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PREFACE

My name is Friedrich Plechinger, although everyone knows me as Freddy and I wrote this book since I was inspired to write it owing to my upbringing and my very eventful life and travels through many countries.

I was born in Benghazi/Libya as the son of a German father and a Sicilian mother and I spent a part of my schooltime in a boarding school on the island of Malta, where I got in contact for the first time as a young student with the freemasons and the Order of hospitals.

This island shaped my interest in the history of the Middle Ages and other sciences, as well as my own character.

In Benghazi I spent a happy childhood, and as a child of a catholic father and a jewish mother I lived free and without prejudice in a Muslim country, which was unbeatable in terms of beauty and friendliness.

My father had a relatively good job, first as a technician and later as an engineer and our mother provided us children with unsatiable love. The country offered us the sea, the desert and old Roman as well as Greek ancient ruins like Cyrene, Misurata, Leptis Magna and Sabrata. The special thing about this splendid country was- and I am referring to the sixtiesthat Muslims, Jews and Christians lived together in friendship and that they were busy trading. Our home had always been visited by people of different religions and we felt therefore rich and happy. On the way to the market, to the car repair or to friends you could find churches, synagogues and of course mosques. One felt secure.

If you look nowadays at Libya, you may ask yourself what has happened. 1969 we had to leave the country, since a new regime overtook the government business with a coup and the old king Idris did not come back from his Turkish exile. Muammar al-Gaddafi was the new boss and therefore all foreigners had to leave the country, us included. The Jews,in particular were not treated squeamishly. My mother had converted to Christianity after the marriage with my father in1954. From December 1969 Germany became our new homeland, since we were Germans through our father. My acclimatisation was difficult, as I could speak perfectly English, Italian and Arabic, but my German language knowledge had still to be repolished and in due time, this was successfully taken care of. I hope that the dear reader of this book will not find too many grammar mistakes, since I have truly made efforts to avoid them.

My next path was not half as adventurous as in Libya, nevertheless I am grateful for the outstanding education that I received in Germany and for the friendships that I made. Some still exist nowadays, at my mature age. I did my military service with the Luftwaffe and owing to my Italian language knowledge, out of the obligatory 15 months service, I spent thirteen months in Decimomannu, Sardinia. During this time, I had the chance to make my pilot license at the Aero Club of Cagliari, besides windsurfing, pizza eating and never- ending wine tastings. 1980 I took my first flight lessons on motorpowered aircrafts. As a result, it became my profession and I have been flying as a pilot ever since. My further pilot training was in Canada and USA, where I could also fully enjoy my passion for history and photography and where I first got in contact with books about Templars. Today I am a flight captain and I fly with my 747 over all continents and oceans of this planet.

During my 38 years flight career I have visited many interesting countries which put me on the trail of this Order, making many questions in me arise. One can find outstanding readings about this matter although I could never find out how this Order really originated from. Why? Because not much is known about the origin of the Templars and most of it was only written out of theories and romantic fantasy. I therefore want to be part of this romance and dedicate this book to you. Some of you might wonder whether I truly researched this topic. I can assure you that I did.

Others might possibly see me as a Heretic or atheist. I am not really one, if one includes reason and verification in all kinds of spirituality. Others might hopefully consider this book an amusing and refreshing reading and say:” this could be the way it might have really taken place”. On the other side, some might see me as a godless heretic. I was surrounded from childhood until manhood by three religions, from the father side, from the mother side and from my birth country. I must ask everyone who has read this book:” Was it really God s will what we have turned our world into? How could peaceful countries like Libya, Syria and Iraq (out of his own fault) as well as- not long ago- Serbia, Croatia and Kosovo, suddenly and without warning turn into war zones.? As far as the Arabic countries are concerned, it was mostly a matter of raw materials, whilst the countries next to Europe and the Middle East use religions as a cause for murderous games in which usually the poorest pay the highest price. The holy land, which does not trade so holy, today after thousands of years is still a nest of cruel violence. I ask myself why Jerusalem was destroyed three times during history of time. If one wanders through life so religiously and blindly, he should ask himself:” Was it maybe God’s will because he knew that nothing holy might arise from this land, apart from fanatism, hatred and violence? How much blood has been already shed and still will be?” Let us ask our men in this book.

Have a pleasant journey and lots of fun.


Thank you to:

Mrs. Egle Pichetto who translated this Book from German into English, which I am sure was not easy.

My Family for their patience and all the readers of all my other books.


I am going to tell you my story…

The story of a 12- year- old boy, who quietly left behind his ancestor`s farmstead, his mother, his two younger sisters and his twin brother from one day to another. You might ask yourselves why I did that, but even in my old age of 96 I cannot explain it, not even to myself. Maybe it was the dream. The dream I had when I was nothing but a 12- year- old boy, sleeping the sleep of the innocent.

My father calling me, both hands widely outstretched, calling for me:

Calling my name:” Albrecht…Albrecht help me…Albrecht…” I was sitting on the side of the bed, soaked in sweat with tears pouring down my eyes. My father`s haggard and strained face clear as a picture before me. Was it only my imagination? Was it God? Was it the devil himself? Who was calling for me? I can still remember when he left us, leaving all his earthly belongings to my mother, waving at us for the last time. Soon only a silhouette before the horizon, disappearing forever in a spur of a moment. I was too small to understand, and I think that my mother couldn`t either. Later, I must have been nine years old, she told me that he went to the Holy Land trying to find God. He was following a calling. Like so many men did in that time. Leaving behind their farms, their land, their homes and their families. Leaving them behind, often to a destiny of hardship and hunger. God was calling them from far away, from a place called Jerusalem. He was calling his sons to the weapons, to the fight. The fight against the infidels to take back the holy city of Jerusalem, to tear her out of the hands of the unbelievers and give her back to her rightful owners. So that once again the saviour would ascend to his rightful throne at the Holy Sepulchre. And Christ would rule the Holy Land once and for all. Today we all know that it wasn`t God calling me, but the devil himself. Today I am…well how old am I again, oh well yes, I said it before…96…way to old to remember everything that happened to me and everything I was allowed to experience in all the many years of my life. If I wouldn`t have my chronicles open in front of me, chronicles I wrote all by myself, I could not possibly tell you about it. Finally, I will tell the story. The Story I kept to myself all those years. Because of fear. Because of shame. And for God.


The search starts.

It was in a night of the year 1115 when I secretly decided to get out of my bedroom window, packed with a bundle which I had prepared days beforehand and my few belongings: two shirts, wool pants with stockings, a leather hood, a carving knife, two pieces of coal, two flints and a horse carved out of wood, a present of my father for my 5th birthday. It was in a summer night that I decided to go in search of my father, so that I did not have to fear the cold. At least not yet. I made sure that my beloved sibling had been sleeping soundly, and I left a message on my bed, addressed to my mother so that she would not worry too much and maybe understand why I did what I had to do. “I am searching for father, and I will bring him back…”, said the message. I remember how my small fingers were shivering while I was writing it. With a piece of coal, I wrote it on an old plank of my bed. Would she ever understand it? Probably not. A twelve -year-old boy who runs away from home in search of his father. But maybe she might think that hunger would chase me back after two days. Whatever, I had a mission, and it was not from God or for God. I sneaked out of the window and ran to the stream. I only had to follow the stream in direction of Gemünden and it would lead me to the river, where I would find a raft which belonged to the village fisherman.” The poor Albert”, I thought. He will swear terribly when he realizes that his raft went missing. But at the same time, I did not care. I therefore began running hasty towards the stream. Branches and twigs cracked and broke beneath my young feet as my breath became louder and faster. A woodpecker was still knocking so late on a tree and an owl song gave me company through the night, in the woods. I begged the almighty not to let a wolf cross my path, although I knew that during this season there would be no danger, since wolves only went near people during the winter. My prayer was answered.

The wind picked up and the babbling sound that only a brook can make became suddenly still. The croaking of the frogs told me that I had finally reached the river of Eder, since frogs were never to be found near babbling streams. They always searched for shallow and quiet swampy areas with reed vegetation. That was at least what fisherman Albert had told me, from whom I was to borrow the raft. I was now standing at the riverbank and the moon light showed me the way to the raft. But first I had to make sure that the fisherman was not lying drunk near the bridge, therefore I crept up to it quietly. Albert, the village fisherman, was known to sleep near the raft whenever his wife threw him out of the house. Too often he got involved in binge drinking, which then led to be thrown out of his own four walls. This night though, there was no trace of him, and I thanked the almighty and crossed myself, like you are supposed to. I detached the raft and shoved with the huge wooden pole -which was laying on the ground- the heavy wooden raft away from the shore. I was too weak, and I cursed my naivete that had made me believe that I could push away such a heavy rack. I gathered all my strength and pushed as much as my wee body could, until my veins nearly burst. Suddenly the raft broke away from the bank and drifted downstream, like I had wanted, to the middle of the river. I just had to make sure that it did not hit floating tree trunks or even the other side of the bank. I have often watched the fishermen at work when I drove the pigs of our farm through the lush meadows. The river was then quiet, and the light current drove me through the night on my journey to Jerusalem. I did not have either a plan or a concept of how the journey might develop and was only led by my strong will and by the love towards my father. So, I lay down a little, as exhaustion stroke me and hoped that the raft would bring me somewhere where people do not ask questions. A little boy, alone on a journey. Not good, I said to myself, especially because people of those times did not need a further hungry mouth to feed and therefore no help for a child was to expect. One should also mention the convents. What if anyone were to deliver me there…then everything would have been in vain. I was not to attract any attention or talk to anyone. Hours later, when I woke up from my thoughts and opened my eyes, it was already bright daylight. I startled and stood up immediately. The raft had been driven into the middle of a reed vegetation and was not recognizable for other people. “Thank God”, I thought to myself and jumped into the shallow reed water. Climbing up a slope through the forest I found a stone path which took me, without hesitation and without further consideration, hopefully to a village or some settled area. At the time I did not think too much about it. To the left or to the right? Which direction should I take? My child mind told me to the left and so I did. I walked for an eternity and my stomach growled. Whenever I heard a noise that sounded like travellers or rattling carts, I jumped into the embankment to prevent being discovered. Farmers or merchants used this path very often therefore it must lead to a big city. Maybe I could jump onto a cart that was travelling towards southern direction, without being seen, trusting my guts and my luck. I took this path and my feet, as well as my legs started hurting me after some miles. I had already been on my way for two days since I had seen the sun rise twice. And then I saw it. A castle and a gate with brisk inflow. Running as fast as I could in order to get close to the castle, I finally reached the gate unnoticed. Carts drove in and out. People riding on horses, dressed in precious robes seem to visit the castle often since the guards let them pass unconcerned. I had to enter and procure myself something to eat so I mingled in with the crowd and managed to slip through. It was- to my astonishment - a real city. I had never seen something like this before. With my mouth open wide I was standing there, fascinated by the still unknown splendour.

“Hey boy, what are you searching for here?”

I turned round and out of fear I could just stammer:” I am searching for my father…”. The guard looked at me friendly and said:

” Then keep on searching my boy. He cannot be far from here…” And he left at the same moment. I nodded fast, ran away and turned into a corner where I could hide and calm down. “That almost went wrong”, I thought and then decided to remain there until darkness. Thoughts of mother, of Rudolf, Frauke and Rotmund tormented me. They were probably crying their eyes with worries. The bed plank described clearly and explicitly why I had taken this path. I had to get rid of these thoughts immediately and go in search of something edible as hunger was torturing me, leaving therefore my hiding place and mingled with the crowd again. I can still remember one smell quite well, like it was yesterday. The smell of smoked trout. I knew this noble smell very well as my father took us often down to the brook, where he used to catch this fish. The smell was delicious and so I followed it until I found a stand where a merchant was praising his goods. My pockets were empty and as a God- fearing boy I was obviously not allowed to steal. Approaching the merchant anyway I jostled a little hoping to find a connection. I brazenly asked how much he wanted for such a fish. Three pfennig he hissed at me unfriendly. I offered him my leather hood, for which he felt no desire. I kept on searching in my pocket and found only the wooden horse. But no matter how big the hunger was, I would have never exchanged it, for nothing in the whole world. And so, I offered him to carry the baskets out of his cart, where he still had the fresh trout and to bring them, if needed, to the fire. He looked at me and offered me half a trout for this service. I accepted. What a fool I was. The baskets were heavy, and I received my half trout only when all seven baskets had been offloaded. Both my back and my legs hurt. When I was ready with my duty, the merchant came to me and brought me the half trout. May God bless this man because he gave me the half of one of the biggest fish of his fire. I was beaming with joy and thanked him.

“Where are you heading to, boy?”, he asked me as I was ready to go.

“I am searching for my father”, I answered. “Your father? I see, and why does he leave you alone for such a long time? No-one has come by here, searching for his son. What does your father do? Maybe I know him.

“My father is not here”, I said fast, “he is a writer, and I am searching for him”.

“I see, and what brings you here?

“I have just said it, I am searching for him”.

“Ah yes, you said it already. If he is far away from here, why you are searching for him here then?”

The man was utterly confused and drilled me with further questions which I tried to avoid.

“No, I have just come here accidentally. My path is still quite long, I must keep on walking.”

“Very far? You are not even 10 years old, you greenhorn. What do you mean by far?”

I am twelve and he is in Jerusalem. That is where I am heading to.” I left the friendly man with this statement and an astonished glance behind and went on my way. After a few steps I noticed that the merchant was following me and was not sure how to behave, so I finally ran away. I was walking through the city gate as the guard called:” So, have you found your father?”

No, he is not here” I answered and asked him what the name of the city was that I was thinking of leaving.

“This is Wetzlar, my boy. Are you sure that you want to walk back home through the woods at this time of day? This Forest is not safe at night. You are not from Wetzlar, are you? Child?”

No, I am not. I must walk on to Jerusalem.

“Where to? …HAHAHAHAHA”

I can still recall his loud laugh and how he had to lift his lance from laughing so as not to tip over.

“That was a good one, boy. HAHAHA…may God keep you company and protect you on your path, child…”

I thanked this friendly guard and went back on my way. He was shaking his head grumbling “What has become of our children?”.

At this time, I did not understand what he meant.

Night fell and I ran through the forest. A muddy path led me past bushes that were bulging with all sorts of berries. I ate some and hoped not to have picked the wrong ones. They tasted excellent with the smoked trout. Further ahead I could hear the babbling of a brook. I ran to it in order to quench my insatiable thirst. I lay down on the bank and threw the icy cold water at myself with both hands. My head was so hot that I nearly heard it sizzle as it was cooled by the water. I washed my face and drank an endless amount of it. Did I know at the time what I know now, as an old man, in which devilish adventure I was embarking?

Well… As I grew weary, I looked for a suitable place to sleep and lay down on the mossy ground observing the sky high above me. It was full of stars. Father used to show them to me and told me their names. The little and the big bear, the little and the big chariot, the Milky Way and Venus. A falling star slipped past, and I wished to find my father and to bring him back, to where he belonged, to us, back to his family.

Images appeared before my eyes, of how he played with us, of how he drove the cows from the fields to the shed, of how he told us stories, of how he went fishing with us and of the time he spanked my butt, because I had left the pig shed door open and it took us two days to find them. Nevertheless, we loved him, he was the best father one could wish for. He meant to us protection, secureness, the shoulder you need to find comfort, the hand that led us but also scolded us. What had happened that made him leave us head over heels? How can a father leave his family just like that? At that time, my small brain still did not grasp it. I decided there to write down everything I would experience on my journey so that I could tell him later.

How happy was I that he had taught us- and even my mother- how to read and write. Before he became a landowner, he used to be a writer somewhere, our mother told us. A writer for a bishop. When this bishop died, my father went back to his family yard which he had inherited from grandfather and eventually got married to our mother. Father was very educated, nevertheless he had the strength of a bull and hands as big as pans. His heart was even bigger and his love for us immeasurable. That is what it looked like, at least. Until the sad day that he left. As I was lying there, staring at the starry sky and my thoughts of my father slowly faded in a spiritual fog I wiped away two tears from my eyes and fell asleep. A whirring bumblebee woke me up the next morning. I closed my eyes and opened them again to observe how the bumblebee was flying from one poppy flower to the next, until its whirring stopped. I stood up, washed my face with the cold brook water, packed my bundle and started walking again. Some roe deer guarded by the deer bull were grazing on the edge of a forest clearing. I kept on walking on my path, and I could not imagine anything more beautiful than this endless freedom, and my companion was mother nature. I understood very well what my father meant when he said that one can see God’s presence every day, if one does not wander through life like a blindman. He was right in so many ways. Nowadays we would not recognize bliss and riches even if they were dangling in front of our noses. I kept on walking and the forest became less dense. Cultivated fields and meadows became more and more visible. Farmers and maids who were working under the warm sun were waiving to me. I was filled with joy and with my mission. “Jerusalem, I am coming”.

I do not know how far I got each day, sometimes far, sometimes less far, depending on the weather conditions and the pain in my young legs. What still astonishes me up to this day is that no one stopped me. Most people whom I encountered and who talked to me knew after a short while that they were dealing with a 12-year-old boy. Nevertheless no one asked about my parents until I reached Freiburg, two months later. It was precisely one week before my 13th birthday. I had found out about it by accident, as I asked about the date. I passed the city gate, ragged and filthy. Shirt and trousers were now full of tears and holes. The leather hood had now a dark brown colour, coloured by sweat and weather. That is how I reached the city centre and the market- place which was full of trading merchants. Although my hunger was unsatiable, no one would give even one pfennig to such a ragged brat. I had to steal, very much to my own shame. The woods provided me with berries and mushrooms and when I was lucky, I could kill a hare, but most of the time I had to lay down hungry and one day, when it became quite bad, I went to a village to steal. Various bread loafs, sausages as well as two apples disappeared under my frock. After each village visit my stealing ability improved considerably. I developed real masterful techniques, but I only made use of them for food because my conscience plagued me later and I had to apologize to God all the time.

One day I was hanging around the Freiburg Market where all sorts of delicacies like sausages, bread, fruits and other goods were extolled. There I tried to make some sausage or a loafs of bread disappear under my shirt. But this was not my lucky day, and I was caught and was suddenly wriggling in the air.

“I got you, boy! “A merchant with a stinking breath hissed into my ears. He hurt me and beat me up, like you would beat up a rabid dog. I pulled my arms over my head, but the pain did not cease. Suddenly his boot hit even my head and then I heard someone scream:” Will you stop, you evil child abuser?” A priest had hurried to my rescue and had saved me from being nearly slain. “You sinner, can’t you see that this child is marching to the Holy Land, together with the others standing there? In search of Jesus Christ and of God, our Lord? May you burn in hell a thousand times, you child molester, and may the plague rob you of your mind.”

I felt sorry for the merchant who had beaten me up since I had stolen from him. I was caught and therefore I deserved the punishment. Pale with fear, the man had vanished, and the priest helped me on my feet. “What are you doing here, son? The others are by the well, join them. You will never again suffer from hunger, on your pilgrimage to Jerusalem.”

At hearing these words, I caught my breath. “Did he just say pilgrimage to Jerusalem? Never again suffer from hunger? And never again alone? I stood up and took his hand, thanking him. He led me to the well and what I saw there filled me with horror and I felt fear and even disgust: there were several children and if I would carefully guess today, there must have been 100 till 150 lost souls. Filthy, stinking, apathetic and with a sad glance. Brothers and sisters who had left their homes in search of Jesus. Five till 15 years of age.

They were visibly weakened for having walked a long distance. Their mission was nevertheless a different than mine. They were searching for Jesus, me for my father. What should I do? Disappear and keep on travelling alone or join these unfortunate ones and maybe reach my father faster? The protection of the church and these same age wanderers were my means to an end. I decided to join them.


Pilgrimage of the lost children

One early morning we departed from Freiburg. I lined up among the groups of the ragged and battered little creatures and we walked slowly, like in a procession along the main street which led us to the exit gate of the city. People gathered on the left and on the right side of the street and mumbled pitiful things like” the poor lost souls…

May God be with them…”

How can parents allow such things...” and so on...There were also parents who searched for their children and some who were happy not to have more mouths to feed. The trail reminded of a ghostly convoy. The children hardly spoke a word and I noticed that they hardly rested on their march.

Everyone was left to their own devices. After two days walk, I was forced to see how a boy left his little sister behind, as she could no more. I grabbed his arm and begged him to stay with her, help would surely arrive. But he tore his arm from my grip and kept on walking absentminded. My heart ached at the sight. I therefore approached the little weeping girl. Despite being exhausted, I grabbed the little girl and carried her on my back. She was so light that I could hardly feel her weight, as she gratefully laid her little head on my shoulder. We walked for an eternity and the exhaustion made my vision blurred. Left and right there were children resting or who just cried and no longer wanted. I was growing weary since we walked a long distance on this day, so I put the little girl down on an embankment and told her that we would have to rest here for a while. Leftover bread and old turnips which I had stolen in Freiburg was all I had but shared them gladly with my new wee friend. I asked her what her name was, and she answered shy:” Matilde”. I also introduced myself.” My name is Albrecht and what is your brother’s name?”.

She turned her head and started crying bitterly.

Dagobert, where is he? Why has he not waited for me?”

“Oh, I am sure he is waiting for you somewhere.

Maybe he wanted to find in advance a good spot for you both, before the others find it.”

Do you think so?”

“Yes, quite sure about it. Now eat. You have to gain strength.” The girl seemed to calm down and ate gratefully the scrappy leftovers and then fell asleep.

We were not the last ones, then more children walked past us. Some were carrying a cross some were not even wearing clothes. A picture of pure misery was being displayed before my eyes. I could not change it.

I decided to walk with them as it was the only way to find Jerusalem. After some hours rest, I grabbed Matilde and carried her like before on my shoulders.

At first, we were alone on our path, later we found the lifeless body of a boy on the street edge. No one even covered him up. Some steps further ahead we saw two sisters sitting on a sawed-off tree trunk, praying a Lord’s prayer aloud. Matilde and I just kept on walking. We saw a kneeling monk put the sign of the cross on the forehead of a dying boy and his little brother next to him, who was desperately trying to wake him up. The monk was visibly angry then he stood up suddenly and yelled at us:” What kind of madness is this? What are you doing here? “Full of fear and stammering I dared to answer:” We want to go to Jerusalem, to the Saviour…”.

“Poor children, you are walking directly into the hands of the devil. Jesus and his almighty father are everywhere and with you. You do not have to go to Jerusalem, you lost souls. Who has told you that you must walk this path? Who?”

Matilde pointed in the direction where the silhouette of the priest could be seen. The same priest who had saved my life from the beating merchant in Freiburg.

“Who is he?” asked the Franciscan. “That is brother Mathäus”, answered Matilde. “We left in Aachen, and we are heading to a port where the departing ships will lead us to the Saviour” said Matilde proudly, her blonde and curly hair blowing in the wind. She seemed to me suddenly like an angel, nearly a saint. I started liking her, this small rebel. Nevertheless, it was clear to me that I could not keep her with me for long. The Franciscan whispered only:” Almighty…you little girl are coming with me. I will take you to the monastery of the Trinity, where the sisters will take care of you.

You must tell me precisely where you are from and how your parents are called, and you little boy, will do the same.” I thought he meant the little brother of the deceased child, but he meant myself, without any doubt.

“No, I cannot.” I got scared at the mare imagination that my mission might be doomed to failure already now. “Sure, my young friend, you are coming with me right now, the three of you”.

He wanted to reach for me, but I managed to tear myself away from him and ran away, as fast as I could.

Matilde screamed:” Albrecht, Albrecht…do not leave me here alone”.

The Franciscan held the little girl tight and yelled at me desperately:

” Stay here, my boy. You have no idea what you are getting into…stay here…”.

I kept running and, as far as I can remember, sweat and many tears ran down on me. I wept for little Matilde, although I knew deep inside that she had been saved. She would have a better time and maybe even find her family back. Still, I was dead -sad and I could hear her screams in my subconscious even days later. I ran, God I do not even recall how long I ran. I found other children on the ground, some dead, some only exhausted, with a resignation glance in their eyes.

Matilde had said that their journey had started in Aachen, more children must have just joined them, on the way to the South. Children living in poverty and desperation, unwanted creatures that had come to this world, never to receive love or maybe who had received love but were in search of adventure. I was surely not one of them. I was in search of my father. I was hoping secretly that the Franciscan monk would get a cart and gather these pitiful creatures on their way to hell. Then suddenly I passed a boy who was sitting next to a body whispering:” Matilde”. “He won`t make it.” Was all that the boy said and left me with the body to deal with. I observed his face more carefully and recognized Dagobert, Matilde’s brother.

I kneeled to him and laid his head on my right leg.

“Matilde, forgive me…”.

Matilde has been rescued”, I whispered to him. I searched for my water bottle and when I had finally found it and pulled the stopper, I realized that Dagobert had found his Saviour, out of exhaustion and hunger. He had already reached Jerusalem. His eyes were blue, and his thin blonde hair was soaking wet with sweat. He died in my arms. God, I had just turned 13 and had to experience this misery. A side which I could have never imagined as a child. How long had I been away from home? Three months or more? It seemed to me like an eternity. And now I was holding the head of a dead boy in my hands, who had been maybe 11 or 12 years old, nearly as old as I was.

What was I supposed to do? So, I started to pray. Oh Lord, take Dagobert who was on your search, to you.

Protect his little sister Matilde and let her find back the way to her parents. My God, what shall I now do? I did not even have tools to bury him. I started crying and my heart was burning with mental pain. I started digging with my bare hands, until evening broke in and then I laid Dagobert’s body into the grave. I took two sticks and formed a cross, which I knocked into the ground with a stone. I was tired, dead tired. Then I stood up and, without looking back, walked away. I was on the right path noticing at the same time how dogs fed on the corpses of the unfortunate ones and people stammering nonsense. At sunrise finally, I found the end of the procession and joined them.

They were singing something in Latin, a language which I had heard as a child in church prayers but which our father had never taught us. In the meantime, more children had joined the trail. In order to get something to eat, we used to knock on farmer’s doors and beg, holding the crucifix in front of us. Most people gave willingly but there were also some who set the dogs on us or kicked us away. One day I saw how two girls knocked on a door. The door opened and the girls disappeared. I thought in my naivete how they had been lucky to find a nice, charitable and God - fearing family. I walked some more steps as I heard horrible screams coming out of the house. I went close and tried to find out what was happening, but all windows and the door were locked. The screams became louder and when I found a window that was open a crack, I was terrified of what I saw. Two men were raping the girls who were already naked and who were desperately trying to free themselves from the grip of the rapists. I tried to open the window, but I had no strength. It was anchored too firmly and what I could see through the crack let my blood freeze in my veins. Both girls had been cruelly raped and as one of the men was done, he pulled his sword and slit one of his victim’s throat. Blood gurgled out and the dying girl tried to gasp for air, her eyes open wide. The man kept on slitting until he held the girl’s head in his hand and then he threw it in a corner. The other girl was stiff with shock, and I was too, then I could not move.

She met the same fate as the other girl, being stabbed many times as soon as they were done with her. She later died with the same agonizing glance. I was stiff and pale out of disgust and had to puke. After I composed myself again, I ran away as fast as I could. I eventually found the priest again and told him what I had seen. He looked at me bewildered and I led him to the farm where the horrible scene had taken place.

We hid behind a bush, and we saw how the men were shoving a little wooden wheelbarrow behind the house. A sack which in no time changed its colour to red, covered the corpses of the two unlucky girls.

Then, the two murderers threw their bodies into a pit.

Beforehand, the oldest of the two men picked the head of one of the girls out of the wheelbarrow and kissed it passionately on the mouth. He then threw it energetically into the pit and they shovelled it up. I was disgusted and at the same time surprised that the priest could watch this spectacle calmly. After kneeling, he whispered a silent prayer and crossed himself twice. “Stay here and do not move”, he commanded me. I nodded and I watched him snaking down the slope and approaching the house cautiously. As he was standing in front of the house, he suddenly pulled a sword out of his frock. I opened my eyes wide and thought to myself- a priest with a sword? Oh, holy Jesus, am I surrounded by madmen and demons? As it had been ordered, I remained in my hiding place and observed the spectacle. The priest knocked and when the door was opened, he struck.

The younger of the two fell and the priest stabbed once more. The oldest was not easy to subdue since he was good at the sword. He also swung his sword out of nowhere and the sparks flew when metal hit on metal. The priest swung his sword into the legs of the murderer who immediately buckled, and the head of the child-murderer fell with only one strike. I could not look that fast. In the last few days, I had known death a few times, but this went beyond what a 13-year-old boy should ever see: a priest who kills. Even if the two swine deserved it, a priest who uses a weapon skilfully to strike down two criminals was too much. I decided to run away. I ran up the slope holding on to roots, branches and to everything that eased my ascent.

Then I realized that someone was stretching his hand towards me. It was the priest’s hand. I was terribly scared. He calmed me down by saying:

” Evil must be destroyed, son. I only did what a good Christian in such a situation should do”.

“Yes, but you are a priest. You have killed the two so as if that had been your profession for a long time”, I screamed outraged. “Now give me your hand”, he said friendly.

I gave him my hand reluctantly and he pulled me up energetically. Then he drew with his right thumb the sign of the cross on my forehead.

“That what you have seen, you must not share with anybody. Swear it, otherwise I will kill you right now”.

My heart was beating so loud one must have heard it, not out of gratefulness but out of fear. “Swear it!”, he yelled at me.

“I swear, I swear!” I stammered. My God. The Franciscan was probably right. In what kind of situation had I put myself in. What can a 13- year -old boy do? Escape was out of question now.

“One day I might tell you the whole story. For you I am only priest Mathäus, understood?” I nodded with a tight grin and then he said:

” The two that I have killed were no farmers. They were crusaders who have come back from the Holy Land and were now ransacking whatever they could find on their way, in order to fill their pockets and killing whoever crossed their path. The real owners of the farm have probably been buried in the same spot as the two unfortunate girls.”

“How do you want to know?” I asked brazen.

” I am no priest, I myself was one of them. I have come back one year ago. But I am no thief and no murderer. I follow the call of the Lord, in all honesty.

They were wearing robes that you can only buy in Palestine, and they smelled like greed. That glance in their eyes, I had to see unfortunately too many times in others too”.

“You are a crusader?” I asked full of enthusiasm. He turned round grinning at me, without uttering a single word.

“But the children”, I said, “Have you not called them to this pilgrimage?”.

“Do I look like someone who would lead a bunch of children to their secure death? No, I would never do that. It was another priest who randomly called the little unfortunate ones to himself in order to lead them on this apocalyptic journey. I caught the swine as he was raping a little one and telling him that he would end up in hell, should he not follow his orders.

One day I met the priest alone and now I am wearing his frock”.

“You have killed him? “ “I have sent him to hell. So be still now, my duty was and still is protecting the weak ones. But what is the reason of your journey? Surely not the search for God, son?”

“I am searching for my father. He disappeared years ago on a pilgrimage. He just left us. Now I am searching for him”.

The priest- or whatever we should call him from now on- only shook his head.

“Boy, forget about it. You will never find him. Maybe he has already died on the way to Palestine. Do you know how long such a journey took in those times?

Two till four years, if illness or rogues did not kill you before.

What is your name, son?”

“I will only tell you my name if you tell me yours.

Mathäus is not your name.”

The priest looked at me smiling and placed his right hand on my shoulder.

“Let us go to the others. I will tell you my name when I am sure I can trust you”.

I did not know what to do with this statement. I just felt deeply fearful. I was mourning Dagobert, and the two murdered girls and I missed Matilde, as well as my mother and my siblings. I wish I had listened to the Franciscan. We then walked out of the woods to an open field path where we joined the other children and continued our wandering into the unknown. We marched on 4 days and 4 nights, rested in forests and in some yards, where farmers showed mercy and gentleness for our condition. There were even families who were so shocked at the condition of some of the children, that they decided to keep some of the poor souls. We later found out that a Franciscan monk gathered them all and brought them to a monastery, where they found a roof for a certain time. I used to pray secretly without realizing it. I can still recall vaguely how my thin, weak legs carried me day after day and how I prayed to myself. By doing so, I came closer and closer to God. At least I believed so. I had not seen the priest for some time as one day we reached the foot of a mountain chain. There we came to a halt. Some had already reached this spot before and for me it was time to leave the children trail. I had enough of dying children and false priests. The only rescue and at the same time a drop on the hot stone had been the Franciscan monk who use to gather the unfortunate ones and bring them to a convent, where they were taken care of. I needed new clothes and new shoes. I no longer wanted to be a beggar. I had rather steal again in the markets. While I was deep in my thoughts, I saw some laundry, hanging on a rope which belonged to a small yard. The clothes might fit me, at first glance. The small yard was at a short distance from the spot where all the others were resting and singing altogether a loud and depressing hallelujah, thanking the Lord that he had placed this wall of mountains on their path, so that their battered bodies might have some rest. Otherwise, they would have kept on marching, until half of those poor children would have found death. I had to wait until dark and hope that the laundry would not be collected beforehand. So, I leaned my back to a small rock and sang the hallelujah with them. What else should I do?

It slowly became dark. I looked around if someone was watching me and when I had made sure that the air was clean, I took my bundle and moved slowly ahead. It took me a while to reach the stony wall of the yard. I swung myself over the wall like a weasel.

The laundry was “thank God” still hanging there. I crept towards the rope and took what I needed. Some pieces were still wet. Gratefully, I ran away as fast as I could. Unfortunately no shoes could be found but nevertheless I was more than satisfied and grateful with what I had.

As I climbed over the stony wall, I made a wide detour around the children pilgrim’s camp and disappeared in the darkness, not sure about where my path might take me to. One thing was sure: it was becoming worse and remarkably colder. I had difficulty breathing, my feet were hurting me like always and the further I went, the colder it became. As it was not enough, an icy wind started blowing. I had not reached far since I could still recognize the camp from the distance, and it still seemed too close. So, I kept on walking. Stones were rolling under my feet and the pain became unbearable. A shelter must be found fast, but where?” Oh God, please do not forsake me! I know I have stolen but I do not deserve such a death…not yet, please do not forsake me!” And the Lord did not forsake me. I found a cave and crawled inside. At least now I was protected from the wind and immediately took the two flints out of my bundle and found some dry scrub which grew here and there.

With shivering hands, I had managed to make a small fire and rubbed my hands over it. Hastily and without further thoughts I also got rid of the old and ragged clothes, which I threw into the fire. I hung the stolen things carefully, hoping that they might dry fast and not burst into flames. And so, I was sitting there inside my cave, naked and lonely, shivering and fearful, in my own set mission, heading to Jerusalem. I could not walk back, and I must admit that I had that thought a couple of times if I think about it today. But I had to bring back my father. Therefore, I had to keep the promise that I had given to myself. I became tired but I could not let the fire go out, otherwise I would freeze. My eyes became heavier and heavier, but I persevered. More scrub was thrown into the fire, hoping it would grow bigger. Then I fell asleep.


The Alps, France and the beginning of all beginnings.

When I awoke, it was already daylight and I hurried to put on the stranger’s clothes which fit like a glove. I packed my bundle and crept cautiously out of the cave. Not a soul was to be seen and I started immediately to walk. The path went steeply up the mountain and I held on to rocks and roots, to avoid sliding down. Also, a long wooden pole was found, which became handy as a walking stick and at the same time I pulled up the hood over my head, in order to protect my ears and the rest of my face against the wind. Looking up to the sky, steep mountains became visible which I had to climb.

I did not know the area but felt instinctively that I had to go to the other side and somehow cross those mountains. Looking at my feet, I told myself:

” You cannot make it”, so what to do? I found some moss and tied it with a piece of leather which I had torn from the coat of my new hood. Then I tied these newly made moss-shoes around my dirty and bleeding feet. I kept on walking and the moss alleviated the pain of my feet, a little. Around midday the sun was high in the sky, and it felt as if the path were no longer as steep as before. A sort of a valley spread before my eyes and two steep mountain walls rose up to the left and right. It`s with snow covered peaks towered through the clouds. The higher I walked up this valley, the more difficult it became to breathe. I was nevertheless glad not to feel any further sharp stones under my feet and that the wind had died down.

Hunger plagued me much more and I started collecting berries and seeds which I regarded as edible. As I bent down, I realized two antler-like horns on a small hill on my left side and approached them curiously, just to find a dead animal. It looked like a huge white billy goat which had just died. Its body was still warm and intact and by pressing on the belly of the animal I realized that it must have broken several ribs. It must have therefore fallen from a great hight, that was the only possible explanation.

Hunger drove me …as a child I had often observed my father while slaughtering animals. I therefore took my carving knife and started cutting it. My knife was blunt, but it was sharp enough to tear small scraps of meat from its hind legs. I also somehow managed to skin it and so to gain enough fur to build myself shoes with moss insoles. Eating the raw meat tasted delicious. Several scraps from the hind legs were taken and packed inside my bundle for the journey. I furled the small piece of fur and tied it on my shoulder and thanked the almighty God for his gifts as I regarded them as a present. After so much suffering and pressure this valley seemed a paradise to me.

Later, I even found a mountain roof with icy cold water of which I drank greedy and even washed myself from it. It felt splendid and I suddenly realized how rich I had been as a child. I thanked my father and the Lord for having followed the call to walk to Jerusalem and I decided to re-name the mission into a pilgrimage. I did not want to swap this with anything in the world and I felt confident that I would reach my goal. The question whether it was right or wrong, good or evil no longer arose. I took my stick, my bundle, thanked the goat and went on my way. After a while, the valley became narrower and steeper, and I heard a howling which I knew quite well and did not appreciate much. Wolves who had smelled the dead goat and still were busy with the carcass, for which I was grateful for. I walked as fast as I could to get some distance from the animals. The valley turned again into a mountain and the mountain became again steep and difficult to climb. It was slowly becoming evening and I also needed a place to spend the night.

The wind picked up as white flakes were falling from the sky. It was snowing during the summer… How could this be? But it was really snowing and again, that strange feeling called fear arose inside of me. I had to find a cave or something similar as fast as I could since I was getting tired. I climbed rocks holding myself on its walls as I suddenly felt a piece of ice in my hands.

My hands hurt because of the cold…the snowfall intensified so much that the visibility lowered.

Eventually I found a small cave and I crept inside. This time I could not find any firewood or scrub and so I worried how I could survive the night in such a cold. I rolled out the stinking fur in order to distract myself mentally and I made a pair of shoes out of it. Luckily, I still had some moss but despite it, I started freezing. I hid behind a rock inside the cave, trying to avoid the cold draft and struggled to keep my eyes open. The fight to keep awake is an agonizing battle which I obviously lost. Again, I thanked God the next morning for being able to open my eyes alive and kicking and for having light inside the dark cave. The sun outside seemed light and warm and so I packed my things and continued the journey. I reached a slope that led to a valley that stretched down quite steeply. It seemed rather dangerous, but I had to try and as I carefully ventured down the path, I suddenly slid and fell. God, when will the pain cease? Everything hurt me, my joints and my face were bleeding. I nevertheless pulled myself up and kept on walking downwards.

Eventually I reached the end of the valley and sat down. There, I found a brook where I could wash my leg and facial wounds. It burnt tremendously and so I collected leaves and moss and I bandaged my calves.

This gave me the feeling that I was doing the right thing. Leaning on my walking stick, I slowly hobbled away. Suddenly I saw smoke rising on the horizon.

Curious how I was, I hobbled faster into that direction.

The closer I got, the more I recognized the shape of a hut through a thick fog. A dog started barking as he smelled me and a giant came suddenly out of the hut, armed with an axe. Looking at me, he screamed in a language which I did not understand.

“Que veux-tu?”, he kept on saying, or something similar. I spoke to him in German and showing my crucifix I screamed: “I am on the way to Jerusalem”. I made not only him but also his dog crazy.

“Jerusalem?” he asked and started laughing. He then turned round to the door and screamed into the house:” Someone wants to Jerusalem”. He asked the other hut resident to come out and see for himself the idiot who was heading to the “HOLY LAND”. A silhouette appeared on the door frame, and I dropped my walking stick as I recognized the man as the fog got thinner and thinner: it was the priest. How fast could he have come down here? How was that possible? I then saw a horse paddock and four horses grazing in the fertile, damp meadow. “Look at the boy pilgrim with no name. I must admit, you are quite a tough boy to have made it this far!”. He said something in French, and he gestured for me to come over. I hobbled to the door and the dog licked my hand friendly. He seemed to think: “finally a new face”. Even the giant with a beard that was as dense as a reddish blonde bush gave me a smile and led me kindly to the hut. He then looked at my legs up and down and asked me to sit on a stool. The man who claimed to be a priest offered me a mug of milk, which I greedily gobbled and at the same time, the giant kneeled before me and grabbed my foot, so I got scared and tried to stand up again. He then pushed me down pointing to the stool. I sat down again, and he removed the bloody moss from my tormented knuckle. Water was boiling on a kettle with which he washed my legs. He then took a bottle, opened it and rubbed me with its oily content. It burnt at first, then it became icy cold inside the wound, as he wrapped the joints again with fresh bandage. He did it so masterfully and so I asked if he was a healer. The giant looked at me with his green eyes and laughed softly.

“Oui, mon petit, je suis un Heiler, alors”. The priest translated and said:

” Gondamer was a knight of the Hospitals Order and besides beating heads and separating limbs of enemies with the sword or an axe, he can also heal.

We have known each other for years and we were together in Outre Meer. It is a miracle that you have made it this far, boy. I was searching for you because I felt that you were something special. But you seemed to have been swallowed up by the earth. I thought I would never see you again and that you would end up exactly like most of the children that had accompanied us”.

“What happened to them?”. I asked.

“No clue and I do not care. I have another purpose ahead of me. And now, tell me your name”.

I looked at them for quite a time and then said:” My name is Albrecht. Albrecht Viermundt. I come from a farm not far from Wetzlar in the county of Marburg. I have two sisters and one brother. My mother is called Frida, a born zu Stauffenberg, my father is called Adelbert Viermundt and was a writer in the Battenberg Abbey and later a landowner”.

“So, you are a farmer”, the priest interrupted me. “ Yes,a farmer”, I answered full of pride and anger. I did not appreciate his derogatory tone. The priest recognized my anger and said:

” We are also farmers. Once high nobility, we gave it all for the cross and we then became farmers, like your father. My name is Andre’ de Montbard and my friend is Gondamer de Lille. We have both been part of the last crusade and have come back after two years of cruelty and wrong recognition. I do not have much hope, as far as your father is concerned. A writer who has probably never held a sword in his hand cannot go far with his feather pen. I do not intend to offend you or dishonour your father. But we have seen what has happened to pilgrims who did not want to fight, since killing is a deadly sin and they had rather be slaughtered. Thugs, Muslims and even bored crusaders did not stop to slaughter their own, just to get money and gold. As you see, you should pray each day that you find your father in good condition and if not, pray that he did not have to suffer. How long has he been already gone?”

“I do not know but I think three years already.

” Oh really? Then he must have just reached Jerusalem if he has survived the journey”. The giant was looking at me with a frown and holding his left hand on my forehead he said:

” Ce tres chaude la tete”.

“He says you have fever. It looks like you have a small inflammation. Lay down a bit, here you are safe, Albrecht.

“How shall I call you, sir?

“Andre’, simply Andre’ and call him simply Gondamer.

Now lay down for we are going hunting, otherwise we will have nothing to eat”.

“I saw wolves, half a day away from here”.
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