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DZM-Team Swimming to Freedom

On the night of May 22-23, 1979, 36-year-old Gernot Eamandi swims across
the heavily guarded Danube from Romania to Yugoslavia. His destination: the
Federal Republic of Germany. With him: a backpack from his army days.

To the video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8BtNiELEn7E
Short film about the escape story (German)

Gernot Eamandi does not expect that he will one day become a refugee. He is doing well in

western Romania. His family belongs to the German population that has been living in this
area for 200 years, the so-called “Banater Swabians”

“Banater Swabians”

This German-speaking population group belongs, along with other German-speaking minorities, to the so-
called Danube Swabians, who began settling in the Banat around the end of the 17th century. The Banat,
situated between the Danube, the Tisza and the Maros, was heavily depopulated after wars, which is why
Emperor Leopold I. had already settled colonists here, mainly from Southern Germany.

Gernot Eamandi lives in Timisoara, the vibrant heart of the region, in a "Swabian"

environment. However, he also speaks Romanian and Hungarian.

Gernot Eamandi is studying mechanical engineering and is content with his life, although the
arbitrary rule of dictator Nicolae Ceausescu is weighing ever more oppressively on Romania.
Even his dream of becoming a pilot seems to be coming true. But then he has to abandon his
pilot training: Because his father lives in the Federal Republic, Gernot Eamandi is considered

untrustworthy by the state and liable to attempt escape. "That's when | got angry," he says,
"only then did | want to get out."1
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His application to leave the country is rejected. Thousands of Banater Swabians try to move
to their relatives to the West during this period. From 1968 on, the Federal Republic even
pays "compensation" to the Romanian state for each approved departure.2 But it is not in
Gernot Eamandi's character to patiently rely on this hope. He daringly flees across the
Danube, which runs along the border, to the more liberal Yugoslavia. From there, he thinks,

he will make his way to Germany.

The Romanian border area is strictly guarded. To get there, you need a special pass.
Fortunately, Gernot Eamandi, an engineer, has the necessary papers because he is sometimes
in the area on business. This allows him to scout the terrain inconspicuously. The flow of the

Danube is particularly powerful here. The mountains of the Iron Gate

Iron Gate

The "lron Gate" is a canyon of the Danube, located in the south of the Carpathians, which was considered the
most dangerous part of the Danube navigation until the damming of the section in 1972.&nbsp;

force the river through a narrow channel, about 500 meters wide, but because of this, the
water is deeper and the current stronger and more treacherous. Soldiers patrol the banks. As

on the border between East and West Germany, they have been given orders to shoot.

Despite the dangers, Gernot Eamandi trains to increase his endurance by swimming in the
small Bega River from March 1979. By chance, he meets two women who are also looking for
a way to escape. The three decide to try it together. However, the other two cannot swim, so
Gernot Eamandi obtains an inflatable boat for them.

On the night from May 22 to 23 there is a full moon. A relative drives the three by car to the
border area, where they disappear into the mountains. Gernot Eamandi carries the inflatable
boat in his old military backpack. Other than that, he only has some clothes and his papers
with him. They walk for three or four hours until they reach the Romanian bank of the Danube.
With great care, Gernot Eamandi pumps up the boat and his companions climb in. He himself
undresses and, swimming only with leg strokes, begins to push the boat out across the river.
Then the three are spotted by border guards. Shots are fired, one of the swimmers feels a
bullet speed past them in the water. At this point, only luck can help: A cargo ship over on the
Yugoslavian shore turns on its headlights. The Romanian soldiers now no longer shoot across
the water, they only fire warning shots into the air. Moments later, the escapees hear a
motorboat being started. But the engine does not start. "We were very lucky," says Gernot

Eamandi later.

After three quarters of an hour, the three reach the Yugoslavian bank of the Danube. They

fight their way to the German Embassy in Belgrade. Thanks to his papers, Gernot Eamandi can
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prove that he has German ancestors. He is issued a temporary German passport. Under
police protection, the refugees are taken to an airplane. When the pilot welcomes them
through the loudspeaker, all the passengers applaud. Gernot Eamandi bursts into tears of

relief.

40 years later, Gernot Eamandi donates his backpack to the Danube Swabian Central

Museum in Ulm.

N 0113011

With the alien passport Gernot Eamandi was allowed to
leave Yugoslavia for Germany. Oleg Kuchar /
CcCBY

Donauschwabisches Zentralmuseum, 4.0

English translation: William Connor 2

Footnotes

1. DZM documentation, conversation with Gernot Eamandi on 24.1.2020. 2
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The passport was issued to the Banat Swabian refugee
by the German embassy in Belgrade.. Oleg Kuchar /

CCBY

Donauschwabisches Zentralmuseum, 4.0

2. Cf. Heinz-Ginther Hisch; Peter-Dietmar Leber; Hannelore Baier: Wege in die Freiheit. German-Romanian Documents on Family

Reunification and Resettlement 1968 - 1989. Munich 2016. 2
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