
A Father’s Day Journey - Rostock Berlin Cottbus 
a short story by Ralph Hänel 
 
It just so happened that I began writing this story on May 10th, Father’s Day in Germany. I 
looked at my notes again on June 17th, Father’s Day in Canada. My recent travels took me to 
places of what seems to have been a previous life, a time during which I could not even have 
conceived that I am going to be a dad one day. Where life takes us. 
 
But, here we go; that’s how my notes started on May 10th: 
Today is Men’s Day, Fathers Day in Germany. Actually, an old holiday from the church calendar, 
the ascension of Christ. 
 
I am sitting at the market place of downtown Cottbus. A small, a bit sleepy university city south 
east of Berlin with a population of about 100,000 people. Walked past an Italian restaurant. 
Wanted to take a photo but decided not to. The only two guys sitting outside fit every 
stereotype, looked worthy of being Tony Soprano’s wing men. You never know. 
 
I “lived” or more accurate, was housed in this city for six months of my life. Only six months, 
but that after having been held already for ten months in a secret service interrogation jail in 
Rostock. Six seemingly never ending months in the big house, the prison. During East German 
times called the “Red Hell”. One of the state secret service controlled prisons, in which political 
prisoners like me where placed into the general population with real criminals. 
 
Now I am back in Cottbus, for the first time since a cold November morning in 1989, when I left 
this prison. Twenty-nine years later. I know it’s a holiday today, so it will be closed, but I am 
going to have a first look at the outside of the former prison. I need to see the walls, the guard 
towers. It is now a human rights museum. Doesn’t make it any easier. 
 
Under a big umbrella at the restaurant table. There is even a bit of a breeze. I need a big beer, 
want to eat an old East German specialty, ragout fin with baked cheese and Worcestershire 
sauce, a double espresso macchiato, a Swedish ice-cream creation, back then on every East 
German menu. Vanilla ice-cream, apple sauce, egg liquor, whipped cream. I know, sounds 
weird, just try that mix. It might surprise you. The senses are demanding it. I order it all at 
once. As if I need to make up for the sensory deprivation back then. I remember, in prison, the 
mold on some of the potatoes. The piece of pure fat under a sauce that seemed to consist of 
liquid brown flour. One days-old hard bakery bun on Sundays only. 
But now the waitress brings my full order. She is not quite sure what to think. 
 
While still sitting at the restaurant table, overlooking the leisurely market place, random 
thoughts are racing through my head. I traveled recently to my birth city Dresden, in Saxony. I 
also have been to the city I grew up in, Rostock at the Baltic Sea. Sat with my Canadian 
daughter in my cell of the secret service jail. I visited Berlin. Saw the old East German prison 
transport train. Thinking of the time after 1989. Moved from West Germany to Switzerland to 
West Berlin, at the time still crossing old border points between East and West. I am thinking of 
my family, back home in Vancouver in Canada. 
 
And right now, I am back at the beginning, in the city where I caught the Canada bug in a 
Communist prison. Which will be part of another story. Now, in the same city I see on the 
market place an American Diner. Life is weird. I remember the most infamous of the prison 
guards, who likely still lives in this city, RT, aka Red Terror. He was in 1989 yelling at us: “My 
wife is ugly, but she is a Communist. But you guys are the traitors, human garbage.” Now there 
is an American Diner is his city. And an Italian restaurant. 
 



If the former prison guard is indeed still alive, he will be around the age of 83 today. Maybe he 
is sitting nearby in one of the outside gardens of the restaurants, here on the market. Drinking 
just like me his beer on Father’s Day. Walking by, one might think that he is a cute old grandpa. 
Back then he used the baton to show us the right way, the communist way, used his heavy 
metal keys to strike political prisoners, he also kicked some down the stairs. He was versatile in 
his hatred and violence. 
I remember us, standing motionless in the heavy and itchy prison uniform, for hours in the heat. 
Or marching back and forward in ‘Gleichschritt’, a very German speciality of military marching. 
Some fainted. Others struggled and were punished. Despair in the air. Longing for some kind of 
hope. Yet for many also thoughts of ending it all. A quick sweet way out of the misery. A quiet 
good bye. 
 
Back to 2018. Now I am walking. Slow. This time I am a tourist. Am I? At a fork, I see the first 
street sign for ‘Bautzener Strasse’. Some drunks at a food kiosk look at me. The streets are 
empty. The sun is burning. Once again. 
 
Suddenly a sign: “Human Rights Museum”. I turn right. Stand at a new modern gate from which 
you can seen the old prison gate, the walls, the red bricks of the ghostly prison buildings. 
I walk to the left through a back alley. The driveways of newly built little family homes around 
the grounds of the former prison are now filled with Mercedes, Audi, Porsche. What happened to 
the winning glory of Communism, taking the world by storm and what happened to the lawfully 
dying and inferior Capitalism? Those were the truths back then. 
 
Well, I at least know where the capitalism is. I have to laugh. Just got an email reminder that 
my credit card bill is due. 
 
I keep walking around the former prison. At one point I get to the wall, stand at one of the 
gates. I put my hand on the bricks. Is it the feel of decades of suffering inside these walls? Or 
am I just nervous? 
 
I will never be truly home anywhere. Always live in between the worlds. I am living in the past, 
writing about my memories and I hover in the present. Never feeling safe. Never truly at home. 
Anywhere. 
 
All I know; I need to write. Write down what I remember. The things I have seen. The crazy 
stories I experienced. 
Keeping the stories alive for my children, for the next generation. 
For my daughter. For my son. 
Happy Father’s Day! 
 
Also visit: 
www.facebook.com/BerlinWallShadowsBOOK/ 
www.facebook.com/dropyourpantsbook/  
 
www.dropyourpantsbook.com - short stories book 1 by Ralph Hänel 
www.ralphhaenel.com  - short stories book 2 by Ralph Hänel 
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