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Prologue 
 
 
Whenever, over the years, I told the stories of my family to friends, and even when I did so to strangers, many 
urged me to write them down. The narrative of this book takes you through the history of the Twentieth 
Century, seen through the personal experiences of members of my family. It tells their stories.  
 
The chapters of the book reach beyond the one hundred years of the Twentieth Century. The first chapter 
provides a sense of family background prior to 1900. The final chapters stretch into the current century, up until 
2025, when the international order of the Twentieth Century, established in the aftermath and in response to 
the Second World War, gave way to new, turbulent times.  
 
My family background is Austrian, English, German, Welsh, and looking back further, also Czech. My 
grandparents confessed to the Anglican, Calvinist (Welsh) Congregationalist, Lutheran, and Roman-Catholic 
denominations of the Christian faith. Most family members lived in Britain or in the Austrian Tirol. Some spent 
parts of their lives in more far-flung places such as Malaysia and South Africa. They experienced events of our 
recent European history from different perspectives. 
 
I tell the story only of those, whom I knew personally, not of preceding generations, and neither of those with 
extraordinary profiles, such as the Welsh sheep farmer in Patagonia or the Japanese foster daughter brought 
into the family by a lighthouse keeper in the Chinese Sea, nor of my more distant relatives in Canada. I mention 
persons of my own generation only incidentally to the extent that the narrative requires.  
 
I was born in 1953, merely eight years after the Second World War ended. Then, my town of origin Innsbruck 
was still under Allied (French) occupation. I spent nearly five decades of my life in the Twentieth Century, 
witnessing key political changes between the 1960s and 1990s. During my youth, my mixed family and rather 
austere upbringing may have set me aside from some of my peers, but the social and political environment that 
I describe, was the same for us all. My profession provided me with personal insights into more recent history, 
from post-war Bosnia and Herzegovina to EU Enlargement and Brexit. The book’s narrative evolves from 
stories of my ancestors to some of my own. My life story took me from Innsbruck to Vienna, Islamabad, Tokyo, 
Geneva, Sarajevo, Brussels and Helsinki, where I am resident since late 2008. 
 
If you were to ask me about my own identity, then I most likely identify as European as well as a Tyrolean with 
strong links to Austria and Finland, and gradually lessening links to the United Kingdom. 
 
In addition to my own family members, I mention my parents-in-law as well as my first boss from when I was 
a young lawyer, and a neighbour, who introduced me to sailing as a hobby.  
 
Wherever I thought it to be appropriate for the benefit of readers, I added an explanation of the historical 
context, particularly regarding events in Austria. These are, of course, not the remarks of a professional historian, 
but summarise my own best knowledge and understanding of events, without claiming academic accuracy. 
Where I have erred, I stand to be corrected.  
 
In spite of my expectations in that regard, I was still surprised by the impact of the Nazi regime from 1938 to 
1945 on the lives of the Austrians mentioned in the book. Regarding my British relatives, I was similarly 
surprised, to what extent the British colonial lifestyle continued well into the 1960s and 1970s.  
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I have endeavoured to establish facts and to reflect my findings as accurately as possible. I have immensely 
benefited from documents, letters and photos that my parents collected and left in large numbers. Some are 
included as illustrations. I used italics to express assumptions, wherever the documentation left doubts. My 
description of the historic background as well as some side stories appear in italics, too.  
 
With regard to geographical names, I have chosen to write “Tirol” instead of “Tyrol” to be closer to the official 
name of the province of my birth than to the anglicised touristic name. Yet, I use “Tyrolean” as an adjective. I 
mention place names in South Tirol in both their German and Italian versions (i.e., Bozen / Bolzano), as readers 
may only find the Italian names on a map, and as both languages have official status in the province. Place 
names in Bohemia, the land of a number of ancestors mentioned in this book, appear in German, as used in 
their lifetime, with the Czech names added in brackets.  
 
I entitled this book “Tenacity”, as this characteristic is a defining attribute of the generations described in this 
book. Those, who pulled up stumps in the Nineteenth Century to leave Wales or Bohemia to move to England 
or Austria proved determination in starting a new life. My grandfather and great-uncles as well as my father had 
to muster personal strength as soldiers during the two world wars. My grandmother Phyllis and my mother 
Elizabeth showed grit, when they exchanged comfort for austerity as a chaplain’s wife or to clear a forest to 
build a house with little means in the post-war era. Their daily lives were impacted by food rationing and mail 
censorship into the early 1950s. Through hard work that separated him from his family for most of his career, 
my father provided a foundation for my upbringing and that of my brothers. That my mother played competitive 
tennis until the age of 90 and my father remained remarkably active until his last day, also inspired me to choose 
this book’s title. Finally, as to myself, I needed to pluck up a good measure of self-discipline and determination 
to handle my own professional and personal challenges, most of all during my deployment to post-war Bosnia 
and Herzegovina only a few months after the Dayton Peace Agreement.  
 
The last chapter and the Epilogue reflect my thoughts on current affairs, as I draw conclusions from the stories 
of each personality in this book. These reinforce my beliefs that I pinned to my Twitter (now X) handle in 
January 2021: 
 

“Decency, truthfulness, accountability, factual discourse, respect for human dignity, rule-of-law, 
civilised dialogue, social cohesion, sound economic policies are essentials of our liberal democracies; a 
strong European Union is our home in a challenging world. For us to uphold.” 

 
I hope that you enjoy these stories or, with regard to the more sombre accounts, gain insights into the historical 
circumstances, in which they occurred. 
 
Finally, my intention in writing this book was not only to document a period, to which readers of my generation 
can relate. I also want to point out to younger readers that previous generations also had to face the legacies 
that their elders had left. They then tackled the challenges of their time.  
 
I hope that this book will find your interest.  
 

Helsinki, January 2026 
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Personalities in this book 
 
 

The oldest generation 
 
Maria Köchler née Schönfels, born 26 February 1877 in Vomp, Tirol, Austria, my great-grandmother, held 
various jobs (e.g., ticket controller in a cinema), died 3 June 1966. 
 
John Sellors, born 5 October 1886 in Matlock, Derbyshire, England, my maternal grandfather, Anglican 
clergyman, parish priest of various parishes in England and initially in Cape Town, South Africa, died 19831. 
 
Phyllis Sellors née Roberts, born 26 January 1891 in Hoylake on the Wirral south of Liverpool, Cheshire, 
England, my maternal grandmother, Latin teacher and clergyman’s wife, died 5 February 1973. 
 
Sidney Lawrence, born 17 October 1895, my grandmother Phyllis’ brother-in-law, having married her sister 
Elspeth (Betty), employee of an insurance company, joint manager with Betty of a small hotel, choir singer, died 
11 June 1974. 
 
Betty (Elspeth) Roberts (later Lawrence), born 1 December 1895 in Hoylake, Cheshire, England, teacher, co-
owner of a small hotel, died 26 July 1994.  
 
Eric Roberts, born 9 August 1897, my grandmother Phyllis’ youngest sibling and only brother, from Hoylake, 
general practitioner and later gentleman farmer raising Dartmoor ponies, died 2 June 1994. 
 
Herbert Herdina (originally Hrdina), born 22 November 1901 in Lockwitz, Saxony, Germany, my paternal 
grandfather, mountaineer, deputy managing director of the Nordkettenbahn cable car company in Innsbruck, 
died 13 October 1960.  
 
Maria Herdina née Köchler, born 6 January 1903 in Vomp, Tirol, Austria, my paternal grandmother, 
mountaineer, housewife, died 20 November 1991.  
 
John Herding (originally Johannes Herdina), born 24 April 1903 in Lockwitz, Saxony, Germany, younger 
brother of my grandfather Herbert Herdina, emigrated to the United States in 1928, graphic designer, settled in 
San Francisco, died 4 February 1976.  
 
Erich Herdina, born on 4 February 1911 in Lockwitz, Saxony, Germany, emigrated to the United States with 
his older brother Johannes in 1928, but returned in 1932, electrician, died on 14 March 1974. 
 
 
John and Phyllis Sellors’ five daughters 
 
Christine Sellors, born 24 May 1920 in Cape Town, South Africa, worked in catering logistics in Britain and 
South Africa, volunteer hospital car driver, died 24 December 1986.  
 

                                                             
1 Unfortunately, I could not establish the exact date of his death.  
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Diana Sellors, born 14 February 1922 in Cape Town, South Africa, teacher and later headmistress at schools 
in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, subsequently teacher in Britain, celebrated her 103rd birthday in February 2025.  
 
Elizabeth Sellors (later Herdina), born 9 October 1923 in Cape Town, South Africa, my mother, nursery school 
teacher and housewife, moved to live in Austria in 1953, died 7 April 2017.  
 
Anna Sellors (later Tambling), born 9 December 1925 in Cape Town, South Africa, teacher, vicar’s wife, bell 
ringer, died 12 May 2019. 
 
Gwyneth Sellors (later Mehew), born 21 September 1928 in White Colne, Essex, England, teacher, died in 
January 1982. 
 
 
The three children of Herbert and Maria 
 
Kurt Herdina, born 20 June 1923 in Innsbruck, Austria, my father, drafted into the German “Luftwaffe” and 
paratroopers (“Fallschirmjäger”) during the Second World War, student of architecture, building supervisor, 
died 24 June 2020.  
 
Jolanda Herdina (later Stüssi), born 4 March 1925, housemaid, creator of naïve art, moved to live in 
Switzerland in 1948, died 2 October 2014.   
 
Monika Herdina (later Aste), born 23 June 1945, office assistant, housewife, owner of a picture framing 
business, died 8 March 2000.  
 
 
Other personalities 
 
Karl Köchler (full name Karl Albert Thaddäus), brother of my grandmother Maria, born 1 April 1913 in 
Hötting, Innsbruck, drafted into the German Army’s “Afrika Korps”, tax advisor, died 16 November 2003. 
 
Grete Bermann, my first mother-in-law, born 21 March 1921 in Innsbruck, Austria, accountant, died 4 July 
2013.  
 
Eberhard Molling, my first boss, born 10 December 1927, lawyer, passionate hunter, Tyrolean patriot, died 2 
November 1992. 
 
Gunther Nagele, introduced me to sailing, born 6 September 1928, lawyer, died 17 June 2017. 
 
Maija-Liisa Mäkisalo (later Vaskunlahti), mother-in-law, born 14 January 1933 in Savonlinna, South Savo 
district in south-eastern Finland, primary school principal, died 15 April 2025.  
 
Esko Vaskunlahti, father-in-law, born 10 July 1930 in Kokemäki, Satakunta district in western Finland, 
entrepreneur and owner of a driving-school, died 28 August 2013.  
 
  



Illustration of relations between persons mentioned above
(Corresponding to their appearance throughout the book, the names of the  

main characters of the family stories are spelt out in bold)

Maria Köchler née Schönfels
Great-grandmother

Herbert Hrdina (later Herdina)
Maria Herdina née Köchler
Paternal grandparents

John Sellors		
Phyllis Sellors née Roberts
Maternal grandparents

Johann ( John) Herding
Erich Herdina
Herbert’s brothers

Karl Köchler
Maria’s brother

Christine Sellors			
Diana Sellors				  
Anna Tambling née Sellors
	 Peter Tambling
Gwyneth Mehew née Sellors
	 Peter Mehew (the Re-Peter)
John’s and Phyllis’ daughters	
(save Elizabeth)
	 (and their husbands) Jolanda Stüssi née Herdina

My father Kurt’s younger sister

Monika Aste née Herdina
My father Kurt’s youngest sister

Kurt Herdina
Elizabeth Herdina née Sellors
Parents

Andreas Herdina
The narrator and author
Nina (wife)

Philip Herdina
Johann ( Johnny) Herdina	
Brothers

Maija-Liisa Vaskunlahti (née Mäkisalo)
Esko Vaskunlahti
Parents-in-Law

Clivia (ex-wife) Grete Bermann	
First mother-in-law

Eberhard Molling
First boss
	
Gunther Nagele
Lawyer, introduced me to sailing

Eric Roberts
Phyllis’ brother
	
Sydney Lawrence
Husband of Phyllis’ sister Betty
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Chapter 1: Excursion to the origins of my ancestors and of other 
personalities in this book 
 
 
Roots in Bohemia 
 
My Austrian great-grandmother Maria came from the Schönfels family, which hailed from Bohemia. 
 
Born on 26 February 1877, Maria was the first child of Josef Schönfels and his wife Maria with the recognisably 
Tyrolean maiden name Amhof. They had married on 16 May 1876. Although Maria Amhof’s father was August 
von Schaffenstein from Kaltern in South Tyrol (now also known as Caldaro in the Italian Province of Alto 
Adige), she bore the surname of her mother Theresia Amhof, possibly due to the probably aristocratic August 
having sired her out of wedlock. 
 
Her father Josef Schönfels’ date of birth is unknown, yet his baptism in the Roman-Catholic church of 
Sonnenberg (now Vysluni in the Czech Republic) on 11 March 1848 is documented. He was an illegitimate child 
of Karolina Schönfels, who again had been the illegitimate child of Josefa Schönfels, all of Komotau 
(Chomotov). Interestingly, after having given birth to Karolina, Josefa acquired the surname of Herdina through 
a later marriage, which coincidentally is the surname of my German-born Austrian grandfather.  
 
 
A Tyrolean peasant family 
 
Maria Schönfels married into the Köchler family of small-holding farmers from the village of Vomp, some 40 
kilometres east of the Tyrolean capital city Innsbruck, and near the old silver mining town of Schwaz. Parts of 
the family still farm there to this very day, raising a few cows and tending to some fields. They bear the traditional 
estate name “upper Gallen”2.  
 
On 21 August 1899, Maria, who then also lived in Vomp and was 22 years of age, married Franz Xaver Köchler, 
a man of 30 years, born on 20 October 1869 to the farmer Josef Köchler (born 1834) and his wife Maria née 
Huber. 
 
I never got to know Maria’s husband Franz. In Tirol, traditionally and by law, only the oldest son of the family 
inherited the farm, and the other siblings then needed to find employment elsewhere. Franz moved to Innsbruck 
and became a shop assistant (described in his death certificate by the unusual definition “Geschäftsdiener” – 
“shop servant”)3. He died on 13 September 1954, nine months after I was born, at the age of 85. My great-
grandmother Maria died in 1966, nearly 90 years old, when I was twelve.  
 
I only know of Maria that she once worked as a ticket maiden in one of the Innsbruck cinemas.  
 
As if this was not in itself complicated enough, this ancestry includes a multitude of Marias, apart from the 
various Josefs: 

• Maria Köchler, the wife of Josef Köchler and mother of Franz Xaver (4 generations above me) 
• Maria Schönfels, the wife of Josef Schönfels (4 generations above me) 

                                                             
2 “Bauer zum oberen Gallen”. 
3 Another document gives him as tenant of an enterprise (“Wirtschaftspächter”). 


