Joseph Amsler

Born at the beginning of World War I

| was born March 1941 into one of the biggest birth rate years ever. The Class of 41 had 38
Students in a community of only 1200 citizens. The reason for this new baby boom was the
homecoming of the Men from Military Service during their first leave of World War Il, nine
months earlier. During that fearful time, my father was stationed at the Swiss German border
on the river Rhein. Recruited as a musical band member he was serving, while playing in the
military band for the troops along the border to keep up moral and discipline. They practised
a lot every day, but also sat around a lot, bored, while their wives at home worked their bones
off. My mother struggled with milking cows, plowing the fields, making hay, harvesting the
corn and potatoes in fall. We also had 700 cherry trees that needed to be harvested in early
July.

| grew up without my father for the first four years of my life. Our mother and a mean
aunt ran the family farm. During summertime, my mother loaded the heavy fresh cut wet
grass with a pitchfork on the wagon for the cows in the barn. My mother was very happy
when the war was over, and dad came home.

As the oldest, first born and first in line for the farm take over, the parent’s expectations
were very high. Some of my daily chores were to remove the manure from the cow stable,
feed the rabbits and gather the eggs from the chicken coop, feed the 6 pigs and my dog
Barrie. All before making my way to school, down a mountain path, summer and winter. Once
a week, | made butter, cranking the butter churn by hand.

Growing up, | preferred to help my mother in the kitchen. | did not like getting my
hands too dirty outside. On a farm, one learns how food grows is grown from the ground up
so to speak. | experienced the cycle of growing food, harvesting times for vegetables and
fruits, instilling the seeds for my love of local food. All this knowledge would help me later in
my restaurant menu planning.

We also had honeybees. | prefer using honey for baking unsteady of processed sugar.
Honey does not spoil. Honey was found in croc pots dating back to roman times over 2'000
years old. Bees are fascinating. Unless of course, the queen bee decided to take off. This is
called swarming. All the worker bees and drones would follow the queen bee to wherever she
eventually stops and rests. Hopefully not too far away. To help make the swarm settle down, |

chased the bees across fields, through tall grass and ditches, all the while shooting the big gun



in the air, simulating a thunderstorm, and trying to spray water at the swarming bees to
simulate rain.

Once the bees settled down somewhere on a tree branch, we held up a bed sheet and
shook the bee-swarm loose and let them all drop onto the spread-out sheet on the ground.
Then we had to search for the queen bee with a bird feather, stroking them gently, all the
while blowing smoke at the lump of buzzing bees, separating and capturing the queen. Once
we found her, we placed the queen into a matchbox and carried her back home. With the
gueen bee back in the bee house the rest of the colony would follow her naturally. This was
highly interesting stuff for a 10-year-old; | just had to keep my dog Barrie away from all the
excitement.

During the war, edible food was scarce for most people, except for farmers. To share it,
the Swiss authorities came to count our chickens and placed seals on our butter churner for
example. We had to save and share the butter, the eggs, potatoes, vegetables, apples,
cherries, wheat and honey for the city folks. As they had no food growing opportunity on their
own in town.

That is why our parents and farmers in general, disliked people from the city. The city
folks held out their hands, with their manicured fingernails, painted red lips and high heels,
carefully trying not to step into cow manure, or get dirty from cow shit and belittling the
farmers smelling from manure. Later, | realized otherwise, they are all people too and were
unfortunate to be born in a city, at no fault of their own. We should never hate anybody.

In Zurich, the famous Bahnhof Strasse was ploughed over to make room for planting
potatoes and cabbage. Switzerland was encircled by war from France to Italy, Austria and
Germany. All kids were issued name tags with identification numbers placed around our necks.
Indicating in which Swiss interior Reduit or Alpine underground tunnel we would be shipped
too, just in case Hitler decided to cross the Rhein and invade Switzerland overnight. It would
have given Hitler a direct Route to Mussolini's Italy, instead of going around us, through
Austria or hostile France. Hidden inside neat wooden Swiss Chalets up the mountain, the
Military installed tanks and big guns aimed at every bridge and railway line, leading to the
border. Hitler called the country of Switzerland “Die Schweiz, das verdammte Stachelschwein”.
meaning ,the cursed hedgehog “

History would later tell us a different story. Obviously, there were secret deals made
between the Swiss Government and the German Reich. Hitler needed a safe place to store all
the horded and stolen or confiscated Gold and Art works. When neutral Switzerland needed
oil, coal and other necessary supplies, the Swiss Military would let a few trainloads full of

German soldiers pass our borders, using our railway lines on the way to Italy during war time.
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Young Swiss kids playing on the roofs of these parked train wagons could hear foreign voices
coming from inside the wagons, while waiting for low train traffic or for night fall. One entry
point was not far from where | live today, Bregenz, St. Gallen at the eastern end of lake of
Konstanz,

From our farm, | could see idyllic German towns across the Rhein River far into the
Black Forest. The large wooden farmhouses looked so peaceful, decorated with red geraniums
hanging from their green shuttered windows and cows grazing nearby. It looked so surreal.
unless, when the Swiss Army Oerlikon Guns started to fire at the American B 52 Bombers who
unintentionally strayed too far over the Rhein into Switzerland's airspace.

That is when the fearful wailing sirens went off. | can still hear that horrible sound. |
remember thinking the world comms to an end. | was only 3-4 years old and used to hide
under the kitchen sink. A little further up, maybe 10 miles, was the River Aare that flowed in a
straight-line north, directly into the Rhein River, like in a T shape. On several occasions the
Swiss Artillery shot down one of those US bomber and the pilots and gunners had to bail out.
We could see clearly their white Parachutes pop open. The poor guys were struggling
desperately to land on the West side of the river Aare, thinking on the other side lays
Germany. A few decided to land in the water, rather than being shot dead by the Germans.
When the bomber crew realized they were save inside Switzerland territory on both sides of
the river, they kneeled down, and started praying and cried.

Sometimes at night our dog Barrie, would start barking ferociously when war escapees
knocked on our door, begging for food or a warm dry shelter. My dad had to quieten Barrie
down, we wanted not to raise suspicion. Frequently, Jews and German deserters had escaped
from the German Army that had crossed our Western borders with France into Switzerland.
We hid the fugitives during the day on our hay loft and root cellar.

During the night, | could hear my father and mother feeding them warm soup in the
kitchen, talking in strange languages. | could understand some of it, as Yiddish was a bit like
our Swiss dialect, a Low German. But we had to be careful; the Germans had infiltrated our
communities with their spies, or they recruited Swiss sympathisers, called Gauleiters. They were
taking down names and addresses throughout Switzerland, ready to report and arrest us
when the time came, or when Hitler invades Switzerland. As well, they functioned as spotters
on bicycles, looking for lights in the attics and barns, not only in cities, even in the remote
countryside.

My parents were strict Catholics and every day one of our family members had to
attend church in town. | had two uncles who committed their lives to the priesthood in foreign

countries. One uncle was stationed in China and endured much hardship from that
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communistic regime. The Chinese authority did not like those catholic priests converting their
citizens. Uncle Fridolin was hung up on a tree and beaten up daily. Uncle Stefan was sent to
South Africa, promoting the catholic religion to black people. | also had two aunts in cloisters
that | never met. Our farm was up in the hills, 3 miles away from town. In the wintertime we
had regularly up to 30 inches of snow. At 6:00 am, in the winter it was still dark outside, | had
to struggle to church through knee deep snow. At only seven years of age, | was so scared of
foxes, imaginary wolfs and the wild boars that indeed managed to swim across the Rhein or in
1948 walked across the frozen river Rhein from that scary deep dark Black Forest.

Our parents worked hard and had no time for hugs and kisses. | only saw my father kiss
my mother once and mother turned fire red and was very embarrassed. | had one sister and 4
brothers. | was the oldest and was expected to be this prime example kid. It seemed, my
parents, my aunts, in fact, the whole community had a constant eye on me. Or so it seemed. |
was told that | was lazy and will never be any good at anything. But most parents in those
olden times were like that.

That | was lazy, burnt in my brains and the desire to succeed at all costs, became an
obsession. | was going to show them. | wanted to prove that | could achieve higher goals. |
wanted to get out of this small-town life so badly and forget about inheriting the farm. This
burning desire helped me to complete an unusual three professional apprenticeships and later
started new business enterprises in Canada without much capital. | needed to apply lots of
willpower, common sense and hard work. Pioneering new enterprises from scratch without
capital in a foreign new country, is combined with a lot of hardship, a difficult and stressful
undertaking. | realize now, with my obsession to succeed, | inflicted a lot of pain and hardship
on friends and especially on my immediate family like Ingrid. | regret what | put them through.
| ask myself; did | have other choices? | think about that a lot now. But there was no going

back. | must live with it.

My obligatory Swiss Military Service 1961

| had made it into the Swiss military Brass Band. That was a huge achievement for me and was
for the community a big deal as well. The competition was fierce for this coveted acceptance.
The system is set up to promote the best players from small and large towns. Unfortunately,
mostly music academy guys get picked. After the military service, you are expected to
promote the local brass band music growth. Later a few selected players advance to become
conductors in their local community bands and promote the brass band music into young

people’s conscience.



At that time, it was unthinkable, that women would participate in a local brass band,
even less in a military band. Today, one-quarter of the players are women and outplay many
of their male counterparts. In North America this is very common. It is amazing to see how the
system works and how it builds commitment and stronger communities.

Since age 12, | diligently practised my cornet, playing every day for hours to get myself
a spot into the Military Brass Band system. | was painfully aware, if | didn't get selected into the
military band, | would be enlisted into the hated infantry and would have to learn how to swim
and participate in those threaded 50 km marches with heavy loads on the back. | had to push
hard even to qualify for the military test trials.

My mother would not buy me swimming trunks during my school years, she was afraid
| would drown in the Rhein River, like so many other young men from town. But they drowned
while attempting to smuggle Cigarettes and Coffee beans across River to Switzerland from
Germany. | still got to learn how to swim at age 27. After my immigration to Canada, | learned
to swim in a Winnipeg public pool.

| always tried not to leave anything to chance. Having graduated from a meat cutter
and sausage making apprenticeship, | most likely would have landed in the military kitchens,
peeling potatoes, chopping onions, making soup, portioning steaks, preparing and cooking
meals. Spending my time in nice and warm kitchen facilities, with plenty of food to taste and
earning the respect of the always hungry recruits. That could have been acceptable as well,
but it's better not to leave things up to chances.

During my growing up days, | had joined several concert bands, even across the border
in Germany. One band had a conductor from the then Russian occupied town of East Berlin. In
the process, | learned to read sheet music straight from the music scores for so many different
varieties and style of band music. Eventually, | was able to read music, like you read a
newspaper. This skill was critical for my military accreditation — and it helped me a lot later in
live.

For now, it was a big help, when | came to audition for the military band acceptance.
The recruiter, Adjutant Walter Spieler had a reputation as a tough and demanding guy. You
could call him also mean, insulting, demeaning and rude. The day of my musical test, fifty of
that year’s best players from the region, tried to gain acceptance. He took only 12 out of the
best 50. Lucky for me that day, | was one of the 50, | had made it, what a relieve.

For the trials, we contestants were allowed to perform one of our own choices of music.
This gave me the chance to begin practising the piece one year in advance. Some competitors
made the mistake of choosing a difficult musical score for the reason to show off. With their

heightened tension and nervousness, many messed it up. | played something simple but with
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a lot of feeling and dynamics, observing pianissimo, crescendos, diminuendos, fortes, holding
the notes for its full value. Very important, breathing exactly at the proper place and luckily
avoided mistakes.

Next, Adjutant Spieler gave me a rhythmic piece to play, no melody, written on a
straight line and pauses between, just boring stuff. Halfway through, he would yell at me:
Wrong! Start again. That made me a bit nervous. | played it again as written. | was confident
that | had played it correctly. But he was just testing my skills. Next, he gave me a March
composition to play, | had never seen before. | simply played it on site, and he said: “Ah, you
know this piece.” Than gave me another more difficult score, | did not know either. Without
hesitation | played that piece on first sight as well.

During the initial 17 weeks of obligatory military service, Adjutant Spieler placed me into
the coveted 15t Solo Flugelhorn position. A Flugelhorn is a softer instrument, than a trumpet, it
is tuned in B as well, like a cornet and looks like a trumpet, but shorter. The American jazz
trumpeter, Chuck Mangione and Swiss Dany Felber, became famous playing the Flugelhorn.
One Monday morning after a weekend home-relieve with my family, | had trouble reaching
the high C on my horn and right away Adj. Spieler yelled: “Amsler too much kissing on
Sunday, eh” he said: Never get married, otherwise | have another idiot like you in 20 years. He
was partially right about the father/son issue, because most of the current player’s fathers had
also made it into the Military Band, like my dad did 20 years earlier.

Adjutant Spieler was known for his insults. At one point during the military training, he
said to me: “You must be a twin, one alone can't be that stupid.” | did not let it bother me. |
knew, | was one of the best, otherwise he would not have left me play on First Solo Flugelhorn
position during all of the 17 weeks. Later in life, | turned his comments around and often said:
"I must be a Twin, one alone can't be that smart.” Regardless of all his insults, Adj. Spieler
recommended me as one of only 8 players in the country, that year, to continue musical
schooling as a brass band conductor.

We had our last laugh about Adj. Spieler. One of the recruits in my group made Adj.
Spielers only daughter pregnant, no choice, he had to accept him as his son-in-law. What a
sweet revenge. Lucky for us, he found out only at the end of our 17-week military service stint.
At that time, every young man in Switzerland had to go to military service at age 20. As a
matter of fact, no Swiss girl would marry a boy that was not accepted into the military or had
finished the strenuous military service. For reasons of discipline and still acts like a teenager
that never grew up or for displaying not enough adult character, being irresponsible, drag his
heels on the floor and for not being a real man. The only reason you did not have to join the

military was when you had flat feet or a heart ailment.
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Up until the sixties, we played only marching band tunes, symphony and concert pieces.
But we wanted to play America Jazz like Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, Glenn Miller, Harry
James, Louis Armstrong. My father called the jazz trumpet, the devils instrument. | could only
practice my trumpet when father was in the barn, milking the cows. Much later in Canada,
playing the trumpet would help me get a bank loan | needed to get “Sepp’s Gourmet Food”
products into the large retail chains.

The Swiss army would not spend money on buying jazz music scores, yet. One day, we
hedged a plan and started a collection to buy ourselves some jazzy tunes, such as “Oh when
the Saints go marchening”. For our annual three-week military stint, we were sent to visit those
poor infantry bastards, yes, those infantry men, in a remote snow covered, icy cold Swiss
mountain ranges of the Gottardo massif, practising shooting. Up there, they had only seen
goats for the last 3 weeks, for sure no girls.

We took the big drum apart and glued a Playboy Centerfold inside the big drum. There
is a 1-inch hole in the big drum, to release the air when you hit it with the big stick. After not
having seen girls for weeks, we let the Recruits look through this hole for One Swiss Franc and
in no time, we got the money together for our first real piece of jazz music score. What a deal.
We were all happy.

And so, we changed the military band style for ever. Today, the Swiss Military Jazz
Bands acquired an international reputation and can participate in Military Tattoos, with the

opportunity to travel all over Europe, Scotland, Russia, England, Canada and the USA.



