Eyes of War
Martin Roemers
In 2015 it will be 65 years since the end of
World War II in Europe. After the war was over,
many thousands of people would never see
again. Martin Roemers photographed and
interviewed some of those who lost their sight
as a result of the conflict. He photographed
people who would once have been enemies.
Some were children at the time, seeking
shelter. Others were combatants. One of his
subjects was a child during the war and was
blinded by flying glass as her mother rushed
her to an air-raid shelter. 'What depresses me
are all these new wars, and that people still
cannot stand each other,' she told Roemers.
'All that grief, that's what makes me sad.'
'Bombs, bombs, bombs, on Rosie's head!'
My mother said that I was singing that one
hour before the Dortmund air-raid sirens went
off.'
Rosemarie Pinnau (born Germany, 1938)
'I remember a bright flash. Five weeks later I
woke up in a hospital. I was as good as blind
and both my legs were broken.'
Eric Church (born UK, 1924)
'I was assigned to a sewing workshop and
had to repair uniforms. I sat by the window

when a Russian plane came. I still remember
that it sounded like a sewing machine.'
Gerda Degenhardt (born Germany, 1926)
'Do you know what I would like? To be able
to see my children for a minute or even a
second.'
Elena Griczienko (German, born USSR, 1939)
For more extensive interviews, click through
the images.
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Frederick Lennart Bentley (born
1924), a British veteran of World War
II (WW2). He was blinded by a
German grenade during a night patrol
near Caen in Normandy. My
comrades left me behind. That was
how it was: you didn't help the
wounded. You had to look after
yourself. I managed to reach my own
lines on my own. If the Germans had
found me, they would have certainly
shot me. You don't give the
wounded a bed, you bury them. I
would have done the same myself.
People who weren't in the war can't
understand that. You're living with
death 24 hours a day. The war was
over for me. I worked for 33 years at
the Leyland factories as a mechanical
engineer. I inspected machines by
touch. I had work, I married and I
had four children. I had a good life
after the war.
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM00416FRA
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Alf Lockhart (b. 1918 in the United
Kingdom) was blinded during the
Second World War (WWII). 'I was just
a shadow of myself and lived in a
world of fog. As a prisoner of war, the
Japanese made me work on the
Burma Railway. There, a great many
prisoners died of dysentery, malaria
and malnutrition. I largely lost my
sight through a lack of vitamins.
When the Japanese capitulated, the
British took charge of the camp. This
was the first order of our British camp
commander: 'All British personnel
under the rank of sergeant must
report at 6.30 am for physical training.
Only those who have had legs
amputated are exempt.' We were
exhausted after three years of hard
labour and all that our officers could
think up for us were exercises. After
the war I went back to my old
occupation as a furniture maker. My
sight has never recovered. I see
nothing in the middle. If I look at
someone, I can only see his chin, his
hair and his ears.'
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01913UK
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Norman Perry (b. UK, 1919), blinded
veteran from the Second World War
(WWII). "During fighting with the
Germans on a battlefield in Libya I got
grenade fragments in both my eyes.
In 1942, after staying in the hospital, I
got transferred to an institute for
blinded service men in Cape Town,
South Africa. There were six blind
people there when i arrived. When I
left one year later, there were thirty.
After the war I got married. The funny
thing is that I still see my wife as an
18-year-old girl. I have never seen my
son but in my head, I have an image
of him, as I do of everyone else, for
that matter. If for example I am
standing on a hill with somebody, I
ask him to describe everything he
sees. Grass, trees, windmills and so
on. I also want to know the colour of
everything. If something is green, I
ask what kind of green - light green,
pale green, or another shade. In that
way, I fill in the whole picture."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01117UK
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Eric Church (b. UK, 1924), blinded
veteran from the Second World War
(WWII). "I remember a bright flash.
Five weeks later I woke up in a
hospital. I was as good as blind and
both my legs were broken. It
happened during the Battle of
Arnhem but I don't know the details.
Nobody told me. I only know that I
was in a vehicle and that I was the
only survivor. My right eye is a glass
eye; I can still see with my left eye, up
to about seven metres distance. I can
read big letters with a magnifying
glass that has a light in it. I like
reading the sports pages. Since my
wife's death, I have been really lonely.
I tried to live alone but it was difficult.
I burned my hands while cooking.
When he saw my hands, the doctor
said that I couldn't live alone any
more. Since then I've been at St.
Dunstans, a home for the war
blinded. It's much better here than at
home. I have company and I have a
hobby. I paint. I have just finished a
painting of a cat sleeping on a table
with a flower bouquet in the
background. I do it like this; the
instructor draws the outlines and I fill
in the colours, just like children do."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01106UK
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Frank Tinsley (b. UK, 1919), blinded
veteran from the Second World War
(WWII). "Both my grandfathers were
soldiers, my father was a soldier, and
I became a soldier. I was sixteen but
when I joined up I said I was
eighteen. My father returned from the
First World War (WWI) heavily
wounded and was in a wheelchair for
the rest of his life. But when you are
young you don't think about being
wounded; you think that you will live
forever. I was in charge of a
searchlight unit during the Blitzkrieg
in 1941. We lit German planes that
came to bomb London so that the
anti-aircraft batteries could shoot
them down. I was wounded in my
eyes due to a bomb during one such
air-raid. My sight worsened
continuously and in 1944 one of my
eyes was removed. After the war I
went to a well-known eye professor in
Utrecht who also treated Princess
Beatrix. He operated on me but the
eye was still in bad shape. In 1956, I
became totally blind. My wife died
some years ago. If somebody were to
say to me: "Make a choice: you get
your full sight back or you may see
your wife for five minutes", I would
choose the latter."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01108UK
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Albert Serdet (b. UK, 1920), blinded
veteran from the Second World War
(WWII). "Our sergeant was crazy. He
sat in the back of our truck,
hammering on a bazooka. He threw it
on the street and it exploded. Later,
in the Netherlands, we lay dug in next
to a big house. I saw the sergeant
pick something up. He said "What is
this Albert?" and threw it to me. I
woke up three weeks later. My left
eye was gone and my right eye was
badly wounded and later removed
leaving me blind. Both my ears were
perforated and since then I am hard
of hearing. The sergeant had thrown a
grenade to me. I don't know what
became of him."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01097UK
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Ron Tingay (b. UK, 1924), blinded
veteran from the Second World War
(WWII). "I turned my head because I
thought that my friend Wally was hit
by a Japanese bullet. At that moment,
a mortar grenade fell in our trench
and I got hit in the face. I have been
blind ever since. That was in
Mandalay, Burma. I believe in
predestination. If you are predestined
for something like that, than you will
get it. Afterwards, I proceeded
against the Armstrong airplane
manufacturer. I was not allowed to
work there because they didn't hire
blind people. I won the trial but I
didn't want the job anymore. Other
blind men did go to work there. I was
a shoemaker for ten years and after
that I worked in an ammunition
factory. We made test bombs. I now
have plastic eyes. They look very real.
I was once talking to a woman to
whom I told I have artificial eyes. She
asked me if I could see well with
them. To answer her, I took them
out."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01120UK
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Herbert Jacob (b. Germany, 1925),
blinded during the Second World War
(WWII). "The arms of the violin player
had been amputated. He couldn't
play any more, so he committed
suicide. This was rumoured in the
hospital and was what propelled me
to jump. I was already standing on
the balcony, with no eyes and no
hands. I had lost them during an
explosion in the Kriegsmarinehaven in
Marseille. Somewhere in the hospital,
a door slammed and I came to my
senses. Since that moment, I've only
focused on the future. Many blind
people like myself let themselves be
pampered by their mother or sisters.
My aim was to be independent. I
became a member of the Association
of Blind Persons Without Hands. We
shared practical tips with each other.
One of the questions was for
example: how to put toothpaste on
the toothbrush? You squeeze the
toothpaste directly from the tube into
your mouth and then you brush. I've
had a special spoon made that I can
use with my stump. I don't want to be
helped on the toilet. I've found a
solution for this too. What I do, I do
well, with some help here and there
but as little as possible. I also want to
be a husband that supports his own
family. For me, this has come true, for
most others it hasn't."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01113GER
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Sieglinde Bartelsen (b. Germany,
1934), blinded during the Second
World War (WWII). In November 1944,
the British were bombing the canal
locks in the Mittellandkanaal in
Minden. We were sitting in an air-raid
shelter. The bombs didn't hit the
targets but fell nearby our village. The
heavy vibrations and air pressure
damaged my retina. A day later, I was
blind in one eye. In March 1945, my
other eye worsened. The eye
specialist said that I had a hole in my
retina and that I had to lay still and
then have an operation. When we
arrived in the hospital, it had been
evacuated. My mother rode me back
home on a bicycle. In the last days of
the war I was moved to various safe
places. In 1946, I had an operation in
Hamburg. I remember that, lying on
the operation table, I could see the
light and the instruments. I was happy
and thought that everything would be
alright. After the operation, I saw that
the lamp hanging over me had
become red. The doctor said that
there had been internal bleeding in
my eye and that the operation had
failed. After that it was all over. I was
completely blind. I went to a school
for the blind and became a steno
typist. I was very fast and won many
contests. As a blind woman, I have
my complexes. I give a lot of
attention to my appearance but I
wear sunglasses. The last time I
looked in a mirror, I was fifteen years
old and very thin. I thought: "There is
nothing beautiful about me." Now I
regularly get compliments about my
looks. Recently a man told me I was
an attractive woman. I answered:
"Thank you for the compliment," and
he said: "It's not a compliment but an
observation."
© Martin Roemers
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Konrad Politowski (b. 1918 in
Germany) lost his sight during the
Second World War (WWII). 'In
Finland, in 1941, we took up positions
against the Russians. They were firing
guns at us from the valley below. I
was hit and blinded. After various
hospitals, I ended up at the Adolf
Hitler School for the Blind in Berlin. I
was there with 165 blind comrades.
At the school I learned to make
brushes. I took my exams and
worked in production. My bosses
were always complaining that I didn't
make enough brushes. In 1953 I set
up a weaving mill together with 29
blind comrades. This meant that we
were both the employers and the
employees. At our company, we
made clothing fabrics, cushion
covers, tablecloths and dusters and
other things - you name it, we made
it. We even won an award in Bavaria
because we made such good things.
Years later, when an increasing
number of us were dying, we closed
the company down.'
© Martin Roemers
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Anja Stupp (b. Germany, 1970) was
blinded in an explosion caused when
some friends of hers triggered an
anti-tank mine that they had collected
near their village. 'It was 1982 and I
was 12 years old. I was horse-riding
with my friend Marian but It started to
rain and we headed back early. We
heard something in a shed and
Marian and I stepped inside then
everything blew up. It wasn't until
later that I heard what had happened.
Three of our friends, Cristoph (15),
Jorg (13), and Holga (13), had found
an anti-tank mine. In the shed, they
had tried to open it. The explosion
killed everyone except for me. There
wasn't much left of my friends after
the blast. I survived because I was
standing behind the other kids. When
they found me, they couldn't
recognize me. They found our
belongings, like my charred shoes, on
the roofs and the surrounding area,
hundreds of meters away. Fleeing
German soldiers had left weapons
and ammunition in the woods at the
end of the war. Hikers still found
these kinds of things decades after
the war. Christoph was actively
looking for these things. The
basement of Christoph's house
turned out to be stuffed with mines,
ammunition and weapons. The
explosion left me practically blind. I
have one glass eye and only 3%
vision on the other. That means I can
see light and dark and I can
recognise colours. I am a masseuse
and treat cancer patients in a private
clinic. At home, I am completely
independent. I can cook, iron and
vacuum all by myself. I only need help
with my administration and when I
need to go outside of my
environment'
© Martin Roemers
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Erich Kuehnholz (b. Germany, 1926),
blinded veteran from the Second
World War (WWII). ^I had a
premonition. We were in France, by
the German border, looking for where
the American troops were stationed.
On our way back, in a field, I thought;
there could be mines here. I looked at
the ground and something exploded
in my face. My comrade carried me
on his back, back to our lines.After
the war I went home. I walked around
in rags and we were hungry. There
was no radio and I had nothing to do.
In the evenings, my father would read
the paper or a book to me. Those
were my only happy moments.In
1947, I went to a school for the blind
in Marburg. I was a judge for 30
years. This was sometimes difficult.
As a blind person, you cannot rely on
visual impressions to gauge the
credibility of the people in front of
you. Still my impressions didn't
deviate from those of my colleagues.
Sometimes my impressions were
even better than their's. I can sense
more uncertainties in a story; I hear
more.^
© Martin Roemers
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Gerda Degenhardt (b. Germany,
1926), blinded during the Second
World War (WWII). "We were walking
and singing. It was really nice at the
BDM, the Bund Deutscher Madel
(German Girls Alliance), I had a lot of
fun there. I was not worried during the
last days of the war; I was even
optimistic. Goebbels and Hitler said
on the radio that there was a new
weapon, a V1 or V2. Everything was
going to be alright. Meanwhile,
Konigsberg was surrounded by the
Russians. Old men, along with fifteenand sixteen-year-olds, were suddenly
walking around with guns on their
backs. Us women all had to go and
see the mayor. I was assigned to a
sewing workshop and had to repair
uniforms. I sat by the window when a
Russian plane came. I still remember
that it sounded like a sewing
machine. I became blind because of
the bombing. Looking back, I never
should have gone to the sewing
workshop; but I was stupid and
fearless."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01110GER
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Rudolf Soeder (born in Germany,
1924), a blinded veteran from the
Second World War (WWII). "I did not
want to be a soldier at all. They told
us 'You have to defend Germany'.
But we were in Norway, the
Caucasus and in the Crimea. Those
were not our borders, were they? But
I had no choice and I was sent to
Russia. In 1943 we withdrew to the
Crimea. We were surrounded by the
Russians in Sevastopol. When I was
searching for hideouts in case they
invaded the city, they started firing
artillery shells. Most of them fell in the
water but one of them exploded near
me and made me blind. After the war
I became a creative wood-worker. I
made dishes and plates. It took me
three times as long as normal and I
did not sell much. Times were hard
economically and the people wanted
bacon and eggs, not art. After that, I
was a phone operator for a company
for 34 years. I returned to the Crimea
with my wife in 1994. All the images
came back to me. I stood on the
same spot as I had 50 years before.
When I stood there as a 20 year old I
was looking at the sea, and thinking
'What am I doing here? This land
does not belong to us!' I just wanted
to swim away."
© Martin Roemers
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Helene Boppert (b. Germany, 1938),
blinded during the Second World War
(WWII). "On February 24, 1945, the
American bombs fell on our town.
There were 65 dead. My father and
both my brothers died. I was brought
out of our burning house
unconscious. I had broken both of my
legs and almost lost my sight. I went
to a regular school. I learned to write
but when I wrote something I couldn't
read it. This is why I couldn't take up
a profession and was always a
housewife. An eye doctor told me that
I would eventually lose my eyesight
entirely. I took that very badly and
lived in fear for when that day would
come. For eleven years now, I have
been totally blind. I have accepted
that, it doesn't do much good if you
resist. You have to think: it could
always be worse. I still have my
husband. He takes walks with me and
brings me along to parties and
birthdays. He takes care of me."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01111GER
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Alfons Henne (b. Germany, 1935),
blinded during the Second World War
(WWII). "On May 8, 1945, one day
before the end of the war, I was
walking on the street with a friend. He
wanted us to go inside an empty
house but I wanted to go home
because it was time for my dinner. My
friend insisted and we went in. There
were hundreds of things in the cellar.
We didn't know what they were. My
friend took one of them and pulled a
ring off of it. I said "Give it to me". It
exploded in my hand. I lost a hand
and was blind in one eye. I was
brought to a hospital where the whole
floor was full of children, about forty
of them. They had all picked up
ammunition. Some of the children
died. In those days, most of the
victims were kids at play. I became a
telephone operator and I am now
retired. I ride a tandem bicycle
together with a friend, always at the
back of course. My big love is music.
I am a tenor in a chorus. I also play
the trumpet, the pan flute and
keyboards. Sometimes I play in the
church. Playing keyboards with one
hand is a bit difficult but I really enjoy
it."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01099GER
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Rosemarie Pinnau (b. Germany,
1938), blinded during the Second
World War (WWII). "Bombs, bombs,
bombs, on Rosie's head." My mother
said that I was singing that one hour
before the Dortmund air-raid sirens
went off. She took me by the arm, but
before we reached the cellar a bomb
hit the school next to our house. The
windowpanes burst. A splinter hit my
father's neck and he hasn't been able
to speak ever since. I got glass in my
eyes. I am not completely blind, I can
tell if it is day or night. I don't hate
those who threw the bombs. They
had superiors who told them to do it.
They were doing their duty. If I hate
someone, it is perhaps our Fuhrer.
What depresses me are all these new
wars, and that people still cannot
stand each other. All that grief, that's
what makes me sad."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01121GER
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Engelbert Josef Mauss (born in
Germany, 1936) was blinded as a
child during the Second World War
(WWII). "During the last days of the
war our village was chaotic. There
were cases and boxes of ammunition
everywhere. At the edge of the woods
lay some square boxes. Another kid
gave me one such box. Next thing I
knew there was a crack and a jet of
flames. I screamed. My face and my
clothes were burned. I was conscious
at the hospital but I couldn't feel my
body any more. My left hand was
gone and my right underarm was
amputated. Next to me lay a baby. I
thought that a stork had brought it.
Then a grenade hit the hospital. The
windows burst and the splinters hit
my face. The baby was fine. Later in
life, I became a lawyer. I am now
retired but active. I am the chairman
of the Blind Persons Without Hands
group, a part of the Association of
War Blinded People."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01526GER
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Hartmut Mehls (b. Germany, 1937)
was blinded by a grenade when he
was caught in fighting between
Russian and German forces at the
end of WWII. 'On 30 January 1945,
Adolf Hitler gave a speech on the
radio celebrating the 12th anniversary
of the Nazi Party coming to power. I
heard him say that we were going to
win the war with flying colours. That
same day the Russian tanks rolled
into our village of Stolzenfelde. There
was heavy fighting at the river Oder
the weeks after. I went outside on a
calmer day and a grenade exploded.
Both my eyes were injured but a
Russian medic said that one eye
could be saved and he brought me to
an eye-surgeon on a horse-drawn
carriage. The eye-surgeon, a Polish
Jew I believe, didn't want to treat me
because I was German. When the
Russian soldier threatened to shoot
him he put a bandage on my eyes
and said there wasn't anything more
he could do. The man didn't give his
best but I don't think there was
anything more he could have done.
There wasn't any medication left.
After the war I studied history at the
Humboldt University in Berlin and
later received my PhD. I have done
research and taught students. After
my retirement, I ran the Blind
Museum for eight years and now I'm
writing books about the history of
blind people in Berlin.'
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01784GER
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Annemarie May (b. 1932 in Germany)
lost her sight during the Second
World War (WWII). 'One night, a
Russian tank fired at our house as we
slept. My grandmother and a refugee
were sleeping in the same room as
me. Both of them were killed. I lost an
eye and a hand because of the
fragments. My other eye was also
damaged. My mother, my brother and
my sister who were sleeping in the
other room were unharmed. Later we
heard that a couple of young men
had been firing machine guns at the
Russian tanks on the opposite bank
of the Elbe. The Russians fired back.
Our house, which was on the top of a
hill, was a suitable target. My
wounded eye was operated on and I
could see a bit again. I've had a
normal 'seeing' life but my eye
gradually deteriorated from 1967
onwards. Since 2004, I can no longer
see the difference between light and
dark. I feel like I'm living in a prison.'
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01914GER
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Robert Grosskopf (b. Germany,
1919), blinded veteran from the
Second World War (WWII). "At the
beginning of the war, I was still
enthusiastic. I was recruited in 1939.
One had to kill; it was 'you or me'.
You had to have that attitude,
otherwise you wouldn't make it. I am
religious, so when I was scared I
would pray. I got several distinctions:
the Iron Cross 1 and 2, the
Sturmabzeichung and a silver pin for
man-to-man combat. In 1944, near
Minsk, a bullet hit my head. This is
how I became blind. I have kept my
belief but I did not keep my
decorations. They are no use to me."
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01119GER

Eyes of War Martin Roemers

www.panos.co.uk

Willi Finck (b. 1923 in Germany) was
blinded during the Second World War
(WWII). 'When I was a fighter pilot, I
shot down about twenty-five aircraft. I
fired on the fuel tanks of the Allied
bombers that were on their way to
Hamburg or Berlin. Then I would
watch the crewmen who managed to
get out of their planes slowly drift to
the ground on their parachutes. We
flew in a group of twelve
Messerschmitts. Four or five
comrades were killed during our
missions. At the end, we no longer
believed in the war. But yes, orders
were orders and we just took off
again. We were always afraid before
we left but once we were up in the air,
all that fear evaporated. On 30 April
1945, I was shot down by three
English Spitfires. I jumped from my
stricken plane with splinter wounds in
my eyes, hands and legs. As I
descended, I could see burning
buildings and American army
vehicles. I was captured as soon I
landed. The GIs took everything from
me including my watch. My hands
and legs were immediately operated
on at an American field hospital. They
didn't have an ophthalmologist. A
year later, I was blind. After the war, I
studied at the Humboldt University in
Berlin. I then worked as a Marxist
philosopher at the University of
Rostock in East Germany, and I'm
still a Marxist to this day.'
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01911GER
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Gerhard Wolf (b. 1928 in Germany)
was blinded during the Second World
War (WWII). 'I didn't want to go into
the army. My brother had been killed,
my father had gone missing and my
other brother was at the front. In
January 1945, I was called up for the
Reich Labour Service
(Reichsarbeitsdienst). We were only
given military training because the
front was moving steadily closer.
Then, we were sent to the Western
Front. In the distance, we could hear
the English guns near the Elbe. We
were hoping for a miracle and that we
would still win the war. I was sixteen
and was leading other boys my age.
We had been ordered to attack tanks.
As an exercise, we were throwing
anti-tank grenades at trees. One of
them didn't go off. Our commander
wanted to teach us more about
grenades and told us to go and sit
next to it. We did that and it
exploded. My eyes, my hands and my
legs were injured. The light in my eyes
went out immediately. Later I heard
that six other boys had been killed.'
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01921GER
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Dieter Renelt (born in Germany, 1938)
was blinded as a child during the
Second World War (WWII). "Together
with my mother, my brothers and my
sister I fled from Upper Silesia to
Austria in February 1945. We stayed
there in a small hotel. In the creek we
often played in, there were three
red-yellow objects. I knew they were
dangerous; the Hungarian soldiers
warned me not to take them out of
the creek. The day after, we were
playing in the creek again and we
found a bare pine tree. We wanted to
make a Christmas tree from it and
hang those red-yellow things in it. I
got one from the creek and started to
play with it. I pretended the enemy
was on the other side and I threw it
that way. It exploded. Later, I heard
they were grenades which the
Hungarians had thrown away after
the capitulation. When I regained
consciousness, I was on a table in the
hospital completely covered in
bandages. I did not want to go to
sleep in the hospital because every
time I woke up I could not see for a
while. Gradually, my vision got worse
and worse. I remember when I
wanted to show my mother how good
my eyes were, I ran into a tree. And
then one day the light was completely
gone. I grew up at a boarding school
for the blind and joined a regular
school after that. I was able to keep
up because my brothers, who were at
the same school, helped me, and I
was two to three years older than the
other students. After that I studied
law. Next to my work as a jurist I
became involved in the League for
the War Blinded. There were 11,000
of us in Germany when I started. I
fought for the rights of the war
blinded, and I gave advice about
social benefits and pensions to our
© Martin Roemers
Ref:MRM01528GER
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Ingelore Ziermann (b. Germany,
1924), blinded during the Second
World War (WWII). "The Hitler Youth
was fun. I joined up when I was ten
years old. There was an atmosphere
of solidarity. There was no egoism
like you see with today's youth, we
took care of each other. We were very
well organised, everybody knew what
to do. I organised sports events. We
always believed that our soldiers
would win the war but most of us
were not into politics. In October
1944 the Hitler Youth sent me to a
Wehrmacht field hospital. I had to
wash and shave wounded soldiers. In
January 1945 the Russians came
close and we were evacuated to
Stettin. I worked at the train station,
helping with the transportation of
Germans who were on the run from
the Russian Army. When it was not
safe any more in Stettin, I went to the
island of Sohr, where my mother was.
We cooked on a stove which
produced a lot of smoke. Soon my
eyes started to hurt. The eye doctor
told me I had an infection in my eyes
and I needed to be treated in a
hospital in Hamburg. But Hamburg
was being bombed so I could not go
there. After the war, I went to an eye
clinic but by then it was too late. Ten
years later I was completely blind."
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Heinz Dembowski (b. 1920 in
Germany). 'In the spring of 1943, an
Allied landing was expected in
Northern Norway. This was to prevent
iron ore from being transported to the
war industry in Germany. Trenches
were being constructed at the airport
in the polar region where I was
billeted. We were using an explosive
charge because the ground was
frozen. We waited at a safe distance
for the explosion but nothing
happened. I went to reconnect it. Just
as I was bending over, the charge
blew up in my face. That was my fate,
which had been predicted four years
earlier. In 1939, I was working at a
bakery in East Prussia. One of the
other bakers was reading his
horoscope and I wanted to see what
mine was like. My horoscope was all
about burns. At the time, I didn't
understand how I should interpret
this. Now I know that it was the
premonition of my fate on 27 March
1943. God willed this to punish me for
my sins. I don't want to talk about my
sins. That's my secret. But I do know
that I deserve my punishment.'
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Karl Chromik (born in Germany,
1922), a blinded veteran from the
Second World War (WWII). "All of a
sudden, everything turned black. I
was not in pain but I felt something
on my chest. I heard a friend say 'Karl
is not going to make it'. I had a vision:
I was on a fluffy cloud soaring up in
the sky. I heard harp music and I saw
stars and a gate. Then it was gone
and I regained consciousness. This all
happened on my birthday, November
28th 1942, between Don Bogen and
Stalingrad. We wanted to run away,
but we couldn't because the
Russians had surrounded us. There
were planes, tanks and artillery. I was
heavily wounded and blinded by
splinters. My mother had told me
'Son, come home, it doesn't matter
how'. I received treatment for 9 years
and underwent surgery for my leg,
chest and stomach 38 times. But life
goes on, and I am happy. I like to
walk in the park. Nature is the best
medicine for me, he who enjoys
nature has the will to live. I play chess
with myself or with the staff of the
retirement home where I live. I always
try to meet new people, I think that is
important. But I stay away from the
women because I like my peace and
quiet."
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Peter Witteveen (born 1938 in the
Netherlands) was blinded during the
Second World War (WWII). 'The war
was a wonderful time. Life was a big
adventure then. I was part of a street
gang with eleven or twelve boys from
my neighbourhood in Soest. Actually,
we were more like an army. I was the
youngest and always had to walk at
the back. I wore a German helmet
that hung down below my ears. We
would let the air out of the tyres of the
German vehicles and we'd move the
barbed wire that they had put up.
Naturally, the Germans were our
enemies but they were far more polite
and well disciplined than the
Canadians who came later. We were
scared of the Canadians because
they were rough and frequently
drunk. They left all kinds of munitions
lying around that we would go looking
for. We also made a fire in a chamber
pot, chucked some cartridges in and
ducked out of the way. The explosion
turned the chamber pot into a sieve.
Once I came home with a sten gun, a
small machine gun, which I'd found in
the woods. My mother was so
shocked that she almost fell off her
chair. In November 1945, my sister
Ria found some ammunition in the a
hedge near school. I was always in
charge so I took it from her. I was
familiar with all kinds of ammunition
but not with this one. When I tried to
prise it open with a nail, it exploded in
my hands. My left hand was gone, my
kneecap was shattered and there
were open wounds on my face.
Because of all the blood, nobody
realised that I was also blind. This
was only discovered later. The war
was an exciting adventure and I still
have good memories of it. But then I
was still able to see.
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Corrie Doelman (b. 1936 in the
Netherlands) was blinded during the
Second World War (WWII). 'German
soldiers were billeted at my parents'
farm in 1944. The top brass slept in
the best room while the ordinary
soldiers slept in the barn. One
afternoon, about twenty Germans
were standing in a circle in our yard. I
was curious and went and stood with
them. They were being taught about
how to use an anti-tank grenade. A
soldier pressed the grenade and it
exploded. I fell down. Next to me, I
heard a German groaning. I later
heard that his innards were hanging
out. Somebody cycled to Vlaardingen
to get an ambulance. I was badly
injured. I had wounds on my chin, my
throat, my hands and my shoulder. I
couldn't see a thing, and my face was
black from the explosive charge.
Years later, a plastic surgeon
operated on me twelve times
because of the explosive fragments in
my skin. After the last time he said,
''You can glue a cracked jug back
together again but it will never be as
good as new. You will just have to
laugh a lot.'' I was a teacher for
twenty-five years at a school for the
blind. I worked by using my sense of
hearing. My ears were my eyes. In
1983, a brain tumour was removed
from behind my left ear. As a result, I
went deaf in that ear. I could no
longer tell whether a sound was
coming from in front of me or behind
me. Because of this I was declared
unfit for work, which I found
extremely difficult. Nowadays, I often
listen to the radio and the television. I
also love listening to birds. Yesterday,
my guide and I took the train to
Egmond aan Zee where we listened
to the nightingales in the dunes. It
was beautiful.'
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Gerard Tieman (b. 1926 in the
Netherlands) was blinded during the
Second World War (WWII). 'In 1943, I
was training to be a chemical analyst
while also working as an assistant at
the university laboratory in Utrecht. At
the lab I was secretly making highly
combustible substances. A resistance
group in Amsterdam was going to
use them to set fire to buildings like
the municipal record office. I was
given the formulae and created
flammable compounds from nitrates,
chlorates, red phosphorus and
aluminium powder. One day, while I
was working on these substances
once again, I noticed that something
wasn't quite right about the mixture in
the test beaker. Seconds later, it
exploded in my face. I couldn't see
anything but I thought that they would
be able to fix me up in the hospital.
When I heard that I was not going to
regain my sight, I quickly accepted
my fate. After a couple of weeks in
the hospital, I was already singing in
bed. You just have to make the best
of it. It's only now, that I experience
blindness as being a real handicap.
I'm caring for my disabled,
eighty-nine-year-old wife and it's
difficult to know what she's getting up
to. She turns on the washing machine
without putting the washing in; she
forgets to take her medication and
walks around the house at night.
Blindness is a real problem here. My
wife is the nurse who gave me
morphine on the day of the accident.
We've been married for sixty-two
years.
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Edith van der Meulen (b. Netherlands,
1931) was blinded, after the liberation
of Holland, by the same
fragmentation bomb that killed her
sister. 'I was sitting on the rain gutter,
watching the landing parachutists,
the English were liberating Nijmegen.
I was about to fly the Dutch flag, but
my neighbour told me it would be
wise to wait a little. A few days later, I
was walking with my little sister
Hanneke outside when a plane
dropped a bomb. Two nuns in front of
us dropped to the floor. We thought it
was funny and kept on walking,
acting as if nothing had happened.
Later that day, we went to the Goffert
Park. The English were stationed
there and they used to give us little
presents, like cigarettes for my dad.
Our mother had warned us not to go
there since a bomb had fallen there
earlier. 'A bad penny always turns
up,' I said, and off we went.
Suddenly, I heard my sister falling
down on the street. English soldiers
rushed to the spot. I didn't see
anything, but I heard my sister crying.
We had been hit by a German cluster
bomb. Hanneke was dead and I was
blind. Her crying stuck with me for a
long time. Thank God I've been able
to get over that. As you get older, you
notice how people view you as a
blind person. When people realise
that I'm blind, they tend to become
really informal. I was on a train in
Germany once. I thought it was
strange, that I had got a compartment
to myself. It turned out to be a
compartment for physically disabled
people. I felt very humiliated. I am not
disabled, I am blind!'
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Hans van der Veer (b. Netherlands,
1928), was blinded as a child when
he was injured by ordinance
abandoned by allied soldiers soon
after the liberation of Holland.
'Schinnen, the village where we lived,
had already been liberated a couple
of months before by the Americans.
Black American soldiers collected
ammunition the Germans had left
behind and stored them in the forest
behind our house. There, they would
defuse the bombs through controlled
detonation. A couple of boys from the
neighbourhood discovered the
munitions dump and warned the
Dutch security guards. The guards
went to the forest, together with the
boys. Nobody knows exactly what
happened but the ammunitions
exploded and all eight of them were
killed. A month later I was harvesting
tubers on a field where British
soldiers used to bivouac. I found a
bakelite box and tossed it in the
wheelbarrow. Back at the farm, I took
the lid off the box. A pin fell out and
the box exploded. I was immediately
blinded. I also lost my right hand and
my left hand was badly injured. At the
hospital, I was put in a ward with
about ten other children. All of them
had been injured in accidents with
ammunitions. For 35 1/2 years I
worked as a telephone operator for
the government. I have also been a
volunteer at the League for the Blind
for fifty years. I offer guidance to
elderly people who are becoming
blind or visually impaired. Becoming
blind as an adult is far more difficult
to accept than when it happens at a
younger age. Young people see more
possibilities for their future. I play a
game of braille scrabble with my wife
every day and we also try to solve
cryptogram. It keeps your brain wo
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Nina Golovataya (b. 1924 in the
USSR) was blinded during the
Second World War (WWII). 'I was a
member of the Komsomol, the
Communist youth movement. I was a
patriot and had reported to the army
as a volunteer. After four months
training, I was sent to the front as a
qualified nurse. In 1943 we were
stationed in the Rostov region.
Because of the lice, a typhoid
epidemic broke out in our division.
My eyes got infected through
complications. For a whole month, I
couldn't see anything. But my sight
gradually returned and, by wearing
exceptionally strong glasses, I was
able to continue serving in the army
until the end of the war. After the war,
I spent thirty years working at a
secret department of a space
institute. Despite four operations, my
eyes kept getting worse. By 1989,
there was no point in my wearing
glasses anymore. I can only see
silhouettes. I now have the status of a
First Class War Invalid. I have a good
pension and I can go to the
sanatorium every year.'
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Irene Kondraschow (German, born in
USSR, 1940; maiden name Irene
Wulfert), blinded during the Second
World War (WWII). "We lived in the
Ukraine, near the city of Zaparozje, in
a small village inhabited only by
Germans. When the Wehrmacht
troops came close, our whole village
got transported to Kazakhstan. The
trip there, by an ox drawn cart and by
train, lasted a month. My father was
assigned to hard labour in the coal
mines. He never returned home. We
lived in a stable together with the
cattle in the kolkhoz where my mother
worked. In March 1944, my mother
took me to see newborn lambs. She
noticed that I couldn't see them.
There was no doctor in the kolkhoz
and I was not allowed to go anywhere
else to see one. The first time I saw a
doctor was in 1950 or 1951. The
reason I became blind was vitamin
deficiency. This was a result of food
shortages during the war. It was too
late to do anything about it."
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Pavel Michalov (b. Russia, 1934) lost
his sight when his village was the
scene of fighting between Russian
and German forces in 1944. 'My
father died as a partisan fighting the
Germans. My mother and my sisters,
Alexandra (19) and Barbara (17),
continued to help the partisans. They
gave them food and collected
weapons left behind after fighting. On
29 May 1943, two Germans and four
Russian collaborators who worked for
the Germans came by and took my
mother and my sisters away. They
said it was 'for interrogation', my
brother and I didn't have to come
along, probably because we were too
young. We saw them get shot 200
meters from our house. They were
buried in a ditch which had been dug
beforehand. We cried for a long time.
Three days later, the Germans
deported all the villagers to a camp
near Vitebsk as punishment for
helping the partisans. Many people
starved in the camp. In July 1944 we
were liberated by the Russians, but a
grenade exploded during the fight.
Several people were killed. When I
came to after the blast I heard a beep
in my ears, my right hand was gone
and I couldn't see. I didn't understand
what had happened. After the war I
studied history at the State University
in Moscow. I went on to become a
history teacher. I hate fascists but I
think highly of the Germans. They
work hard, they have discipline and a
sense of responsibility. Russians
could learn something from them.'
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Barbara Bell (b. UK, 1921), blinded
during the Second World War (WWII).
"I was sitting on the train to London
when I heard the German planes
coming. Everybody wanted to run but
it was not possible because the train
was still moving. We got hit. 30
passengers died and I became blind.
After the war, I got a diploma in
physiotherapy. I kept that occupation
for 34 years. I have been retired for a
long time now and I enjoy taking
walks by the sea and going shopping
in Brighton. If I could have my eyes
back, I would like to see landscapes
and paintings."
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Ivan Skorobogatov (b. 1924 in the
USSR) was blinded during the
Second World War (WWII). 'In April
1945 in Berlin, the Germans shot me
in both my legs. Because of the
gunfire, I was taken to a bomb crater
where they laid me down next to the
other injured people. An artillery
grenade fell close by and the crater
filled up with earth. Two of us
suffocated in the mud but I was close
to the surface and could free myself. I
lost most of my eyesight because of
that grenade. I used to be able to see
people's silhouettes. Now I can only
see the sun and whether it's full moon
or half-moon. I was a shepherd
before the war. After the war, I made
string bags in a factory. I was paid
eighteen kopeks for each bag and I
made ten bags a day. I stopped
working when nobody needed string
bags anymore. Now I spend the
whole day doing nothing. In the
summer I sit outside in front of my
house. In the winter I sit inside and
listen to the television. I've had a
rotten life.'
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Elena Griczienko (German, born in
USSR, 1939), blinded during the
Second World War (WWII). "I was too
small to remember the train journey. I
only know it through my mother. The
German army in the Ukraine
approached the Donbas region where
we lived and because we were ethnic
Germans, the Soviets relocated us to
Kazakhstan. We had one night to
pack our things. My father was killed
in the Finnish-Russian war in 1939 so
I went with my mother. The journey
lasted two months. We were put in a
railway carriage together with cattle.
There was almost nothing to eat and I
was sick. It was December. I got
frostbite, first on my legs and then in
the eyes. In the spring I became
blind. Once in Kazakhstan, my
mother had to look after cattle in the
kolkhoz in Sewjerni. We Germans
were not allowed to leave our village
until 1955. After that I could attend a
school for the blind in the city. Like all
the other blind girls, I became a
seamstress. I made mattresses. I met
my husband in the music school. The
upbringing of our three children was
difficult but I have done it well. Do
you know what I would like? To be
able to see my children for a minute
or even a second."
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Valeriy Nezemskiy (b. 1932 in the
USSR) was blinded during the
Second World War (WWII). 'Valodya,
the twelve-year-old boy next door,
was ill. His mother asked if I could
bring a book for him from school.
When I came to his house with the
book, he had something in his hand.
He said, 'Look at what I've got' and
gave it to me. It was a black metal
object about twenty-five centimetres
long and two to three centimetres
thick. Valodya told me that it was part
of a tractor. I gave it back and it
exploded as he was still holding it.
Nothing was left of Valodya. I got
fragments in my face and was flung
against the wall by the blast. I
couldn't hear anything. I felt blood
and then lost consciousness. The
tractor part turned out to have been a
bomb detonator. Valodya had stolen
four of them from a poorly guarded
ammunition dump in our village. I
later heard that he was always
hanging around there. I think he knew
that it was ammunition but he just
didn't say so. Later I studied Law. I
work as a lawyer for the VOS institute
for the blind in Moscow. I'm also the
chairman of War Echo, an
organisation for civilian victims of
war.'
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Werner Vanneste (b. Belgium, 1933)
was blinded and his brother killed
when Belgian troops mortared his
village that had been occupied by
German troops at the beginning of
WWII. 'In May 1940 hundreds of
refugees passed through our village
of Geluwe on foot or on a
horse-drawn carriage. My mother
gave them stew. Soon, the Germans
arrived in our village. Things whizzed
over my head and exploded down the
road. The old neighbour who had bad
legs and was taking care of me tried
to grab me. I pretended it was a
game and kept running away from
him. The Belgians were stationed five
kilometres away and shot mortar
shells at our village to chase the
Germans out. At night, a mortar shell
landed on our house. From the back
room of our house we could see the
sky. The next night we hid in the
neighbour's basement. A Belgian
mortar shell burst through the wall.
My 8 year old brother Wilfried was
dead and I was blind. I was supposed
to give a speech at the annual war
commemoration in May 2010. I was
standing between Belgian war
veterans for the first time. I thought,
'What am I doing here? These people
were from the army that shot at us.' I
ended up not giving the speech.
Since then, I have come to realise
that the Belgian army committed a
war crime. They shot at our village
without taking the presence of
civilians into consideration. I would
like to know if, legally speaking, this
really is a war crime. But of course, it
doesn't really change anything.'
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