
Memory Stories – Teacher’s Notes 

 
The purpose of this activity is to encourage the pupils to put themselves into the position of Eastern 
European migrants living in the UK in order to understand more about their backgrounds. The main 
resource for the exercise is a collection of memory stories, which were collected from Eastern 
European migrants living in and around Bristol. The participants of the research were asked to write 
about their childhood, what it was like to live under state socialism, or the fall of state socialism. The 
stories for this activity are set out on the following pages. 
 
Before distributing the memory stories, divide the pupils into groups of three or four. 
 
They should they read and discuss their memory story as a group, and do the following activities: 
 

1. Prepare a short presentation for the rest of the class covering the following points: 

 a summary of the storyteller’s standpoint; 

 the new information that they have learned about life under state socialism; 

 the aspects of the story which they found most interesting. 
 

This activity works particularly well if the pupils are given time to do some additional online 
research about the historical context of the stories. 

 
2. Write a letter to the storyteller explaining: 

 their feelings and reactions towards the memory story 
 

and/or 
 

 some of their own childhood memories, and how these compare to those set out in 
the memory story. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



It was another world 
 

The following memory story was written by Tibor, who grew up in Hungary. 
 

I lived for 12 years under state socialism. I was an only child, and I have only my own memories at 
the end of this era. I remember the second half of the 80s. These were the last years of state 
socialism.  It was another world if I compare it to latter years. 
You could watch only two state television channels officially, but if you lived near to the country 
borders, you could watch more, but it was illegal. In the late eighties nobody controlled this. The 
system was less hard than earlier. In the sixties or seventies the police arrested people if they 
listened to foreign (western) radio stations. In the late eighties the control was formal. Generally 
every child had to learn Russian languages in primary school, but in some schools the teachers were 
able to teach other languages. 
The official communist party did not tolerate it if a worker or a member of the party visited church. 
The state persecuted the churches during this era, especially the first part of it. In the second half of 
the eighties it was also less common. The political system tried to replace the original cleric feasts 
and ceremonies with new ones. I was not christened. So I had a “name giving ceremony” and I have 
a “name giving father”, not a godfather.  
The Hungarian political system was less hard than the other socialist states in the 1970-80s. For 
example, life in Romania and the Soviet Union was harder than in my country. We were freer than 
the other socialist states’ citizens. We could go abroad more easily, especially to western countries. 
 Hungary was often satirically referred to as “the happiest barrack” within the Eastern bloc. This was 
called “Goulash Communism” – it is the type of communism which was practiced in the Hungarian 
People’s Republic from the 1960s until the collapse of Communism in Hungary in 1989.  
The memories come to my mind without any system. So I’m writing different things, and jump from 
memory to memory. During the state socialist era you couldn’t buy many things that now we can. 
For example we could purchase exotic fruits like bananas and oranges only at Christmas. I don’t 
know why at Christmas but it’s true. If you wanted to buy oranges or bananas you had to stand in a 
line for hours. 
My class was the last which were members of the pioneer movement. It was obligatory then, but we 
were the last group in 1988. The next class followed us in 1989 but it was the turning point year and 
for them the ceremony was not obligatory. In my childhood I had to take part in different communist 
ceremonies every year. For example, the 7th of November (the day of Bolshevik Revolution in Russia 
(1917)), the 1st of May (Labour Day), the 4th of April (enfranchisement of Hungary under the Nazi rule 
in 1945). These events were official state feasts during socialist era. Today only the 1st of May is an 
official state feast and generally a public holiday. 
In my childhood we did not really feel political oppression. We were young children and it was the 
last years of the regime. More or less our childhood was simple and happy. In Hungary we did not 
know starvation or other big hardships which were typical in less lucky countries, for example 
Romania or USSR. In Romania or in the Soviet Union it was common that the shops were empty and 
you could not purchase standard foods and other necessary things (for example soap, bread, milk, 
different types of meats etc.). In Hungary you could buy enough food or other things, but generally 
only one type of each thing was available. Imagine you can buy only Heineken (or some others) beer 
because only this type of beer available in the shops. But is better than if the whole shop is empty: 
this happened many times in less lucky communist countries. State socialism had some good things. 
The availability of sports and culture was better for people than later. Books, cinemas, theatres and 
sports events were cheap. An average worker was able to buy and pay for these things more easily 
than now. The difference in the standard of living between people was smaller than now. The 
general worker or person felt more secure than now: he knew that he had work, he could pay for 
himself, etc.  
  



Orange Juice and Other Exotic Things 
 

The following memory story was written by Holger, who grew up in the German Democratic Republic. 
 

When I was a little boy, the war had ended over 20 years ago, rationing had stopped and basic food 
supply was stable. You did not have to starve, even if you had very little money. To this day, people 
mention the 5p bread roll as an example how you could make do in the old times. 
But when it came to more unusual, “luxury” goods, the situation was quite different. Things we are 
taking for granted today were hard to come by. 
I remember one day in the 1960s (I must have been about 2 years old) when my grandmother came 
home from a shopping trip and announced she had managed to get hold of something very rare 
indeed, “something good for the boy”: two bottles of orange juice! I can still see them in front of me: 
green glass, plastic cap, unassuming label. My mum and gran got a glass from the cupboard, poured 
in some juice and handed it to me, obviously expecting me to grow instantly by three feet. I tried it 
and it was absolutely horrible. As children are much more sensitive to strong tastes, I could not 
understand how anyone might want to drink something that sour and how it was supposed to be 
good for me. My mum and gran were rather disappointed but, to their credit, they did not force me 
to have any more. 
Oranges do not grow in Germany and have to be imported. But how can you import things if you do 
not have a currency that can be traded on the world market (ours was without any value, only for 
domestic use)? All import and export transactions were government-regulated and the state was 
obviously struggling to spend the little “hard cash” it had wisely. While some of it had to go into big 
business (e.g. for buying specialist machinery), a certain amount was set aside for consumer goods, 
such as oranges. 
In later years, they managed to negotiate a deal with Cuba which was willing to sell us oranges in 
return for some of our own domestic products. The only problem was: They were not really what 
you would call oranges. They looked green and were incredibly tough inside, which soon earned 
them the name “Castrosinen” (an acronym involving the German word for oranges: “Apfelsinen”). 
The situation was even more difficult when it came to bananas. I remember that about once every 
year, usually just before Christmas, a rumour spread like wildfire that the local supermarket was 
selling bananas. Everyone in the queue was assigned exactly 1.5 kg and the price was actually quite 
reasonable. Only later I learned that our government bought a whole cargo ship full of bananas once 
a year. This was all they could afford and it had to be enough for the whole country. 
Another good example of the tight currency situation were pop records. They were obviously not the 
most important import items, but demand for the latest chart toppers was huge, especially among 
youngsters like me. So, our government often bought a licence to press 20,000 copies of, let’s say, 
the latest Queen record and sold it through state owned music shops. Needless to say that this was 
not enough by far. My local shop usually had 5 copies, gone within 5 minutes after delivery. 
When Germany was still divided, some families were, too, i.e. quite a few people had relatives in the 
West, sending them parcels or giving them D-Marks that could be spent on the black market (e.g. for 
“greasing the wheels” with your local plumber) or in official hard currency shops called “Intershop”. 
Initially set up only for foreign tourists, it was accepted – and perhaps welcome – that local people 
spent their D-Marks there as well. You could see and buy amazing things, it was just like a “window 
to the West”. And the smell – they had such a posh smell about them! I remember seeing one of the 
very first electronic calculators in such a shop and thought it was the ultimate advance in 
technology. 
I had some D-Marks, too, but my funds were rather limited so I always had to think very carefully if 
and how to spend the money. A pair of jeans from the Intershop was something I would treasure for 
years. 

 
 
 



Childhood: Our ‘Pionierhaus’ 
 

The following memory story was written by Katja, who grew up in the German Democratic Republic. 
 

Dear reader, 
This postcard doesn’t really come from the past of course. This is because the present doesn’t 
usually seem worth documenting. So this comes from my memory: 
When I was a school child in the GDR, there was a ‘Pionierhaus’ in our town, as there was in many 
towns in the GDR. A whole house for us ‘Pioniere’, so children aged between seven and fourteen. At 
that time at least, I didn’t know anyone who was not a ‘Pionier’. But of course both younger and 
older children were also allowed to use this house. It had a sports hall, a library and lots of rooms 
where so-called ‘Arbeitsgemeinschaften’ met. The choice of ‘Arbeitsgemeinschaften’ was huge, and 
ranged from playing the recorder to shooting air rifles. 
My sister and I were in two ‘Arbeitsgemeinschaften’ during this time, sometimes at the same time. 
With the ‘Young Archaeologists and Historians’ we learnt a lot about the history and archaeology of 
our town and region. For example, we mapped out historical remains like stone crosses, and were 
given research tasks – my biggest was to compile a biography of a social democratic anti-fascist 
resistance fighter from our town. This research task was a big challenge. By doing it I improved my 
old German script, interviewed various older people and was even allowed to research in the 
Potsdam Archives. 
In the other ‘Arbeitsgemeinschaft’, ‘Young Town Guides’ we tried to work through the historical 
background of our town and to introduce it to people who were interested by showing them around 
our town. 
The ‘Arbeitsgemeinschaften’ usually met once a week in the ‘Pionierhaus’. On top of that we had 
lots of excursions and tours of the town, which often took place at weekends, as well as specialist 
summer camps with archaeological digs. 
It’s perhaps hard to understand how proud we were of what we learned and developed, especially, 
for example, when our discovery of ceramics from the Bronze Age, which we found as part of our 
archaeological activities, were mentioned in the local press. When I think back to these experiences I 
begin to feel a little wistful that all of this doesn’t exist today, or is no longer free for everyone. 
Perhaps that would be called ‘Ostalgie’ today. 
 
 
 Some helpful terms: 
Ostalgie – a pun made up of ‘Nostalgie’ (nostalgia) and ‘Ost’ (East) 
Pioniere: A mass state-run youth group in the GDR 
Pionierhaus: The building where the Pioniere met 
Arbeitsgemeinschaften: State-run extra-curricular clubs for school children 
 



Socialism in Poland was a good system 
 

The following memory story was written by Krzysztof, who grew up in Poland. 
 

I was 15 when in 1989 the walls of the Eastern Bloc began to fall, yet the process itself could be 
backdated earlier. In Poland where I was born, raised and attended schools the living conditions 
under so-called ‘state socialism’ were in my opinion more than bearable; the state provided stability 
and certainty of daily life however, to get ‘luxury’ products (such as washing machines) was a 
challenge and required the effort of spending long hours in a queue. The basic products were 
available and perhaps because there wasn’t much commerce the quality was much better than now. 
I liked this period maybe because I was in my teens or maybe because I wasn’t involved in any 
political party. My memories go back to these happy days when I bought bottles of lemonade for 20 
old Polish złoty and it really tasted like lemonade. The changeover in 1989 brought not only 
uncertainty but foremost the fear of aggressive capitalism, which I’m afraid is the notion which still 
lives on in the vast percentage of society. To conclude in my view the socialism in Poland was a good 
system and rather than transforming it, the more plausible option would be to modernise and let it 
function. 
 
 
 

I miss the sense of community 
 

The following memory story was written by Ev, who grew up in the German Democratic Republic. 
 

I had a great childhood. I felt protected, my parents didn’t have to worry about their jobs and my 
grandparents were looked after by the state. OK, we didn’t have bananas, oranges or Barbie, but I 
didn’t need them to be happy. I remember growing up in one of those big blocks of grey concrete, 
which contained many modern flats. They were greatly sought after! The nice thing about them was 
the sense of community and belonging – something I really miss now. There was a party room in the 
basement of the block, and all families living in the block would have house parties regularly. I also 
remember going on summer holiday every year to the same place at the Baltic Sea, and my parents’ 
colleagues and their children would be there too. The company provided the accommodation, and 
again, it was a great feeling of community spending your holiday with the same people every year. (I 

could go on and on ). 



The Stasi knew everything about her 
 

The following memory story was written by Barbara, who grew up in the German Democratic 
Republic. 
 

I want to tell a story that I remember very well, even though I was only five years old at the time 
(1971). We had just moved to a big house in Leipzig when my mother’s best friend from school came 
to visit us from West Germany. My grandparents even came from Zwickau to see her again. We’d all 
just got back from a day out when the door bell rang and there were suddenly two men in leather 
standing in our hallway. They wanted to talk to mother’s friend – in private! We all had to go into 
other rooms – we children were sent into the children’s room, which we weren’t allowed to leave 
while the men spoke to her in the living room. I was agitated because my parents were. Just a few 
days later my mother’s friend – or our ‘Aunt’ as we children called her – left suddenly. Years later I 
learned all of the following details from my mum – her former school friend from Zwickau had 
moved to the West before the Wall was built and worked there as head secretary at Ramstein 
Airbase. As only family members were allowed to travel into the GDR, my mother wrote that her 
friend was a distant cousin in the application for visitors – so she lied! The Stasi allowed her friend to 
travel, but must have already been informed about who she was and where she worked! In our 
house she was interrogated for the first time by the two Stasi men. Then she was picked up another 
three times by the Stasi and interrogated in a rooftop-apartment in the Astoria Hotel. The Stasi knew 
everything about her – exactly where she lived, that her and her husband had got into debt through 
buying their house, that she worked as head secretary in the American airbase in Ramstein and 
exactly where her office was! They showed her aerial photographs of the airbase and wanted to 
blackmail her with money to work for the Stasi as a spy – she was supposed to meet with important 
and distinguished politicians from Hungary, Bulgaria, etc. to give them information. They 
blackmailed her with the debt from her house, telling her that the house would be taken away if she 
did not work for the Stasi. They also knew about her first visit to us in Zwickau when I was born. They 
accused her of having taken photographs of ‘military objects’, and therefore of having made herself 
liable to prosecution – even though my Aunt didn’t even own a camera. She was so scared that she 
left straightaway and only came to visit us again after the Wende in 1990. 
 
 
 

Political Prisoners 
 

The following memory story was written by Steffi, who grew up in the German Democratic Republic. 
 
Four people in my family were political prisoners and were arrested for three years for doing 
something so mundane (nowadays) as wanting to leave the country. Our phones were listened on. 
You had to pay for a Trabi (car) or a washing machine in full, and then you had to wait anything 
between five to twelve years before it was actually delivered. Here it is the other way around. Take 
home now, pay later. 
People spying on each other and living in the knowledge of that at least being a possibility. You had 
to be permanently watchful of what you were saying to whom. Even children were told to keep 
quite mundane things a secret because they were not allowed. Queuing for hours to buy bananas or 
the immense joy and pleasure to eat an orange. It was something special. 


