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Barbara Beck Ray (née Bartenstein) was born on May 8, 1931 in Tanzania, East Africa to Catholic 
parents. Both parents were ethnic Germans and were born in what between the world wars 
and today is Poland but was part of Germany when they were born. Both parents also came 
from wealthy noble families. Barbara’s father, Herbert Beck, came from several generations of 
landowners in Tanzania who also had a large estate near Poznan, Poland (formerly Germany). 
He had a brother Ludwig, who lived in Germany and who was later (1944) part of the plot 
against Hitler, and two sisters, Margaret and Aliza. His father’s mother lived near Poznan on the 
family estate. Barbara’s mother, Mariele Bartenstein, met her husband in Heidelberg while she 
was in medical school. Barbara had six brothers and five sisters. Her three oldest brothers 
would be killed during World War II while serving in the German army. Barbara described a 
happy childhood until the war when the British confiscated their estate in Africa and she, her 
mother and her siblings were sent to an English “concentration” camp in Tanzania. Her father 
had gone in 1939 to visit his mother in then Poland in 1939 because of her ill health. (She would 
die of natural causes that year.) Her father then traveled to Germany where he was inducted 
into the German army. Since he came from German military nobility he was appointed a 
general. Barbara and the rest of her family came to see her father in Germany in 1943, and they 
stayed at the estate near Poznan. 
Everything changed for the worse with the Russian advance into Germany. Barbara’s father had 
been sent to the Russian front and was captured at Stalingrad by the Russians and sent to the 
gulag. He would not return to Germany and the remaining family until 1957. In late 1944 the 
Russians came to where Barbara and her mother and siblings (except for the three older 
brothers who had been drafted and killed in the war) had begun a long journey trying to get to 
western Germany outside of Russian control. Sadly, her mother and two older sisters were 
captured by the Russians in early 1945 and raped. Her mother and oldest sister were also sent 
to the gulag. Barbara would not see her mother again until 1952 in western Germany. Barbara 
now was left with her three younger brothers and the plan her mother had given her for 
reaching western Germany. The journey turned out to be long and harrowing. Barbara, then 
fourteen, was caught by the Russians and raped in front of her brothers, but the Russians 
allowed her to continue on. She eventually made it to the American zone and took care of her 
brothers until their mother returned in 1952. By 1957, her father returned from the gulag, but 
he was ill and after so long Barbara could barely recognize him. Shortly after her father’s return, 
Barbara immigrated to the United States. 
It took many years before Barbara was able to process her experiences. In addition to her 
personal horrors she remembered frequent meetings at the house near Poznan where her 
uncle Ludwig, father, Rommel (a friend of the family) and others discussed the situation in 
Germany. She already knew of her uncle’s involvement in the plot to kill Hitler, because he had 
been executed, but now she realized with the help of her mother that her parents had also 
been involved in the planning. She also discovered from her mother that her mother’s mother 
was Jewish and had married a non-Jew. Barbara eventually came to terms with her experiences 
but two of her older sisters remained forever marked. 
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