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Sentenced to
Life With a
Grumpy
Cabbage
"One more torturous treatment and you're
terminated", declares the German nurse, as she
marches out to the supplies cupboard. "I’ll be back."
Ok, so she didn't say that. Exactly. Although a true
translation of intent would not be too far away. But
then maybe I am not thinking so clearly. Since very
cleverly snapping the bottom part of my leg like a
long dried chicken drumstick, in what could be
considered a slightly less than perfect hang gliding
landing two hours earlier, this now soring Kiwi has
the overwhelming wish to utter strange squeaking
sounds, grow a tail and run around on the remaining
healthy three of all fours.
"Nein! Are you a man or a mouse? Scissors are not
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necessary", replied my previous collision with the
compassionate world of German nursing scornfully,
as she shredded the intravenous drip, no relation, and
hair plaster from my forearm. "See", she said
gleefully, holding an arm scalp triumphantly in the air.
"You didn’t need scissors."
Yet overwhelming wishes and soring aside, a true
Kiwi would never squeak, sprout a tail or partake in
animal behaviour experiments. It couldn't. In fact the
kiwi that is commonly known around the world as:
a) a small brown furry fruit
b) a brand of shoe polish
c) a motorcycle helmet
is actually a small brown, nocturnal, flightless bird,
unique to New Zealand. Somewhere back in our
short history we New Zealanders, lacking other fierce
wildlife, decided it would be a good thing to be
named after something brave enough to wander alone
in the bush at night. Not that this explanation helps
much in parts of the world where the only kiwi
known is a). While it would certainly be no problem
to be called after a motor cycle helmet and being a
shoe polish could be useful for job interviews, no true
Kiwi male would ever call themselves a fruit.
Now what was that about one more torturous
treatment? Triumphantly the nurse pulls out
something resembling a dry roll of high tech carbon
fibre. Adding fluid to the fibre roll, she starts
wrapping it around my leg. This is Germany the land
of advanced high quality engineering. Who would use
heavy, messy outdated plaster from France when a
lighter, more efficient alternative is available?
Then it dawns on me. She is going to set my leg.
Without painkillers. Us Kiwis being tough manly
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types, see above, I start shaking uncontrollably while
searching frantically for a bedpan. I ask if they don't
have any laughing gas or other painkillers I could use.
"Oh no, we don't have that here, just grit your
teeth".
The torment begins with a light pressure on the
undersurface of my foot, before vanishing again as
the empathetic envoy of medieval medicine
disappears to the cupboard for forgotten instruments
of torture. All that is missing from the interrogation
scene of one of those really bad Nazi movies I
remember from my childhood, is the lamp shining in
my eyes, an old piece of leather between my teeth and
the heavily accented voice telling me there are vays I
can be made to talk.
Reappearing victorious at the foot of my bed and
broken leg, the nurse applies pressure once more,
increasing it slowly as my foot is pushed back. As
bone pieces grind slowly into place I discover the roof
is closer than originally thought. By this point I'll
confess to almost anything. Even that no Nazi ever
said what I remember them saying1. So how did I end
up here?
I suppose it all really began one day in June 1998
in a local pub on one, which if truth be told was a lot
more than one, beer fuddled evening in my home
town of Wellington in New Zealand. Two and a bit
years and even more beers after this first evening I
find myself standing on Brooklyn Hill in Wellington
about to marry a grumpy cabbage.
A life sentence proposed just a week before.
Before which time we were both starting to panic a
little. It was the middle of November and on
December 1st, Isabel, less formerly known as Izzy,
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and I are heading off to her home country of
Germany, with a slight tourist detour through
Australia and South East Asia, to live for a while. But
I don’t have a visa. Nor does it look like the German
authorities are very keen to provide a brave brown
bush bird with such a thing. After much discussion of
life, bureaucracy, visas and the importance of a
healthy breakfast, we decide on the doing porridge
option, with salt.
A bit too late, in more ways than one, for the usual
white wedding, we elect to have a simple registry
wedding. This is organised for the following week.
Only after the weekend’s breakfasts of pancakes and
French toast with maple syrup, the porridge is in need
of some sweetening. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to
have a few friends and family there? And there must
be a more romantic spot than the registry office.
Although if this was Germany, as I find out later,
we wouldn't have a choice. The only permissible way
of obtaining a healthy breakfast with salt there is via
the marriage registry, or Standesamt. Weddings that
take place in a church, or on a windy hill, might be
very romantic, but they have no legal standing.
Therefore a German wedding, just to prolong the
torture, is held in two parts: legal and romantic. In
that order exactly. The romantic part may be left out,
but if the order is reversed, the celebrant, be they
priest or lay person, is breaking the law and may end
up doing porridge themselves2.
Not that true Kiwi males would ever admit to
caring about the romantic ramifications. Grumpy
cabbages acting as visa facilitators, however, do.
Unhappy visa facilitator, no visa.
"Yes Isabel dear, of course it is important that we
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have a romantic spot dear. What about Brooklyn Hill
then dear?", I suggest. "It is there, Isabel, you are
usually on a bike and of course then there is the lovely
view of Wellington."
Spot chosen, all that remains is organising a
marriage celebrant and inviting the guests. On
Monday night we open the yellow pages to the
marriage celebrants section and pick one at random.
Only there is no first name listed, so we move to the
next one down. A woman by name of Gillian this
time. I ring the number and ask Gillian if she would
be available for an evening wedding in three days
time, a Thursday, as this is the only free day we both
have and the weekend is already taken with a leaving
for Germany party. She is. She then asks our names. I
give them.
"Was your mother Gwenda?", she asks.
"Yes she was", I reply, "How did you know?"
"I used to work with her, just before she died", at
which point she chokes a little, while I struggle to
avoid being labeled as an a). She then tells me she
would love to do the wedding and we arrange to meet
the next day to go over the final arrangements. The
next couple of days are a blur. In between the Frau to
be’s final exams for her diploma, emptying my house
of seven years of possessions and packing freight for
Germany, we have very little time. On the Wednesday
we begin ringing around a small number of friends
and family. I go out to visit my favourite grandmother
to invite her personally.
"Mama, what are you doing tomorrow evening?", I
ask.
"Oh, I don’t know dear. Maybe shopping, why?"
"Izzy and I are getting married. Want to come?"
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"Oh I think I will have to sit down dear. Yes, yes
that is great of course I will come".
Unfortunately or not, depending on your point of
view, the time is too short for the Frau to be’s
parents to come over from Germany and many
friends we can not invite as there is just not enough
time or room. We have trouble enough finding a
restaurant to cater for the 30 people who do come.
And so much for our, well actually the Frau to be's,
idea of a romantic evening in a hotel room on the
night of the wedding. The whole of Wellington is
booked out. We settle for a romantic evening picking
our way through the bomb site that used to be known
as my house instead.
Finally the big day arrives, and everything is ready.
Except rings are missing. Not just the one ring, but
two. I am not so keen on the idea of wearing
something so precious. The Frau to be is. But then I
worry what will transpire when she puts on the one
ring. The invisible part would not be so bad, but the
binding and ruling bit scares me. I resolve to buy a
ring too. The wedding itself proceeds with a hitch as
planned. Vows are exchanged, rings slipped on, a
fellowship established, a visa secured and my freedom
is gone with the wind. A four month honeymoon via
Australia and South East Asia and ending in
Germany, begins a week later.
Honeymoon over, I find myself, armed with the
sort of extensive vocabulary resulting from 36
promptly forgotten hours of evening German classes
two years previously, stepping out of the plane into
the organised chaos of Frankfurt Airport, Germany's
busiest, not understanding a word. Luckily the Frau
proves she can actually speak the language of her
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birth and my hands and arms will not be needed after
all.
While she practices her German on the Deutsche
Bahn (German Rail) clerk, I look over a big yellow
poster that I, with above average intelligence, assume
must be a train timetable due to the place names and
times listed on it. Hmm strange, it mentions here the
time the ICE departs. Ice departure? Today is last the
Tuesday in March and therefore winter. I suppose if it
is winter and there is ice on the ground, there must
also be a time it leaves. Wow these Germans certainly
have things well organised. All that is missing is a
timetable for SNOW. At the bottom of the timetable,
written in small print, I notice the words "ICE - Inter
City Express".
We somehow manage to find the right train
connection to Herborn-Seelbach, the Frau's birth
place and the home of the in-laws who I have met
only once. Back when I was just the strange brave
bush bird boyfriend of their precious daughter.
"Ist hier noch frei?"
I am suddenly back in one of those forgotten 36
hours of German lessons. Amazed that I have actually
understood something, I nod my head and indicate to
the woman that she can sit. I look over at the Frau
and try to contain my laughter. I never believed my
German teacher, or the Frau for that matter, that
people really would be polite enough ask if a seat was
free before sitting down. We Kiwis would just sit.
Actually maybe that is why the German teacher made
us, especially me, practice it so often.
Looking out the train window, I notice the
landscape is flat with touches of green peeking
through where the ice and snow have departed on
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schedule. I am actually amazed how much green there
is. For a country not a lot bigger than New Zealand
in land area, but with 84 million inhabitants Germany
has nearly 21 times the number of people. But no
sheep. Not even the odd nervous one. With over 40
million sheep, ten times the human population, in
New Zealand it is difficult to drive more than a few
kilometres without seeing at least one flock. For
Germany I had been expecting a near continuous
suburban sprawl. Instead I observe many small towns
and villages separated by fields and forests
occasionally kilometres in length. As I find out a bit
later, even Frankfurt, Germany's banking capital and
one of the few German cities with high rise buildings
in the centre has only around two thirds of a million
inhabitants.
Herborn-Seelbach, or Seelbach to its friends, is
around 100 kilometres from Frankfurt and located in
the state of Hessen. Seelbach is a small village of
approximately 3,729 people 3 , where every person
counts, and is part of the wider Herborn region.
Herborn itself, the big smoke of the region and
overrun with around 8,500 people, lies four and a half
kilometres distant.
Around 47% of the population are employed in
the dominant wood and steel manufacturing
industries of the region. Luckily only a small number
are engaged in outright railway robbery. Like the
highwaymen of old. Only different. And more
audacious. These modern highwaymen don't steel
from people using the highway, they steal the actual
highway. Or to be more precise, the rails.
By showing all who ask, and not many do, a
contract from Deutsche Bahn, the quintessential
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railway robber is able to employ others to do the
majority of his work for him. Which they do. Over
several weeks at the beginning of 2006, as I learn
later, a five kilometre section of disused track near
Seelbach is dismantled and sold for a profit to scrap
metal dealers4. And no-one notices. And this is where
the Frau became what she is? I’m worried.
After around an hour and a half we near Seelbach.
The landscape has become hilly and the forest thicker.
The houses between and within villages look similar,
but not exactly the same either. Black slate tile roofs,
white plastered walls and small gardens. Character
houses. I am feeling increasingly apprehensive. Not
from the forest though. After all I come from a
country where flightless birds wander around in the
forest at night and alone. Nor from the character
houses. No, this is something much worse. I am
going to meet the Frau's parents for only the second
time. But this time as their son-in-law. They speak
very little English and, apart from questions about
seat availability, my German is worse than their
English.
What's more, wanting to surprise the Frau's
parents, we have not told them exactly when we will
be arriving. We decide to walk the 10 minutes to their
office and just march in on them. My trepidation is
not exactly helped by the greeting I have been
practicing the last few weeks, all the while encouraged
by the Frau, who I am sure like a kid sticking their
finger into a bees nest, just wants to see what will
happen. The Frau and I go around to the back
entrance of the office. We open the door and walk in.
"Hallo Drachenschwiegermutter", are the first words
out of my mouth to Anneliese, my new mother-in15

law. Anneliese goes white and a shriek escapes her
lips. Oh no have I gone too far?, I think. Anneliese
rushes over to hug first the Frau and then me. That I
had just called her my "dragon mother-in-law" hasn’t
registered at all. Like daughter, like mother, I think.
Attracted by the not inconsiderable noise coming
from the back of the office, Gϋnter, the Frau's father,
walks in. More hugs (and a handshake for me of
course, come on none of us here are an a) and
questions. At least I think they are questions. I am
sailing through a German language fog, even worse
than the German classes two years ago. I have no idea
what anyone is saying, nor how I should even start a
conversation. Would the fog clear if I asked about
chair availability?
The German language fog doesn't disappear in the
next few weeks, but with the help of some
Schwiegermutterdeutsch, or mother-in-law German, it
does thin a little.
"Wir essen Kartoffel-Potatoes", says Anneliese.
Hey I understood that. Maybe more than just
useful questions about available seats has stuck in my
head from those 36 hours of forgotten lessons after
all. "We are going to eat potatoes-potatoes". But why
the German English mix? A few days later a similar
thing happens, this time with another mix of German
and English. Again I understand both languages.
Then it dawns on me. Anneliese knows a few words
of English. She is just trying to help me understand.
By now though I don't have the heart to tell her that
she only ever translates the words I already
understand.
Along with Schwiegermutterdeutsch, I also get to learn
Omadeutsch, grandmother German. The Frau's
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Grandmother - Oma - lives in a self contained flat
above Günter and Anneliese. Oma is 95 and for some
reason taken with me. Even though her English is as
extensive as my German, we somehow, with the Frau
as translator, manage to converse. I hear a bit about
growing up under the Kaiser, or German emperor, and
how different things are these days. Back then the
Kaiser was (or maybe had) such a big wig that on his
birthday, Oma and all the other school kids would get
a free bread roll. I hear also about her experiences as a
young woman growing up in Marburg. What I never
learn from Oma though, is anything about her
experiences during the time you are not supposed to
mention. It is never mentioned.
I learn later from the Frau and her aunt Waltraud,
Oma's daughter, why. This was a very difficult time
for Oma. The Nazi government would not allow her
and her later husband, a customs officer, based in
France during the occupation, to marry. Even though
she was already pregnant with his child. And to have a
child out of wedlock was, at the time, a monstrous
scandal. Then after Germany was defeated, we won't
mention when, her future husband was imprisoned by
the British for over three years after having been
captured in France. At the time Oma didn't know if
she would ever see him again.
It is actually the example of Oma that
demonstrates to me how Germany has handled the
Nazi times, at least within the Frau's family, up to
now. It was scarcely mentioned with the Frau or her
brother by either her parents or grand parents. Yet
this same example also displayed the difference of the
Frau's generation to that of her parents and
grandparents. Such subjects are no longer tabu.
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This openness becomes more obvious to me a
couple of years later once my German has progressed
enough to read local newspapers. As part of the 60th
celebrations of the end of the second world war, the
local Munich pager, the Süddeutsche Zeitung, runs a
series of articles about life under the Nazis and
directly after the war. They did mention the war. It
appears that while Germany has not forgotten the war
or the Nazis and the terrible things done in their
name, Germany has achieved closure and moved on.
Perhaps it is only the English speaking world that still
requires a session on Freud's couch?
What I do learn from Oma, I am certain could not
be learnt in such scholarly detail from any other
source. That is the goings on of various German
movie and TV stars and how Charliss, Deeana and
other members of the British royal family are getting
on. Or what the Princess of Monaco is up to. And
finally how to get the best out of sundry pot plants
and flowers. All of which I am certain is going to
prove intensely useful for life in my new adopted
country.
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Leaving Before
I Even Arrive
"I'm freezing Frau", I whinge.
"Oh don't be a girl", she replies, offending my
sensitivities.
After the 30°C+ temperatures in the honeymoon
lands of Australia and South East Asia, the sub-zero
temperatures of a German winter are proving a little
cold for summer weight clothing. We need those
belongings out of customs as soon as possible. And
even more importantly, I might have just arrived, but
I want to leave again. An old school friend, Mark,
who lives in Canada, is getting married. Knowing his
friends, Mark has organised his wedding to take place
near a ski resort with the 10 days before the wedding
intended as skiing for the boys, with the odd, but not
necessarily strange, girl thrown in. As Mark is one of
my best friends I really don't want to miss the skiing,
I mean the wedding. If we don't get a customs release
in the next few days, I will.
Which is looking more and more likely. Missing
the skiing that is. Before we left New Zealand in
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December the Frau and I had arranged a shipment of
personal effects to Germany, thinking four months
would be plenty of time. It wasn't. The shipment itself
arrived in Germany well before we did. What we
hadn't allowed for was bureaucracy. In particular our
first exposure to the virulent German form of it. Our
warm clothes, skis, mountain bikes, hang gliders and
other big boy and girl toys prove to be waiting in a
customs warehouse somewhere in Hamburg for a
customs clearance. Waiting for a certified copy of the
Frau's passport. Waiting in fact for what we had
already provided our shipper, via email (correction:
snail mail) from Hanoi, Vietnam. Waiting for what
had cost us a day of running from embassy to
embassy, standing in various queues and fending off
numerous rickshaw drivers.
We call our shipper. They say customs require a
certified copy of the Frau's passport. Thanks for the
new information. Wanting to return the favour, we
mention again that we sent them a copy three weeks
ago. Back when we were in 'Nam. The scanned copy
we sent via email is no longer sufficient, however. It
has to be the original copy. The one with a stamp on
it from the German Embassy in Hanoi saying that
this copy really is a copy and not a copied copy.
Somehow in the email reply from our shipper two
months earlier, they had mixed up the words for "yes
a scanned copy of the copy is ok", with "no we have
to have the original copy of the copy".
Obviously eager to augment our impression of
great customer service the shipper then demands two
months of storage fees. This amounts to more than
the cost of sending our belongings over from New
Zealand. We refuse to pay and point out the small
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matter that since they omitted to ask for the passport
in New Zealand and then said ok to our copy of the
copy, this whole problem is actually their fault and we
should not pay. That we have enough written
evidence to prove it probably has more to do with the
fact we hear no more mention of storage fees than a
willingness to help out.
I convince the Frau to call customs direct. She
manages to obtain the customs telephone number
from our shipper and makes the call. The customs
agent, civil servant to the core, doesn't seem
particularly impressed however when we tell him we
have provided the information already. That we did a
tour in 'Nam doesn't make the slightest bit of
difference either. He requires the original copy of the
Frau's passport. It is not until the Frau, starting to get
desperate now, mentions that I need to leave in four
days for Canada for a friend's wedding, and need
some winter clothes, that she gets some interest.
"He is asking where you are going in Canada", the
Frau asks me.
"First Calgary, but the wedding is in Kelowna", I
answer.
The Frau translates my words into German.
"He says he has just come back from Kelowna",
the Frau whispers to me, and looks hopeful.
The Frau and the customs agent chat on for a
while about his trip to Canada. I wait, on edge, not
understanding even the one side of the conversation I
can hear.
"He says he will make an exception for us and
release our things today", the Frau tells me after she
hangs up.
Perhaps there is some hope for German
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bureaucracy after all, I think.
We call the shipper once again and let them know
customs are going to release our belongings today.
They promise to try and make the delivery as quickly
as possible, but stress that it is unlikely it will be
before lunchtime on Friday. The last possible flight I
can take to Calgary and still make the ski trip before
the wedding is on Friday at 2pm. Resigned, I ring
Mark, and let him know that it is unlikely I will be
able to make it.
Friday morning arrives and we receive a call from
the shipper to tell us our shipment will arrive around
10am. Half an hour before the appointed time and
before I have had the chance to shower (not that I
ever need it, "yes dear, not even after an half hour
long run", the Frau assures me with just a slight trace
of sarcasm in her voice), we receive a call from
Anneliese to say our shipment has arrived at the
office. The Frau and I rush down with bated breath.
It is our shipment. Everything has arrived safe and
sound, minus a video player. The considerate thief did
however leave us the still sealed video player carton.
All we have to do now is work out how to play our
videos with it. A difficult task. We have no operating
instructions.
The thought already running through my head
takes hold. Maybe I can make the ski trip after all? I
voice my thought to the Frau. Her face falls. Her
visible stress levels rise. She translates for Anneliese.
Anneliese's face falls. Anneliese's visible stress levels
rise. There is that like daughter like mother thing
again. Neither of them think this is a good idea. It is
now 10:30am. The plane leaves in three and a half
hours. But from Frankfurt, an hour and a half away
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by train, if all goes well. However I haven't packed
and don't have a ticket. Yet. Hmm strange I think, I
am the one that is flying to Canada, but it is the
mother-in-law and Frau who are stressing out. Family
resemblance or a deep-seated German desire to have
everything nicely organised months in advance?
I remain undeterred. I stress it's possible to make
the flight and anyway I am going to try. While
Anneliese becomes visibly more tense, good thing
she's not doing the travelling I think, I grab my skis,
boots and all the clothing I'll need for the trip. The
Frau and I hurry the five minutes back to the house,
the Frau using the fast pace to work off some of her
anxiety and Drachenfrau tendencies. I grab a few more
things from our room, throw everything into a bag,
spray an instant shower under the arms and 20
minutes later we are on our way to the travel agent in
Herborn, four kilometres away. We park the car and
run down the road to the travel agent.
It is now 11:15. The last possible train I can catch
leaves at 11:40. That means I have 25 minutes to buy
the plane ticket, buy a train ticket and get to the train
station at the other end of town. At 11:30 clutching
the plane ticket in my hand, the Frau and I run for the
car and race off to the station. At 11:35 I am standing
on the platform saying my goodbyes to the Frau.
Precisely at 11:40 I hop, with both feet, onto the train.
I am on my way, without even needing to ask if a seat
is available. Two stops later I run across the platform
to make my first connection. For the first time in the
last two hours I am able to breathe a little easier. I
now have an hour or so before reaching Frankfurt
Hauptbahnhof and my next connection to the airport.
Arriving at the Hauptbahnhof I encounter my first
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obstacle. I can't find the platform for the S-Bahn, or
commuter train, to the airport. The time is now 1:00
pm and my plane leaves in an hour. After struggling
through the ice and snow departure times, I finally
spot the time for the S-Bahn and hurry down to the
platform. Shit, wrong side. I hurry back up the stairs,
striving to control my wildly waving skies, and rush
down to the other platform. To my horror I see the
airport S-Bahn pulling away from the platform. The
next train is in 15 minutes.
After what seems an eternity, the next S-Bahn
arrives and I get on. Approximately ten minutes later
I arrive at the airport. Now where is the check in? I
head off in what I think must be the correct direction.
Of course it isn't. I stop someone and as luck would
have it, they speak English. They put me back on
track. I finally arrive at the correct check in at 1:31pm.
"I'm sorry check in for Calgary closed at 1:30."
I can't believe my ears. All this way to be denied at
the last minute.
"Oh please, please. I am going to Canada for a
friend's wedding and I only just managed to purchase
the ticket this morning and rush here as fast as I
could", I blurt out.
The woman looks pitying at me. I hope it is not
because of the instant shower.
"Look we don't usually do this, but I'll make an
exception for you. Where is your passport? Oh I am
afraid there are only seats in the middle of the plane
available. Is that ok?"
"Yes that's fine thanks", I say, but wonder if the
poor people on either side of me will think the same.
We complete the check in formalities and boarding
pass in hand I run for the gate. The plane leaves in 20
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minutes. Ten minutes later I arrive at the gate, sweat
doing a good imitation of the Niagara Falls down my
back. I'm beginning to think the instant shower may
just not be strong enough. I take the time to quickly
ring the Frau to tell her that I made it and ask her to
please call Mark to let him know I am on my way.
Strange the gate seems pretty full so close to takeoff, I
think. Then I notice the departure screen. The plane
has been delayed..
I arrive in Calgary an hour after I left. I had
thought it was a 10 hour flight, obviously I was
mistaken. Who needs a Tardis5, I think, when there is
an international date line? The bus for the ski trip
leaves at 5:30. That leaves me around two hours to
get from the airport out to Mark's place. At least so I
think at the time. What I hadn't reckoned on though,
was the simultaneous arrival of two 747s, the resultant
queues at border control and customs and the
delousing required after leaving the plane. With the
Canadians currently worried about the foot and
mouth disease outbreak in Europe, we all have to
walk through a chemical trough. This resembles the
sheep dip pits so common in New Zealand. After
passing through the foolproof prevention pits of the
foot part of the disease, I look around expectantly for
the mouth wash. Only there is none. Shame. I haven't
had the chance to brush my teeth yet.
By the time I am thoroughly deloused it is 4:00 pm
and I still have a 40 minute drive to Mark's place. I
jump in a cab and promptly get stuck in rush hour
traffic. I finally arrive at his place at 5pm. By now I
have been awake for over 20 hours and although the
Frau would surely never agree, am badly in need of a
shower that does not come from a spray can. With
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only 30 minutes before the bus leaves, Nadine, Mark's
wife to be, kindly agrees to drive me down to the bus
stop if I make the shower quick, but not instant. I
make the bus clean with 15 minutes to spare.
Although the Frau and Schwiegermutter would
probably not agree, the two week trip to Canada
proved well worth the stress of getting there.
Mountains of the skier's Holy Grail, fresh powder,
plenty of beer and a good dose of petrol head flat out
fun on snowmobiles in the area we Kiwis thrive, the
bush and the dark. Oh and the wedding wasn't too
bad either.
Once back in Herborn-Seelbach, I am keen to go
and explore something of the local scenery. But in the
interests of living long and prospering after the trip to
Canada, I suggest to the Frau that we do a mother-inlaw, rather than mountain, bike ride. After we pull our
bikes out of their boxes, tighten a few bolts and apply
some oil, the three of us head off. We ride for just
over two hours through villages of rolling hills and
forests to finally reach a small lake. As the track winds
its way through the countryside, we also pass fields of
various crops and animals such as horses, goats and
even the odd not yet nervous sheep. As we ride past
one field containing horses, Anneliese feels the urge
to burst into song, in English:
"My pony is over the ocean, my pony is over the
sea".
While songs about ponies being over the ocean
may be unusual, that Anneliese, in her early sixties,
regularly rides a bike as transport is not, as I find out.
Germany, aspiring to environmental friendliness, is
littered, not with refuse, but rather bicycle paths.
Virtually every city, town and rural area has bike paths
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that actually go somewhere useful. And since the bike
paths are so useful, people of all ages use them.
While many Germans may ride on the useful bike
paths to somewhere, still more use the Autobahns, or
motorways. These may not be quite so
environmentally friendly, but for a not so secret
petrol head like me, infinitely more fun. More than
two thirds of Autobahns have no speed limit, making
Germany one of the few countries in the world where
you can legally overtake a police car at over 200 km/h
and not receive a second glance. Being raised in a
country where walking alone in the bush at night
surrounded by ferocious flightless birds may be
considered courageous, but driving a few kilometres
over the speed limit hazardous and strictly verboten, I
can hardly wait for the opportunity to prove that
Kiwis really can fly.
Günter's two litre Opel Omega does not quite
deliver the flying Porsche 911 experience I had in
mind however. Just a few days after returning from
Canada, the Frau and I borrow the Opel to head 500
kilometres south to München, or to use its English
name - Munich - to search for work. Concerned
about the road holding abilities of the Opel, let alone
the marital disharmony resulting from an accident
with the new father-in-law's car, I accelerate out onto
the Autobahn, levelling out at a paltry cruising speed of
160 km/h. Not quite the flying experience from my
petroleum dreams, but still the fastest I have driven,
legally, in my petrol head life at this point in time.
Before I am able to break out the champagne and
spray it around the winner's podium however, I look
up into the mirrors and see lights way off in the
distance that are rapidly getting larger. I move over
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into the "slow" lane. Was that my 911 to be that just
went by?
"A fast silver car dear", I answer the Frau when
she asks what has just rocketed past.
The fast silver car taillights fade rapidly into the
distance. We are travelling far too slow, I think, and
speed up to 180 and then 190 km/h, just to see what
she'll do. Yep she does, I think, and in the interests of
marital harmony, slow down again to the former 160
km/h cruising speed. Sometime later I rename the
Opel Omega an Opel Delta, when the shock wave
from an X5 ("a big black brick of a car dear", I
answer the Frau when she comments that no one will
know what an X5 is) blasting past hits us and I have
to fight to keep the car from changing lanes.
The Frau having cheated by hunting for jobs in
Munich while I was in Canada, has two job interviews
already: the first with a not yet insolvent and therefore
still fashionable Internet "New Economy" design
firm, and the second with an "Old Economy"
publisher. Like a petrol head on the Autobahn
attempting top speed, I'm flat out searching for work,
something that proves to be more difficult than I
thought. While there is plenty of computer software
work in Munich with many companies having an
official working language of English, the majority of
these prove to be offering only permanent positions.
With future Porsche 911 ownership in mind, I would
much rather have a short-term, and better-paid,
contract. Perhaps because of their short-term nature
and therefore constantly changing seating
arrangements, these contract positions require a much
higher level of German than I am currently capable
of. Although I am certain that with practice I can ask
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about vacant seats with the best of them, I am unable
to convince anyone else of this. I decide therefore to
concentrate my search on permanent jobs, with the
intention of trying the contract market again in a year
once I’m fully fluent in German. What I don't reckon
on though is the end of the "New Economy", its
subsequent economic collapse and how difficult real
fluency in a new language is to attain.
While the Frau is busy relaxing at her interview, I
take a look around the city. After a couple of weeks
of Herborn-Seelbach tempo, Munich is, well, busy.
To be expected of a city of 1.5 million packed into a
30km diameter circle I suppose. The buildings are
definitely bigger than Herborn-Seelbach, but I am
surprised at the lack of high rises. After Frankfurt,
which is smaller than Munich, I was expecting the
odd 20+ story in the centre, but five to six stories
seems to be the lot. Later I discover there is a law
preventing buildings in the centre from being taller
than the 37 metre and over 500 years old Frauenkirche
(Church of our Lady). The centre has a large
pedestrian only zone packed with people and a mix of
lovely old turn of the 20th century and ugly 70's block
buildings. Like the area surrounding HerbornSeelbach I notice large numbers of cyclists on the
now to be expected extensive network of bike paths
throughout the city.
After our respective busy days, we decide we
better find somewhere to stay for the night. Very
intelligently we had decided not to book anything
before we left, thinking it would be easier to find
something when in Munich. Verifying the wisdom of
this decision, the whole of Munich proves to be
booked out from:
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a) some festival,
b) a conference,
c) a fair
d) all of the above.
After ringing and visiting over 30 different hotels,
we give up and decide to impose ourselves on the last
member of the family I have yet to meet - the Frau's
brother Axel. That Axel lives in downtown Stuttgart,
some 2.5 hours drive away is no big deal. I am happy
for any excuse to drive on the Autobahn, even in the
Opel Delta. And secondly Stuttgart, as any true petrol
head knows, is home to Porsche and Mercedes. Great
I think, an excuse to drag the Frau along to their
museums.
But by the time we arrive it is dark and the
Porsche and Mercedes museums are closed. Fighting
to hold back tears I busy myself instead checking for
jobs and writing emails on Axel's computer. It is here
I discover the joys of the German "QWERTZ"
keyboard for the first time. This is a wonderful
invention for the touch typing English speaker used
to a "QWERTY" keyboard. Nothing like swapping
the "z" and the "y" and moving the apostrophe and
other punctuation to different places for error free
and rapid typing. Write "Izzy" a couple of times a
paragraph, throw in a few it's, don'ts or can'ts and you
have the making of a fun time on a computer. If I can
just convince the Frau to legally change her name to
"Iyyz" and lobby the relevant politicians to pass a law
banning the apostrophe I'm certain my "QWERZ"
typing will improve.
Actually it's obvious that someone in Germany
lobbied the politicians sometime ago. The German
apostrophe occurs less frequently. When it does there
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is no need to be confused whether it's a well adjusted
apostrophe with that feeling of belonging or more of
a "I am missing something in my life" apostrophe.
The only official use for the German apostrophe is of
the second type, making life much easier for it. It only
has to know when it's missing something in its life.
Directly after her interview with the Internet
design firm the day before, the Frau was offered a
job. After considering the offer overnight, she decides
to take it. Four and a half months later this proves to
be a mistake. The trendy Internet design firm goes
bust and the Frau is out of a job. But more on that
later. In the meantime we don't know this and are
both thrilled that at least one of us now has a job.
My job search is not looking so promising.
Although I have had plenty of telephone discussions
with English IT agencies promising an immediate sale
of my body to the highest bidder, not one of them
has yet returned a call. Not even to give a progress
report, even though I was good in both Computing
and English and showed promise if I would just apply
myself. I am starting to have just the slightest shadow
of doubt about the reliability of these, ah, agencies.
When I hear two years later, during the consequent
economic difficulties following the dot.com crash,
that something like half of the English job agencies
are forced to close due to lack of customers, no-one
could possibly be more surprised, or upset, than I.
Thinking it would be easier to sort out the
paperwork directly with her new employer, the Frau
decides we should head back to Munich immediately
after breakfast. Hiding my misery I dejectedly agree,
knowing the Frau is always right, even though we
haven't seen anything of the Porsche or Mercedes
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museums, nor Stuttgart. Tearfully I say my goodbyes
to the home of Porsche, and Axel, and we head off in
the Delta.
At the office of the Frau's new employer, she
meets Hano another new employee. Hano, although
he has only just met the Frau and doesn't know me at
all, very kindly offers us a room in his parent's house.
Apologetically he explains that it can only be for two
weeks as his sister is returning and will need the room
after that time. With the accommodation problems of
the previous night still fresh in our minds, we rush to
thank him for the generous offer and assure him that
two weeks will be more than enough time for us to
find somewhere to live.
The drive back to Herborn-Seelbach is petrol head
hell. It takes over eight and a half hours for the 500
kilometres. Porsche 911? Who needs one of those?
When there is so much traffic it is impossible to drive
above a crawl. We happen to have hit a holiday
weekend. Not only do I experience first hand the
meaning of the word Stau, German for traffic jam,
but I also comprehend why Frank and Gabi decided
to have a picnic at the side of the Autobahn during
their Stau. Frank and Gabi were the main characters
in the 36 hours of forgotten German lessons and got
up to all sorts of wonderful and interesting things
during those hours.
With 65 cars per 100 inhabitants6, not counting
motorcycles, buses or trucks, and a population of
around 82 million in only 357,000 square kilometres
of land area, Staus are a somewhat frequent
occurrence. Particularly on holiday weekends, as
Frank and Gabi already knew, and I am just realising.
In fact Staus are such a regular occurrence that every
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radio station has a Stau report just after the news and
weather, and many car radios are configured to
interrupt whatever is playing, even CDs, for Stau
reports. These detail where you can expect a Stau,
usually by Autobahn number, and how long, in
kilometres, they are.
Strangely I find already that Stau is a so much
easier and more descriptive word to use than "traffic
jam", or even the "traffic marmalade" a French friend
used once in English, that I am using it in English
sentences with the Frau. Imagine my surprise when I
hear the first Stau report on the English language
American Armed Forces Radio Network we listen to
for most of the return trip:
"On the A9 there is a Stau between Munich and ..".
It seems that even the Americans have taken Stau
into the English language.
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A Funny Thing
About Germans
"Now why would you possibly want to live in
Munich?", the Frau translates her parent’s neighbour
for me. "The southern Germans are so boring, they
have no sense of humour. Not like us here in
Hessen."
"And it's true", she adds to my sceptical glance at
the neighbour. "Those from the middle and north of
Germany are so much more fun."
Now that's a funny thing, I think. What was it I
was frequently told before we left for Germany?
"Oh you are going to live in Germany. How nice.
But won't you be bored? The Germans, they have no
sense of humour".
Now we are back in Herborn-Seelbach again I find
my fluent Schwiegermutterdeutsch not of much use when
confronted with local dialect for the first time. A
couple of days after our arrival we are invited to the
birthday party of some family friends. Waiting to find
where I should sit at the table I quickly realise that my
language fog is, like the sauce covering the asparagus
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in front of me, thicker than usual. I have no idea how
to ask which chair is available.
Hochdeutsch, or High German, is the language
commonly known as German and originates from
Hannover. A relic of the Prussians I am told later by a
Bavarian, very proud of his Bavarian dialect - Bairisch.
German dialects from different towns and regions in
Germany and Austria vary from one another and
Hochdeutsch by various extents ranging from diverse
pronunciation, words and even grammar. Even after
only a week in Germany, Seelbacher Platt, the HerbornSeelbach dialect sounds like an American speaking
bad German.
I hunt madly for my translator. Not that she's
actually much help. It turns that while the Frau can
understand a little of the local dialect, she is not able
to able to speak it. Apparently her parents are at fault.
Günter and Anneliese only ever spoke Hochdeutsch
with the Frau and her brother. She claims. It appears
this is not unusual as none of the younger generation
at the table converse in Seelbacher Platt. In this way
many of the local dialects are dying out, Seelbacher Platt
included, I learn. It probably also doesn’t help when
the children disappear off to foreign lands and drag
back with them someone from the bush who can't
speak Hochdeutsch, let alone Seelbacher Platt. Some at the
table are convinced that it is not only the dialects that
will disappear, but German as well. Apparently in 20
years the only language spoken in Germany will be
English.
Somewhere in the course of the night, the Frau
and I explain to our hosts that we are intending to
move to south to Munich, or München as the city is
known in German. Why Munich they ask? That is
35

simple we tell them. Or rather the Frau does. I just sit
and nod my head knowledgeably, not letting on I only
understand after the Frau remembers to translate.
"The Alps", she states. The northern most
mountains of the Alps are reachable by car or train in
less than an hour from the central city and on a clear
day, are visible from almost anywhere high in Munich.
This big playground of big altitude for big kids
promises
numerous
weekend
and
holiday
opportunities to go mountain biking, hang gliding,
hiking and windsurfing in the summer and skiing in
the winter.
This leads to much discussion. But not about our
intended sporting activities, but rather around the
boring Bavarians statement above. Just how accurate
this discussion and associated statements are, I find
out a few weeks later in Kössen, a small Austrian
village around an hour from Munich. It is in Kössen
that I meet a Munich paraglider pilot who, after I tell
her I am living in Munich, tells me very
knowledgeably:
"How great. You'll love it in Bavaria. We’re
different from the northern Germans. We have a
sense of humour."
Sense of humour or not aside, with just two and a
bit weeks to go before the Frau is to start her new
job, it is time to battle bureaucracy again. I need a
residence permit/visa to legally stay in Germany. The
battle actually started a long, long time ago in a place
far, far away. More precisely, way back in November
in Wellington. Back then I was told I must apply for a
residence permit with the German Embassy in New
Zealand. This I did and was duly told since we were
married, the awarding of the permit would be almost
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automatic and I'd receive it within six to eight weeks.
In other words, after we had left New Zealand on our
small four and a half month detour through Australia
and South East Asia. Nothing like German efficiency.
No problem I thought at the time, we could courier
my passport to New Zealand, get the necessary stamp
and then courier the passport back again.
So we headed off to Australia, secure in the almost
automatic assurances. Eight weeks of detour went by.
No word from the German Embassy, so we called
them. Residence visa, what residence visa? Being the
ever-helpful bureaucrats, the Embassy staff had no
idea where my visa was, nor how much longer it
would take. "Almost automatic" obviously has a
different meaning if you’re a German civil servant.
Next bright idea. Use the Force?
Lacking the relevant Jedi trading, the Frau instead
called her parents in Germany to see if they could
help. They in turn called the relevant Ausländerbehörde
(foreigners department) near Herborn-Seelbach. In
Germany, many government departments, the
Ausländerbehörde being one of them, are decentralised,
with the issue (or denial) of residence visas handled
by an office in the area you live or intend to live in.
Wonder of wonder, the authorities said that the rules
had changed and I must apply again once we reached
Germany. But not to worry, they said, all I would
need for the final stamp would be a copy of the
application confirmation letter they had sent to the
Frau's parents, my passport and our marriage
certificate. With this in mind we stopped being
concerned and carried on with the rest of our detour,
thinking it would be a simple matter of a rubber
stamp once we reached Germany. At least so we
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thought. Until we actually have to go through the
process on reaching Germany.
The Frau calls the local Ausländerbehörde in
Dillenburg, 15 kilometres from Herborn-Seelbach.
They confirm what we'd been told before. All I need
is my passport and a copy of our marriage certificate.
Having learnt from customs officers that not all
copies are alike, we send off to NZ for an original
copy of our marriage certificate, just in case. When
this finally arrives, we head off to the Ausländerbehörde
and the first rebound in the rubber stamp process.
We walk into the waiting room and notice a
number of other people sitting on small wooden
chairs, not unlike those I remember from my primary
school days, waiting, as you do in a waiting room.
Probably we should tell someone we are here. We
look around and spy an internal window that we
guess is the service desk. We walk up to the internal
window. Behind the window is a small room
containing: two old electric typewriters, a photocopier
machine, a computer monitor not attached to any
computer we can see, shelves full of empty boxes, an
open external window to a car park and a closed door
to the right. We hunt around for a bell or buzzer to
signal that we are waiting. There is none.
"What shall we do?", I ask the Frau.
"Wait I guess", she very intelligently replies.
How is it that blondes have such a bad
reputation?, I think.
We wait. And wait some more. Finally after 15
minutes actual, but more like two hours subjective,
waiting, the door to the right opens and a casually
dressed woman walks in. She smiles at us, walks over
to the photocopier, photocopies something, smiles at
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us again and walks out the door to the right, closing it
again behind her. Five minutes later, the door to the
right opens again and a different woman walks in.
Like the previous woman, she also smiles at us,
photocopies something and then disappears again
through the door. We wait again. I am starting to
wonder if we are in the right place. The Frau assures
me this is the correct room. The waiting continues.
About when I am almost all waited out, the door to
the right opens again.
"Can I help you?", I (correctly) guess the, just
arrived from the door to the right and different from
the previous two door to the right apparitions,
woman asks in German.
The Frau shows the confirmation letter and replies
that I would like to apply for a residence permit. The
Frau's face drops.
"She says you'll need to register at the Registration
Office in Herborn as living in Herborn-Seelbach
first", the Frau explains to me, frustrated.
Deep intake of breath on my part. How very
logical, I think. Before I can apply for permission to
live in Germany, I must first have registered as living
in Germany. Of course if I don't have permission to
live in Germany, how can I be allowed to register as
living here?
Along with being a requirement for obtaining a
residence permit, all residents and citizens of
Germany must, by law, register with the local
authorities where they live. Apparently this assists the
transfer of federal tax money to various German
cities, counties and states. The law is not, as I thought
at first, a left over from the former communist East
Germany. Requiring all residents to register must,
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however, also make it conveniently easier to keep
track of them. Conspiracy theorists unite.
We head off to Herborn so I can register as living
in Germany, before I am officially allowed. On the
way out of the Dillenburg office, we notice the
helpful, service orientated working hours. The
Ausländerbehörde is open for three and a half hours a
day - from 8:30am to 12:00pm Mondays to Fridays.
Certainly must be stressful with such long working
hours, I think.
On our way to Herborn, the Frau notices on the
registration form something about work permits,
which are not available without a residence permit.
Does that mean I have to apply for a work permit
separately?, we wonder. We decide to stop at the
Frau's parents place to double check with the
Dillenburg Ausländerbehörde before their very long day
ends.
"Yes of course. Your husband will need a work
permit if he is going to work", the Frau is told as if it
was obvious.
"So where can we get one of those?", the Frau
asks, while I try to look intelligent (according to the
Frau, a difficult task) and as if I understand what is
going on.
"They told me I'll need to call the foreign section
of the Arbeitsamt or Labour Department in Wetzlar",
the Frau answers the puzzlement on my face.
I ask her where Wetzlar is, only to be told it is
about 30km from Herborn-Seelbach in the opposite
direction from Dillenburg. The Frau calls the
Arbeitsamt. By her face I guess there is more joy in
store.
"The Arbeitsamt said you need a residence visa first,
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before you can apply for a work permit", she says.
My second deep breath of the day. Who needs
Yoga, when there is bureaucracy? Well practised
Yogis by now, we jump back in the car and continue
our journey on to Herborn. Once there, the actual
process of registering is surprisingly fast. I fill in the
required forms, hand them over to the woman behind
the desk and that's that. Or so it seems.
Only there's a problem. I didn’t marry a sour
cabbage after all. Our marriage is not recognised. Not
in Germany. According to the German authorities we
have been living in sin. To purge ourselves, we are
told to go upstairs to the Standesamt (marriage registry)
to have our marriage officially validated and enter the
names of our children in the family book.
"But, but we don't have any children", I stutter to
the Frau, who translates for me. "Actually we don't
have any family book either".
In unshakeable German civil servant logic, the
woman behind the desk answers:
"Yes but you will still have to enter your children's
names in the family book."
Close to giving in to this unshakeable logic, some
names run through my head.
"Hey Frau, what about Luke for a boy?", I say.
"After all I would be his father"7.
The Frau and I trek up two flights of stairs to the
Standesamt, which we were told was room 101. We
walk down the nondescript hallway with numerous
identical doors until we arrive at room 101. On the
outside of the door there is a sign commanding all
visitors to wait in the waiting room down the
corridor. We walk down to the waiting room, open
the door and walk in. Prominently displayed in the
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room is a sign advising visitors to report to room 101
before sitting down.
We trudge back down the corridor to 101 and
knock on the door. No answer. We knock again, to
hear a muffled voice, in German, asking us to please
wait a minute. We wait. Five minutes goes by. The
door opens. A man and a woman walk out. The door
closes again and we wait some more. We knock again.
This time we're told to go in.
"Kommen Sie bitte rein."
The Frau explains to the sole occupant of the
room what we've come for, and translates his answer
for me.
"He says that he is sorry but Frau Knecht is out of
the office taking a marriage. Apparently she is the
only one in the office able to register foreign
marriages in Germany."
So that is where the German reputation for
efficiency comes from, I think. Obviously it would be
wasteful to train more than one person to do the
same job.
The Frau asks if Frau Knecht would be back later
that afternoon.
"Oh no, we don't work on Friday afternoons", was
the surprised answer.
The following Monday we return to the Standesamt.
Frau Knecht, who, in good small town tradition, we
find out just happens to be a cousin, somewhat
removed, of Günter, is back. She takes the marriage
certificate and our other papers, opens a large book at
the side of her desk and scans through it. After a
couple of minutes she looks up and explains, in
German, that the book lists countries whose
marriages are recognised in Germany. The Frau
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translates. It appears that New Zealand is not in the
list.
"Frau Knecht states that she will need check with
the German Embassy in New Zealand", the Frau
says. "She also requires a copy of our marriage
certificate with an official German translation for the
application."
Somehow we manage to find an English translator
in Herborn-Seelbach and return again a couple of
days later to the Standesamt. We present the officially
translated marriage certificate and a copy is taken. The
officially translated marriage certificate is returned to
us and the copy and other relevant papers are put
together to be sent off to the German Embassy in
New Zealand. Frau Knecht tells us she is not sure
how long it will be before she has an answer, but
estimates around six weeks.
The next day we return to the Dillenburg
Ausländerbehörde to hand in my application form for
residency along with the registration confirmation
from Herborn. We hope we will be able to have
everything completed in one final visit. Fat chance.
"She says it is not possible to finalise your
application today. She has to get her manager to
approve it first. However he is only here on
Wednesdays", the Frau explains. Today is Thursday.
"Oh, well where is he the rest of the time?", I ask.
The Frau translates for me.
"He's based in Wetzlar ", comes the answer.
"Do you think we could take the application to
him in Wetzlar then to speed things up?", I ask.
"Oh no, you can't do that, you started your
application here in Dillenburg. If you do, you'll have
to start your application again from the beginning."
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By now resigned to such wonderful German civil
servant logic we look at one another and leave the
building in hope the boss really will turn up next
Wednesday. The clock is ticking. The Frau starts work
in Munich five days from then. As much fun as it is
tripping around various government department
offices, we would prefer not to begin the application
anew in Munich.
Back at the Frau's parents place, we give the work
permit office in Wetzler a call to see if we can get the
work permit application under way. After being
transferred three times, the Frau incredibly finds
someone who can help us. Apparently all I need to do
is bring along our marriage certificate (official
translated copy of course) and passport with the yet
to appear residence permit and it should take only a
few minutes.
Wednesday arrives. The Frau rings the Dillenburg
Ausländerbehörde, explains the situation and asks if the
manager is available.
"No sorry he hasn't come in, he won't be here
until tomorrow now", is the helpful reply.
We now have two days to get this work permit and
either I won't be going to Munich straight away or the
Frau will have to delay the start of her job. We ring
again on Thursday.
"No sorry he's not here yet, please call back in an
hour or so".
We call back in an hour.
"Ah, no sorry he's in a meeting, can you call back
in half an hour."
Since no-one offers to call us back and conscious
that this is Germany and government departments
have extremely long opening hours, we call again in
44

exactly half an hour.
"Hang on I'll just check, yes he's here, but no he
hasn't looked at your application, but I'll ask him".
We wait, practising the Yoga deep breathing
technique we have become so accomplished at.
"Yes he's looked at your application, and approved
it."
"We'll be there in 30 minutes."
Less than 30 minutes later we walk into the
Dillenburg Ausländerbehörde waiting room. We go
through the same waiting routine before the internal
window with no bell practised on previous visits.
Finally a woman appears from the closed door to the
right.
"Can I help you?", she asks in German.
The Frau explains what we've come for and hands
over the passport and other relevant documents. The
woman disappears back through the closed door to
the right and we go and sit down on the school chairs
to wait. The closed door to the right opens, people
come out, the photocopier is used, people disappear
and the door to the right shuts again. After enough
time to no longer feel the parts of our bodies we are
sitting on, and wonder why more offices don't use
wooden school chairs in waiting rooms, the woman
who had taken my passport reappears. We go up to
the internal window and she hands over my passport.
I pick it up and open it. It has a colourful new stamp
in it, which I very astutely, and correctly as it turns
out, guess is my residence permit. Yaaaaay! All I need
now is my work permit.
Shortly after lunch, the Frau places a call to the
Wetzlar Arbeitsamt. Lunch is traditionally the main
meal of the day in Germany. The numerous Kartoffel45

potatoes conversations with Anneliese take place at
midday for this reason. For someone used to
sandwiches or something lighter at midday, this takes
some getting used to. On the flip side, evening meals,
also by tradition, tend to be Brotzeit, literally "bread
time", made up of bread with Wurst or German
sausage, salami or ham, along with cheese, tomato
and other toppings. The person the Frau spoke to the
last time at the Arbeitsamt is on holiday. She gets put
through to someone else in the same office. I can tell
by the Frau's tone and the smile on her face however
the news must be good.
"She said we should come in tomorrow since they
are now closed. We just need to take along your
passport containing the residence visa and the
marriage certificate and she said she should be able to
do it straight away", the Frau tells me after she
finishes on the phone.
I can only hope we really do have everything the
Arbeitsamt expects and nothing goes wrong with the
work permit application. Tomorrow is Friday and the
last possible day for obtaining the work permit before
we head off to Munich on Saturday.
The next day we head out early for Wetzlar. After
thirty minutes of wandering from building to building,
and down identical dimly lit and unremarkable
corridors we finally find the correct office and knock
on the door.
"Kommen Sie bitte rein."
This much I understand. We both go in the office.
"Ah yes you called me yesterday.", says the woman
in English. "Please fill in this form. Thank you."
She takes out a stamp and stamps each of the three
copies, tears off a copy and hands it back to me.
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"Here you go. This is your work permit, you'll
receive final confirmation in the mail in a few weeks,
but this is as good as a proper work permit."
Finally a true rubber-stamp process.
In between obtaining the correct rubber stamps
and job searching, we fill our time in HerbornSeelbach by mountain bike exploration of the
surrounding forest. As much of the forest is touted as
pristine nature reserve, on our first ride I am
astonished to notice strange trees growing out of the
ground at forest track crossroads, that display an
incredible likeness to what I could swear are
information boards.
Curious about the possible dangers we are putting
ourselves in riding through such uncharted
wilderness, I cautiously ride up to one of these
strange tree formations to have a look. With
incredible detail the strange tree formation displays an
amazing likeness of other trees and plants in the area,
along with what seem to be pictures of pigs, foxes,
non-poisonous snakes, rabbits and other such fierce
and dangerous animals. I even notice what looks like
text providing further information.
We ride on. A long, long marriage endangering
uphill is followed by an even longer certain to end in
tears muddy downhill. As we ride, the Frau somehow
manages to gasp out to me that this track was, during
the Middle Ages, a main highway for the passage of
goods and people between various German
kingdoms. I am impressed. But then as someone for
whom the only middle age connection on their home
town mountain bike tracks are similar age people on
them, this is not difficult. I also learn the single
country "Germany" is a relatively new phenomenon.
47

Relatively, since the exact date is disputed. But then if
it wasn't what would the historians have to do? After
all it is not like history can be changed, that is unless
Mr. Spock's wormhole calculations were correct after
all.
Some historians claim the emergence of Germany
actually begun back in 843 AD with the collapse of
the empire of Charlemagne, or Charles the Great, as
he wished himself known, but to everyone else
probably wasn't really. Still as the son of a man going
by the name of Pippin the Short, and a traumatic
childhood spent in the Shire with hairy webbed feet,
he probably needed a name that would to set him
apart from the crowd.
Other historians maintain 955 AD with the
collaboration of the newly Christian German tribes:
Saxony, Swabia, Bavaria and Franconia, was the
important year. Then there are the historians who
contend Germany began in 962 AD with the
crowning of Emperor Otto I and the subsequent
formation of the Holy Roman Empire, the First
German Reich and virtual, back in the days when the
only chips available were wood and not silicon based
and no-one had the chance for a second life,
successor to the original Roman Empire.8
Yet others see 1074 AD as the pivotal date when
the Pope of the time, Pope Gregor VII, crowned
Heinrich IV as King of the Germans. Officially
though, Germany only became a single country with
the founding of the Second, or alternatively the First
depending on which historian you are speaking to at
the time, German Reich in 1871 AD by Wilhelm I,
the first, or is that the second, German emperor, and
Otto von Bismarck, the first Chancellor of Germany.9
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That Bismarck later becomes considerably better
known for being sunk during a board game must be a
trifle disappointing for such a central figure in
German history.
Apparently back in the Middle Ages they didn't
have speed limits either as nowhere along the side of
the track do I see any signs denoting how fast we may
ride. Clearly though this area of the forest has fallen
on some tough economic times since the moving of
the highway over to the Autobahn. All the snails are
homeless. Time after time I notice what look like
snails crawling through the mud, but they have no
shell. Further along the track nearer to HerbornSeelbach and the end of our ride, the economic
situation improves. The snails in this area have shells.
In fact it seems this particular area of the forest has
just experienced a housing boom, with some housing
even going multi-leafed.
The nearly six weeks of Schwiegermutterdeutsch and
Omadeutsch, are almost at an end, the Frau starts her
job on Monday (the 15th May). Both Günter and
Anneliese have not only been great in making their
previously almost unknown son-in-law feel welcome,
but also patient while he confirms that he learnt
nothing in his 36 hours of German lessons. There is
only one problem. How do we move ourselves and all
our possessions to Munich? Removal firm? We are
still not overly impressed with those. Then Günter
comes to the rescue. He has decided to change the
Opel Delta for a newer car and kindly offers us the
use of the Delta until we get ourselves established. I
am almost sad (they are the in-laws after all, one can't
be too upset) to be leaving. I quickly get over that
when I think about the mountains near Munich. We
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load the poor groaning Delta with mountain bikes,
hang gliders, computer, clothing and whatever else we
can cram in. We are off to live an apparently
humourless existence in boring Bavaria.
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Settling In and
Taking Off
"Are you sure this is the place?", I ask the
navigation system.
The navi assures me it is, and gets out of the car. I
follow her over to the gate and then the door, where
she rings the bell.
The two-storey house, in a non-remarkable middle
class suburb of Munich is surrounded by lawn and
has a double garage. The architecture is different from
New Zealand houses of course, but almost typical
New Zealand suburbia. Nothing extraordinary there.
Only it turns out the house actually contains three
flats accessed through a common internal stairway.
The first difference from suburban houses I am used
to. A more remarkable difference, at least to me, I
discover a little later. Hano's parents have lived here
for 23 years. As tenants. I don't understand it. In that
time house prices in Munich have tripled. Why didn't
they buy a place as is common in the land of the
brave bush birds? I find out later that not just renting
but renting for the long term is common in Germany.
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Purchasing a house or flat is a considered a very big
thing. Something to be done only once in a lifetime.
Leaving less than 45% of the German population to
own the house or flat they live in. Perhaps this is the
reason that in spite of the nice cars, Opel Deltas
aside, the Germans, according to a study by the
European Central Bank, are some of the poorest
people in Europe with the average German
household having net assets 33% less than the
Spanish and 29% less than the Italians.10
The Frau and I are to stay in a room in the top
storey of the house. We have a small living room, a
kitchen with one hot plate and share the bathroom
with Hano. We unload the Delta, relieving its poor
aching suspension, and cart everything upstairs to the
top storey. I set up the computer and printer in the
living room to allow me to search and apply for jobs,
while the Frau hunts through the previous day's paper
for somewhere to live. With every advertisement she
responds to the answer is the same - the flat is gone.
So much for spending this first weekend looking at
flats.
The same procedure repeats itself over the next
two weeks, even when we ring first thing in the
morning. Every flat is taken by the time we call. The
secret we find out is to buy today's paper the evening
before. While we both think it would be a good idea,
we worry that by reading tomorrow's news today, we
will change the future. This could be a disaster for the
lives of the children to be whose names we didn't
enter in the family book.
As a consequence of this enjoyable flat hunting
procedure, my newspaper ad German improves. With
the Frau translating the various abbreviations and
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terms, I learn, amongst other things, that:
• A Bad is a bathroom, not a term used
because the landlord is searching for naughty
tenants.
• Parkett is not a small car park, but a wooden
floor.
• Zi is short for Zimmer or room and is not a
fuel injected BMW sports car.
• A Mietmarkt, pronounced "meat markt" is
not a market for purchasing steaks, but one
for renting accommodation.
• EBK means Einbauküche, or built in kitchen.
The vast majority of flats are rented without
a kitchen. When people shift houses, they
normally take everything including the
kitchen sink with them.
• A Lift is a lift.
• A two room flat is not always three rooms. It
can have a kitchen, bathroom, two bedrooms
and a lounge where only the bedrooms and
lounge count. Or it could have a kitchen
large enough to fit a table, bathroom, toilet,
one bedroom, lounge, study where only the
last three count, or it could have..
One odd ad does disturb me when I first read it.
In fact in the beginning I don't actually believe I have
correctly understood. But no the Frau confirms it.
The ad states very clearly no Ausländer or foreigners.
And, the Frau somewhat shamefully informs me, this
is not illegal. Discrimination, while in general frowned
upon, is not against the law. At least it wasn’t back in
the dark old days of 2001. By sometime in the middle
of the following decade Germany passes laws against
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such discrimination.
In spite of the odd discriminatory advertisement,
the problems we are having with finding a flat have
their roots in the economy, I stupidly realise. The
Munich economy is booming. When this is combined
with such sensible political meddling as rental
controls, apparently another contributor to the low
levels of home ownership in Germany11, the result is a
shortage of rental housing. Consequently Munich has
both the most expensive and hard to find rental flats
and houses in Germany. And we have less than two
weeks to find a flat or we will be moving to the
camping ground with our tent. While staying in a tent
while on holiday is no problem, after all we lived for
two months in a tent in Australia, I just can't see
myself crawling out of our two man tent with a suit
and tie, let alone working on a desktop computer in
there.
The Frau's new office is based in an area called
Isarvorstadt, around two kilometres from the centre
of Munich. So when we see an ad later in the week
for a Wohnung (flat) within a few hundred metres of
her work we think it might just possibly be an idea to
check it out. The real estate agent has helpfully
organised only a single time for viewing and even
more helpfully refuses to arrange any subsequent
appointments. That means the Frau will have to view
the flat alone as I have a job interview at the same
time.
Fifteen minutes after helpful real estate agent
opens the flat for viewing, the Frau is there. Forty
people have already been through. Helpful real estate
agent is expecting to have over 200 in the hour he has
put himself out to be there. And this in spite of the
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fact that helpful real estate follows the common and
perfectly reasonable German real estate agent practice
of demanding a commission of two months rent, plus
16% Mehrwertsteuer, or MwSt. as it is usually written,
the German value added tax. Which makes sense.
Helpful service and added value should not only be
paid for, but also taxed.
After filling out and handing over a form giving
our personal details, such as name, income, etc., and
before the Frau has even looked at the flat, helpful
real estate agent tells her that she will not get the flat.
When the Frau asks him why, he says that he is not
going to make a second appointment for her husband
to see the flat if the husband does not come along
with her to see it the first time. The Frau tries to tell
him that I had another appointment and so could not
come along, but that I trust her judgement on the flat.
Helpful real estate agent is just that. He tells her again
that she is not going to get the flat. We never hear
from him again. Which I suppose in itself is not a bad
thing, but for the flat search, not overly positive.
All is not bad on this day however. In spite of
getting lost and turning up over thirty minutes late
and rather stressed for the interview, I get the job. I
am to be team leader of a small group of
programmers in a small software company developing
an Internet application for insurance companies.
Intensely interesting and high paid the job is not, but
it will pay the bills. The company is based in
Hallbergmoos, a 'high tech' industrial park developed
on former farmland near the Munich Airport.
Hallbergmoos is outside the official city limits of
Munich, meaning companies stationed there pay less
Gewerbesteuer (trade tax) than those based in Munich.
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Very sensibly the developers didn't build the
industrial park around or near the S-Bahn station, like
other industrial parks in Munich, but rather far
enough away that a bus is needed for the connection.
Attesting the intelligence of their choice of location, a
large part of the workforce in Hallbergmoos therefore
drives to work, guaranteeing there are never enough
car parks. As I discover when I drive out for the
interview, can’t find a park and am consequently 30
minutes late. But wait there’s more. All this in a
location over 40 minutes from the city centre. In 2006
after five years of recession and poor economic
growth, the wisdom of the choice of Hallbergmoos as
a location is unequivocal. Over 60% of the buildings
are empty.
In between visiting helpful real estate agents and
sensibly located industrial parks, the search for a flat
continues. With only a few days to go before Hano’s
sister arrives, we are getting a little worried. Just as it
seems as if I will have to set up the computer in that
tent after all, we have a break through of sorts. Of
sorts because the break through comes by accepting
what we don’t want, namely a small 55 square metre
one bedroom flat at the end of an U-Bahn line in the
suburbs. Adding to the attractiveness of the flat is:
• Its presence on the first floor of an 18 storey
60’s building surrounded by other as just
attractively styled 60s buildings.
lovely
view
overlooking
the
• The
neighbouring petrol station
• The lack of sunlight
• The lovely colour combination within the
flat of red curtains and green/brown carpet.
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• The extensive restaurant choice in the
neighbourhood, one Italian restaurant.
We vow to stay no more than six months. We
pack, thank Hano and his parents and leave for our
new life of luxury. Being a luxury flat, we are spared
the task of searching for furniture. The flat is
furnished. With the same level of forethought and
taste that went into choosing the curtain and carpet
colour. We have a bed, which we don’t like and
replace with another one we buy, forcing us to store
the existing one in the lounge, one light brown sofa,
two very tasteful glass top coffee tables, high quality
particle wood shelving and wardrobes, an exquisite
round plastic dinner table and four incredibly
comfortable metal and white plastic cane chairs.
Spoilt from working in Wellington, where I had a
20-minute walk to work, I am overjoyed with the
commute to work from the flat. In fact I feel like
commending the developers of the industrial park for
their forethought in their choice of location. All in all,
with transfers and waiting time, the commute takes
just over an hour and a half each way. This includes a
25 minute walk to the closest S-Bahn station, since
there are no buses or other means to get there, a 30
minute trip in the S-Bahn to the Hallbergmoos station
in the middle of no-where, followed by a 10 minute
bus ride to Hallbergmoos itself.
The currently changeable weather (one week it’s
7ºC and the next 30ºC, and this in May) highlights
another positive and thoroughly thought through
feature of the flat – the fixed temperature underfloor
heating. Adjustment of flat temperature is only
possible for the building as a whole by the Hausmeister
or building caretaker. Adjustment of temperature on a
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flat by flat basis requires the highly complicated
technological solution of opening and closing
windows. Consequently on even the coldest of nights
we sleep with our windows open. So much for energy
efficient housing.
Since the flat is so small we don't have our own
washing machine, but rather depend on the building’s
communal coin operated machines. The use of these
is governed by rules, this is Germany after all, in
which the word verboten appears to play a starring role:
1. Washing between 10 pm and 7 am is
verboten.
2. Washing on Sundays is verboten.
3. Washing on public holidays is verboten.
4. You must book the washing machine (or
you’ll be verboten, something not specifically
stated, but a near certainty. I think).
5. Hanging up washing is verboten.12
Enforcement of the first three is simple we are
told. The power to the machines is turned off at
verboten times. Though actually it is not, as we discover
later. Nevertheless we never see anyone using the
machines during the verboten times. Rule number four
is obviously self enforcing. If the washing machine is
not pre-booked someone else uses it. I never find out
how number five is enforced, but assume the Polizei
must be involved.
Although I’m not overly thrilled with the washing
rules, flat or job, Munich itself fulfils its promise with
plenty of sporting and non-sporting activities on
offer. Only five minutes with the bike or 20 with the
feet from the flat is the Englischer Garten, or English
gardens. Created in the late 1800s by an American,
the Count of Rumford, the park covers an area of
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approximately 3.7 km², making it larger than Central
or Hyde Park, and is laid out in what was, at the time,
and perhaps still is - a fashionable English style.
The Englischer Garten present us with a variety of
time-honoured traditional Bavarian cultural events in
the summer. Like the tea ceremony at the Japanese
Teahouse. Other traditional Englischer Garten
Bavarian cultural activities tend to centre around beer,
particularly Weissbier, a cloudy beer brewed from
wheat, hops and yeast and Helles, a Bavarian lager, and
the various associated gardens where it grows. Not
only do the Biergarten offer such indispensable culinary
delights as: fatty pork legs, pretzels, roasted half
chickens and french fries, but they also provide the
chance to catch up with all the small would be hits
from fifty plus years ago. That these musical numbers
are still Biergarten sensations after all these years may
have something to do with the one litre size of the
Mass, the standard beer glass.
The Englischer Garten offer not only world class
musical and culinary highlights however. They also
provide an element of beach, or should that be river
bank, culture through an active surfing scene on the
Eisbach river. A scene potentially influenced by such
world famous bands as The River Boys and their hits
Surfin’ Germany, Little Porsche Coupe or that all
time favourite Bavarian Girls.
On almost any day in summer, surfers line up at
the side of the Eisbach hoping to get their chance to
go over the falls and wipe out in style. Strictly
speaking this is verboten. At least that is what is written
on the sign hanging from the bridge above the
standing wave from the bystanders. But then when
were surfies, even this newer German variety, known
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for obeying rules. In late summer and autumn when
heavy rains often flood the Isar, Munich’s main river,
further groups of wax head wannabes are to be seen
droppin’ in and carvin’ thru the pipeline, or was that
a storm water drain, by onlookers.
Further south from the Englischer Garten, the
banks of the Isar offer us the prospect of combining
sporting with revealing German cultural activities.
Riding our mountain bikes along the side of the Isar
we stumble, without falling off, on a number of
muddy single trails to the side. We take these through
the trees until we arrive at the river, where all is
revealed. The difference of this part of the Isar to
others is stark. It is a Nacktbadegelände, naked bathing
area also called an FKK, or Freikörperkultur, free body,
area, part of the seemingly widely accepted nudist
movement in Germany.
The FKK movement in Germany began somewhat
over a hundred years ago on the German beaches of
the Baltic Sea. At it’s conception, those who removed
their clothes in public were considered to be showing
a certain position in society. A position standing in
rebellion to the prudish German empire of the time,
against the dehumanising effects of industrialisation
and leaning towards a healthy life style13.
Unfortunately this Nacktbadegelände seems to be
populated mainly by older men whose largest feature,
their stomach, tends to dwarf the rest of their wares
on offer and make for the most interesting of walking
waddles. Perhaps the river is cold? Hoping FKK really
is a widely practiced cultural pursuit throughout
German society, I look in vain for Claudia Schiffer or
Heidi Klum. Nearing blindness, I am eventually
obliged to settle for a super waddle instead.
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When I discover further Nacktbadegelände in the
Englischer Garten and around Feringasee, a smallish
lake around half an hour bike ride from our flat, a few
weeks later, hope is stimulated once more. Perhaps
there are other culturally active model German
citizens? I resolve to go out on the mountain bike
more often. Purely for exercise. However with the
Frau already requiring contact lenses, I just hope all
this time on the bike does not lead to a second set of
vision enhancements in the family.
Some months later with the onset of winter, I
become concerned my now daily bike rides will not
offer as many sightseeing, I mean exercising,
opportunities, so the Frau and I decide to join a gym.
The early displayed casual German attitude to
nakedness manifests itself in the gym, though not
quite in the anticipated or dreamed of form.
Unfortunately like gyms I am used to, the gym we
join proves to have separate changing rooms and
showers for men and women. Imagine the shock
then, after my first few weeks at the gym when I step
out of the shower, to be confronted with a fully
clothed woman cleaning the floor. A shock since as a
child I was taught that it was not nice to go exposing
yourself to women. So much for all that time being
modest. I am now on the hunt for a long grey plastic
raincoat I can use in the gym shower for practice.
Finding a gym to flash in proved harder than first
thought. Not only are the fees close to four times
what we were paying in New Zealand, and for
nakedly less service, the opening hours rival helpful
real estate agent appointments for convenience. Being
used to the extensive gym timetables in New Zealand,
it comes as a shock to find none of the Munich gyms
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have any kind of morning programs available before 9
am. So much for a quick show and tell before work.
Not that this upsets the Frau over much. Which
coming from a woman for whom Sleepy, Dopey and
Grumpy are not the vertically challenged chaperones
of magic mirror proprietor victims, but a
simultaneous state of being, resulting from any kind
of non-horizontal orientation too soon before midday
is not surprising. In spite of this I still manage to arise
healthy, wealthy has a way to go and the Frau
disagrees with wise, on the first Saturday in July 2001,
dragging the Three Dwarfs out of bed with me. A
third sporting activity close to Munich remains to be
encountered. We are off hang gliding in Kössen, just
over the border in Austria. The first time in the hang
gliders since the honeymoon trip through Australia,
over six months previously.
Kössen is only an hours drive, even for an Opel
Omega with hang gliders on the roof. The reason for
the drive to Kössen comes not from the opportunity
to drive on the Autobahn, but from Oli a German
hang glider pilot we met during the Australian part of
the honeymoon. Oli had sent us an email a few weeks
before saying he had just returned to Munich. We had
been meaning to contact him, but as you do, we
didn’t. So imagine the surprise when he turned up at
the Frau’s work one day. But not to see her. He
actually didn't even know we had arrived in Munich,
nor where the Frau worked at that stage. Oli was
working as a cycle courier and there for deliverance,
although he very bravely didn’t squeal like a pig as he
spotted the Frau at her desk.
Loading the Opel with hang gliders, harnesses and
us, we head off to Kössen, intending to meet Oli
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there. With lovely old Austrian houses, open green
fields and surrounded by high snow capped
mountains, Kössen is a beautiful place. Take off from
Unternberghorn is over 1000 metres above the village
and easily reachable via gondola. Dominating the view
are the sheer jagged cliffs of the Wilder Kaiser, or
wild emperor, the wilder part of the imperial chalk
mountains consisting of the Wilder Kaiser and
Zahmer Kaiser, or tame emperor. A flight over this
particular mountain range will certainly be an
experience worthy of chronicling on a blackboard
with chalk.
The sky is filled with paragliders and hang gliders,
some of which are coming to land in the field next to
the Fliegerbar, or pilots bar. A bit of a change from
Wellington, I think. On a busy flying day at home we
might have had five flying objects in the air at once.
All identified. And the only occurrence of a flying pub
was in liquid dreams.
With all the air traffic, the Frau decides she would
prefer not to fly and so sits it out at the Fliegerbar. Oli
and I load our gliders onto the gondola and as I am
turning around around to pick up my harness who
should I see but Mango Mike, an Austrian paraglider
pilot we met, like Oli, during the Australian detour.
Such a name, and this will come as a surprise, was
awarded to Mike upon the manifestation of a
particular partiality for oval yellow/orange fruits.
The flight is spectacular and it feels great to be in
the air again after so long. After an hour and a half I
come in to land, expecting to find the Frau
fraternising at the Fliegerbar. Which she is. The only
dwarf present is Happy, but if this keeps up the Frau
will be needing Doc very soon. A little later in the
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evening the weather starts to turn bad and since the
day after tomorrow it’s off to work we go, we decide
to head back to Munich.
The following weekend we decide to investigate
some flying sites in Germany. Our introduction to
flying in Germany begins with the chance meeting of
a German hang gliding couple, Karsten and Melanie,
at the landing field of Rauschberg in the town
Ruhpolding, around 50km from Salzburg, and ends
with a healthy respect for alpine weather.
Rauschberg doesn't look flyable, so Karsten and
Melanie suggest that we head to nearby Hochfelln in
Bergen about 10km down the road. As Hochfelln is
considered a more advanced mountain, the Frau opts
not to fly and decides to wait at the landing field.
Taking the cable car to the top of Hochfelln, I finally
start to get enthusiastic, my first flight in the German
Alps. Only this is the Alps and weather can change
quickly. Less than an hour from deciding to head up
the mountain the conditions have deteriorated, but
carrying my glider to the setup area, they still look
good enough for at least a glide to the bottom, which
is better than nothing. Melanie and I set up, but like
the Frau earlier, Karsten opts not to as he doesn't like
the look of the sky. She’ll be right, a common brave
bush birds phrase, I think, so I continue setting up
the glider. Melanie is the first ready and after a short
wait on takeoff, she is in the air. I watch for a short
while, but see that Melanie is not finding any thermals
and eventually she heads out to land.
I continue with setting up and finally stand on
takeoff holding the glider. Only the wind is now
coming from the side, then over the back, then the
other side. Finally the wind steadies, but from the
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back. I put down the glider and decide to take a break
hoping it will improve. I chat for a while with Karsten
in my broken German until some kids come up and
ask me something. Not having understood, Karsten
explains, in English, that they wanted to know when I
was going "jump". I try explaining, in German, that it
could be a while because of the wind. And secondly
that in a hang glider, we don't "jump" of a hill, but
run and take off. They look at me strangely, probably
not having understood what I said, my German being
so bad, so Karsten explains again for me. After about
20 minutes, the wind finally comes around again. I
clip in and stand on takeoff. Just as I’m ready to start
running, the wind switches again, this time to the side.
"Phil I think you had better come and look at
this", Karsten is beckoning me over to the back side
of Hochfelln where he's standing.
I put down the glider, unclip and head over to
where he is standing. I take one look out to the south
and am horrified to see thick black, boiling clouds
only a few hundred metres away and closing fast.
"I think I should pack up, and fast", I say.
Karsten and I run back to the glider and madly
derig. We're just starting to put it in the bag when the
first drops land. I close the bag zipper and start
carrying the glider and harness back to the cable car
when the gusts begin, swinging the glider around on
my shoulder. We finally make it inside and the wind
hits hard, rattling the windows with gusts well over
100km/h. After a couple of hours the wind decreases
enough to allow the cable car to run again. But with
passengers only. We are forced to leave our babies on
the mountain, as the wind is still too strong to take
them on top of the cable car. Getting to the bottom
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we meet up with the Frau and Melanie. It seems like
Melanie had a lucky escape as less than five minutes
after she landed, the landing field was pelted with
60km/h winds, which would have made landing
extremely interesting to say the least.
The following weekend we decide to try yet
another flying area, also in Germany, and where it
should be a little easier for the Frau to fly too. Near
this flying spot we meet Schorsch, the local hang
gliding instructor. Schorsch has been out in the field
teaching hang gliding virtually every summer day since
the beginning, nearly 30 years earlier. As, we suppose,
judging by their leathery appearance, have his
Lederhosen shorts.
Schorsch, a Bairisch nickname for Georg, is a real
Bavarian character. His typical Bavarian gruff manner
establishes itself as just a front. He is an excellent
instructor and very patient, especially for those a little
nervous at running off a hill with no more than pieces
of aluminium and cloth to hold them up. The Frau
likes his style and decides it wouldn’t be a bad idea to
build on the Australian learnt beginner flying skills in
one of Schorsch’s courses. She spends the following
weekends running off the training hill, while Schorsch
bellows instructions from the bottom. In spite of his
extensive use of Bairisch, which is often difficult even
for the Frau to understand, she learns a lot and
becomes much more confident.
After a number of months flying with him,
Schorsch never once calls her by name, not even "hey
you", which even I could understand. Not that this is
unusual. For Schorsch. All of his women students,
probably around 10% of the total, go by the
affectionately meant name of Dirndl. After the long,
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but low cut traditional Bavarian woman’s dress with
enough bosom boosting capabilities to make Pamela
jealous and slow motion running scenes a favourite of
Bavarian movies.
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Hot and Horny
"Sind Sie auch heiß?", I manage in my best German.
It is a very hot summers day in August, a few
weeks after our hang gliding adventures and four
weeks into an intensive full immersion German class.
I am sitting in a Biergarten indulging in a Weissbier
with my German class. All was going well, until I very
cleverly decided to put some of my new found
German questioning skills to the test by asking the
teacher if she was hot too.
"No, Phil you can not say that, it is only for dogs",
responds the teacher in German.
"Sorry I don't understand", I reply still in German,
wondering what hot dogs have to do with me. We live
in Munich not Frankfurt.
"You must ask – is it hot to you too? Not are you
hot too. Your first question was very sexual", she
explains in German trying to be serious, but having
trouble keeping the grin from her face.
Then it dawned on me. Like any good
international man of mystery, I'd asked if she was hot
as in horny, baby, yeah.
The German course is actually two courses. Two
sets of eight weeks of two hours a night after work,
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four nights a week learning various ways of asking if
an empty seat is available. In spite of feeling
continually exhausted after full days at work, I find
the vacant chair lessons great. Rote learning German
words and sentences are not difficult, but getting the
grammar right to say something intelligent or that
makes sense, an impossibility for me claims the Frau,
is. Whether the Nominativ, Akkusitiv or Dativ form of
a word, which correspond, but not by mail, to the
subject, direct or indirect objects of an English
sentence, is used can totally change the meaning of
that sentence. As I learnt in the conversation above.
Later in the year, not content with this first time
experience, I feel the urge for further weather
conversation as it becomes colder.
"Meine Frau ist immer kalt", I comment to some
friends, "aber ich bin immer warm".
The extent of the laughter signals I must have said
something wrong, but it is only after having it
explained I realise the international man of mystery is
not only in residence, but in addition frustrated and
wearing a pink triangle. I'd managed to say the Frau is
always frigid, while I was always gay. Consequently
I've become careful when making small talk about the
weather. What might happen if I talk about size, I
don’t want to contemplate.
Despite these learning opportunities, what some
may refer to as mistakes, I find once the grammar
rules are learnt, they are relatively easy to follow.
Mostly. Except with irregular verbs, aberrant adverbs,
anomalous adjectives, non-conformist nouns, why,
because and for many catholic Bavarians who are not
into the possession thing. Out of habit, this last lot
indirectly exploit the Dativ noun, rather than the
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Genitiv, a form of possession, which in spite of its
ability to make heads spin, is not at all related to the
exorcist variety.
Add three different genders, assorted genders for
different words describing the same thing into this
grammar mix and you have chaos, at least for those
learning the language. Take a simple word like "the"
in English, which always has the single, despite many
appearances in various personal columns, form "the".
In the German Nominativ form "the" becomes der, die,
or das depending if the noun is male, female or neuter
respectively, which of course they do. In the
Akkusitiv, the der becomes den, the die dies not, but
rather remains hard as die, while das is just das. It
becomes even more complicated with the Dativ,
where der becomes dem, die undergoes a sex change to
der and das becomes part of the me too generation
dem. And let’s not even go near the possessive Genitiv.
Establishing whether noun gender is male, female
or neuter in the first place, before it becomes just an
object, has less to do with fast swimmers and more
with rules. Very strictly kept, but made to be broken,
grammatical rules. I am told obedient nouns of nonGerman origin are das. But then I meet the rebellious
outsiders, which, may be der or die. A subject that may
be discussed to die, mostly without agreement.
Good German nouns ending in "e" have a
tendency to die. Unless they live alternatively, when
they might be der or das. All this is confusing enough,
until the true gender benders, the hermaphrodites, are
exposed. These exist simultaneously as two discrete,
although not as much as they should be, words for
the same thing, each declaring a different sexual
orientation. Like the words for car: der Wagen and das
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Auto. Only a couple of days into the first course I am
so confused I decide to give up learning noun sexual
practices and watch Swedish DVDs instead.
More monogamous are the lonely nouns which
undergo a sex change to become a single unit. Where
English would have two, or more, words for the same
thing, in German there can be only one. Take a tasty
vegetable soup, something to be recommended in
winter. In German the two separate words for
vegetable and soup, das Gemüse and die Suppe,
transmute, while remaining true to one another, into
die Gemüsesuppe. The transformation leaves the
vegetable soup no less tasty, but certainly warmer.
And then there is the capital punishment German
favours, in spite of the country being against the
death penalty. All German nouns begin with a capital
letter. At the risk of doing this to death, take the
examples of Gemüse and Suppe above. Once they
undergo their sex change to become a single unit, the
Suppe is punished by having its capital removed. Now
there is only one capital letter and the single unit
becomes Gemüsesuppe.
More for SciFi than horror or Swedish film fans is
the rule for verb placement. This is relatively simple.
The first verb is placed in position two and all others
at the end of a sentence. Except for questions when
the verb may be at the beginning, or in second place.
And after certain, but not all, categories of "because"
which have all verbs at the end. Why not all? Just
because. The result of all this is an instantaneous 900
year ageing process, a simultaneous shrinking of
stature, the emergence of long pointy ears and a
tendency to wave a battery powered lighting source in
the air, while talking in riddles during conversation in
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German class:
"Yes, German here I learn. Much speak I not can.
Try you many words German speak?"
"I try not. I do, or do not. There no try is."
One other effect of having verbs at the end of a
sentence is that I never know what will be said until
the sentence is finished. Therefore it is impossible to
win an argument by interrupting the speaker. They
simply claim they had not finished, change the verb
they were going to use and they are right. Something
the Frau is a master at. Always right she is.
How I actually learn all this I am not entirely sure
as from the first day the classes are 100% in German.
And sign language. With the command of hands and
feet displayed by this first teacher, I am certain she
would be in great demand for Marcel Marceau
elocution lessons. Ostensibly this 100% German
teaching method is based on language immersion
theory, learning like babies do. Although I don’t
manage to swim, somehow I avoid drowning by dog
paddle.
Most difficult to deal with I find, however, is the
formality in both the German language and society. I
find most people more reserved and take longer to
become friends. Some of the fault for this seems to lie
in the language and its use. English speaking societies
have done away with the use of surnames except to
order the telephone book, or more commonly,
reprimand the husband. In an English speaking
society when being introduced to a stranger it is more
likely than not to be by forename. In Germany
though, first names are used between those who
know each other well or those wanting to
demonstrate their progressiveness within some of the
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younger, more trendy technology firms. In almost all
other case last names prefixed with a Herr or Frau is
the norm. Corresponding, especially when writing a
letter, to the use of Herr/Frau Surname is the correct
application of Sie and du. These two wonderful words
are actually one, but make up the formal and informal
forms of "you". Someone not well known or on a
Herr/Frau basis is always Sie. Friends, family and
those identified by forenames are always du.
According to my German teacher, the English "you"
previously had such a distinction as well.
I find it very strange at first to be addressed as
Herr Fouthward, and not merely because
"Southward" is nearly impossible for most Germans
to articulate without major correction. Being the
employee of a progressive, young and trendy
technology firm, I pay my du’s and get very little
exercise in formal practices. On those occasions
where I should use Sie, such as talking to customers, I
constantly use du, only realising in retrospect I have
offended by the horrified looks I receive. Luckily
being a fumbling foreigner I am forgiven quite
quickly.
For two people to duzen one another, go by first
names and du rather than Sie, is, particularly for those
nearing telegram from the Queen age, a BIG thing.
That I am on a first name and du basis with my work
colleagues from day one horrifies Günter, who in
spite of working with one colleague for over 30 years,
is using Sie.
On occasion this formality gives rise to absurd
situations. Like that I find myself in a couple of years
later whilst managing an international project. With
the French supplier I speak English and so we are on
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a first name basis. In meetings with the Swiss
supplier, however, we speak German and are
therefore on a Sie and Herr/Frau basis, well more of a
Herr basis since neither of us are a Frau. This works
well, until the first meeting between all three of us. As
this is in English, the Swiss project manager and I
address each other for the first time as Sven and Phil.
Which is all fine until after the meeting, when we
speak in German and so return to formal terms. A
week later there is another meeting in English and we
are again on a first name basis. Until the next German
language meeting. And so it continues back and forth
over the next few weeks. How to solve this somewhat
strange state of affairs, I am not sure. Would I be
stepping over some undeclared boundary in German
by simply calling the project manager Sven? Should I
then use du or Sie? Or should I ask him formally for
informality? In the end the problem solves itself. I
notice one day we duzen. That went quickly. Herr
yesterday, du today.
The importance of being serious with formality
finally becomes clear one day, after nearly four years
in Germany, while browsing used car lots. German
car salesmen, like all others world wide, want to show
how trustworthy they are by becoming your best
friend within the first minute of meeting them. And
here they have an advantage. The language provides
them with the necessary tools to demonstrate this.
After the usual introductions, and revealing the kind
of car I am searching for, Herr Salesman is already my
best friend.
"I have the ideal car for du", he says in German.
Bristling I take a mental step back and, in German,
coldly say:
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"What have Sie then, Herr Salesmen?"
Getting the point, he replies: "Ah, ah, I have this
one here for Sie".
For me, this is nearly as good as a formal apology.
Something else taken very seriously in German and
Germany, I learn outside the courses, are titles. Herr
Professor Doktor is not just a term for monster
scientists with brides of men named after Frank’s
stone. It is a symbol of status, much like owning a
large Mercedes or Porsche, and therefore is worthy of
respect. If someone has not quite made it to
university professor status, but has attained a PhD,
they are still worthy of more respect than the title less
commoners. In the telephone book, on their door
shield, on their business cards and in formal
conversation they will be addressed as Herr, or Frau,
Doktor Surname. Yet paradoxically a true doctor of
the medical kind, does not automatically earn the
right to add a Doktor title to their name. They also
must complete a PhD to inherit such a title. As just
plain title less Herr Fouthward, I don’t command so
much respect.
Whether I earn respect from my attempts at
mangling German during these first few months of
language classes I don’t know. Outside of the classes
I try to, sorry there is no try, I mean do, talk as much
German as possible. Only there is a problem. Most
Germans speak good English. Very good English.
The moment they hear my verbal contortions they
answer in English. I reply in what could be
optimistically called bad German. They reply in great
English. And so it goes on. Eventually they give up
on the English and reply in German. A typical
conversation goes something like this:
75

"Ja, German here I learn. Small brown furry fruit
am I", I say in German proudly.
"Small brown furry fruit? Oh you're a Kiwi from
New Zealand. How wonderful. I always wanted to go
there.", answers the woman in perfect English. "But
what are you doing here?"
"Frau my German, she one ring have", I answer in
a language which at some point in the long distant
past had a slight resemblance to German.
"Oh you married a German", she answers again in
English. "Where did you meet?"
"In room which much beer have", I mangle in
return.
"Ah, Sie haben blah Frau blah, blah, blah Kneipe, blah,
blah", the woman replies in rapid German.
Completely lost, only the old favourite remains:
"Ah, ah, ist hier noch frei?"
In addition to contorted conversations, I also read
the newspaper and listen to radio as much as possible.
For television there is no time. Nor interest. All
television shows with an original language other than
German are dubbed, with various degrees of
synchronisation success, into the local language.
Perhaps why the disgraced lip miming group Milli
Vanilli had such a big following in Germany?
I listen instead to the German radio equivalent of
the BBC and CNN - Bayern 5. Being a news
orientated station, the announcers are exceptionally
serious. After all news reporting is a serious, and
often depressing, business. As is the source of the
news. Therefore every news story begins by gloomily
announcing the city of origin. Since German radio
seems to take a morbid delight in reporting politics,
the most often heard start to any story comes from
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the robot like, chronically depressed Bayern 5
announcer, who the Frau and I christen Marvin. After
the terminally depressed robot renowned from his
appearance in the restaurant at the end of the
universe14.
"Beeeerrrrliiinnnn. I was going to tell you about
something that happened in Berlin today, but since
you are not interested and it was boring anyway, there
is no point", whines Marvin.
Or so I imagine him saying. In reality, it takes me
nearly a year before I can understand more than just a
few of Marvin’s miserable mumblings. Or those of
his brother, the despondent driver of a Munich UBahn.
When asked how German trains have gained a
reputation for punctuality and efficiency, the only
reply I can give is a phase I learn during German
torture sessions:
"Ich verstehe nur Bahnhof". Literally in English: "I
only understand Railway Station". Which since I don't
really can be less literally translated as: "I understand
nothing". Or in Kiwi: "Don't have a f…ing clue
mate".
It is not only railway stations that are difficult to
understand. How the fast train network, the
Schnellbahnnetz or S-Bahn received it’s name of I don’t
have a f…ing clue. Over the following few months,
the Schnellbahnnetz is anything but. I’m late to very late
to work two or three times every week thanks to the
trains not running on time. Then with the onset of
autumn and winter it gets worse. Still I shouldn’t
blame Deutsche Bahn. How are they to know their
tracks would be covered with leaves during autumn?
That these leaves would be so slippery they would
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redefine the phrase "missing the train", when S-Bahns
skid past their platforms? Nor could Deutsche Bahn
possibly foresee winter snow and ice freezing
overhead power lines and rail signals. It’s not like
these sorts of things happen every year. Like
companies the world over, Deutsche Bahn has a
different excuse, or rather reason, for each of the
delays. They are a conspiracy of government. In
particular the Eisenbahnbundesamt, or Federal Railway
Department, who has imposed a speed limit of
125km/h on all S-Bahns, due to poor braking
performance in autumn and winter.15
With the summer over, my life has become
routine, a very tiring routine. A typical day begins
with a start at 6 am. I crawl out of bed, careful not to
incur the wrath of the cantankerous sleeping beauty,
struggle into my running gear and hit the street. Not
literally mind you, but it hurts none the less.
Following breakfast with Marvin, I head off to the SBahn station at a run. I am late. Every morning. And
the S-Bahn only goes every twenty minutes. If I am a
minute late to the train, I will be 20 minutes late to
work. Good thing I practice this running thing in the
mornings before heading to work. Otherwise I might
forget what was involved. Of course the S-Bahn is
usually late. Except when I need it to be.
The U-Bahns of Munich city transport I take
home after German are, on the other hand,
significantly better operated than the S-Bahns of
Deutsche Bahn. In spite of the odd, or even very
strange, dejected driver like Marvin's brother. The
trains are punctual, arriving almost exactly on the dot
with no com. U-Bahn stations and trains are clean,
without totally nailing spike and span.
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Which I suppose is difficult to do when the
occasional passenger sees the U-Bahn as their personal
cuticle salon, as the Frau and I witness one evening.
"Klick, klick, klick", we hear in clipped but clear
German tones.
We turn around and spy an elderly woman on the
seat behind us. Oblivious to all around her, she is
staring at the out stretched fingers of one hand. In the
other hand is a set of nail clippers.
"Klick, klick, klick".
Pieces of fingernail fly to the floor.
"Klick, klick, klick".
More fingernail hits the floor. The woman inspects
her fingers and, obviously satisfied with what she sees
there, passes the nail clippers to the other hand.
"Klick, klick, klick".
Further clippings catapult to the ground.
"Klick, klick, klick".
By now the whole carriage is staring. The woman
continues undeterred.
"Klick, klick, klick".
Equally oblivious to all around him is an elderly
man we assume to be her husband. He is deep in his
magazine. I can’t see what the magazine is, perhaps it
contains hardware supplies, like hammers, tacks and
screws, that he wishes to buy? Nails are clearly not
required.
"Klick, klick, klick".
We look at one another incredulously. The Frau
has a grin on her face.
"Klick, klick, klick".
Then as suddenly as it begun, the clicking stops. I
look up. The woman has put away her nail clippers
and is moving towards the door with Tim her
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husband in tow. All eyes are following their motion.
The train stops and they get out. Still oblivious. But
with beautiful nails.
Having a ticket, unlike nails, clipped on the U-Bahn
is not necessary. The U-Bahn and in fact all the SBahns, buses and trams in Germany function on an
efficient honesty system. A single, daily, weekly,
monthly, chose one of above, ticket is purchased.
There are no barriers to entry, so the passenger heads
down onto the platform, and waits for the train. The
train arrives, the doors open with a whoosh, but not a
clean, and the passenger gets in, preferably without
nail clippers. Over the loudspeaker comes a message
from Marvin’s brother, in the best of Yoda German,
to:
"Please back stand".
Although it is obvious from his despondent tone
he thinks no-one cares.
The doors declare their readiness to close via a
very German sounding:
"Beep, beep, beep."
Although it is a good trust system any Bolshevik
would be proud of, control is better. There might be
no ticket collectors or barriers as in other countries,
but there is still, as in any first-class cuticle carriage, a
fair chance of getting nailed. Inspectors are employed
to make random checks. These inspectors may appear
as student look-alikes, punks, elderly women or even
trendy graphic designer types minus Apple Macs. It is
only once the doors have closed and everyone has
been asked to please back stand that they reach for
their pockets, and, like any good inspector, flash,
without visiting a Nacktbadegelände or gym, their wallet
IDs and ask to see tickets.
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Along with the undercover inspectors, there is also
the uniformed U-Bahn-Wache to keep order. The UBahn-Wache, you always know they are the U-BahnWache, because it says so in large white letters on their
backs, have blue uniforms, wear berets like French
Gendarmes and carry guns. The guns come in most
useful when they are on the hunt for train ticket
wielding criminals, the most dangerous kind.
Screeching onto the platform in the latest Italian high
performance train, they reach for their guns as the
doors open with a whoosh, run onto the platform and
aiming their guns at an offender, usually someone
who has not yet apologised, shout:
"Please back stand, it’s Munich Vice".
As a solely underground organisation, the U-BahnWache don’t make it onto the S-Bahns, so I miss their
show in the mornings when travelling to work.
Usually making it by 8:30, in spite of the S-Bahn
delays, I do the required eight hours sitting in front of
the computer and leave at five pm, arriving at the
Goethe Institut for German just after six. I reach
home again just before nine, eat dinner, exchange a
word or two with the Frau and head to bed by ten.
And so it goes over the following 16 weeks. With
hang gliding over, but mountain biking and the
occasional trip windsurfing taking its place on the
weekends there is no chance of rest. The Frau claims
it’s because I’m wicked.
Adding to my wickedness, with five large lakes
within a 30 km radius, Munich appeared to be a
windsurfer’s paradise. Which it would be. If there was
any wind. But there isn’t, as I discover after a number
of aborted windsurfing trips to the lakes around
about. For the first time in my life I am living in an
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area where there isn't any wind and cursing the fact.
Then we discover Lago di Garda, or Lake Garda, in
northern Italy, just four and a half hours away.
Normally. When there is no Stau. When the Germans,
Dutch, Scandinavians and Austrians are not on
holiday. An almost impossible circumstance during
summer with each of the 16 different German states
having 16 different holiday times. And all and sundry
want to head south. Where it’s warm. And let’s not
even mention the other countries. One trip back from
Lago di Garda on a Sunday takes us nearly nine hours.
Still the time we have in Lago di Garda is great. The
scenery is jaw dropping. High mountains and sheer
cliffs descending straight into the lake, topped off
with beautiful clear water, wonderful weather, wind –
the Ora - so reliable I am not certain we are actually in
Italy, great food, wine and of course wonderful
coffee.
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Coffee Nazi
"I’d like a coffee please", states the elderly woman
politely in, as you would expect in Italy, German.
We have just stopped at an Italian motorway
service station, come café shortly before the Austrian
border, and are standing in the queue. It is our last
chance for decent coffee before returning home. That
there are Germans in the queue is obvious. There is a
queue. In Italy. An elderly, particularly frazzled
looking couple has reached the counter before us and
begun placing their order.
"Would that be an espresso, cappuccino or latte?",
asks the cashier in perfect German.
"No a coffee."
"Yes but is that coffee an espresso, cappuccino or
latte?"
"Noooo, coofffffeeeeee!!! Cofffffeeee!!", as if the
only intelligence the cashier could ever obtain would
be by working as an agent for the CIA.
"Yes madame I understand, but what type of
coffee would you like: an espresso, cappuccino or
latte?"
"I want coffee! Cofffffeeee!!"
Her exasperated husband then intervenes:
83

"Oh just take the cappuccino, they have milk in
them don’t they?"
***********************************
If you enjoyed this preview, you can buy the whole
book as a paperback or kindle book on Amazon here:
http://viewBook.at/SoaringKiwiSauerkraut
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