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      I grew up in a small town in Rott, Germany. The total population was 1,500; a third of that was Jewish. My two best friends in the whole world were Fredrik Van-Husen and Kurt Strumme. Frederik was very clever.  He was always figuring out how things worked.  I remember one time when he blew up the kitchen by turning on the gas burners and throwing matches on them.  He was always fun to be around.  Then there was Kurt.  Kurt loved the outdoors.  If there was a tree he would climb it and if there was a lake he would swim in it.  We did everything together, sports, homework, and even odd jobs.  Our mothers were the same way when they were our age. That's why we were so close. After an enjoyable childhood,  we even took jobs together as assistants in the German government. Life could not get much better.  That was before Hitler took the Chancellor's seat. 

    Soon after Hitler took over, there were rumours that Jewish people were disappearing. Every day we got letters and phone calls from people back in Rott saying that many of our Jewish friends were missing. Some said that they heard screams in the night. Others said that the Nazi soldiers were taking them away to concentration camps where they were beaten, tortured, and eventually killed. Kurt, Fredrik, and I were confused by the whole thing and very frightened for our Jewish friends. We did not want anybody else to be taken.  Kurt, Frederik and I decided to do something about this.  That is when we began what would be our life's mission, to free our Jewish friends.  
    
    Every weekend we took a group of Jews and lead them secretly through the mountain pass between Switzerland and Germany. Frederik and I were there for assistance, but Kurt was the leader. He knew the mountains better than anybody because his grandparents had lived on the Swiss border. Every time Kurt visited he spent his days climbing the hills and learned it like the back of his hand. We all were scared, but felt we were doing the honorable thing by helping our old friends.

    One day, I fell ill and Kurt and Fredrick were on their own. The next night when they returned, a German patrol officer caught them. He asked them where they had been and why they were out past curfew. They were so frightened that instead of making up a lie they turned and ran. Kurt was caught first and Fredrick shortly after wards. The Nazi soldiers arrested them for resisting arrest and allegedly helping Jews flee. On August 29, 1941 my life changed forever...


    The next Monday I was back at work. Every thing looked the same, but something felt very different. At about twelve o' clock I figured it out, Fredrik and Kurt were not at their desks. I started to ask around to see if anybody had heard anything. Nobody was talking.  I started to panic.  What if something had happened on our weekend run.  Then finally I overheard my bosses talking in the break room. " Did you hear about those assistants that work for us? I heard something about them getting arrested."
    "Yes, I heard they were sneaking Jews across to Switzerland and got caught when they got back."
    " Well, if they were, then good riddance. Who likes the Jews? I hope they beat them until they die."
    "Me too."
    I ran back to my desk clutching my chest. I sat down quickly as the room began to spin.  How could this be? Where are they? I have to find out now. I went back to the break room where my bosses where now talking about their wives. "Excuse me sir, I feel poorly again, and feel like I'm getting very sick.  I think I may need to head home for a bit."  
"Uhhhh. A weak one."  And they both laughed.  "One day, and if you don't come back you're fired", the German officer barked.
    "Yes sir," I said feeling like I really was going to get sick.  My head was swimming.  I knew I was fired.  I could never come back. 
    
    While at home, I began racking my brain.  Where were they?  Where did the Nazis take them? My gut told me that they were taken to a death camp never to be seen again. Only a miracle would let them be in jail. I called everybody that I knew, but came up with the information I needed when I called Kurt's mother back in Rott. I could hardly hear her over all the crying. Though she did have a good reason. She said that a telegram was delivered to her announcing that her son was to be executed in three weeks time. She also said that they he was imprisoned in a jail just south of Rott. How ironic!  I knew where she was talking about and jumped on a bus to visit my friends.  I did not care what the Germans thought! 

    When I arrived I knew that the guards would not let me see my friends unless I had a legitimate reason, otherwise known as a legitimate lie. To the first guard I said," Let me in. I have been sent by the SS to question some suspects."  The prison guard stared at me.  I returned with, "If you would like to keep your job, I advise you to let me in." After that nobody tried to stop me. I went right in took my friends from their sell and put them into a room with no windows to "question" them. Before they knew what was happening I was hugging them and saying how I missed them. But we had to keep quiet because there was no doubt that the guards were listening. 
    
    " While we have been locked up in here Kurt and I have devised a plan," Fredrik said.
    "What is your plan?" I asked. 
    "Well there is a huge vent in the bathroom where Kurt and I could easily crawl through. The vent then empties right outside the courtyard. The only problem is if we don't get out of the vent soon enough the guard will come in, and when he doesn't see us, he will sound the alarm and then we will be dead for sure." 
    " Other than that we will be fine." Kurt added. 
    " I see two flaws in that plan. One, where are you going to go once you get out and two, how are you going to get across the border when you have to pass the Nazi checkpoints?"  I asked. Fredrik was the first to answer,
     " I thought of that too. Kurt will guide us through the mountain pass.  You know, he could do that blindfolded.  Here's the issue.  You will have to use your pull at the office to get us new German identities and new paperwork.  And, prior to the escape, you will have to drop off a change of clothes for each of us just outside the prison." 
" I feel certain I can forge the documents.  I'm a little shaky on where to leave the clothes.
"Luckily this prison is near our old hometown.  Leave them by the old willow tree just north of town,"  Frederick said.  
    "It's settled then, we escape on August 4 and never come back," Kurt said sounding weak.
   "Yeah," I managed to say.

    I open the door of the room and see the guards stand to attention. I quickly salute them and run for the exit. I make it onto the bus just in time and ride home.
    
    The next morning I drag myself out of bed and make myself go to work. " Get the I.D and that's it for your whole life," I keep mumbling to myself. When I arrive at work things are back to normal and everybody is talking again. If I did not know any better, I would say everybody is in a good mood. " I.D.," I remind myself. I walk straight to my desk and get to work. I had to make several trips to the file room, but that was not the hard part. It was hard when I had to forge the names on their birth certificates. When I was done with my work, it was time to leave. Both papers were in my bag looking great, but now it comes down to the escape.  The plan must work.  We only have one chance.

    The days seemed to last forever, but when the day of the escape came I did not feel ready at all. I was doubting Kurt, Fredrik, and even myself. If we get caught, we are dead. But as planned, I made my way to the old willow tree back in Rott. The tree looked exactly as it did  when we were young. I climbed it's branches and waited.  For a second, my mind took me back to the when we were young and Kurt was laughing as Frederik and I struggled to reach the top  of the old tree.  What fun we had.  What an entirely different lifetime.

    Back at the jail, Fredrik and Kurt were scared out of their minds. Kurt felt like he was going to throw up and Fredrik was doubting his plan. Both their heads were swimming and their legs felt like they were going to collapse. But as planned, they both went to the bathroom at six o' clock.  There was still considerable time before curfew and it was still dark outside. The guard at the door was impatient and time was of the essence. Kurt silently took the paneling off the vent and silently climbed in. Fredrik soon followed and the escape began. At every little noise they held their breath hoping they would not be heard as they crawled through the heating vent. At last, they reached the exit and took the cover off the vent the same way they did upon entry. Silently, they climbed out and ran out into the forest. Just as they made it to the tree line they heard the sirens and saw the lights flashing. They could taste freedom.

    I was asleep when Fredrik and Kurt arrived, but was soon awakned by the constant whispering of my name. I slid down the tree and gave them their new clothes. " Where should we put these?" Kurt asked gesturing towards the prison uniforms.
    "Ummm," I said trying to think,"oh, put them up in the tree, the highest branch." Kurt scurried up the tree like old times.  Once the clothes were taken care of, we started sprinting towards Rott. We knew we could not make it to Switzerland tonight so we knocked on the door of an old friend of ours when we were little, Mr. Schmidt. He fought in WWI and often told us stories about his adventures out in the battle front. We knocked on his door and explained our situation. He then gestured for us to hurry and get in. We then proceeded to follow him into his basement. He told us we could hide in the cellar closet hidden behind the stairs. " Best of luck to you guys and if any Nazi's come a knockin', I will tell them that I saw three young men sprinting towards Munich!"     
 
    Today I am sixty years old and I think back on that night when we ran to freedom. Each of us played a big part of escaping. If it were not for Kurt, we would not have made it through the mountains.  If it were not for Fredrik, there would have been no plan.  And if it were not for me, we would not have made it through the checkpoints we faced the next day. We could not have done it without each other, we are what you would call the Three Musketeers. It pays to have cherished friends, people you know and who know you better than you know yourself.  We owe lives to each other.  
    
