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         Sophus Boas, or Denmark’s Pimpernel Smith, has in this book written his memoirs from his time as a young priest in Hamburg during the Second World War. During the war years he travelled around the whole of Germany and visited, as the only Dane, members of the Danish resistance movement across 25 prisons and work camps. He came as a guest, and everywhere the prison gates would open for him and his contraband-filled suitcase.

          
      

         Sophus Boas lived amongst the Germans in their own country, and in many ways shared the circumstances of the war with them.

          
      

         Following his 5 years in Germany, he was called as a priest by various congregations in Denmark, Korea, Buenos Aires, and Spain. He has since retired in 1985.

      
   


   
      
         
            Prelude
      

         

         The sun was shining onto Hamburg from a clear sky.

         “There is nothing new under the sun” said the pastor in his sermon “but a war such as this, which is about to end, and the extent of ruin, such as in Hamburg, the sun has never seen before, even if it has been shining reassuringly on wars and devastated homes for as long as the earth has been inhabited by man”.

         The mountains of ruins stretched mile after mile through the city, crumbled blocks and burned out ghost streets, where only the facades still stood like the wings of a Potemkin theatre, meter upon meter of the remains of homes.

         When the first large bunker on Heiligengeistfeld was built with surface-to-air flak batteries on the roof, Herman Göring had announced that the airspace over Hamburg was now protected against enemy aircraft. In his usual dramatic style, he announced that he would eat a monkey for every aircraft that made it through. A few years later, this statement gave him the nickname The Monkey Eater – der Affenfresser – at least among the Germans I knew.

         There was an eerie silence in the city on that spring day during the last week of the war. There was anticipation in the air. There were two possible outcomes for ending the war. One would be a battle ‘from street to street and house to house’, as it was termed, against the British, who at that moment stood just south of the city on the opposite side of the River Elbe. The other outcome, which we all of course were hoping for, was that the city command would realize the madness of having even more people killed, and the remaining buildings destroyed, in a battle that was already lost. We were looking forward to a capitulation.

         This was the topic of conversation when my friend Andersen and I met at St. Pauli Fischmarkt. It was probably the topic of conversation among everybody, wherever they met in the city during those days. Andersen was a seaman who had recently married a German war widow and pub owner. He was looking forward to a happy life there, and sickened by the thought that a few more days of battle could ruin his dream castle: the pub. Furthermore, my then residence was still intact, so for our own reasons we each had the desire to give some good advice to the mayor and city council.

         An army truck drove slowly into the yard where we were standing and stopped close to us. On the back were sitting about 10 soldiers and their officer, an Oberleutnant. The soldiers looked pale and depressed and dirty in their worn-out uniforms. What might they have gone through during their retreat from the Channel Coast, El Alamein, or wherever they had reached with their initial victorious advances, only to experience the reality of Caesar’s words: ‘nothing changes as much as luck in a war’. Now, they had returned to where they started, and couldn’t get any further.

         The officer was young and the uniform neat, maybe just recently promoted. It was as if his face was also wearing a uniform. It was one of those hard, shiny, expressionless faces that I had seen so often among the SS and Hitler-Jugend. Maybe that is the face of fanatical worshippers of any ideology. He was one of those types who one read about every day in obituaries, stating that they had fallen ‘in the faith of the Führer and Great Germany’.

         The army truck and its contents appeared as a snapshot of what remained of the German army. One of the soldiers pulled out a pack of cigarettes and passed it around. I was still staring at the officer and said to Andersen:

         “If all Germans are like him, there will be no capitulation”.

         Then something happened. One of the soldiers jumped off the truck and walked a few steps away. Then he turned to the others on the truck and said:

         “The war is over. I’m going home”.

         He started walking away, and faster than I can write it, the officer had pulled out his gun and shot the deserter in the back. The unfortunate soldier turned around and said:

         “Herr Oberleutnant! Musste das sein?” (“Was that necessary?”)

         Then he collapsed. A few days later, Hamburg capitulated unconditionally. Musste das sein – Was it necessary? Was the war necessary? Has any war ever been necessary? I don’t know. I’m not a historian; just a storyteller. It is my own story from the war years that I am going to tell.

         Those years affected almost every person’s life in our part of the world. We had thoughts and did things, which prior to the war, would have been beyond our imagination. I did something which must have appeared completely crazy when, during the war, I decided to leave peaceful Holte in Denmark, and travel to Hamburg in the middle of enemy territory and become a paster in the church mission to Danish sailors. Musste das sein? I don’t know. The Germans always spoke about fate, Shicksal, in a way that portrayed everyone as puppets, being guided by a set of hands with a mission as undefined as the ‘providence’ referred to by Hitler in his speeches when the war began to fall apart for Germany.

         I never felt like that. Of course now, a long time after, I might wonder what I was seeking in Hamburg, instead of an idyllic countryside where my wife Mette and I could have hidden away while the war was raging. I made the choice with my eyes wide open.

      
   


   
      
         
            A little background
      

         

         During my early childhood years, I woke up one night to some strange noises from the living room. My curiosity has always been greater than my fear, so I got out of bed and peeked through the living room door. The lights were on and my dad was in there. He was sitting with his back to me, and it was he who was making the strange and scary coughing and roaring sounds. One is, of course, not afraid of one’s own dad, even if one believes that he has gone crazy.

         I opened the door, ran to him and crawled up on to his knee. I started crying and asked:

         “Why are you making these strange sounds?”

         Dad laughed and said that it was just something he was reading. He carried me back to bed, and now, calmed down, I fell asleep again. It was comforting to know that my dad wasn’t crazy after all.

         Many years later I asked my dad what specifically he was reading that night. I got the explanation; he was preparing for an exam as a teacher in the German language. He explained,

         “I would always wait for everyone to go to bed before practicing the difficult phonetics of ch, sch, tz, rolling r’s, and all those other bits that we don’t have in Danish language.”

         That was in fact the whole explanation. It was also my first encounter with the German language, which over time I became so fond of. However, during the 1930’s, when Danish radio would transmit Hitler’s hour-long speeches, I once again experienced the feeling of fear hearing those strange sounds.

         Hans Christian Andersen writes in his diary regarding an earlier Danish/German war in 1864, about the German language: ‘In this language, there is for the moment the sounds of guns and voices of the enemy’. One might wonder why no one in Denmark had any fear. Every time Hitler would talk about claiming a neighboring country to create “Grossdeutschland” (Great Germany) it was as if we had switched off our imagination, just like we would switch off the radio when he had finished the shouting. The ‘we’, of course refers to myself, Mr Man-in-the-street.

         In 1938, I was in the United Kingdom and spoke with many different people. They all asked if we were afraid in Denmark. Of what? That Denmark would be next? When eventually it did become our turn, I don’t think there was much to suggest that anyone had expected it. The little nation was just sitting cozily. In fact, there were so many good things to say about the Third Reich: law and order, full employment and so much else.

         A high-ranking Danish army officer had been on an official visit to Berlin. Upon his return he was interviewed and talked about the return trip where he had seen a company of SS soldiers in the railway station.

         “I studied them carefully and got a good impression of the fine faces they possessed. And believe you me, I have a whole life of experience judging the faces of young people!”

         We had nothing to fear.

         Many Danes made the most of Germany now having become a real tourist destination, unaware of what was concealed. On my daily walk to the train station in Holte, I could see a billboard in the bank window with the daily exchange rates for cheap tourist German Marks. Germans were travelling Kraft durch Freude (Power through Pleasure) which was a program to allow Germans to see other countries at an affordable price. This didn’t include the big country towards the East (Russia) with all its secrecy.

         It would be the fate of the Jews that initially opened my family’s eyes; not all was as well as it seemed in Germany. Today, refugees are often regarded as entire migrations, but in the 1930’s, no one had ever heard about entire population groups fleeing both their own country and their fellow citizens to save their lives.

         Many German Jews came to Denmark. My sister, who was a librarian in Lyngby, met many of them as book borrowers. She would invite them to our home, and for several years we had many young Jews as regular visitors in our house. My dad made good use of the ch, sch, tz and rolling r’s. It happened though that most of them learned Danish in record time. What they told us didn’t exactly match what we read in the newspapers or what our family and friends would talk about after visiting Germany. In Copenhagen I taught Danish to a class of Jews. Even though they learned to speak the language, they were afraid to remain in Denmark. They all wanted to move to the United Kingdom or America.

         In 1936, when I started my theological studies, an organization was created in Copenhagen as a branch of the Austrian Irene Harand Bewegung (Irene Harand Movement). Its purpose was to bring a true account of the Jewish situation to a public, which was otherwise bombarded with anti-Semitic propaganda from the many small, mushrooming Nazi movements.

         The organization was named the ‘Danish League against Racism’. Somehow, I ended up as a member of its board. I don’t know if the organization actually had any other members than the board itself. As a young student I was the ‘new kid’ on the board. The others were also young: Deputy Rabbi Marcus Melchior, the painter Magda Meier, a Pastor Ostrup, the writer Sivert Gunst, and a teacher called Lunghøj. We held meetings at Magda Meier’s home and a monthly public meeting in the Grand Café. Marcus Melchior published the book ‘They Say About The Jews….’ and this book became our catechism.

         Apart from lecturing in Jewish history, I was also drafted to attend Nazi meetings and take notes. I have to say that those little Danish Hitlers seemed so stupid that one simply couldn’t see them posing any threat.

         Once, I attended a meeting held in the building of the students’ union. The largest hall was rented for the occasion. I brought along my fiancé. The hall had completely filled up. The party leader of the evening had a uniform, fringe, and black mustache, and really managed to achieve a likeness of the great German leader. Uniformed guards lined all sides of the hall. One of them showed us to our seats. We soon realized that we had been placed in the unruly corner where no one wore party colors.

         It felt like a boxing match. First, there were the lesser and inconsequential speakers. They delivered their rehearsed pieces and were greeted with cheers. Then came the ‘Führer’. After he had been shouting for some 10 minutes, we simply couldn’t stand listening to any more of it. This was the case with most of the people in our corner, and the abuse towards the speaker started coming.

         “Shut up with all those lies”!

         Then things happened fast; the uniformed guards threw themselves on us, and a fight started using chairs as weapons. A few rows away from us, a woman stood up, her face more contorted with rage than I had ever seen. She pointed at us and screamed:

         “Beat those dogs”

         It was Olga Eggers, who later became a well-known Danish author. We were most definitely being beaten up, but by the time the third or fourth anti-Nazi participants was lying unconscious on the floor, the police arrived.

         Four very large officers walked up the centre aisle and, instantly, the hall went quiet. They didn’t do anything except just stand there. Some ambulance men showed up to carry away the injured. The police officers walked out again, and Mette and I walked out amongst them. On the way out I asked the officer if he was going to file a report, in which case I would like to stand as a witness.

         “No, not really” he said “if you had just stayed away then you had nothing to risk.”

         So true.

         The following day I wrote to the student’s union leadership to express my anger. How could such an organization offer space and thereby, I assume, its name for meetings of this kind? The answer was that rental of the hall to a Nazi meeting was purely a business transaction, and not representative of the student’s union’s own ideas.

         Our own little organization never accomplished anything major, but as the last surviving member of its board, I thought it worthwhile saying a few words about it. On the morning of 9th
          April 1940, when Germany occupied Denmark, we telephoned each other and agreed to dissolve the organization.

         It was thus the persecution of the Jews that defined my own and my family’s opinion about the German Reich. One might think that with my Old Testament name, I am myself Jewish. I often wondered why no one ever asked me about this in Germany during the war. I happen not to be Jewish, but at the same time I wouldn’t have minded being one either.

         Johan Christian Boas is the name of my great-great-great-grandfather. All people in Denmark with the name Boas originate from him. With a Christian first name and Jewish last name, he is a walking bible. He came from Germany over 200 years ago. If he came as a refugee, it might have been to escape being drafted for the military. None of his descendants were particularly militant. He married Helene Egedius, the daughter of the bailiff of Gottorp Castle. Her family tree, which of course is also my own, starts with Hans Tausen (the bishop who reformed the Church of Denmark to Lutheran belief). One might suggest that one is duty bound to become a pastor, when one is descended from the reformer himself.

      
   


   
      
         
            The 9th
          April 1940
      

         

         In the morning of 9th
          April 1940, I was reading leaflets dropped from German aircraft, ‘Oprop! (the Danish word for ‘announcement’ misspelled by the Germans) To The Danish Army and Danish People…’ ( the German declaration of the invasion and occupation of Denmark). I went in to Copenhagen and, in Fiol Street, I met with my study coach, Professor Børge Diderichsen. We quickly agreed that the events of the day made it near impossible to concentrate on chapter 12 in the Book of Dogmatic Studies.

         “Where are you going” he asked.

         “I think I’ll walk to Amalienborg Castle and hear what the King has to say”, I answered.

         This really made him laugh. It was after all Prime Minister Stauning who ruled the country, so if anyone needed some words of wisdom, it would have to come from him.

         I had my own particular reasons for wanting to hear from the King.

         During the previous summer I was attending study sessions at Grundtvig House. They were from 7 to 8 in the morning. When the weather was nice, I would save the cost of a train ticket, and ride my bicycle instead. At 6 am I would ride over Geels Hill towards Lyngby, and the road was always very empty. There was only one particular person I would see at the stretch between the hill and Sorgenfri.

         He would come towards me in the opposite bicycle lane, riding a horse. Of course, I recognized the King, but what to do? The first morning I just looked straight ahead. The next morning, I also tried steadfastly to look straight ahead as I passed him. But I couldn’t help turning my head to look at him. It was a bit embarrassing, as King Christian X was also looking at me. He had a peculiar expression on his face.

         On the third morning, as I labored on the bicycle over Geels Hill, I came to the realization that normally I would greet anybody I saw during such a quiet early morning hour. So why not the King also? Maybe it might even please him. As we met again that morning, I took my hat off and shouted:

         “Good morning, Your Majesty”

         There was no doubt that he was pleased. He saluted me and shouted back:

         “Good morning, good morning”

         Another subject won over for the Thousand Year Old Kingdom! This was the reason that I chose to go to Amalienborg Castle on that fateful morning. I felt as if the King and I knew each other.

         Everybody knows that during the next five years of the occupation he became the symbol of unity for Copenhagen and, in fact, the entire nation.

         When I tell the next generation about the King’s daily horse rides through the city during the occupation, people say:

         “what else should he do?”, “he was just passing time”.

         Many experiences end up sounding mundane when put into words for those who didn’t have the opportunity to understand the atmosphere, or the feelings, that may have been part of those experiences. For instance, I don’t think I would be able to describe an aerial bombing attack in a way that it could really be understood by a person who hadn’t experienced it himself.

         When King Christian X died in 1947, I was still a pastor in Hamburg. The large St. Johannis Church at Mittelweg had escaped damage during the war, and I borrowed it for a memorial service. There were consular representatives from twenty-six different countries there. It was the first time after the war had ended that the Germans had also been invited for an international affair. However, they didn’t show up. Full of anger, the Hamburg newspapers reported the next day that die Plätze der deutschen Senatoren blieben leer (the seats for the German senators were empty).

      
   





Exams and departure for Germany



As the years of the occupation progressed, it was getting closer to the time where I had to prepare myself for my final exam in theology. I wasn’t doing much about it. This was partly because of my inherent laziness, but just as much because I was living in a time of great distraction. Plum’s Dogmatic and Greek Genitives seemed so irrelevant compared with the news of the war in North Africa.

I was still living at home with my parents, and every evening their friends would visit, and everybody listened to the latest news from the BBC on the radio. Then they deliberated for hours afterwards. We must have looked like collegiums politicum in a Holberg play, but this was the way that people would sit in every little home, and form opinion about the times we were in. We wouldn’t miss it for anything.

Just before the war, my sister had married an Englishman and settled in Manchester. It was a special moment when we could occasionally tell our friends that we had received a cable or letter from England through the secret channels, which could only reach the rest of the world via Sweden.

In 1943, I finally passed the exam. By that time, I had lost all interest in becoming a pastor. In so many ways I felt incapable and unworthy, and so I was. When I had started my studies, I saw the staircase to the pulpit as a light at the end of a tunnel, but over the years it had become shrouded in so much mist that I couldn’t see it anymore. I felt that the day I would stand at the pulpit, I would have nothing to say to clear the mist. It was an awful thought that useless me, by the virtue of having passed an exam, would be appointed into office in some parish, and preach the gospel, but in fact have nothing at all to say.

Later in life, when listening to young pastors, I thought that it may not be so bad after all if they were lacking confidence, and felt unworthy and humble about the mission they were about to take on. But that’s another story.

What should I do? I had to pursue an appointment, or at least pretend that I was searching, and discover, like Dickens’ Micawber, an escape from my troubles.

The first thing to do was to buy an 8-day travel card with the national rail, for a round trip visit to all the bishops in the country. I had been told that it would help make them remember my name whenever they saw an application. This was to become a strange experience.

One bishop said to me that if I was appointed in his diocese in the North, I should be preaching about sin. In the South, it would be better to preach about the blood of the lamb to cleanse the sin. Or was it the other way around?

Another bishop had just turned 60 and received for the occasion a fine desk from the diocese council. During our one-hour conversation, all I remember was about the desk.

“Look at these fine ornamental carvings”

or,

“Have you ever seen drawers moving so perfectly? Now this is proper furniture making!”

A third bishop would talk with much delight about a parish hit by scandals. Apparently, the pastor and the female organist had repeatedly violated the seventh commandment behind the organ!

It was all very interesting, but not very useful for a young pastor tormented like me. Nowhere was I given the opportunity to lead the conversation onto the salient issue: my sense of unworthiness as a pastor for God and for human beings. This sensation probably only deteriorated with every visit I made.

However, something did come out of the trip. To save on hotel costs, I travelled through Jutland at night. During many rather sleepless hours on the train, I suddenly saw the answer. I should become a pastor in the Danish seamen’s mission! I imagined such an appointment would have many exciting assignments, which weren’t necessarily church affairs. There would be all matter of so-called charity work, taking up the hours of the day, and at least I could receive my salary with dignity.
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