses of cakes, until we walked
home under a starlit sky. Great it was. My mother always
remembered Bjarne’s amazement when he saw stars in the sky for
the first time. He was quite small.
My mother made all our clothes, and she was very good at it. She
made our beach robes and some lovely outfits for us for the summer
holidays as well, which Birgit and I were really proud of. A special
party dress was worn at the party on the farm.
We were all well looked after, and we had a lot of Nivea cream all
over before we went out into the sun. Sun oil was another thing we
used, and when we got burnt, Mum put cornflower on our
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Me with the new summerhouse and annex as they are now.
shoulders before going to bed. At that time, there was no warning of
not staying in the sun for long or in the middle of the day. And there
were no special suncreams, just Nivea cream, and I do remember
every year waking up at night with really bad pain across my
shoulders.
We also had sun hats and sunglasses. Mum did her best for us all.
But one summer I didn't feel well. I got sunstroke, and was in bed or
in the shade on a camp bed for a week. When my Dad came down
for the weekend, he picked me up, carried me down to the sea,
dropped me in, and I felt much better. I was OK again.
At the end of the war years German refugees broke into the
summerhouses. They lived in ours. They brought blankets and other
things up to ours as it was high up the sand dunes and light. We saw
they had poured floor vanish into mugs, ready to drink, not knowing
what it was. They were weak, and very hungry. One year we found
a gun in the sitting room. But it turned out to be just a water pistol!
As you can imagine, for us children and for my mother these were
wonderful times, and it continued to be so long after I left home and
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got married. My mother especially loved Boderne. She met her
yearly friends, like we did. Well-educated people, she really
enjoyed their company. And it was a rest from the busy life with the
shop in Aakirkeby. We and our Boderne friends had parties in each
other houses every year, and my parents also had parties for their
friends on Bornholm in the summerhouse. These were happy rowdy
parties, but it was only a small house, and as they got happier and
happier, I used to lie in bed, unable to sleep, thinking they were
quarrelling. They were just having a really good time and feeling
happy after a few drinks.
We continued to spend our summer holidays in Boderne with our
children. We first stayed in the annex, which was a converted ice
cream kiosk my Dad had bought, as we needed more space – it had
just two bunk beds, and two sofas, that could fit just us four for
sleeping only – and later in the luxurious new summerhouse, which
was built in 1978. I have been so pleased that Karen and Susannah
have brought their families for holidays in Boderne.
Bjarne now owns the summerhouse, so we don’t stay there when on
holiday on Bornholm.
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As I have said, my childhood was a very happy and secure one.
Only 1,800 people live in Aakirkeby – just a village but, for me, a
big town. We knew lots of people and even more by sight. Most of
our family were farmers. All my father’s brothers – except for the
one who walked away from home with my Dad and became a
baker – were farmers, while his sisters married farmers. My mother’s
only brother took over the lovely family farm at the young age of
eighteen. Two of her sisters married and lived in Copenhagen, and
the other two married bakers, and lived in Rønne, the biggest town
on Bornholm.
I spent several holidays on a lovely farm with my uncle and family
(my father's brother) at Klintgaard in Vestermarie. They had two
children of their own, much older than me: Kirsten was seven years
older and Ejvind five years older than me. They were good to me
and I got terribly spoilt. I was happy there, played in the hayloft, and
terrified riding on big horses with no saddle or harness. I helped thin
out the sugar beats in the fields. There had to be a certain distance
between each little plant, so they could grow bigger for fodder for
the animals. I happened to get one up with my hoe that should have
stayed, and tried to plant it again. My cousin, who was following
me, saw what I was trying to do and said: ‘That won't grow again!’
I loved feeding the forever hungry and noisy pigs.
The best carrot I have ever tasted was on holiday there. My cousin
pulled one up out of the ground, just wiped it, and gave it to me. It
was delicious. My cousin Ejvind used to play the harmonica in the
evenings. Oh! How I would have loved to have had one of my own.
But my parents never gave in to my wish, thought it was a passing
phase. I slept on my own in a bedroom not far from my uncle and
aunt. When I got frightened when cats started caterwauling at night
or when there was thunder, I used to go and sleep between my
uncle and aunt, just as I always did at home with my parents, when
I was frightened.
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Aakirkeby from the air. Eskildsgade 16 can barely be seen at the
top right.
I also spent several holidays with my aunt and uncle the baker in
both Lobbæk and in Rønne, where they had a bakery and shop.
They were my mother’s younger sister Esther and my father’s
brother Ole. My older sister Birgit often came too. My aunt and
uncle loved children, but never had any of their own. They adopted
a boy and a girl, both younger than us. I loved being in the bakery
with my uncle watching him decorate the cakes with cream and
jam with his piping bag. He would suddenly turn round and say:
‘Open your mouth’, and fill my mouth with whipped cream from
his piping bag.
They later moved to a big hotel called ‘Fredensborg’. I remember
staying there in 1947, when we had an especially hard winter, and
all the schools had to close, as there was not enough coal to keep
them heated. It was in February, when Bjarne was born, so Birgit
and I had a lovely time. My uncle had a horse and a sledge cart, and
he used to tale us out in the snow-covered sand dunes as fast as the
little horse could take us. What shrieks and laughter and what fun!
We used to jump into bed with my aunt and uncle in the morning.
I must have been naughty one morning, because I remember I was
locked in their walk-in wardrobe. It was pitch black. I cried, I was
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frightened, amongst fur coats and other funny feeling clothes, until I
found a light switch behind one of the fur coats. I could hear them
just laughing at me. Unfortunately the hotel work did not suit my
uncle. He drank too much, and he bought another bakery again,
this time in Rønne. He was allergic to flour and sneezed and
sneezed a lot, but was a baker till he died.
Both my aunt and uncle worked very hard, my uncle in the bakery,
and my aunt in the shop as well as driving round delivering bread to
the farms in all weathers. It was especially hard work in the winter
for she often had to dig herself out of the snowdrifts. She was always
my best aunt. She was generous with presents, and even gave Karen
two lovely little dresses when she was born.
The following year, 1947, I had a tough summer. In late June, at the
beginning of the school holiday, I had an operation for appendicitis
– due to eating too many cherries, and swallowing the stones, I was
told! We were moving to our summerhouse by the sea, only four
miles away in Boderne, for our yearly summer holiday, and my
mother was busy packing for six weeks stay with us children. My
father ran the business, and only came down at weekends.
We hired a taxi, and it was so full of clothes, bedding and food. I
remember sitting squashed up on the floor of the taxi, not feeling
well. But I, my mother and baby brother Bjarne had to return home
after two days. I had been ill all weekend. My Dad cycled home
and got a taxi to take his accountant down to Boderne to pick us up.
The accountant carried me up the hill to the taxi. I clearly remember
him tripping over the clothesline and nearly dropping me, leaving
me with sand between my sweaty, feverish toes. I have since
wondered, if it was then that my appendix burst and caused me to
get peritonitis?
Our doctor came to see me at home. He just touched my tummy,
and said ‘Appendix’. I was taken to the local hospital straight away,
just about a hundred metres from home. I was measured to see if I
could fit into a hospital cot, and yes, at eight years and seven
months old, I was small enough! I was operated on that day. I was
very ill, got peritonitis and cystitis, and had to spend six weeks in
hospital. I was saved by penicillin – the first patient to get it in that
hospital. But I rather spoilt the holiday for the rest of the family. Fru
Rathgen, a close friend of ours – her husband worked in my father’s
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workshop – came to look after Birgit and Thorkil by the sea for a
short time. Older than my parents and with adult children, they
sometimes babysat for us at home also.
Bjarne had been born the previous February, and my mother was
still breastfeeding him, but I was so ill my parents took it in turn to
sit with me at night too for many nights. I remember my mother
getting worried about Dad not coming to take over from her, as she
knew Bjarne needed feeding. They must both have overslept!!
I wasn't able to start school at the beginning of term, but the whole
class came to visit me in hospital. Once I was on a camp bed in the
hospital garden under a big tree. I suddenly screamed: ‘A snake’s in
my bed!’ A tiny fluffy caterpillar had dropped down from a branch!
Our doctor, who did the operation and saved my life, remembered
me so well, he gave me a present, a leather photo album, for my
confirmation at the age of fourteen.
We were brought up to help at home – washing up, cleaning,
bringing in wood for the stove for cooking, and for the black stove
for heating in the sitting room. We had central heating put in much
later in 1953. After school on Saturdays we did the food shopping
and also the shopping for Anna, the old lady I mentioned before,
who used to be a maid on my mother’s farm, and who we
continued to help and look after when she moved to Aakirkeby. She
often came to us for meals on Sundays, and she babysat for us and
darned my father’s socks.
We didn't have a bathroom with a bath. But my Mum was most
particular. We all had separate bowls to wash ourselves in, our own
flannels, towels and toothbrushes. All with different coloured stripes
on, so we knew which ones belonged to who. Every Saturday, we
all had a bath in a small tub in front of the black stove, so we could
keep warm. Our hair was always rinsed a final time with vinegar.
We never had head lice. We took it in turn in the bath, with more
hot water added to the tub. Then dried with our own towel, finger
and toe nails cut, lots of Nivea cream on our faces, kisses to Dad
and so to bed. Mum always sang for us: ’Den Lille Ole’ and ’Se den
Lille Katte killing’ and said a prayer: ’Nu lukker sig mit øje, Gud
fader i det høje. I varetaegt mig tag, Fra synd og sorg og fare, Din
engel mig bevare.’ (Now close my eyes, God Father in the heavens.
Keep me safe from sin and sorrow and danger. May your angel
protect me.) Then gave us a good night kiss.
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Me and my siblings.
At one stage I kept on getting out of bed. I was quite young, and I
don't know why I did it. I couldn't sleep and had thoughts which
made me frightened, like if my parents died. So I got up and sat on
the stairs. I was put to bed and tucked in, but got up again several
times. I sat on the stairs till I was frozen. I was then given a slice of
bread with butter on, put to bed again and went to sleep. Maybe I
was hungry, or wanted the attention. I don’t know, except I never
ate much and was very thin!
I wasn't frightened of anything, only thunder and cats caterwauling
in the night. I then ran into my parents, and slept between them.
I didn't mind the frogs croaking, which we could clearly hear from
the nearby pond. I cannot remember being read to. There weren't
children's books as we have today. There was Hans Christian
Andersen, and Grimm’s rather frightening tales.
When we got too old for the tub, Mummy took us to the washhouse,
where Anna worked when she first moved to Aakirkeby. It was a
public washhouse, where you paid for hot water for half an hour.
We three eldest children had a good scrub, and then Mummy went
in last. My younger brother and sister never had that experience, as
we had our own bathroom made at home in 1946. It was lovely,
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and a real luxury. It had a washbasin, toilet and a lovely big bath.
The hot water tank was made of copper, that had to be polished,
and it looked lovely and shiny.
My older sister Birgit always remembers, and complains about,
being in the bath when my younger sister Dorete was born. Our
good friend, Fru Rathgen, who assisted at the birth, came running
down the stairs, shouting: ‘It’s a girl!’ and she was never told, but
she must have heard it. She still thinks that was not good enough.
She should have been told, she says.
I was the only one of us five to be christened in Klemens Kirke. The
reason was that my granny (my mother's mother) died only five days
before I was born, so my mother was unable to attend the funeral.
My granny – ‘Mormor’ – was only 56 years old and died after a
terrible time with cancer of the throat. My grandfather, ‘Morfar’,
also died at the age of 56. He suffered badly from hay fever.
My cousin Rita, born on 22nd November 1938 – just a couple of
weeks before me – was christened the same day, 12th February
1939. I was the lucky one to wear the christening gown my mother
and her sisters had made, and all the babies born to them wore it, as
well as their grandchildren, and it still exists and is used for
christenings. It is a lovely gown, worn with either a pink or a blue
petticoat and ribbons depending on the sex of the baby. As I don't
have a photo of our christening day, I recently asked Rita which one
of us wore the christening dress made by our mothers. ‘You did, I
wore some old rags’ was her answer. I am sure they weren't rags, as
her parents were better off than the rest of us. Her mother was not
good at sewing, so maybe she felt I should wear it, as my mother
was so good at sewing,
My mother couldn't knit, but as I said, she was a wonderful
seamstress, and made all our clothes. She made the most beautiful
dresses for my sister and me. But I do remember being fed up
always being passed on my sister’s dresses when she had outgrown
them. I then had to wear the same dress again for years, it seemed.
But there was a difference. Hers had a ribbon round the waist,
whereas mine were just loose hanging! She had pockets on the
front, mine didn't. She was three years older, and it would not have
looked right on ‘small’ me, but I was jealous of her pockets.
Mummy made everything for us all, girls and the boys: beach robes,
beach clothes, dresses, coats, shirts, short and long trousers for my
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Dancing girl!

brothers, dresses with embroidery and smock stitching and all our
ballet dresses.
We were so lucky to go to dancing classes and had the most
wonderful dance teacher. I must have been going for ten years or
more and just loved it. I did ballroom, ballet, tap and what I called
‘that silly thing’, which was relaxation. I was very quick when we
were in a big circle and had to kick our straight legs up and down.
I was picked out into a small circle on my own, so I could go as fast
as I wanted, and overtook many in the big circle. It was great fun.
Because I was small and loved dancing, the teacher tended to pick
me out and made special dances for me for to do at the finishing
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ball. I clearly remember doing a dance with my dolly. Mum had of
course made beautiful clothes for her too. She was busy making
them the same day as the finishing ball, and we always had to have
a rest in the afternoon, so we would be fresh for the dance show in
the evening. I kept getting out of bed to go down and see how
Mummy was getting on with my dolly’s clothes. I just couldn't
sleep, and Mum told me to go back to bed, and how she wished she
could have a rest. I just could not understand why she so wanted
that.
I too remember sitting on a big water lily leaf being Thumbelina
surrounded by beautiful paper hats, one for each dancer, being
pulled round the big dance hall in my lovely ballet dress and with
curls on top of my head. Mummy had made these with the pipecleaners we slept with during the night, with two knitting needles
and hair pins to keep the curls in place. And a beautiful bow made
with tulle, the same as the dress (shown in the photograph of one of
the occasions when I was pulled round by my sister and a friend). I
felt very special. I must have been five years old.
Our dancing teacher was a good friend of my parents and she
always came for her evening meal having finished the children's
classes and before starting the adult ones, which both my parents
attended. Apparently my father made a fool of himself, pretended
he couldn't do the steps, so the teacher danced with him. My
mother didn't mind, as she then got the opportunity to dance with
the handsome pilot boyfriend of my teacher. Both my parents
danced well, and enjoyed it.
I think because our teacher, Asta Holm (later Wickman), when she
got married to the handsome pilot), came for supper every week,
she gave my sister and me presents. I have still got the brooches,
one a forget-me-not, and one a margarita (daisy), made by the
famous jeweller Georg Jensen. I have always loved dancing and
thank her for teaching me. It was the highlight of the week during
the winters.
Before I started school, I went with Birgit to a Montessori
kindergarten run by nuns. I still have the towels we had to bring,
where my mother had embroidered my name on, and the aprons I
used (now used by Emily). I remember being curious to see under
the nuns’ headdresses, whether they really had had all their hair
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shaved off. When they helped me on the loo, I tried my best to have
a look underneath their wimple.
As I said, I started school a year late. Children in Denmark at that
time started school at the age of seven years old. I was not quite
seven and the teacher said, I was so small, to bring me again next
year, 1946, when I was nearly eight years old. I think I was even
smaller then, and very weak after all the time I had spent in hospital
with appendicitis. At first we only had three hours at school, from
8 to 11 a.m. or 11 to 2 p.m. Later it was from 8 a.m. to 2 p.m. We
always went home for lunch – it was only a hundred yards away.
No schools served lunches. If anybody came a long way from
home, they brought their own sandwiches. That meant we had all
afternoon to play, until we got a lot of homework.
I loved my dollies, and so did my brother Thorkil, who was twoand-a-half years younger. He specially liked my brown-eyed one,
and we used to play a lot together. He has since married Kalo, who
has brown eyes. At one stage my younger cousin from Copenhagen
came to live with us for six months or a year. I think my aunt was ill.
She suffered a lot with asthma. Thorkil and Helene played a lot
together. They were closer in age. When she went back home, she
was given my doll’s pram. I loved it, but so did she, as I had let her
play with it a lot.
My father was very good at giving us outdoor toys which we loved
and used a lot. These included tricycles, peddle cars, scooters, carts
and bikes, roller skates, skis and skates. We always had balls and
skipping ropes, badminton and ball and ring games. We could play
outside our home, where there was a triangle of pavement, and
down the hill, called Doktorbakken. We had lots of fun all year
round.
In the winter we could sledge down the hill as there was no traffic
because of the deep snow. We also went on skis – I was given a
small short pair – and we went skating on the pond. Thorkil was
particularly good at skating. He could turn around and skate
backwards. We made lots of snowmen and had a great time,
coming home frozen and fingers hurting. Mummy would ‘roll’ our
fingers in her warm hands, so we got the feeling back in our fingers
again. It hurt so much, it almost made one cry.

36

At home in Eskildsgade

Doktorbakken and the dentist’s house opposite our home.
Birgit and I had a good friend, Betty, who lived opposite in Brugsen
(the Danish Co-op), a big shop. She was a little older than me. So
we three girls often played together, Thorkil and Betty’s brothers
sometimes joining us. After closing time or at the weekends, we
were allowed to play hide and seek in the shop, or upstairs in the
storeroom. It was great, as there were so many hiding places,
especially in the storeroom with big sacks of flour, oats or other
produce to hide between or behind. That was also the place I saw
an Easter egg for the first time. It was after the war, and there were
only a few, a couple made of chocolate, and some made of icing
sugar, decorated with yellow, red and green flowers. How I wished
I could have had one!
Once when the big shop windows were empty, ready for redressing,
the three of us girls jumped in. Birgit and Betty sat in a corner each
with their legs curled up to one side, and me in the middle with legs
bent to each side of me, which I was very good at. We sat
completely still, not smiling hardly breathing and trying not to blink.
People walked past outside, looked, walked two steps back again
and had another look. Were these paper models or real? Not a
movement or sign from us!
I also had two good friends who lived nearby, and who I met every
evening when buying milk at the local farm, just down the road
from us. We always stopped outside our house, before we split up.
But we used to spend ages chatting, skipping, playing with our balls
up the wall, making lots of tricks with the balls under our arms and
legs. Before we split up, we always tried to swing our buckets, full
of milk, round and round in the air trying not to spill a drop! We
managed mostly.
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The milk was warm when we bought it, having just been milked. In
those days it was never cooled or checked in any way. My brother
Thorkil loved warm milk, but it was usually cold by the time I had
had a good time with my friends. At home it was poured into big
bowls, kept cool and then the next morning the cream was
skimmed off – for me to drink and get fat!
I also fetched the milk for a mother and her grown-up son every
day. The son was an imbecile, I believe in his fifties. I was
frightened of him, yet he loved seeing me. He hardly had any teeth,
big wild eyes and a loud, incomprehensible voice. I hurried in, put
the milk pail on the stairs, picked up my 25 øre, my weekly pay,
and rushed out again to go to join my friends outside our home.
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We usually had snow early in December, and because my mother
was busy in the shop, decorating it for Christmas, I didn't often
celebrate my birthday, and never minded either, though I always
woke up early, very excited on the day. One year I got a pair of
patent leather red shoes. Wonderful, but they were the wrong size,
and sadly the shoe shop did not have my size. I have always wanted
red shoes, and later bought a lovely pair, which I have had for
years.
Christmas was of course special. Dad was always busy before
making furniture for people who wanted them for Christmas.
Mummy was busy helping in the shop. But over the four Sundays
before Christmas, Advent, we made Christmas decorations, baked a
lot of different biscuits, a special honeycake and sweets made of
oats, cocoa, butter and cream, which we have continued to make
with our children and grandchildren. Mummy also made ristepølse,
rulle pølse, pate, sky and sylte (smoked sausage, rolled, spiced pork
loin, brown jelly and a sort of pork pie without the pastry). She also
planted red tulips in pots to put in every window between the
double-glazing, so they lasted a long time, and looked lovely. She
was extremely busy.
Our celebration in Denmark is always on Christmas Eve. The night
before the Christmas tree was decorated by Mum. We were not
allowed to see it before the next evening, when the doors to the big
sitting room were opened. There was a beautifully decorated tree,
with the new decorations we had made, as well as old ones that
held wonderful memories. The live candles were lit, and there were
presents under the tree. I don't think my Mum went to bed the night
before preparing everything: the tree, the presents, writing all the
Christmas cards to family and friends, which they received the next
day! The postman must have been busy. We received all our
Christmas cards on Christmas Eve. They all said the same, and were
put in a big bowl for anybody to read.
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Our Christmas tree at
home in Aakirkeby with
the traditional
decorations of little
Danish flags and homemade hearts. This picture
was taken in 1985, when
we came on holiday, and
includes a painting by
my brother Bjarne.

Christmas Eve day the shop was open to noon, and then the workers
in my Dad’s workshop came for lunch. Always the tradition was
klipfish (dried, very salty fish) and risengrød (rice pudding). Hidden
in the rice pudding was one almond. The one who got the almond
was given a marzipan pig with a red ribbon round its neck. We
never had time to go to church having the shop open, my Dad
finishing in the workshop, Mum cooking for the workmen for lunch,
and then cooking a big meal for all of us in the evening.
We children were very excited and impatient, so we were allowed
to open one present each in the morning, given to us by our
neighbour opposite, who ran Brugsen. We often played with their
daughter, Betty. It was usually a game or something we could make
that kept us happy and quiet. Mummy was then able to get on with
all the jobs she had to do.
We had duck and pork with brown caramelised potatoes, red
cabbage, red current jelly, cucumber in vinegar and lots of lovely
gravy. For pudding we had trifle, and at last we were allowed to see
the Christmas tree with no electric lights in the room, just the lit
candles. It looked just lovely. We then, as tradition is in Denmark,
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held hands and walked round the tree singing carols and songs
before opening the presents.
When we were young, Father Christmas came with ‘his’ big bag of
presents. It was a magic evening. I especially remember one
Christmas there weren't really any presents for me, but then Dad
came in with the most beautiful doll’s pram for me. It was lovely.
Blue and much bigger than the one I sadly had to give my cousin
who had been staying with us and gone back home to Copenhagen.
But this was so beautiful, and Mummy had made the most beautiful
duvet cover and pillow case in lovely flower material. Oh! What
joy! The pram was later used to get wood to the kitchen stove and
the black stove in the sittingroom by my younger sister and brother!
Later in the evening, my Mum shared one orange between us. It was
such a treat, and I can still smell it. Dad was always so tired having
worked so hard, but we always played card and board games at
Christmas. It was a very happy time.
The year Dorete was born, on 23rd December, my mother was
upstairs in bed for Christmas. She loved hearing us sing when going
round the Christmas tree, and said, she would always remember
hearing Bjarne's loud happy voice, not even three years old then.
Birgit and I were many years running asked to take part in ‘Santa
Lucia’. The farmer’s wife, who sold milk to us, taught us how to
walk in a special slow, smooth way, keeping our head and body
straight and holding a real lit candle in our hand, singing ‘Santa
Lucia’. We did a final show for parents and the public in the big
dance hall on 13th December. We all wore long white gowns with
red ribbons round our waists, a lit candle in one hand and a crown
of fir tree made into a circle to fit on our head. At the front was the
‘Queen’ with four candles in her crown, and the rest followed in
two rows singing the Santa Lucia song.
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The war years, from 1939 to 1945, must have been a hard and
worrying time for our parents. I don't remember much. I know we
had ration stamps, and in spite of having three children to feed, I
know my mother gave some of the sugar stamps away to family
members, who lived on farms, so they could make jam from all the
soft fruit they had in their gardens.
I also remember the Germans stealing all our bikes. They just
walked into our bike shed, and we heard them saying, ‘There are
more bikes in there.’ We just stood still with our parents. We did
not move or say or do anything, while they lined all the bikes up,
and then cycled to Rønne, where they left them. The police
announced where the bikes were, and people could come and get
theirs.
Dad’s bike, which was English (a Raleigh made in Nottingham) had
gears, most unusual in those days. To brake, one back pedalled.
Dad went to Rønne. No, his bike was not there. The police had not
seen it. As he walked away, a policeman came along riding on
Dad’s bike! The police obviously thought it was a good bike, and
they could use it. My Dad was happy to get it back.
After the war was declared over, the Russians started bombing
Bornholm. The German garrison had refused to leave, so the
Russians came along and bombed Rønne and Nexø, the two biggest
towns, very badly. I remember having to go down into the shelters
again, which was in the Co-op's cellar opposite our home. I can't
remember how many of us were there, but obviously all Betty's
family and some staff from the shop. It was an empty room with
shelves full of empty honey cartons kept ready for use. As children
we had a lovely time, because every time a bomb fell, the cartons,
made of cardboard impregnated with wax, tumbled down, and we
had fun stacking them up again.
Betty's dad, the manager of the Co-op, also brought a box of
caramels down to us children. A Whole Box! I had never seen so
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Tante’s house (on the right) after being bombed.
many before. We thought it was exciting and good fun, but for our
parents, it must have been a frightening and anxious time. Once
when we suddenly had to go down in the cellar again, my mother
ran home to see to a joint of pork in the oven to celebrate the war
was over. She came back and told us the big shop windows were
moving like waves every time a bomb fell, and she felt sure, we
would not see them in one piece ever again. I am glad to say they
were fine.
The Russians used to come into my Dad’s workshop wanting leather
for their children's shoes/boots. They made a real fuss of us
children, and wanted to take us out shopping for sweets. My Dad
wouldn't let them, but they always came back with a bag of sweets
for us. I think they were missing their own families.
The Russians stayed for eleven months. I do remember when they
left. It was during the night, they walked from Nexø to Rønne, and
we watched them from the bedroom window, slowly passing by on
foot and with wagons full of sacks and gear. I have a vague memory
of women and children sitting in the wagons too. Remember I was
only about six years old. There were also refugees on Bornholm.
They had come over in boats from Poland. Many of the boats were
bombed and few of the Poles were able to swim. A terrible time.
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We were lucky in Aakirkeby, as it was not bombed. Our favourite
‘Tante’ (my mother’s aunt, her dad’s sister Marie) lived in Rønne.
She had luckily gone to the country to stay at Aarsballegaard, her
childhood home, now owned by my uncle, her nephew, where her
brother and wife, my grandparents had lived, as her lovely house
and home was bombed to the ground, and she lost everything. She
used to own a set of furniture my Dad had made, exactly the same
as my parents. So my parents gave her their furniture, except for one
chair. It was the one my Dad had made for his final exam. It is now
with our good friends Bitten and Christian.
Tante was a lovely lady – a granny to us all, as we never had a
granny. She married a teacher, but they had no children of their
own. They adopted a boy, her husband’s sister’s illegitimate child.
Unfortunately her husband died young and the boy emigrated as a
young man to America. She visited him in 1947, and when she
came back she gave my mother a pair of nylons. They were
unknown in Denmark. She kept them in a drawer, and I have no
idea when she wore them, if ever, as they were so special and
precious.
Tante lived in this lovely big house in Rønne filled with lots of
lovely old things. I remember when very young, we spent Christmas
there with other relatives. Father Christmas came with his bag filled
with presents to everyone. I of course believed in Father Christmas,
and felt a little frightened of him. But he sat me on his lap, while
handing the presents out. I then noticed his signet ring, and it was
exactly the same as my uncle Ole’s. Well, was it him dressed up as
Father Christmas? We all stayed the night in Tante’s wonderful fourposter bed. I can't remember how many of us squeezed in. It was
such fun and we had a wonderful time.
She always gave us lovely presents. For my confirmation, she gave
me a wooden sewing box inlaid with my name and the date I was
confirmed. I still have it, and have always used it as a jewellery box.
When I was in England as an au pair, she gave me a printed picture
of Bornholm. We have had it framed, and I still have it. She used to
come and stay with us, which we loved, and I remember being most
upset when she decided not to stay the night any more. She slept
better in her own bed, she said. I would go and visit her when I was
training to be a nurse at the hospital in Rønne. After the war, she
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lived in a flat above my aunt and uncle’s bakery. It was from one of
her plants I got myrtle in my wedding veil, little bits sewn on. It was
a sign that one was pure and a virgin. After several weddings of my
cousins, the plant died some years later. It was a sign that it had
been used in a veil where the bride wasn't a virgin!
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I had a lovely teacher to start with at primary school, and enjoyed
school until I went into Mellem Skolen (Senior School) – still in the
village – at the age of thirteen. I continued to enjoy gymnastics and
athletics, maths (arithmetic, geometry and algebra), and botany,
where we had to pick flowers and weeds to bring to the school for
every botany lesson. We would pick them in the woods or in the
ditch on the side of the road. We knew the names of all the wild
flowers. I too loved languages – Swedish, English, German, though
French was not my favourite.
We were lucky to live so near our school. Some pupils came from
other towns, and had to catch the train, or from the places outside
Aakirkeby and cycled to school. We could in fact watch two of our
teachers, who lived near by, passing our home walking to school,
and when we saw them, could leave home in a hurry and be there
before them. When we came home, we called, ‘Mum, where are
you?’
I developed earlier than my friends, having started a year later than
them, and one teacher especially made me feel very uncomfortable
touching me in front of everybody in the class. I never told
anybody. I sat next to my best friend, Tove, who kept talking to me.
But it was always me who was told off, and made to go and stand
outside the door in the corridor. What a waste! No wonder I didn't
learn much. Once I decided to run home, only five minutes away,
instead of standing in the corridor, had a good cry in the bathroom,
and was back in time for playtime. Nobody knew I had been home.
Once a teacher made us stand up, one by one in the class, in front
of everybody, and made us sing, I presume to put us into different
groups. After I had done my singing, the whole class laughed. To
this day, I don't know why, I haven't dare sing since. Such damage
and thoughtlessness on a teacher’s part. I cannot say I enjoyed the
last years at school. And I now know the teaching was poor. I was
glad to leave.
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Class 4, Primary School in 1949. I am immediately to the right of
the teacher with Eva immediately to his right and Gudrum second
from the right on the middle row.
We did have some good parties in each others’ homes, called
ungdoms gilde, youth parties. We sat down at long tables for food,
then danced and played kissing in the dark. No lights in the room,
we moved around from seat to seat, never knowing who we sat next
to. No kissing from me – no, no! But I did like and really ‘loved’
Peter, but he never took any notice of me and he never even danced
with me. There was no holding hands with him. In class I used to
hold a mirror, so I could see him at the back of the room. I have
wondered what has happened to him. He was artistic, and he did go
to Paris. Perhaps he is still there?
I had good friends, and I spent holidays with Tove, my best friend,
on their farm. She had to cycle about three miles to school. So she
often came home with me, if we had activities, like girl guides for
example, and she often stayed the night. Likewise, if we had snow,
she just stayed until the weather was better, sometimes days, until
she was able to get home again on her bike.
My father, as I said, had his own furniture business. He was young,
twenty-six years old, when he bought it, and ran it successfully for
nearly sixty years. There were difficult times during and after the
war, and we were five children he wanted to look after. We were
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The whole family in 1953.
not well off, but we never felt we were short of anything. He had a
good business and he was a proud man. One year he was the one
who had to pay the biggest amount of tax in town. It was
announced every year on the wall of the town hall what everybody
was having to pay in tax!
My father worked hard and had two helpers in the workshop. One
helped making furniture and mattresses, and the other made the
saddlery for horses. My Dad repaired bags of all sorts, and he
upholstered furniture. He was good at that: every line and stripe in
the right place. When it came to choosing the colours for the
material and trimmings for a chair or sofa, he often asked my Mum
for advice, just like she asked him when she made clothes for us: we
had to run down to Dad’s workshop for his advice. They worked
well together, and Mum looked after the shop every afternoon.
Dad always had ten minutes rest on the sofa after lunch, a bit longer
when he got older.
My Dad also fitted carpets, often big, big carpets in big rooms on
the farms. That was very hard work, as he did not have the tools
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carpet-laying firms have today. Sometimes he hung curtains in
hotels and such like, which he also had been trained to do. He got
up early, made himself a cup of tea and had a biscuit, opened the
shop, put his clogs on and went for a walk. He did that all his life.
Mum did not get up until a little later, so who would have attended
the shop, if someone had come to do shopping, I don't know. Dad
had someone to help with the accounts and sending bills out. But
the latter years, he did all that himself in the evenings. It was a long
day. Dad kept chickens and doves. I remember listening to him
early in the mornings, whistling to his doves, and then the beautiful
cock joined in. We didn't have a big garden, but Dad always kept
an allotment, where he grew all our vegetables and soft fruit.
During the busiest years with young children, my mother had a livein maid, but we children were always told to help and were given
jobs to do. When Dorete and Bjarne were born after the war, we
had no help in the home. My mother needed the rest, so Thorkil and
I got up early to get the sitting room warm. Thorkil got the wood in,
and we lit the black stove, as well as prepared the porridge and put
it to cook on the stove. We got enough wood in every day for mum
to cook with in the kitchen, and sometimes there were mice mixed
up in the wood too. Once there was a nest with lots of little pink
mice in the wood box. Thorkil and I always had to do the washing
up after supper. Birgit didn't help, she had to do homework! I wasn't
always nice to Thorkil when washing up. He was patient, but when
he felt enough was enough, he grabbed the washing up brush and
splashed me, then walked out of the kitchen, and locked the door,
so I could just do it all myself!
We rarely went for a walk as a family, but when we did, we walked
down to the wood called Klintebakken. My Dad used to carve
whistles for us, cut with his pocket knife from tree branches. I think
we sometimes had a bit of a picnic of juice and biscuits. Dad taught
me to ride my bike. He put a stick in the back of the saddle, and off
we went. I of course inherited my sister’s old bike! The best bike I
ever had was one Anna had had. It was old, with big wheels and
white tyres. It ran fast down hills, and made many journeys,
especially down to Boderne. I never had a new bike. I never thought
about it, and it never worried me, as Anna's old bike was the best. I
continued to use this lovely old bike when doing my nurses training
in Rønne. More about that later.
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Once we were able to cycle, we were allowed to go anywhere – out
into the countryside, into the woods and down to the stream to hop
on the slippery stones. Life was free, easy and relaxed with few
worries. I don't know how much my Dad worried about how to
feed us all, especially as the farmers didn’t pay him for the work he
had done for them, if the harvest had been bad. Many a time after
he had sent bills and reminders, he had to spend the Sunday cycling
out asking for the money they owed him. We never had a car, and
we lived sparingly without feeling we were missing out on anything.
Only once did I have to stay at home from school because my zip
had broken in my skirt and I had nothing else to wear.
My Dad didn't only have to feed five children and wife, but also his
father, who had retired to Aakirkeby. His mother, as mentioned, had
died many years earlier; in fact my parents got engaged so my
mother could go to the funeral. I am told she died because she was
worn out having to work so hard, and had seven children. She was
only sixty-three years old. The eldest son took over the farm, and my
granddad moved to Aakirkeby, where he came for a hot meal
midday with us every day. I am sorry to say, I only remember him
as a miserable old man. He had an extra helping of meat without
having more potatoes, which we were not allowed to do. He licked
his knife! It must have been difficult to bring us children up with
good manners. He was mean, stubborn and proud. He did not want
to pick up his pension. That was below him. When my mother
suggested, she would do it for him, he absolutely forbade her. But
he never paid her for his daily meal either.
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Opposite and right:
Harvest Home!
Birgit, Thorkil and I can
just be seen to the right
of the front row at the
farm.

I remember once I had to wear my best dress on a school day, while
the zip on my usual dress was being mended. It was a really lovely
colourful dress my mother had of course made with ¾-length
sleeves. My teacher noticed it, and made a hurtful remark – the
same teacher that used to put me outside the door, when my friend
talked to me. ‘Pull your sleeves down’, my teacher said.
We didn't have many indoor toys and we always had to share with
each other. Not only that, but we regularly had to give our toys
away to poor children. It was hard, but I loved my dollies, and later
of course had another brother and sister – real dollies! I was eight
and eleven years old when they were born.
We played outside a lot. Our small garden was mainly taken up by
my father’s chicken run, and right in the middle was a big pear tree.
There was also a small apple tree with the most delicious apples.
The rest was taken up by my Mum's washing – nappies that got
more and more holes in for each child that arrived! So most games
happened outside on the space outside our home where there was
a triangle with no traffic and on the pavement down the hill.
Wonderful for our scooters, tricycles, pedal car and cart we pulled
each other in, as well as sledging in the winter.
Once my friend Gudrum and I made sweeties, cakes and pies out of
mud, and set up shop on the pavement trying to sell them. We laid
them all out on our table, sat down on our chairs hoping people
would buy them. People stopped and looked, then smiled and
walked away. At the age of six or seven after school we began to
cycle down to a stream on the outskirts of Aakirkeby. With bare
feet, we hopped from stone to slippery stone until one of us fell in
the water and got soaked through, and we had to cycle home again.
But we always managed to drink the blackcurrent juice my Mum
had made us and eat our biscuits before we fell in the stream. It was
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a lot of fun, and we got quite clever at hopping, making the distance
from stone to stone bigger and bigger.
There wasn't much happening in Aakirkeby. We had one cinema,
but every film that seemed suitable was first seen and censored by
my mother and Tante Grethe (my father's cousin and matron at the
local hospital, who by the way was present and helped all five of us
into this world at home). Both my brothers made sure they got a job
as ushers at the cinema, so they saw all the films there.
I did go to folk dancing and ballroom dancing, which I loved, and
my Mum made the beautiful traditional costumes and my ballroom
dresses. I played the piano for years and was in a school play,
dancing. I also was a Girl Guide for some years, and went camping
several times on Bornholm. I especially remember one camping
trip. We had to make our own ‘tents’ to sleep in, from branches and
a sloping roof covered with moss. It was completely open along the
front. A fearful thunderstorm started during the night, and we were
all told to go to the nearest farm for shelter and safety.
The kind farmer put us all up in the hayloft. In the stables
underneath were horses kicking, banging and making a terrible
noise. It was a really bad storm, so the farmer got worried having all
us girls up in the hay loft in case of lightning and possible fire. So he
and his wife invited us all into their home. Larger farms in Denmark
have several sitting rooms, but I and nine other girls ended up in the
farmer’s double bed. I do remember the poor farmer creeping in the
next morning to get some working clothes. There were girls lying
everywhere – sitting rooms, kitchen and bedrooms. It was really
kind of them to keep us safe and dry.
Fastalavn (Mardi Gras) in February was a day off school. We
dressed up in fancy dress and wore a mask. We made a whip, a
stick with different coloured streamers and went in to our parents to
whip them out of bed early in the morning. We then went out from
door to door to sing and rattle our tins. It was a day for custard
cream buns and æbleskiver, a sort of bun made out of pancake
mixture, cooked on a special æbleskive jern, a sort of frying pan
with round ‘holes’ in. We ended up bashing a big barrel. We were
lined up with our friends, given a round wooden bat to give the
barrel a big hard bash in turns, until it fell apart and lots of sweets
fell down for everyone. But the one who actually knocked it down,

52

Shcool years

got a present. I did it once, and I have still got the white pottery cat,
made at Hjorts, a famous pottery factory in Rønne.
Another great day was the end of the harvest, and the same lady
who arranged the ‘Lucia’ and sold milk to us every day on the farm,
gathered all children to come home in the last wagon of hay, from
the field. We were all dressed up on our folk dancing clothes, and
when we were home on the farm we were all served æbleskiver.
The harvest was then well over and done with for that summer.
As far as my father was concerned, he hoped it had been a good
harvest, so the farmers would pay him for all the hard work he had
done for them, both making new furniture, as well as repairing
furniture and horse gear or bags and sejlbindere sejl, a key part of
the combine harvester. During the harvest time, he got up between
4 to 5 a.m. to repair all the sejlbindere sejl that had broken the
previous day. Every single day lots were brought in at the end of the
day, and the farmers expected them to be mended by early the next
morning to start the harvesting again. But, as mentioned, they did
not pay my Dad if the harvest was a bad one: he had to wait till next
year.
For us children at home, it was an early start too. School started
again the first week in August after the summer holiday, and the
harvesting usually started sometime in August. Before then we had
to help in the workshop, cutting out leather patches: first hammer a
round patch and then hammer a hole in the middle of the patch,
masses of them, for use to repair the sejlbindere sejl.
One year a young couple, both dentists, moved in opposite us with
their young son. They came from Sjælland (Zealand) and their son
was of course invited to come and play. But what they did was to
invite us three children over to their house early evening once a
week. Børne aften (children’s evening) it was called, and what a
wonderful time we had: their son, us three and the local vet’s two
children. We made all sorts of things. They did a puppet show for us
every time. It was so exciting, and we ended the evening having hot
chocolate and buns, before we run across the road and home.
I loved it, and will always remember those happy evenings.
The dentists were a lovely couple, younger than my parents. They
would for example kiss each other when passing each other in the
sitting room, something I had never seen my parents do. My parents
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never showed their emotions and feelings in front of us children.
They never showed any anger towards each other either, though I
knew, when my Dad called my Mum ‘Visa’ (short for Louise) up the
stairs from the shop, instead of ‘Are you there?’, things weren't quite
right.
Only twice did I see my mother cry. She had been vomiting blood
and was being comforted by my Dad, who was having his short
daily rest on the sofa after lunch. I know now, she was the same age
as her own mother was when she died of cancer of the throat.
The other time was when I got my hand stuck in the mangle of the
electric washing machine (this was before there were spindryers:
the water was squeezed out of the wet clothes between two rollers).
My mother hired a large washing machine once a month just for the
day. It was so large, it was outside in the yard/garden. She would
boil the white clothes, sheets and duvet covers in the caldron,
which had been lit up early in the morning to heat the soapy water.
The washing was then carried to the washing machine that had to
be at the other end of the yard near the electricity point. It was hard
work and took all day. My mother was so worn out and tired after
this, she had a headache and felt sick and had to spend the next day
in bed to recover.
Once when I came home from school Mum was busy doing a big
wash. I went out to talk to her and was chatting to her, when
I noticed a black spot on the rollers where one put the clothes
through to squeeze the water out. They were going round and
round with no clothes, so I tried to pick the little black spot off every
time it came round. When trying to flick it off, my finger got caught,
and before I knew it, my whole hand was in between the rollers.
Luckily it stopped going up my arm, as my thumb was in the way.
I called to Mum. She switched the machine off and shouted for Dad,
who luckily worked in the workshop near by. He and his workman
came out with tools to get the rollers apart. There was no safety
catch to release them. Mum was running round the garden
screaming.
When eventually they managed to get my hand out, squashed,
numb and blood spurting out of all my finger tips from the pressure,
Dad just took my hand behind me, so I couldn't see it, smoothed
the skin back and we walked straight down to the doctor, the same
who took my appendix out, who had his surgery just down the
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road, and luckily had a session on at the time. The waiting room
was full of people waiting to see the doctor, but when the next
patient was called in, the other people waiting to be seen, turned to
Dad and said ‘You go in first, your young daughter needs to be
seen.’
The doctor thought nothing had been broken and sent us home.
Gosh! It did hurt and my hand became very swollen. I can’t
remember anything more. I had been very lucky. The only damage
left is a split knuckle in my right hand, but I feel the bone on my
hand by the index finger has always seemed to be in two halves. But
I have not been bothered by it, until old age, when I have got pain
and arthritis and it is swollen and painful at times. Well, it was a
silly thing to do, and I’m sorry to have given my parents that worry.
The middle finger of my left hand I also got caught in the sitting
room door when very young, perhaps even when I was crawling,
because I still have a tiny mitten my father made out of chamois
leather to protect my hand. I have been left with a bit cut off the
finger. It has always been crooked, but no bother.
Twice I saw my mother collapsing or fainting. The first time was
when we were in Boderne having our summer holiday, and our
friend, who had been to Aakirkeby and called in to say hello to
Dad, said to Mum: ‘You need to go home.’ My Dad had been fixing
a steel coil on a chair he was upholstering, when it ‘jumped’ into his
neck. He was lucky, it went in just millimetres from the artery. The
second time was just before our wedding, which was held at home.
She and the cook she had hired especially for the wedding, were
carrying half a pig up the stairs to our tiny kitchen, and Mum
collapsed. I think it must have been the worry of feeding over sixty
people at home for a big dinner. While preparing for our wedding,
she also had to feed and look after John's mother, father, sister and
brother for several days before our wedding, and after. I don't know
how she did it.
My Dad did not enjoy the upkeep of our property, but loved
extending and developing it. He had always wanted to be an
architect, but was not allowed to go to any further education, only
to the small local school every other day. In 1950 he built a
completely new two-story workplace: storage for the frames of
furniture to be upholstered as well as furnishing materials,
mattresses, etc. on the second floor, and rebuilt the interior of the
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whole house. It was all finished in time for my confirmation in the
autumn of 1953! In those days it was normal not to buy finished
furniture, but to choose a frame of the shape one liked, and then get
it upholstered in the fabric of one’s choice.
It must have been a hard time for my mother with two small
children – Bjarne born in 1947 and Dorete in 1949. For three years
we lived in a terrible mess, but the end result was a new workshop,
new shop with W.C. (the only one in a shop in Aakirkeby at the
time), and an office for Dad. Before then his accountant had to work
in the sitting room, where Dad’s desk was, and where we played.
The accountant often got angry with us. I expect he found it difficult
to concentrate.
The living area on the first floor was completely changed. Now with
the extensions finished, there were two sitting rooms, one for best
with folding door between the rooms. This best room was made by
lowering the ceiling from the old shop, where Dad used to have
prams and wooden chair frames hanging from the high ceiling – just
a clever thought that it was possible to gain another room in this
way. From it one could walk out on to a big new veranda. It was
lovely.
New furniture replaced the old, which had been given to my
mother’s aunt, as her own had been bombed during the Second
World War. Even the dining room furniture was reupholstered. The
previous upholstery was made of horsehair, very posh! But as the
seats got worn, the hair pricked one badly through one’s clothes.
There was a lovely new kitchen with kitchen tops made of thick
teak wood. And we had central heating put in. What a luxury! There
was also a new bathroom. We had had a bathroom made on the
ground floor on 1946, with a water tank made of copper, that had
to be polished and shining always! So no more baths in front of the
stove in a sink bath, or going to the wash house.
The shop was on the ground floor: the living area on the first floor
with a veranda. The second floor had four bedrooms: my parents’;
my youngest sister and brother in a small bedroom next to my
parents in alcoves under the roof; my older brother in his own little
room with a small desk; and my elder sister and I sharing another
small room with a pull-out bed for me, which was put away during
the day, so the room could be used for studying on another little
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desk. In the corridor were two alcoves under the roof for extra
sleeping places, but also used for storage like extra duvets, blankets
for the summer house, as well as thick coats for wearing in the
winter when travelling in snow on open horse-pulled sledge carts,
or in coaches to visit relatives. Cramped one could say, but it was
no problem, it was fine. The garden was therefore smaller, but that
didn't matter, as Dad always had allotments and we spent all
summer holiday by the sea in Boderne.
Dad had started with one shop window, where just two prams
could fit in, or two chairs and a table. Now there were big windows
along the ground floor shop, where a lovely newly upholstered
three-piece suite could fit in. In the shop there were on show
dining-room tables and chairs, bookshelves, prams, buggies, high
chairs, everything for babies, leather goods, bags, purses, etc. as
well as horse harnesses, saddles and such like, all handmade. The
upholstered furniture was completed by Dad from the wooden
frames to finished chairs or sofas
As I said, my Dad had wanted to be an architect and certainly did a
fantastic and major job with the help of a professional architect.
Mummy was good at drawing and drew both the bedroom and
dining room furniture (some of which we still have) and had them
made to her specification. It really was a big change, and I have to
close my eyes and think hard how our home was before that. The
building work must have seemed never-ending with dust, builders
and no stairs up to the bedrooms only a ladder – all this with five
children, two of them just three and one year old. I do remember
my Dad coming home late one evening, climbing up the ladder to
where we were all asleep, and he couldn't get in. Mum had closed
the small door from inside with just a little latch.
The kitchen was the first room that was finished with beautiful tiles
all round and the fantastic lovely teak tabletops. There was a fridge
for the first time. Before that we kept food cold in a cellar in the
yard. Here we stored drinks made from fruit from the allotments,
pickled gerkins and beetroots, and always salted herrings and flæsk
(the fattest bit of the pig). There were two gas rings and an old black
cooker with an oven to be lit and fed with wood. But disaster! One
day Mum put the pressure cooker on with a leg of lamb and
vegetables. The safety catch didn't work. The pan exploded. The lid
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Me in my Confirmation dress. The photographer was so proud of
this, he had it in his shop window for months.
was wrenched off. The leg of lamb stuck in the ceiling, bits of meat
hung all round the kitchen. The lid flew round smashing some of
the tiles. We got an electric shock if we touched anything on the
table, like a spoon. The liquid had gone into the electric points.
How absolutely awful! Poor Mum! Terrible for my parents. But we
were so lucky and grateful nobody was in the kitchen, when it
happened.
Our extensions and alterations were finished in time for my
Confirmation in October 1953. It was a normal thing to be
confirmed, and we all attended preparation classes with the vicar. I
remember nothing about the service, but it was in the lovely
Aakirke. The girls wore long white dresses and the boys white shirts
and black suits. My aunt Hedvig, the dressmaker, had made a lovely
dress for me (see photograph), which my mother later cut the top off
and used the skirt to line the baby cradle. This cradle, handmade in
pidigrør (wickerwork), was used for our girls and all our
grandchildren. I had my photograph taken in the dress, as was
normal, and the local photographer was so pleased with it he put in
his window, where it remained for months.
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We had a big party at home in the new building where my Dad kept
all the furnishing materials and all the frames for chairs and sofas
ready to be made up. All this was all cleared away and long tables
prepared for a big meal for all my family and my parents’ friends. I
was given presents. The only one I remember was a gold necklace
and bracelet given to me by all my uncles and aunts on my father’s
side. Of typical Danish design, I wore them a lot, but unfortunately
I lost the necklace by mistakenly throwing it in the dustbin the day
it was being emptied, after being away on a business trip with John
to London. I was also given silver cutlery as though I was getting
married!
We all had the day off the next day, I was again wearing a dress my
aunt had made, but I can’t remember doing anything special. Why
do I not remember anything about such a special day? It wasn’t a
happy time for me. I didn’t like school, and was happy to leave and
go to the Hanna School on Sjælland.
My parents did a lot of entertaining for family and friends, and
always discussed the menu together. We also visited family and
friends for parties. My mother found it an effort to get us all dressed
in our best clothes – her mother had decided the children had to
take in turn to go to a party, as she did not want to get them all
dressed. As we didn’t have a car, we travelled either by horsedrawn carriage (in the winter by horse-drawn sledge) or – I also
remember – by a black enclosed carriage. We were wearing winter
clothes and thick fur-lined coats, and I was sat in the seat in
between two adults hardly able to breathe.
We sat down at long tables with white tablecloths beautifully ironed
and set with the best silver cutlery, gold-rimmed porcelain cups and
saucers and cut-glass glasses, all put out with embroidered linen
serviettes for fifty to sixty guests. We were served with buns, lots of
cakes, lagkage (a Danish layer cake buried in whipped cream),
svedsketaerte (prunes between layers of puff pastry and cream) and
various types of biscuits, all home-made. We children – and there
were lots of us – had lots of fun running around the farm and the
farm buildings, eating cherries from the trees in the farm’s big
gardens. My beautiful white embroidered dress my mother had
made was full of black cherry juice from the stones I had spat out.
Once we too ran around the cornfields making paths and places to
have a ‘house’ by flattening the corn. The farmer, a good friend of
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my parents, was not too pleased when he found out, but we were
not told off. Wonderful parties for us ‘town’ children.
Apart from my Dad having chickens and the most beautiful cock,
and doves, we at one time had canaries, two dogs and Thorkil had
rabbits breeding like mad, so Dad told him to kill some, but I think
he sold some instead. Good. Thorkil was given a dog on his fourth
birthday. I remember it clearly. We were both in Mummy's and
Daddy's double bed. Dad came upstairs, opened his jacket, and out
of his inner pocket jumped this little black dog, very excited. Well,
what a surprise. It was lovely, and never grew to be a big dog. His
name was ‘Vip’. We all loved it.
But we had to get rid of it, when Bjarne was born in 1947 and
Mummy saw him sharing his rusk from the playpen with the dog.
Mummy didn't like that. She was most particular with cleanliness
and hygiene. We gave him away to a couple who had always
wanted him. They fed him too much, and he ended up looking like
a sausage. Sad.
Our next dog was given to Bjarne when he was around ten years
old. It was a golden-haired cocker spaniel, also a much-loved dog.
My mother was especially fond of it. Maybe because she was not
having any more babies. Its name was Heidi, and she had a strange
fascination for coal, socks, raw potatoes and eggs. She would eat
the coal and tear any sock to bits, bash an egg and suck the contents
out.
Later on we had two budgerigars, given to us by my mother’s aunt.
By that time I had left home, but I do remember, when coming
home on my days off during my nursing years, as Mummy and I
chatted, those two birds wanted to take over. They were very noisy,
so we in the end put a cloth over their cage, so they would keep
quiet.
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A trip to Copenhagen
The first time I went outside Bornholm was a trip to Copenhagen.
My mother, who had had such a good time in Copenhagen when
she was young, took me and my younger brother, Thorkil, to show
us the Big City. I must have been fourteen years old and Thorkil
eleven. We took the train from Aakirkeby to Rønne, where the
overnight boat went from. My mother decided we should be
together, and booked a one-berth cabin. Thorkil and I were to sleep
on the floor.
The boat left at 11 p.m., and my brother wanted to see the boat
leave the harbour, which was a mistake. In rough, windy weather
you soon hit the biggest waves at Hammeren on the whole of the
seven hours trip. We were of course seasick. Thorkil still maintains
he got sick because I was. We were lying on the floor close to each
other in a small, hot cabin.
We stayed with my Aunt Hedvig, my mother’s elder sister. She had
married twice and got divorced twice. As I said earlier, she ran a
very successful business in dressmaking. She had two or three ladies
cutting out the designs she had made. She then took the cut-out
fabric into homes in Copenhagen, where mothers made them up.
She had about twenty dressmakers and, when the dresses were
finished, my aunt picked them up in her little, battered Volkswagen
– she maintained car bumpers were there so one could back into
other cars when parking. Her flat was near a big, successful
department store called Magasin du Nord. So having parked the car
by her flat, she took all the dresses over her arm and delivered them
to the store, where they sold quickly.
Hedvig was a good, slightly ruthless, determined but charming
business woman. She owned a house and flats in Copenhagen,
which she rented out, as well as that beautiful bungalow in a very
expensive area called Skodsborg, north of Copenhagen overlooking
the Øresund and across to Sweden. She made my beautiful
confirmation dress. I loved it.
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Our stay didn't work out as happily as my Mum had hoped. Thorkil
hated it, and hid under the bunk beds every morning, when we
were ready to go out. I can still see my mother on all fours trying to
pull him out. He stayed there every day, except when his biggest
wish was granted. He had been promised a ship, and that was all he
wanted, and then go home. Mummy wanted to leave buying it until
the last day in Copenhagen. What a mistake! He still has that model
ship. He will be seventy-eight years old this year.
My brother, who I am so fond of, to behave like that! We have
always played and done so many things together, but he never took
me out dancing! I am still very fond of him.
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PART TWO
Leaving Home

The Hanna School
I was confirmed in October 1953, when nearly fifteen years old,
and left school in the summer of 1955 at sixteen, having taken the
Mellemskole exams (equivalent to GCSEs). I could have stayed on
another year, but leaving was the best thing that happened to me,
because I then went to a boarding school, a type of domestic
science finishing school on Sjælland. It was Birgit who might have
gone, but she didn't, and I remember reading the brochure, keeping
it under my pillow and wishing I could go. I never asked if I could
go, never talked to my parents about it, but I am sure they knew I
wasn't happy at school, and they didn't discuss it with me, but there
I went.
The Hanna School was situated in the Copenhagen suburbs. It was
started in 1947 with just one pupil in the home of Fru Halfdan
Neilsen when she was 63 years old. She and her family were among
the tiny number of Danish Quakers and she still ran the school
when I joined it. It grew and moved to Bagsværd and the building
where I went. By that time it had grown to thirty pupils and was
made no bigger. The headmistress and her husband, as well as the
deputy head, lived in the villa next door.
The idea behind the school was to give young girls two years of
training for life as wives and mothers, and also to promote the
Quaker ideals of service and non-violence, not merely within
Denmark but in the wider world as well. The girls were from
fourteen to eighteen years old and lived together like a big family.
Many of them came from problem homes. But the headmistress
wanted girls from good homes too, and I was one of them. The
deputy head, Miss Harris (age 49) was English, and the school was
run with many English ideas. For example there were head girls and
prefects, unknown in Danish schools. The school had been
approved by the government, so one was able to apply for grants,
and some pupils got free places.
It was hard work, but we accepted that with no complaints. We
later learnt that if we complained or said anything negative, the
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The Hanna school as it was some years ago after the school
closed.
headgirls took it up at their meetings with the headmistress and
teachers. The school closed in 1973 with just eight pupils. The
original headmistress had retired and the school had been taken
over by her son and daughter, and the strict rules did not fit in with
the youth at that time.
We were kept occupied from early morning – 7 a.m. – to late in the
evening. There was only one bathroom with three washbasins, two
loos and only one shower for all of us to share and be ready at
7 a.m. We finished lessons at 9 p.m, with lights out at 10 p.m. and
no talking after that. The deputy head walked round the building at
10 p.m. and, if she could hear anybody talking, she would shout
‘Quiet!’ We were sternly told to stop.
The first-year girls did all the cleaning of the common rooms – we
cleaned our bedrooms ourselves – also all the cooking, the meals
for everyone, and all the washing up. We did the washing of
everyone's clothes, plus the linen and towels. There was hardly any
skin left on one’s fingers after rubbing all morning on a washboard.
Afterwards we did all the ironing. Our teacher said ironing a
handkerchief was the most difficult to get right! We had to do it
properly.
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Second-year girls helped in the kindergarten attached to the school.
We were sent to homes locally in Bagsværd to help the elderly and
families with babies. I was lucky to be with a family with an
eighteen-month old boy and twin girls only three-months old. I
loved it. I also loved helping an elderly, very kind, couple at their
home locally.
Before breakfast at 7 a.m. I had the responsibility of making breakfast
for the headmistress’s husband at home in their villa, also for
making tea for the English deputy head, and making sure the head
mistress’s tablets and fresh orange juice were ready, as well as a
glass for a lady living with us in our building, who had polio and
was disabled and confined to a wheelchair. I was helped by a
second-year student, and together we also cleaned the villa. Twice
a year – spring and autumn – it had to be ‘spring-cleaned’ – all the
books taken off the bookshelves and dusted.
Cleaning the villa was on a two months rota, but I was kept on
much longer with a girl who knew nothing about cleaning. It was
hard work, but she often just stood there doing nothing! I think they
kept me on as they knew it would be done to their satisfaction.
Twice when everybody had the day off, I stayed behind to help
Debs, the headmistress, pack for her and her husband’s holiday on
Bornholm. I nearly missed the boat to go home for my own holiday!
Another early morning job was cycling to the married daughter’s
home to do the housework for her. She and her husband had three
children, and there was the most awful dirty mess every day. We
were greeted by filthy, muddy shoes to be cleaned, dirty washingup, a dirty, untidy bathroom, beds to be made in which the parents
had made love and left dirty sheets. Well, for us to see to that, do all
the tidying and cleaning everyday before breakfast, and then cycle
back in time for breakfast at school was a big job! We were just two
pupils to do it on a two-months rota.
We girls all had breakfast together. Started off with a cup of herbal
tea, followed by a big spoonful of sieved rowanberries if we suffered
with period pains. Oh! You had to have really bad pains to endure
that: it was a sharp mouthful that made every hair on your body
stand up. We sat silent. The headmistress read a piece from the
Bible and explained it. Points were taken up of bad behaviour, like
wearing lipstick on the half day off we had a week. The worst was
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Ingrid and me.

when two meat balls had been stolen. No one ever owned up to
that. Many years later I was told it was one of “my” girls (see below).
We had to eat what was put on our plate. I had terrible tummy-ache
having to eat so much, and as we were never allowed to lie on our
beds during the day, I lay on the floor to relieve the pain. For the
first time in my life I put on weight and ever since have struggled,
weighing more than makes me feel comfortable. My stomach
obviously extended, so I ended up getting extras at the evening
meal of open sandwiches – very plain flat ones, not what the Danes
would call smørrebrød.
In the afternoon we had lessons: a lot of religion of all types; also
learning the values of family life, psychology, history, and also
about the United Nations, which the Quakers were enthusiastic
about. I was always feeling quite tired, we had to write everything
down. We also had musical understanding, gymnastics and folk
dancing. In the evening we did sewing and embroidery, pottery and
basketwork, yoga and relaxation. We all had to choose a book to
read and write a dissertation. I choose Albert Schweitzer, a
Frenchman from Alsace. He ran a hospital in Africa as well as being
a top-flight organist. Then considered something of a saint, like
Mother Theresa, he was later vilified as a racist. Then it was shower
and to bed and lights out.
I clearly remember my first morning. Everybody dressed in our daily
working clothes, overall, apron and cap. I was to clean the dining
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room with Ingrid. She was from Vendsyssel in north Jutland with a
very strong accent, and I from Bornholm with a very different strong
accent, which meant we didn't understand each other talking across
the dining room table, cleaning the floors and furniture. We stayed
friends, went as au pairs together to England, working in the same
hostel and have become lifelong friends. She still lives in north
Jutland, married with two children and, at last in 2010, their first
grandchild, followed by three more.
Sometimes we had an hour or even an hour-and-a-half off in the
afternoon, when we had to do gardening and earn money for a trip
to Bornholm, where the headmistress had a summer house in Listed.
A lot of hours had to be worked to earn enough money for the trip.
We normally slept four in each room – a prefect and three first year
girls. But in my room in my second year there were five of us, as I
was given four girls to look after. Every Saturday afternoon we had
to tidy the two shelves we each had for our clothes. This had to be
done straight after lunch, and we were reminded every Saturday
before leaving the table. Once I dared to whisper ‘It is not
necessary.’ ‘What did you say?’ The headmistress asked. I repeated
it, and before any of us were allowed to leave the table, the deputy
head went up to our room to look at my shelves. She came back:
‘Vibeke is right, her shelves are tidy.’ Was I relieved!
On Saturday afternoons we all went for a walk together. The school
was in a beautiful part near Bagsværd Lake and Furesø Lake, so
there were lovely walks. We were then allowed tea in our room,
and my Mum used to send lovely cakes we all enjoyed. On Sundays
we all had to attend the Quaker meeting held at the school. Other
people, who were Quakers, came too. At that time there were only
about fifty Quakers in the whole of Denmark. Our special treat on
Sundays was tea and cake in the Villa, where the headmistress read
aloud from a book.... to be continued a fortnight later.
We had every other weekend off from Saturday afternoon to 9 p.m.
Sunday evening. But we had to take it in turns to stay in then to
cook and serve meals and wash up for the headmistress and family.
Likewise we had a half-day off during the week, except that once a
week her family came for a meal in her home, the villa, where two
of us had to stay and serve the meal and do all the clearing up and
washing up. This was to teach us to serve a meal correctly.
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On my half-day off and every other weekend, I either visited my
aunt in Copenhagen – Ingrid often joined me on these visits – or we
went together to her two unmarried aunts. Some of the other girls
lived close enough to the school to go home. Her aunts were very
good to us, spoilt us, and loved having us to stay, and took us out to
theatre and films. I remember them taking us to see Anne Frank's
Diary. It left a deep impression on me. They also had an allotment,
where Ingrid and I sometimes stayed in the garden shed overnight,
a lovely one, almost like a doll’s house, where we could sleep and
cook our meals. We loved it. Occasionally I spent the afternoon
with my sister Birgit, who was a maid with a lovely family outside
Copenhagen during my first year at the Hanna School. We often
went together into Copenhagen and to our aunt.
My aunt Hedvig’s flat, from which she ran her successful
dressmaking business, was just off Kongens Nytorv. She too had a
plot of land in Skodsborg, on the coast north of Copenhagen, where
she was planning to build a bungalow. Which she did in time, a
beautiful one overlooking the sea to Sweden. But at the time I was
at the school, there was just a shed, where we all slept.
When I had time off, I caught the train in to Hovedbanegaarden, the
main station in Copenhagen, and walked from Rådhuspladsen
down Strøget to Kongens Nytorv to my aunt. By the time I got there,
I nearly burst into tears, because of all the people I met on the way
nobody had as much as said: ‘Hello’ to me. I was so used to saying
‘Hello’ to everybody at home, and I suddenly began to feel very
lonely.
I always felt safe and was never frightened on Bornholm, and took
this for granted wherever I was. I was taken to one side by the
headmistress and given a special talk about being aware of things
that could happen. That meant, when coming back to the school in
the dark evenings to be there by 9 p.m., I walked in the middle of
the road, as the big houses all had high hedges, where I now
imagined someone might be hiding behind and jump out. And do
what?
Apart from the week on Bornholm, where we had lessons amongst
the rocks, and cycled to sightsee. We also cycled to Copenhagen to
museums, art galleries and other places of interest.
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Hanna School activities.
a: Gymnastics by the Villa. I am at the front and right up on my
toes!
At the end of my first year, in June 1956, the girls who had
completed their second year left. They had embroidered and framed
a ‘picture’ with the words:
Vi vill staa sammen og gøre vort bedste,
Glemme os selv og glæde vor næste.
We will stand together and do our best,
Forget ourselves and gladden our nearest.
The trip to Bornholm was in the summer and lasted a week or more.
We stayed at Mosedalshuset, as the summerhouse in Listed owned
by the headmistress and her husband was called. In the second
summer we second year girls were allowed to call the headmistress
‘Debs’ and to use the informal ‘du’ to her, using the term for ‘you’
reserved for family and close friends. And we drank to this –
probably tea, certainly not alcohol!
There was sightseeing and lessons – and lots of cleaning after a fire.
Miss Harris, the English Deputy Head, happened to start a fire in her
bedroom. It was not too bad, but the bedrooms were affected,
though Debs’ bible survived. We washed from the rocks by the sea.
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Hanna School activities.
b: Folk dancing.

It was cold but lovely! One day we got up at 3 a.m. to see a most
wonderful sunrise.
While there we also visited our summerhouse in Boderne. My
Mum, of course, had done a lot of lovely baking for us. Birgit was
there too. We all sat in the dunes embroidering a long runner, as a
leaving present, with motifs of everything that happened at the
Hanna School. We also had a trip to Christians Ø, a group of tiny
islands a few miles north of Bornholm. The trip was in a small motor
boat in the most awful weather. The waves came over the railings,
and I and another girl went down into the captain’s bunks.
Suddenly the girl above me in the top bunk leant out to be sick.
I grabbed a big clog and handed it to her. The captain’s face did not
look happy when we came up with his clog full of sick! The holiday
ended with a hard cycle back to Rønne and a rough crossing on the
ferry to Copenhagen.
Once a year our parents were invited to come to the school to
watch our gymnastics, folk dancing and our play. My mother came
over. A lot of practising had gone on beforehand. I loved the
gymnastics, and was put in the front row! I had also done folk
dancing for many years, and loved it. My partner came from a very
poor home, both parents being alcoholics, and had spent all her
childhood in a children’s home, and I am sure never had the chance
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to dance of any sort. She did not find it easy, and I had to drag her
round. In the play I was a fairy, wearing my beautiful confirmation
dress (see photograph). I danced around the small stage, having
made up the dance myself. I loved it. In the second year, we did two
plays in English: Pygmalion (in which I was Mrs Higgins); and The
Dear Departed, also folk dancing and gymnastics for our parents.
At the end of my first year I was lucky to be offered to go on a
summer study holiday camp for teenagers from the Scandinavian
countries, held in Sandnæs, near Risør in Norway. I, Ingrid and two
other girls from our year were chosen to go. It was in July–August
1956 and it was lovely weather. We were all young people, mixed
boys and girls from homes with a Quaker background from Sweden,
Norway, Finland and us from Denmark.
We had a wonderful time, great fun. We stayed in a primitive
wooden house, where we of course did all the cleaning, cooking
and washing up. Worked hard, had lessons, but also outings in this
beautiful country, and swam in the sea.
The second year pupils had a meal separate from the others once a
week, where we were allowed to speak only English. Not much was
said! It was to prepare us to go to England for a year as an au pair,
which most of us did. The homes we were going to were arranged
by the English deputy head.
I loved my time at the Hanna School. It was a strict routine, and
rules had to be obeyed. But I was really appreciated, worked hard,
fitted in with their ideas, and was praised. I felt happy, but not
everyone did, and they found it hard to fit in. In the first year Jytte
was my prefect. I kept in touch with her and she came to stay at our
home on one of our holidays. I was made a prefect for the second
year. Normally each prefect was given two or three first year girls to
share their room with. I was given four. One ran away, and one
ended up in a psychiatric hospital, so I was left with two, Elna a
really sweet girl, and Helga, a very difficult one. I don’t know what
happened to Helga, but Elna went to the USA.
We were never told anything about any of the girls’ background.
Did they come from a happy home? Or were there difficulties at
home? Had anything happened to them? As I have said earlier on,
we came from mixed happy and unhappy homes, and it was not
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Me in Norway in the
summer of 1956.

easy to understand someone's behaviour, never having experienced
anything like some of them had.
When I left for a year in England, after two happy years at the
Hanna School, all I wanted to do was to come back to work at the
school. It didn't work out like that, and I didn't go back to the
school, but always kept in touch and visited it later as well. My
mother came over for the finals, and we, the girls from second year,
celebrated in Tivoli the day after.
I only had two days off before going to England. My sister Birgit and
my brother Thorkil gave me a trip back home as my birthday
present, and I had two precious days holiday back home, before
Ingrid and I travelled to Old Jordans Hostel in Buckinghamshire.
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Ingrid and I met at Hovedbanegaard in Copenhagen, the main
station. Ingrid's dad was there and some of the friends from the
Hanna School to see us off with flowers and chocolates. We took
the train across Denmark to Esbjerg and caught the boat to
Harwich, an eighteen-hour sail. We were so tired, we slept almost
all the way. When arriving in England we had a doctor’s
examination before being allowed on the train. Our first shock was
when boarding the dirty old train which took us to a big, dirty
station called Liverpool Street, where Mrs Wyatt, our host, met us.
We then took a taxi to Marylebone Station to catch a train to Seer
Green in Buckinghamshire.
We arrived exhausted. We had agreed not to have a work permit
and get a proper salary, but to be treated as members of the family.
We actually just spent two evenings with the family during the year,
while we were staying there! The hostel was a Quaker-run place,
with twelve bedrooms for guests on holidays or conferences and
workshops of varying types, such as painting or reading. Ingrid and
I were to clean, wash up, and serve all meals for all the paying
quests staying there. We worked very hard, but then we were used
to it. We were always busy. There was also a cook and one other
person living in and a couple of people from the village, who came
to help, and the gardener.
No accommodation was ready for us, when we arrived, so we
shared a bedroom belonging to one of the daughters, who was on
holiday for two weeks. So we were unable to unpack. After that we
got a room each in what was called the refectory, a wooden
building with no other heating than a pipe running through the
rooms. The heating was on for one-hour twice a day during
December. All the staff lived there with one bath and two W.C.s
that froze up during the winter. Gosh! It was so cold. I had several
blankets and a small duvet. It was so heavy, I could hardly move.
My room was small and the window was so high up, one couldn't
look out. My nineteenth birthday was spent working as hard as
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Old Jordans Hostel.
usual, but Ingrid woke me up with a small bunch of flowers,
freesias. Lovely!
On Christmas Eve we decided, in spite of the cold, to put our best
clothes on. Ingrid's room was bigger, so there we were dressed in
our finery, but with our dressing gowns on as well to keep warm, lit
about thirty candles, with lots of lovely presents and goodies from
home. We had a lovely evening. Ingrid's dad phoned! The rest of
Christmas was spent working even harder all day, as the hostel was
full of guests. It wasn't a happy place though. During the year we
were there fifteen staff came and went, and we were certainly not
treated as one of the family. Nor did we get the day off together to
start with as promised.
The Mayflower barn, so called as the timber was thought to come
from the Mayflower ship, was next to our accommodation. Concerts
were held there, but we couldn't afford to go, so we hung out of our
windows to listen to the music. Just down the road was a Quaker
meeting house, where William Penn and family are buried. We
went to the meeting every Sunday, if we were able to. But as staff
left, I ended up as the cook.
Well, that was quite a responsibility for a nineteen-year old cooking
for thirty people three times a day – English food to be ready on the
dot when the bell was rung. It all went well though with the ‘help’
of Oliver, a chap from the village with special needs and
unbelievably slow. He wasn't very able, the only thing he was good
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The Refectory at Old Jordans Hostel, where Ingrid and I had our
rooms.
at, a special gift he had, was playing the piano. So breakfast, lunch,
tea and dinner had to be ready on time, all washing up done, the
kitchen cleared and the stone floor washed. The coffee was made in
a big saucepan and – as I was told by the previous cook – the coffee
was ready when it boiled over! It was quite a change from cleaning
bedrooms and serving meals.
The surrounding countryside was beautiful, lovely woods, and I still
clearly remember the cherry blossom time. Ingrid and I had some
lovely walks, and went to the one and only village shop to buy
digestive chocolate biscuits and chocolate and put on a lot of
weight. The next-nearest shops were in Beaconsfield, which we did
visit. But on our day off, we usually went by train up to London.
We were paid very little, so we made sandwiches to take with us.
We always visited some sights, museums and galleries, bookshops
and all the stores in Oxford Street.
We soon learned to find our way around by underground, not bus.
But we were amazed once we wanted to go from Trafalgar Square
to Charing Cross by tube, and were fighting our way in the
underground with lots of people there, only to find, when we
emerged in the light again, that it would have been easier and
quicker to walk! After a warm drink in Lyons Corner House, the
cheapest place, we bought a ticket for the cinema, where we could
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eat our sandwiches in the warm. In those days you could buy a
ticket for 2/6d (12.5p), sit where you liked for as long as you liked,
and there was no way we were going home early, so we just stayed,
seeing the same film twice.
Once we got up early and caught the workman’s train, which was
cheaper. We wanted to see the early morning start at the fish
market. Little did we realise that the workers there weren't used to
seeing young girls at that hour. We felt rather embarrassed when
they started to whistle to us, so we quickly went up the Monument
and were able to watch the life from above – first the busy market
and later the businessmen arriving for work, each wearing a black
suit, stiff shirt collar, bowler hat and rolled-up umbrella. Thanks to
Ingrid we saw a lot more in London than I would have done on my
own. We did regular trips to Beaconsfield. We also visited Chalfont
St Giles, where Milton’s cottage was, and Beaconscot, a model
village in Beaconsfield, as well as Windsor, Cambridge and Oxford.
We were given one week’s holiday in the middle of winter. We first
stayed – and froze – in the Friends Meeting House at Euston in
London. We met Debs there, as she was in London. We then went
to Eastbourne and stayed with Vivi and Grethe, two of our Hanna
School friends, both au pairs for a year, each staying with a family.
I was rather uncomfortable in the company of the husband. He
drank too much, Vivi said. I can't remember what we did, except it
was the first time I saw a tide in the sea. I guess King Canute had
never seen that before either, when he thought by his command he
could stop the sea coming up!
Before we came it had been arranged that we should have lessons
in English. So in our precious couple of hours of spare time we had
a lesson with Mrs Wyatt, our hostess, or Miss Perkins, one of the
hostel's guests, who seemed to stay there for months on end, and
who also took us to Blenheim Palace near Oxford. Now and again
we were invited to Mr and Mrs Caudle, the caretakers of the
meeting house; Mrs Caudle also worked at the hostel. I think she felt
sorry for us and invited us and other staff for the evening. They were
a strange couple with no children. Mrs Caudle seemed to like our
company. Meanwhile Mr Caudle sat at the table eating his evening
meal, which was two pounds of cooked potatoes. He sat peeling
them straight from the saucepan onto his plate. Only potatoes, and
that was his diet every day,
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We also got to know another Danish au pair near by. She was living
with and looking after a widower and his grown-up son. We used to
help her cook. The man used to tell her what they wanted for
dinner, before he and his son went to work. One day he ordered
jelly for pudding, a dish unknown to a Dane. Instead of putting it in
the fridge she put it in the oven!
It was quite a year. Not the happiest place and as I said, fifteen staff
came and went while we were there, but we had promised to stay
for a year. If we did, our journey back home would be paid for by
our hostess, which was important for us. But what was also very
important for me was that my parents were celebrating their silver
wedding and my sister her wedding on the same day on 10th June.
I had to be home for that, and I had two more weeks to stay in
England. Well, I was granted leave to go home in time for a big
party. Eventually Ingrid was allowed to leave at the same time, so
we could go home together, Ingrid to north Jutland to her dad, and
me back home to Bornholm to all my family.
But three weeks before that something special happened that
changed my life forever. John's mother, who also happened to be
working at the hostel at that time, asked me if I had been to Oxford.
As Ingrid and I were not allowed to have the day off together to start
with, Ingrid had been, but I hadn't. ‘Oh! my son will show you
round’, John’s mother said, and that was arranged, and I set off in
my best suit for the day made by my dressmaker aunt (John later
said he did not like that suit).
Well what a day! Sightseeing, lunch and punting on the river. While
we were enjoying the sun on the river bank, our punt got loose, and
sailed down the river with my handbag containing my passport,
ticket back home to Denmark and my hard-earned cash. Luckily
some other punters saw us engrossed in each other and shouted ‘Is
that your punt?’ And luckily my hero strong John got hold of it!
In the next three weeks I lost quite a lot of weight. I couldn't even
eat my boiled egg for breakfast, which I loved, and Ingrid looked
across the table and said: ‘You must be in love!’ – I was. Was she
jealous? Or was she feeling bad not having looked after me? Early
on in my stay I had even written to my parents, saying they need
have no fear of me falling in love with an English man – they were
pale and fat! But not John and not me either. I could fit in my skirts
again before reaching Denmark, luckily. Ingrid tried her best to
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My parents’ silver wedding and Birgit and Thor’s wedding.
dissuade me. ‘There can't be much to him, he has no life wrinkles
on his face!’ Things like that, she said.
Home to Denmark we went with our cases, some experiences,
much hard work done, our English language much improved, a lot
of sightseeing and new friends made forever, as a reminder of our
year in England. It had been a good year, but my thoughts were with
John. What would the future bring?
I left my best friend in Jutland to continue her journey home to her
dad in Sæby in Vendsyssel. Like me, she had made no plans for the
future. My aunt Hedvig had promised to pick me up at the station in
Copenhagen. I waited and waited and in the end took a taxi to her
flat. She was resting on her sofa. She had obviously forgotten, as she
seemed very surprised to see me, and exclaimed ‘Oh! My God!
You’re coming home today!’ I had a better welcome, when I arrived
in Rønne after an overnight trip on the boat from Copenhagen to
Bornholm, a seven-hour journey.
Life was especially busy at home preparing for the forthcoming
celebrations. When I told Mum I had met John and that he was
planning to come and visit the following month, she told me not to
worry Dad about that until after the party. It was a great celebration
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In love!
with lots of family and friends attending. After church, dinner,
songs, speeches and dancing at the local Kanns Hotel. My Dad had
forgotten I had been away from home for three years, and that I was
nearly twenty years old. I surely couldn't have a boyfriend – my first
at that – at my age! He took it badly, but he wasn't well and was
soon to have an operation on his inner ears, luckily a successful
one.
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John soon arrived on the overnight boat. A poor student from
Oxford, he had bought himself a new shirt and brought all his holey
socks to be mended! It wasn't an easy visit. There were language
problems; my parents had no English and John no Danish. I came
from a happy, secure home, had no worries, no problems. John
found it difficult to talk about his background and parents’ divorce,
and the split-up of their home.
I showed him Bornholm by bus and bicycle, and he left after a
week. It hadn't been an easy week, but we were in love. I wanted to
take him to the boat in Rønne when he was leaving. We had to
travel by train from Aakirkeby. I asked my parents, if I could. John
was amazed I had to ask. Dad could not understand why I needed
to go. I did go, holding his hand all the way, and I ran along the
quay waving when the boat sailed off, nearly falling into the
harbour. When, oh, when would we see each other again? We were
both so poor and never knew when.
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I must have been thinking of what to do, but never said anything.
Then a good friend of my parents, a headmaster from Copenhagen
on holiday on Bornholm – the one who taught me to swim – asked
me what my plans were. ‘I don't really know.’ ‘You don't know!’ he
exclaimed, making me feel very ashamed. ‘Yes, I want to be a
nurse,’ I said, feeling I had to say something.
Well, I should have applied a year earlier to be accepted for a place
at one of the pre-nursing schools everybody had to attend for five
months before being able to start training to be a nurse. When I
made enquiries, all the nursing schools were fully booked
beginning in August. Then two days before the schools started, I got
a phone call: one girl had withdrawn, and there would be a place
for me, if I could be there in two days. Well! They were spent busily
sewing nametapes in all my clothes and packing again. So in August
1958 I started at Faarevejle Højskole on Sjælland.
John, in the meantime after leaving me, was planning to go to
Sweden to find a summer job. While sightseeing in Copenhagen
and after visiting the Tuborg beer factory, where visitors were of
course offered free beer, he fell asleep on a bench and dropped his
travellers cheques. With very little money, and not wanting to
accept any from my aunt in Copenhagen, he changed his plans and
thumbed a lift to Germany, where he could stay with his uncle in
Hamburg (his aunt had recently died). He managed to find a
labourer’s job on a building site, getting up at 5 a.m. and cycling to
work every morning to earn enough money to come to Denmark
again before returning to Oxford.
We met again in Copenhagen for a weekend. A wet weekend, not
the best for John as his shoes had holes in them, worn out! But
lovely to be together again. He gave me a lovely silver bracelet
inlaid with blue enamel. Frequent passionate letters were written to
each other, always on blue airmail paper in a blue envelope from
John. I spent my youth thinking and dreaming about John, while my
friends went partying and dancing.
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Me as a nurse in Rønne

After five months at Faarevejle Højskole, I started my nurses training
at Bornholm's Centralsygehus in Rønne. We were advised to do our
training near home, which was a good idea. We often saw and had
to cope with things that were good to go home and talk about – or
forget on one’s day off. Apart from that, my Mum used to give me
soap and toothpaste, which was great, as our monthly salary was
poor and we had to buy a lot of books to study.
Training was hard, physically and mentally, and at times we were
treated badly by senior staff, which we never questioned or
complained about. We just took it all in our stride, bit our tongue
and put up with it. I did enjoy it though. I enjoyed every ward I was
working on, though I do remember one where the sister was
particularly horrid. I thoroughly enjoyed my time on the maternity
ward with all the lovely little babies. I also had time in the
community with the Health Visitor visiting mothers and babies at
home, and in Nexø in a kindergarten, all of which I enjoyed.
My time in the operating theatre was really good. I liked the
particular, precise order there was, the tidiness and cleanliness. The
first operation I attended was an amputation of a leg. Suddenly I
stood with the cut-off lower leg of the poor man. Holding the
amputated leg was a very strange feeling. The surgeon looked at me
and asked if I was OK. I was, and I visited the patient later.
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Terminations of babies and forceps births were hard to watch and
not nice.
During my nurses training, we were told off and never praised,
which one accepted as one was being trained. There were several
incidents where I felt I was being treated badly. One in particular
was at the operating theatre. We were in the middle of a caesarean,
and I was holding a sterile bowl ready for the surgeon to put the
afterbirth (placenta) in.The sister assisting him, shook her head and
mouthed, not a sterile bowl. I kept holding the sterile bowl ready, I
knew it had to be sterile. After several attempts from the sister, I had
to obey her and changed it to a non-sterile bowl. The placenta was
dropped in and the surgeon asked me, if it was sterile. I said no. He
took his gloves off and slapped his bloody gloves onto my bottom.
The surgeon then complained to the matron. I was called
downstairs and told off. I didn’t dare say anything, walking out of
her office with bloody clothes on. At coffee with everybody from
the theatre department there, it was talked about. I looked at the
sister, who had got me into trouble, but she said nothing. She
couldn’t admit to it being her fault. As I said, I did love my time at
the operating theatre, and later got to the stage to be allowed to
assist the surgeon who was doing an operation for an appendix.
It was his first, and that operation could take just ten minutes or
much longer. He took two hours! The appendix was not in the usual
place.
I was one of the lucky ones to be chosen to spend several months at
the hospital in Aakirkeby, just down the road from home, where
Tante Grethe, my father’s cousin, was matron. She was kind and
strict. I loved my time there, worked hard, was allowed to be in
charge of a ward and was given special responsibilities. I was able
to live at home, which was also nice.
I kept in touch with Tante Grethe afterwards, of course, by
telephone, letters and visiting when on Bornholm. She died nearly
97 years old in 2005, a spinster, but always caring for her ‘family’
and friends during her working life and her retirement.
At the end of my training, I and four of my closest friends did four
months psychiatric training at Vordingborg psychiatric hospital on
Sjælland. In Denmark maternity and psychiatry training had to be
done during standard nurses training, unlike in England, where they
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were separate trainings and done after the SRN (State Registered
Nurse) exam had been passed, if one wanted to specialise oneself in
either of those. We went without any previous knowledge of mental
illnesses and the patients’ behaviour.
We were of course quite senior having been training for three-andhalf years, but it was very different and at times frightening. My first
ward was a ‘locked’ ward for women, meaning all doors, drawers
etc. were locked, and some of the patients were in straightjackets.
Once on night duty I remember going round to check the patients
were OK. I bent down to see if one woman was breathing. She flung
her strong arms around me, nearly dragging me into bed. I never
looked too near to the patients again in that dim light! I just walked
through the ward, listened and looked, and walked out again.
When the sister of the ward went off ill for a long time, I was left
with the main responsibility and was worried at times, that I had
become a patient with problems myself. One of the doctors gave
me some pills, I thought, but when I opened them, it was chocolates
instead! Much better. He obviously thought I needed them. We did
have a lot of fun though with the young doctors, who also needed
relief from work. Something I denied myself during my training in
Rønne, as I was only thinking of John and writing letters to him. I
received many loving letters from him. I always read the latest letter
from him every night before going to sleep, and putting it under my
pillow, and I always had a letter from him in my pocket at work.
John and I weren't able to see each other often, only once or twice
a year at the most. He was still at Oxford University until 1960. He
would come over to Bornholm in the summer, having sent his
books ahead, so he could do some studying while I was working.
On one of these holidays on Bornholm, we cycled from Rønne to
Boderne to the summerhouse. I had finished evening duty at
midnight, so off we went. It was summer and still light. The narrow
country lanes were quiet, but before I knew it, I found myself at the
bottom of the ditch, my bike on top of me! John was not used to
bikes with back-peddling brakes and had pushed me in. Quite a
shock, but I was alright. We wanted to spend a few days by the sea,
where my mother, younger brother and younger sister were, before
I had to start night duty.
Another time, after hearing he had inherited £100 from his former
prep school headmaster, who had been a friend of his grandfather,
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John came over for my twenty-first birthday in December. He gave
me a beautiful pearl necklace and earrings. My cousin Rita was
getting married in Rønne just then. He arrived on the day of the
wedding, and we were both invited. I picked him up in a ‘dollar
grin’ taxi (a Danish expression used to describe the flashy, chromeladen cars the Americans loved at that time) after the church
ceremony, and we arrived in time for the dinner. John just wanted
to be with me and kissing – where else, but outside in the snow!
My younger sister, Dorete, nine years old, thought John was
wonderful, and still does. She wanted to sit on his knee, to John's
surprise and embarrassment. She followed us around. When alone
for once, she stood outside the bedroom door and listened. She run
down and said to Mum: ‘They have been kissing twenty-two times!’
Little sister!
When I started, the nurses training had recently changed. We now
had blocks of studying only, instead of working on the wards and
studying at the same time. I didn't enjoy that as much as doing the
practical work and being with the patients. Unfortunately I became
quite ill with a viral infection on my inner ear that made me feel
dizzy and sick and unable to attend lessons for several weeks during
the study period. I was afraid I would fail the exam and have to
retake, an unwelcome prospect, especially as John and I were
planning to get married as soon as I had finished my nurses training.
I went over to England for his finals. He wanted me to be there,
when he finished, but not in Oxford until he had taken his last
exam. I stayed in Frinton-on-Sea with his mother for a few days,
before travelling to Oxford where John met me with a big hug and
lots of kisses and swung me around in his gown and mortarboard.
The train guard smiled. What a time! Parties and balls! My aunt had
made me a lovely dress, but it was short and everyone else wore
long, which I could easily have had. When I earlier had asked John,
short or long? He didn't know. ‘Short, I think,’ he said. It was a
lovely unreal evening, so very English and I was quite shy. We went
to London, and I met John's dad for the first time. I was both shy and
nervous.
He was delighted that John had met a Dane, as he had spent long
periods in Denmark, first at a Danish Højskole and later on a lovely
farm in Jutland, and had fond memories of the Danes and Denmark.
John travelled back to Bornholm with me, but had to be back to
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At Merton College
Commem Ball in Oxford
after John’s Finals.

Oxford for his viva. He then started work the following September
for Boots at Tottenham Court Road, London. Many of John's friends
had got married, and we talked about me doing my nurses training
in England. I was in my second year, and it seemed a long way off
before I would finish, and I felt being second year, one is not one
thing or another. I mentioned my thoughts to my Dad. He hardly
ever said anything, but he thought it was a bad idea, and advised
me to finish my training in Rønne. I am glad I did, and got my
registration in Denmark to be authorised to work in Denmark.
But we were of course missing each other. Lots of letters and
dreams, a few uneasy phone calls, which were expensive and one
was reminded of the call time every three minutes by dut, dut, dut.
We got engaged when I went to England in the summer of 1961.
We didn't see each other again until we got married 31st March
1962 – eight long months. John came over that summer too, and
when discussing our wedding, my mother said ‘Wouldn't it be so
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much nicer for your family to come over in the summer?’ ‘Is it me or
my family, that is getting married?’ was John's question. He felt he
had waited long enough.
I finished my training in March 1962, and was going to have a few
days at home before our wedding, which was going to be held at
home. But Tante Grethe begged me to help her out; she had no one
to do night duty at the hospital down the road from our home. I was
fully trained, and could be in charge with an untrained helper.
It all went well, but not without worries and excitement, when one
patient jumped out of the window wanting to escape. I was on my
round with the night medicines. I always liked the precise order and
knew all the medicines. I found it a thrill to always know the
medication, who should have what and when, and where in the
cupboard the medicine should be kept and when to reorder. I was
always pleased to do that job and to see the patients and wish them
a good night. But on this occasion the bed was empty. Only one
patient in that room! I looked under the bed, in the cupboard and
then saw the open window.
She was found in the bushes in the garden by my helper and Tante
Grethe, whom we had informed and who lived just next door. She
was given a bath and sent to the psychiatric unit in Rønne Hospital.
We managed to avoid the dreadful happenings being reported in
the local newspaper!
The rest of the patients got their sleeping tablets very late, and it is
the only time in the whole of my nursing career that I sat down on
a chair in front of a patient. He was one I had been nursing before
and knew well, when he said: ‘You have had a busy night.’ He was
a lovely man, and he was at the hospital in Aakirkeby when I did
my few, but very happy, months of training there. He was in a room
of his own, and last patient to get his night medicine. He had
diabetes, and first had a toe amputated. The gangrene spread, and
he had the foot, and later up to his knee amputated. The following
morning after losing half his leg, he noticed the big toe on the other
leg was black. He was amazing and always cheerful. At one stage
when he was seriously ill, perhaps with a virus infection, while I
was on duty, I was the only one who was allowed into his room to
look after him. Those ten nights on night duty were the only time I
earned money as a trained nurse in Denmark.
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I needed a wedding dress, but I didn't want my aunt to make it. My
Mum agreed and we travelled to Copenhagen to look for a dress in
the bridal shops. When we got back to my aunt’s flat, she had three
rolls of beautiful material ready for me to choose from. Well, there
was no way out; she was very persistent and a clever dressmaker.
She had built up a successful dress making business, as I have
mentioned before.
I knew more or less how I wanted my wedding dress to look. But
Oh! No! She wanted to decide. The fashion at the time was short to
mid-length dress. But I wanted it long with a small train. She was
shocked and exclaimed: ‘One can hear you come from the
country!’ Whereupon her sewing lady, who was going to make, it
said: ‘Is Vibeke not allowed to decide anything herself?’ She did
make me a beautiful dress with a neckline I wanted, and which she
used on many of her dresses afterwards, but not a train.
While we were there, my aunt asked me what we were going to do
about furniture. John and I had not discussed anything like that. He
had nothing, and I had a chair I was given on my twenty-first
birthday by my parents. I had no thoughts of where we were going
to live, or money. I just knew John would look after me. ‘Let us go
to Fritz Hansen and look at furniture,’ she said. This was a famous
furniture designer my father dealt with. ‘I can't go without John,’ I
said. ‘Give him a ring and tell him, it is you and furniture or
nothing.’ I did just that. And what was he to say other than just go
ahead? And we did, and to this day we are still enjoying the
beautiful Fritz Hansen furniture.
My aunt had studied psychology, and she was right. How much
better for me to arrive to a foreign country with furniture, than as a
poor girl with nothing. We have forever been grateful to her for her
suggestion, and to my parents for helping us to get it. We gradually
paid my father a bit every year, and then he suddenly said, enough,
no more. We never paid enough, I am sure.
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John came over a week before our wedding, having managed just
the night before leaving to rent a small flat for us in Paddington
above a doctor’s surgery. He arrived in his uncle’s old black long
coat reaching to the ground. ‘He is not going on honeymoon in
that!’ Thor, my brother in-law, the farmer, exclaimed. Well, we
went to Rønne and spent all my first-earned salary as a trained nurse
on a smart new coat for John. Thor was given the old, black, long
coat, which he wore when out in the fields on the tractor. He was
happy. John was too and looked most handsome, and my aunt had
made me a lovely going-away suit with a Jacqueline Kennedy
collar.
John's mother and father, Sarah and Willy came over to Bornholm
several days before the wedding. I can't imagine how my mother
managed to have them all – feeding and entertaining them,
arranging outings as well as preparing for sixty guests for the
wedding to be held at home. I do remember my Mum and the cook,
Nicoline, a rather large lady, carrying half a pig up the stairs to our
very small kitchen and Mum suddenly fainted.
The evening before our big day, lots of friends came to help, laying
the table and folding serviettes and so on. I felt quite overwhelmed
that they were doing it all for John and me, and burst into tears. John
just hugged me and comforted me, probably not knowing why I was
upset. I was probably also feeling a bit tired after doing night duty
for ten days, and taking John's family round Bornholm sightseeing.
Thor took time off to drive everybody around, as did Moster Esther
and Farbror Ole too.
The day before it was snowing, and we all went for a walk around
Aakirkeby. John's mum, sister and brother started throwing
snowballs at each other. John's dad apologised for his family’s
behaviour, and with that he couldn't stop himself and started to
throw snowballs.
It rained the morning of our wedding, but the sun came out in the
afternoon. All the women guests wore long beautiful dresses and the
men were in tails. John looked so handsome in his, and with his
Danish haircut. But he could not tie his bowtie to go with his tails.
One is not supposed to see one’s future husband on the day of
getting married before the ceremony, but as I had tied that sort of
‘tie’ every day of my nurses training, I of course did it for him. Dad
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Married at last!

led me up the aisle just after 4 p.m. and John met me with a kiss.
The ceremony over, having had my wedding ring put on top of my
beautiful diamond engagement ring, the vicar came over to
congratulate us and said: ‘Til lykke, Mrs Hamilton!" I looked over to
John’s mum, not thinking I was Mrs Hamilton too now.
In Denmark when getting engaged both partners get a plain gold
ring on the right-hand ring finger. I asked John what the custom was
in England. He didn't seem to know. But I now know one gets
engaged with a ring for the woman only on the left-hand ring finger,
a ring with a diamond or stone in.
On the day of the wedding, one moves the engagement ring over on
one’s right hand ring finger and then back, after having received
one’s wedding ring, on top of that on the left hand. The man doesn't
necessarily have a wedding ring, and John didn't want one. My not
knowing all that is the reason why I wear the rings the way I do with
my wedding ring on top of my engagement ring on my left hand.
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It was a lovely unreal dreamy day. We had fifteen speeches, and
many songs and lovely food, with music played by my mother’s
high school friend. John made a speech in Danish and English. My
Dad and John's dad made a speech each in Danish. We had
practised dancing the wedding waltz in Dad’s workshop, so it went
well. Then the dancing went on all night to 4 a.m. We were allowed
to leave at 1 a.m. and stayed the night in a cheap hotel in Rønne.
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We went home the next day to see all our lovely presents and to say
thank you and goodbye. My mother came to the airport to see us
off. She cried. Why? I was so happy. At last I was with John. I didn't
understand then, but having had children of my own since, I
understand better now.
Having changed flights in Copenhagen, we had a stopover in
Amsterdam. Cheap night flights existed then. We were delayed
because of a delayed connecting flight. We looked at each other,
tired with a drooping carnation in the buttonhole of John’s new
coat. So we arrived late in London, where John had arranged for a
minicab to take us to the overnight (sleeper) train at Paddington to
Penzance for our honeymoon. Cab gone, so we had to take an
expensive taxi. And the train had left by the time we got to
Paddington. So we went to Great Eastern Hotel Paddington at
2 a.m. – too expensive at six pounds a night. The porter winked and
showed us round the corner to a small B&B. Luckily we were so
tired, we hardly noticed our surroundings.
We caught the train the next morning. Our destination was the
Scilly Isles, where we were going to spend our honeymoon on
Tresco. The plan was to fly from Penzance to St Mary’s, but it was
too windy, the plane was cancelled and the last boat had gone. We
had to find somewhere else to stay yet again. John’s best-laid plans
had so far not gone well. The plane was cancelled again the next
day. We were almost seasick sailing to St Mary’s, then taking a
small motorboat to Tresco. Well, at last we arrived at our hotel, the
only honeymoon couple there, tired but happy, and had a shorter
honeymoon on this beautiful sub-tropical island than had been
planned.
Luckily John, after a lot of hunting and seeing the most awful flats he
didn’t feel he could bring me to, had taken on one above a doctor’s
surgery in Norfolk Place, near Paddington Station. It cost nine
guineas a week, more than we could afford. Never had I seen such
dirty curtains. They were dripping with dirt. The carpet smelled of
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Norfolk Place near
Paddington Station –
our first home.

fish, the cooker was filthy and I couldn’t reach the kitchen sink
without standing on the bar of a stool. Window panes were broken,
covered up by a lace curtain pinned to the window-frame with
drawing pins. No wonder it was draughty! The ceiling lights and
wall switches were kept in place with Sellotape.
We bought a fridge, ironing board and cleaning material on hire
purchase. If my Dad had known! ‘Never do that!’ But we had no
money. Yet we were happy. John was still working at Tottenham
Court Road, and he said ‘Don’t worry about a job, just settle down.’
How good of him! We were poor but so happy to be together at last.
I cleaned, shopped for food, cooked, met John now and again at
lunchtime, and went over to his sister, Jane, who had baby
Catherine, whom I looked after so Jane could get out.
We used to go over to John’s parents’ flat in Fitzgeorge Avenue near
Olympia every Wednesday evening. They were strange evenings
where John’s mum wanted him with her in the kitchen and told me
to sit in the lounge on my own. They weren’t the happiest visits.
John’s parents were divorced and did not get on, but lived under the
same roof. Mum was menopausal and missed John, who used to
live in the same flat. I had taken him away from her. She has also
just lost Winsley – see John’s book The Autobiography of a Rail Fan.
94

Our honeymoon and London

John’s dad had brought all our wedding presents over from
Denmark. All the bags were left with the porter while we went up to
the flat for a short while. It wasn’t until we got a letter from my
mother that we discovered a bag with precious home-made
presents was missing. We contacted the police, as we thought a
happy band of youngsters might have picked it up in fun, while the
porter went out to get them a taxi. In the meantime they found one
themselves and went off. We never saw the presents again.
After a few weeks I wanted to start work. I wanted to nurse and
become registered in England too. All my papers, every hour of my
training, had to be translated and recorded, done by the Danish
Consulate. Because I had done maternity and psychiatry as part of
my training in Denmark, which were separate trainings in England,
I had to do ten weeks’ training before being able to become
registered as an SRN (State Registered Nurse) in England. The whole
procedure of the papers took months and I was getting fed up. We
wrote to six department stores in London about a job, and I
accepted one at Heals, where I worked for about a month over
Christmas.
Our beautiful furniture was stored at Fitzgeorge Avenue and then
moved into our future home we were in the process of buying at
Tylers Cross near Harlow New Town in Essex. The house was being
built as a semi, attached to the builder’s home next door. We were
due to move there in January 1963, but it was a very hard winter
and the building had to stop. John was moved to Nottingham to do
a management course and I got a job at St Margaret’s Hospital in
Epping to do my ten weeks’ training. So after less than a year’s
marriage we had to live apart, but financially it saved us.
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St Margaret’s Hospital, Epping
We had given up our flat in London at the end of the year. John was
moved by Boots to Nottingham on a twelve-week course, and I got
a living-in job at St Margaret’s Hospital in Epping, as this was close
to Tylers Cross. I had to be a student nurse for just ten weeks, which
suited me fine, as I had not been working in an English hospital
before. John took me to the hospital. There was a problem. Men
were not allowed into the nurses home except at certain times to a
horrible scruffy common sitting room. The assistant matron, who
was to show me to my room, looked at my suitcase, and John was
allowed to carry it to my room. She looked at him in the doorway to
my room. ‘How long are you staying?’ she asked him. ‘Oh! I shan’t
be staying the night.’ She nearly dropped dead at the thought he
might have considered spending the night with his wife! He left
straight away, while she watched him go.
What a room! Bare – a bed in the middle, one dining room chair,
one free-standing wardrobe, and a small electric fire high up on the
wall, all black! One could not compare it with the lovely room I
had as a student nurse in Rønne. It was bitterly cold with thick ice
on the roads so I brought our own electric fire to keep a bit warm in
the small room. I put it in the wardrobe while I was working. On my
day off I had left it on the chair and while still asleep my door was
opened and quickly closed when the housekeeper realised I was
still asleep, but it was just as quickly opened again. She pointed at
my electric fire and burst out: ‘And what is that?’ I sat up. ‘An
electric fire,’ I replied. I was told in no uncertain tones to remove it
at once from the premises.
John came down to Epping every weekend. I was working and we
were only allowed to see each other in the common sitting room for
nurses, not together in my miserable cold little room. John booked
us in to a nice hotel, though I had to get up at 6 a.m. to get to work
in deep snow and ice. It was a difficult winter, not just weatherwise.
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I finished my training and was offered the worst job in the hospital
– the geriatric ward. My colleagues advised me against taking it. As
we were soon to move into our new home, I left and stayed with
close friends, the Kitsons, for two weeks. Five days before moving
in, having made all the curtains, ordered the cooker, chosen the
fireplace, door handles and more, and in my mind furnished our
first home, placed every saucepan in the cupboards, John rang to
tell me, he had been promoted and moved to Nottingham! But not
until two months later when finishing his course. I cancelled the
cooker and we put the house up for sale, as it wasn’t worth moving
in.
We were lucky enough to stay at the Parkes, good friends of John’s
sister Jane and her husband Maurice (Sir Alan Parkes was President
of the Royal College of Physicians) in Canonbury, while the family
was on holiday, as long as we looked after the children’s tadpoles.
John fed them on healthy brown bread, and the next morning they
were all floating upside down!
I started flat hunting in London. Not easy to find anything for a short
let of one month. At last, after walking street after street visiting lots
of estate agents, one had a flat free for just one month in Onslow
Gardens, Kensington. A lovely big room, furnished with beautiful
antique furniture – one bed in one corner and the other right across
the room in the other corner. Door opening out to a shared garden.
Our own bathroom and a tiny kitchen behind a blind. Small, but
very nice. At the time, I did not realise it was in an expensive, posh
area. Nearly sixty years later, I now walk past, glancing down the
street, on my way to Brompton Lung Hospital, where I have been
treated for my asthma and bronchiectasis.
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The first move to Nottingham, 1963
Still trying to sell our house we never lived in, but where our lovely
Danish architect-designed Fritz Hansen furniture was stored, we
moved to Nottingham. We stayed in the George Hotel, where one
had to put money in the gas fire to be able to keep warm in the
bedroom.
I started flat hunting again – one agent after another. No furnished
flats. Then we discovered, that unlike in London, in Nottingham
you look in the paper for furnished places. Most appropriately we
found one (with another dirty cooker) in Hope Drive underneath the
Castle, and so near to John’s job that he could walk home for lunch.
I needed and wanted a job, and we needed somewhere to live
permanently. I soon got a job, working at the Children’s Hospital in
the outpatient department – part time 9 to 5! – and some late
evening duties too. Our home was to be a small bungalow at
Hickling Pastures, some ten miles out of Nottingham, with a large
garden, greenhouse and dog kennels, and a lovely view over the
Vale of Belvoir towards Belvoir Castle.
The house was dirty with beetles crawling in the kitchen, and not a
new cooker at last! There was a coal-fired Aga we knew nothing
about. How often to fill it with coal or how to cook on it, a
completely different way to other cookers. But it kept the kitchen
warm.
Soon after we moved in, John moved a chest of drawers and his leg
went straight through the floor down to the clay! Boots had kindly
offered to do the survey for us and had obviously not lifted the lino
covering the wooden floor, and underneath was no concrete, just a
gap to the clay soil beneath. So we had to move out of half the
house to have all that part of the house concreted underneath. We
had to take out another mortgage! No money, a pink bathroom with
a purple carpet. No heating, except for the open fire in the sitting
room and the Aga in the kitchen. But at last we were able to use our
lovely furniture and had lovely curtains.
98

The first move to Nottingham, 1963

Hickling Pastures.
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We were happy catching the bus to Nottingham to work until we
could afford an old car, an Austin A40 with no ‘lock’ on the steering
wheel, as I discovered when learning to drive and do three-point
turns on narrow country lanes.
The milkman, butcher and greengrocer called round to the house,
and we used to leave the back door unlocked, so they kindly put the
milk and meat in the fridge. Once a week, we left the money out for
them as we were both working. One day I looked out of the kitchen
window. I blinked and thought, that was a big pussycat, but it was
soon followed by dogs and horses. The famous Quorn Hunt
galloped through our garden after the fox!
Ten months after moving in I became pregnant with Karen. I learnt
to drive and continued working until sometime in November as
Karen was born 21st January 1965 at Nottingham City Hospital. It
was a difficult birth resulting in forceps after forty-eight hours of
continuous contractions. Karen was in distress stage. The doctor in
charge was ex-Army! He didn’t know where to put the forceps! We
are just so lucky she survived.
While waiting in hospital for something to happen, John and I
played cards until I just couldn’t concentrate any more. I had
bought him a book, Cider with Rosie by Laurie Lee, which I
intended to give him after our baby was born. I gave it to him after
I gave up playing cards, and he finished it before Karen was born.
I came home after ten days determined to breastfeed in spite of the
difficulties. We had a lovely baby. I loved being a mum, every
minute of it. My mother came over to help and was with us for a
whole month. We loved having her, and John maintains he has
never been looked after so well.
I did not find it easy to know what to wean Karen on. No help at the
clinic, as øllebrød or kærnemælks suppe were not available – foods
one typically fed to babies in Denmark. The health visitor at the
clinic was horrified when I had given Karen mashed-up banana.
Having got into the English baby food, I found it difficult on holiday
on Bornholm that summer when Karen was six months old to switch
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to Danish food habits. Luckily I was still breast-feeding. Karen got
very spoiled by everybody on holiday, and coming home was
boring for her. John had given her a lovely rattle, and her Granny
Hamilton a teddy: otherwise it was playing with a saucepan and
wooden spoon and ‘reading’ the Woman’s Own magazines our
neighbour had given us.
Hickling Pastures was a quiet place with no shops and nowhere to
take Karen for a walk in the pram except the main road. Dorete
came to stay with us for six months. My parents wanted her to forget
a boyfriend she had. She got and wrote letters every day! It wasn’t
an easy time for Karen. She was used to having me all to herself,
and now felt left out. Our speaking Danish didn’t help.
I then became pregnant with Susannah. My mother was already
with us on the due date, and as Susannah was ten days overdue, she
thought she might soon have to go home. John had taken holiday,
but went back to work. We drove to Coventry in the hope I would
start contractions. But no! We had a beautiful wood floor in the
sitting room and it wasn’t until I started polishing it really hard, then
had a bath and painted my toenails, that something started to
happen. We went to bed: it might take another two days like it did
with Karen. I kissed her good night, telling her we would have a
baby tomorrow.
My mother said: ‘If you go to bed now, we had better get everything
ready here.’ It was 11 p.m. She was nearly right. I didn’t feel well,
and got up at 2 a.m. John drove me to the hospital and really only
just got there in time. Neither of us had any idea how close I was to
giving birth when we drove the 10 to 12 miles into Nottingham.
I was leaning over the bonnet with contractions when we arrived.
The porter got quite worried. The birth happened very quickly. We
only got to the hospital 45 minutes before Susannah arrived into the
world.
The midwife gave me a large injection of pethedrine. She had no
time for me; others were giving birth. Luckily John was able to stay
with me (a special permission in those days) as I was ‘floating’ and
frightened I was falling off the narrow trolley. As I said, it all
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happened quickly, and we had another lovely little girl. She was
born on 17th July 1967 at Peel Street Hospital, Nottingham.
John was able to be home before Karen woke up, so no worries
about my mother and Karen not being able to understand each
other. We had made arrangements for them to go over to our
neighbour, Doreen. I came home the next day. Karen was very
sweet and caring for her little sister, who was placid and lovely. As
soon as she cried, Karen would run to her, down the corridor, back
to me to come and pick her up.
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Life in Guildford
My mother went home, and soon after John announced he had
been promoted and was being moved to London. Seven weeks later
John moved to London leaving me with our girls, while he stayed
with his parents and looked for somewhere for us to live. Three
months later, we moved, having sold our house at Hickling Pastures
(renamed Bornholm) and bought Lamber Green in Guildford,
Surrey.
We moved in on my birthday, having stayed overnight with John’s
parents. It was cold and snowy. Guildford High Street was closed,
and our gearbox run out of fluid. John had to leave us three in a
freezing car, as he was worried the removal van would get to
Lamber Green before us and so couldn’t unload. Well, they
couldn’t even get up St Catherine’s Drive to the house!
It wasn’t much fun in the car with two little darlings being uprooted
from our daily routine at Hickling Pastures. We were freezing.
Luckily Susannah was deep under her duvet in her pram. We
eventually got to our new home. It was cold, only part had central
heating. I sat in front of the electric fire feeding Susannah, when our
kind neighbour, whom we had met when looking at the house,
invited us round for a bowl of soup. All our house plants died in the
removal van overnight.
We had a lovely house and garden in beautiful surroundings – a
field next to us and Pilgrims Way at the bottom of the garden. But
we had little money. Luckily the previous owner had left the
curtains in the sitting room. We managed to paint and buy some
curtain material for the bedroom, and a small carpet in the sale for
the sitting room (we still have it fifty-one years later).
I was tired, busy breast-feeding Susannah, washing nappies,
shopping and all the rest when John’s family announced they all
wanted to come for Christmas. We were unpacking and washing
glasses the night before their arrival. I sat in a long queue to do
some shopping at Sainsbury’s when the car started boiling and
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Lamber Green, Guildford.
steam out of the bonnet, and I needed to get home to feed
Susannah. Less said about that the better!
John went straight back to work in Stamford Street near Waterloo in
London. Karen soon started playgroup twice a week, and a group of
us mothers had each other’s children once a week. We settled
down to a happy life, especially for the children and me making
friends locally. A friend of Bjarne’s came to stay for a couple of
months wanting to learn English. My parents came over once. Dad
laid a carpet in our guest room, and was up early to plant potatoes
and strawberries in our lovely garden. Although all our vegetables
were fenced in over a large area, the strawberries were eaten by
mice, so we had to put mice traps out!
Our nephew Patrick Shea Simonds came to stay for a month, when
he and Susannah were eighteen months old and both in nappies.
Sarah, his mum, very pregnant and going through a bad patch in her
marriage, also came for a time. The Taylor cousins too, all three of
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Karen and Susannah in party dresses I made while we lived in
Guildford.
them, came on holiday needing fresh air and good food! I was very
busy, always having to be careful, as we were not well off, making
the girls clothes, making curtains, when we could afford the
material. We never went out anywhere for two years.
We hoped John would get a good bonus at Christmas, so we could
go to Bornholm the following summer. My parents only saw their
grandchildren once a year. We had students to stay to earn a little
extra, and we still keep in touch with Phillip Suart and family.
Phillip celebrated his twenty-first birthday while with us, and is now
well into his sixties.
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Back to Nottingham
We had seven lovely years in Guildford, then John was moved back
to Nottingham to set up a new department – Quality Assurance for
the goods Boots bought in to sell in the shops. We decided to stay
in Guildford if John would be moved back to London after eighteen
months.
Both the girls were at the local state school, and I did a refresher
course in nursing. It wasn’t fun. John came home at the weekend
not prepared to mend the loo or the washing machine, and the girls
and I had got into a routine, that was disrupted. After a year, we
decided we had to move and sell our lovely home. It was in 1974,
a bad time in England, and it took eighteen months to sell. John
eventually found us a new home in Burton Joyce, seven miles out of
Nottingham. A shack he calls it now, and yes, we built on and
altered it more than once. It was a lovely home and John made a
wonderful garden, three-quarters of an acre. We stayed for thirtyeight years.
Even though we had not sold our house in Guildford we moved so
the girls could start school at the beginning of term in September
1974. They had both passed the exam to attend the Girls High
School in Nottingham, part of the Girls' Public Day School Trust.

117 Lambley Lane, Burton Joyce.
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Golden Wedding 2012: the family at Center Parcs, Sherwood
Forest.
They both stayed there till after A levels. Karen went to India for
eight months and then to Oxford University. Susannah went to
Denmark to Upperup High School, and then on to R.U.C.
University in Roskilde on Sjælland and stayed in Denmark for four
years. They have both settled in London and given us two lovely
sons-in-law and four wonderful grandchildren. We love them all.
We are so lucky.
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Final Thoughts
As a child one just accepts things, if one is happy and contented as
I was lucky enough to be almost every day of my childhood. I lived
my childhood and teenage years to the age of nearly seventeen –
and again during my training to become a nurse – in the same
house on the beautiful island of Bornholm, which all our
grandchildren have visited. I had sisters and brothers and friends
and a stable and secure upbringing.
My parents were quite strict, and we knew very well how to behave.
I can never remember seeing my parents angry or fed up with each
other. If they ever quarrelled or disagreed, they never did it in front
of us children. Nor did they show their emotions in front of us,
which I think was quite normal for their generation.
My hope is that our daughters feel they have had a happy, secure
home and upbringing. They have moved homes and schools and
had to make new friends, which is not easy. They left home to go far
away as soon as they had finished school – Karen to India and
Susannah to Denmark – and one says, children can do that if they
feel secure.
My headmistress said: ‘In one’s marriage one must do two things:
give one’s best to one’s husband and to one’s children, not just to
one’s children, and must let them leave, when they are ready to fly
the nest.’ I hope I have been able to do that. John has certainly
always done everything he could to give us all a happy home and
life. Our girls are very good at keeping in touch. I love them and
their husbands and family, and I am always interested in following
their lives. I thank John and them for making me feel happy in
England and helping me with things I felt were strange and with all
the things I had to learn. My love to them all.
Finally my fondest and sincerest thanks to my loving husband, who
has spent so much time editing my story.
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List of places I have lived in
My parents lived in the same house for sixty years. I was born and
lived in the same house from birth to nearly seventeen years old. In
my married life I have lived in
1.

A flat in Norfolk Place, Paddington, London, near Hyde Park,
for nine months.

2.

Then in St. Mary’s Hospital, Epping for ten weeks.

3.

With friends, the Kitsons at Broxbourne in Hertfordshire for two
weeks.

4.

At a friend’s house in Canonbury, London, for one week.

Ascot Towers, Windsor Road, Ascot.
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5.

A flat in Onslow Gardens, Kensington, London for one month.
Moved to Nottingham with John’s job.

6.

George Hotel, Nottingham for one week.

7.

A flat at Hope Drive, Nottingham for two months.

8.

Our first home ‘Bornholm’ at Hickling Pastures for four years,
from 1963 to 1967. Moved to London with John’s job.

9.

Our second home ‘Lamber Green’ at St Catherine’s Drive,
Guildford, Surrey, for seven years, 1967 to 1974. Moved to
Nottingham with John’s job.

10. Our third home ‘Allandale’ in Burton Joyce, Nottingham, for
thirty-eight years, from 1974 to 2012.
11. Moved into a flat No.16, Ascot Towers, Windsor Road, Ascot,
Berkshire on 12th December 2012.
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