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Foreword



Among the many experiences told by immigrant families
from the 1940’s, one of the most captivating accounts was
that of the Golke family who found themselves in peril in
Poland under the siege of WWII. Even though revisiting the
pain of the past was difficult for them, my persistence and
enthusiasm for the story eventually opened the way, resulting in many tales of greater significance than I had imagined. Each snippet of information they shared added to my
determination to learn more about their experience and of
the lives of those who had been uprooted by the boundaries
of war.
“Trapped in the Russian Zone” chronicles the riveting true
story of the Golke family through ten years of strife in their
homeland and records their experience through the eyes of
a child growing up in those troubled times. It gives a play
by play account of their experience while living under occupation and their flight to safety that took them across the
continent of Europe and through the Iron Curtain under unimaginable conditions and circumstances. The remarkable
resourcefulness and determination of a young boy and his
sister helped ensure the family’s survival and adds a human
touch to one of the most significant periods in history.
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Chapter One

Man from Volhynia



It was December 26, 1944, in the German-occupied Polish
district of Warthegau in the small community of Shatenvaulde. On January 6, 1945, I was going to face trial by
court-martial. I was only fifteen and had deserted the military during the peak of the war, and the Germans had zero
tolerance for deserters. To be convicted of treason against
Germany meant execution without mercy. I feared that I
would not see my sixteenth birthday. We had come through
a good deal to remain together, but now facing uncertainty I
would soon leave my home and family and this time I would
be going alone. My anxiety mounted with each passing day.
A harsh winter storm had set in. Four days had passed
and Ferdinand remained housebound. Each day that passed
meant one day closer to the inevitable fate that awaited him.
The family had already sustained immeasurable losses. Emil
Golke, Ferdinand’s father and Emma’s husband, had not returned home since his recruitment into the German army
two years before, and the family knew nothing of his whereabouts. In the past Emma had been a pillar of strength, but
today she spoke with deep concern.
“Your father may not return from the war,” she said, “but
losing you would be more than I could bear. You must leave
soon, Ferdinand, before it is too late. The children and I will
join you as soon as we are able.”
After five days of confinement in the cabin, the storm
finally broke. The wind had died down and the sun shone
1
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brightly in the sky. Ferdinand ventured out into the cold
morning air. With only six days of freedom left before military guards would escort him to the guard post; he had no
time to lose. There was one thing that Ferdinand must do.
The thought of leaving his mother Emma and the children
without wood for the fire in the depth of winter weighed
heavily on his mind. He would sacrifice one more day to
stack the wood by the cabin door. He knew that his father
would expect him to.
Ferdinand could not bear the thought of disappointing his
father even though his father might never return. As Ferdinand stacked the wood tightly against the wall of the cabin,
the frost nipped his fingers through the frayed gloves that
only partially covered his hands. An hour had passed and
then two. His breath froze in the frosty air. He could endure
the cold no longer. He stepped inside to warm himself by the
large iron stove located in the middle of the room. Suddenly
behind him the door of the cabin burst open and a man in
uniform entered.
The man looked as though he had been engaged in battle.
His appearance was frightful. The man’s bearded face was
covered with ice and snow, and the uniform he wore was tattered and torn. Fearing the man’s intentions, Emma quietly
waved Ferdinand from the room and sat the stranger by the
fire. She offered him something to eat. He nodded his head
but seemed unable to speak. He ravenously devoured what
he had been given while the family waited in apprehension.
For some time the man remained silent as he sat. The
heat from the iron stove melted the ice from the stranger’s
bearded face, and it was only then that Emma recognized
him. He was Wolfgang Riece from Volhynia. Wolfgang,
along with his wife Anna and their children, had lived in the
same village with the Golkes back east. The Golkes had not
seen the Riece family since 1939, the year that their village
was evacuated.
The tale he told was frightening. “Emma,” he said, “you
are German and your lives are in danger. You must leave be-
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fore it is too late. They are killing everyone in their tracks,
and they will take no prisoners.”
As a German soldier, Wolfgang had been engaged in
combat with Russian troops just a few miles to the north
until the situation became hopeless. The Golke family had
no knowledge of the battle that had been waging for a number of days just a short distance from their door. Wolfgang
fled west toward the German border but was unaware of his
location when he arrived at the Golke’s. His only thought
was to make it beyond the border of Germany ahead of the
Russians and to warn the villagers along the way. He begged
for a change of clothes before departing. He deposited his
tattered uniform in the fire, grabbed the loaf that Emma had
wrapped for him and left the cabin.
Looking back over his shoulder, he repeated in a commanding voice, “Don’t delay! Leave now!” he urged. “They
will take no prisoners,” he said as he disappeared in the same
hurried manner in which he had come.
Ferdinand did not question the news. He knew being
caught behind Russian lines would mean certain doom for
all of them. Death by firing squad was no longer on the forefront of his mind. He thought of his mother who was defenseless against the fate that was now inevitable. He thought of
his two younger sisters, Herta and Frieda, and his brother,
Erich, who was not yet five. He knew in his heart that he
would not abandon them. Safety now meant escaping into
Germany over the Oder River. If they left now, in three days
time they could reach the bridge over the Oder River ahead
of the Russians.
As we prepared to leave I could not help thinking about
how our lives had changed. It had been only five years
since we had left Volhynia. I was just ten when we were
loaded onto the boxcar in the cold of winter. Today it
seemed so long ago. I had grown up, our family had
changed, and my world had changed. Father had not returned from the war and if he were alive, there would
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be no hope of finding him. We would now be on the
move again. Once again we would leave everything we
owned except what we could carry and leave for the
West.
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