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Document Number: A20

Date: 11 and 12 October 1936

From: Alfred

To: his family in Offenbach (? Sounds like mother and stepfather)

Relationship to Alf:

Language: German

Number of pages: 3

Summary/Description

About life on the ship taking him to South Africa, his feelings, how he got to the ship, his fellow 
passengers, some anxieties but mainly pleasure. He seems concerned to reassure them.

Comments
There are three typed pages but the letter is unfinished and was conceivably never sent. The 
third sheet could be a discarded draft as it contains repeated information but also some nega-
tive views about his fellow German passengers. He wrote the rest of the letter before Madeira 
and this part afterwards. Has he forgotten what he has said already? Did he decide not to send 
the negative comments? Did he not keep all the carbon copies? He seems to be typing on a 
deckchair in the open air. I am guessing that if they docked at Madeira that post could have 
been dropped off  there.

Axel Munthe, The Story of St Michele was first published in 1929, said to be a best-seller, origi-
nally published in Swedish. It would be worth a picture or two in book / exhibition.

Translation:
My dear family
I am sitting here in the smoking lounge and looking out of the open doors at the sea. The big 
ship is gliding over the waves. This morning we are getting out of the Bay of Biscay. I have 
been feeling extraordinarily well lately, even though out of all the medicines which I have been 
sent I have only taken Dr Volk’s drops. I have the most amazing appetite and as you can see 
from the menus which I am including there is no danger of me going hungry.

In London I took a taxi to Waterloo Station where someone was waiting to help load the 
luggage and so forth. Various people I know from London are on the ship. Mrs Freudenberger 
came to the train with her nephew Lehmann from Augsburg to say farewell to Mr Ruschke-
witz and me. Mr Ruschkewitz is a distant relative of Mrs Freudenberger. His parents had a 
department store in Würzburg. 
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A fast train took us to Southampton where we arrived at 11.30. I quickly found my way about 
the ship. I am sharing a cabin with three gentlemen, a Mr Benjamin from Berlin, who is mar-
ried already (his wife is also on board) and who I know from London, a young man from 
Aschaffenburg, who worked for years for Tiez in Frankfurt, and an Englishman who has a job 
in Rhodesia and is coming back from his holidays.

Yesterday there was dancing in second class and I have the advantage of knowing somebody 
in every class who can invite me. You can tell that life in the middle of the Bay of Biscay was 
not so bad because I did not sit out a single dance. A few people are missing at meal times but 
they knew in advance that they get seasick.

Mr Ruschkewitz has a wonderful first-class cabin but that is the only advantage which first-
class has to offer. It is such a wonderful ship that even third class is very well accommodated. 
Mr Ruschkewitz showed me the breakfast menu with about 25 courses. But what does get out 
of this? He cannot spend the whole day eating. [a word or two may be mistyped here as the 
sentence does not make complete sense].

So you see, I am happy with everything. Time is passing quickly. There is a young woman in 
second class who used to work for Dr Scholl, chiropody, in Frankfurt. We talked about people 
we both knew and found that she was good friends with Walter Goldschmidt and his wife and 
they have given her a present to hand on to Paul Doctor. She knows Paul and Hans from [their 
names on] the plaque [outside the practice?] Around 60 of the 500 passengers on the ship 
are German. They are mainly in second and first class because there weren’t any more cheap 
tickets to be had. They are all very nice people. 

I have taken Uncle Richard’s advice and only swim at the same time every day. My days pass 
as follows:
At 6.30 the steward comes to wake me. I get into a prepared bath of sea water, shave. At 7.30 
breakfast. At 1 lunch, at 3 tea and at 7.30 dinner. In between I do some work and there are 
some games on deck.

It is difficult to describe the ship to you as you have never seen such a big liner and can really 
not imagine how splendidly the rooms in first class are done out.

I want to thank you again for what you have done for me and I am really happy that you have 
made it possible for me to travel in such a big ship. I am sure that I would have been miserably 
seasick if I had gone on a smaller ship.

At 11 in the evening everything closes down and everyone has to go to bed. We have a good 
library on board. I have borrowed “The Story of St. Michele” (title given in English), a wonder-
ful book.

(contiuned)
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12 October

I am sitting here on the deck and enjoying the southern sun. Tomorrow we will be in Madei-
ra. We have lately had no opportunity for swimming because only first class have a beautiful 
covered pool, but at present they are getting open-air pools ready on deck and in a few hours 
happy bathing life will resume. Everyone has a deckchair and is sitting in the sun or playing 
one of the many on-deck games such as deck-tennis. Time is flying by. I have felt well the 
whole time and really believe that there is no better way to restore oneself than to take a voy-
age on a big steamer. Only a handful of the Germans on board have already got a job for when 
we get there. Most are in the same position as me. I reckon that about 1000 Germans will be 
arriving at about the same time as me because the aid organisation is sending a whole steam-
er with 750 people. 

By the time my letter is in Offenbach, father will be on his business trip. Now they are starting 
to play music and I want to stop my typing.

There are isolated clouds in the sky but it is astonishing how great the contrast is between the 
weather yesterday which was stormy and cold and the beautiful southern weather today. We 
will be arriving down there in the middle of summer and it will be quite hot but I will be able 
to cope. Out of all the medicines against seasickness I have taken only one, Dr Volk’s drops, I 
have not even opened the others.

    --------------------------------------
[new page]

is as old as me, comes from Spain and is going to Southwest Africa, as well as a very nice 
Englishman who is going back to Rhodesia. When we left Madeira it was fairly warm for a few 
days and was very hot in our cabin as it has no outside window. But I am still sleeping well 
each night. Strangely enough in the region of the Equator it has been quite cool and windy for 
a few days, with a maximum temperature of 24 C. Anyway, the voyage is wonderful and I will 
be very happy if I am enjoying myself again as much in the near future. When you come on 
your first visit you had better take a cabin with an outside window but it makes no difference 
to a young chap like me if the air in the cabin gets rather close. 

On deck there is a paddling pool in which we can swim about, which for the past two days I 
have not been doing because the salt water is doing the skin on my hands no good.

Life on board has a regular pattern, I get up at 7, shave, have breakfast. Then I go on to the 
deck where you choose between table tennis, deck-tennis and deck-quoits. Quoits are rubber 
plates which are thrown at a target of some sort. I have a deckchair on which I sit and do some 
work or read. We also have a ship’s library from which I borrowed a wonderful book, ‘The 
Story of St. Michele’, by Axel Munthe. Now I am reading an interesting book about Germany by 
a British author.

(contiuned)
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In the morning there is tea again before lunch at 12.30. After that more work, sport and deck-
chair, up to 3.30 when we have tea and cake again. All that is behind me and I am collecting 
my appetite for dinner in the evening at 7. This evening there is also a light supper at about 10 
because there is a fancy dress party taking place. Every evening there is an event of one sort 
or another, either a dance or some form of entertainment such as communal singing. Yester-
day there was a horse race. Various ladies dressed up as horses and each had a gentleman as a 
jockey. The ladies had to cut through a long ribbon with a pair of scissors and who got through 
first was the winner. You could bet money on the various horses.

I spend most of my time with English speakers because I don’t want to speak German the 
whole day and the Germans on board do so. As well as that there are some real old gossips, 
male and female, amongst the Germans here who kill their time by exchanging their poison-
ous views on anyone who happens not to be present. There are also people who having paid 
for a first-class cabin think they have the right to look down on anyone common from third 
class, people for whom even on board not everything is splendid enough and whose saying 
that ‘everything is better back home in Germany’ has become proverbial amongst the South 
Africans. But there are also some very nice people here too.

(contiuned)
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