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Our Street


Saturday, January 21st, 1933.


We walk slowly through the streets.


The next evening.


Three days have passed…


Two days later I am walking aimlessly…


At noon on January 30th…


An hour later.


Quarter past eleven strikes…


The same night.


Long articles appear in the papers…


The nervous tension of the last days…


I unlock the front door.


The announcement appeared in the paper…


The street climbs a low hill.


I call for Franz and the girls.


Two days later.


The next day. Teichert rang at my door…


Teichert had provided Franz with…


Perhaps they’re shadowing me…


I had just got home…


Yesterday Ede came to me…


I walk slowly past Franz…


The pub Werner…


Rothacker was almost arrested to-day.


The next day. Strubbel is at my place.


Many rumours circulated…


I met Franz in his new district…


Not a soul in the streets.


We have none of us been able…


Ernst Schwiebus is already waiting…


The posters have been divided…


“Fresh ’errings…”


I am at Rothacker’s.


Frau Preuss seems about to collapse.


Heinz Preuss was only able to tell us…


I couldn’t fall asleep for ages…


A memorial tablet for Maikowski…


When Heinz Preuss did not come home…


We had warned all the comrades…


I walk slowly down the street.


I stop at an Ullstein newspaper kiosk…


I was in a tight corner yesterday.


Rothacker had called for me.


The situation remained the same.


With the district sub-committee’s consent…


It is Sunday morning…


We have kept the two whom we suspect…


I met Alfred, the S.A.J. comrade…


Something awful happened to-day.


Alex says good-bye and leaves us.


October 17th, 1933


October 22nd, 1933


We have produced a circular.


So far the exposure of Kranz…


Election Sunday


Two days later.


I have been unable to carry on…


Franz had to change his quarters…


I am waiting near the Wittenbergplatz…


The Maikowski trial has lasted for weeks.


It’s Christmas Eve.


We are at Teichert’s.


Heinz Preuss has been released…


The papers published the Maikowski trial verdict…


New difficulties have arisen over my writings.


The papers report.


The S.A. major-general is standing on the platform…


February 1st, 1934–


I have decided never again to use my bike…


Ernst Schwiebus was here just now.


“Hundreds dead!”


A Nazi at the barber’s to-day…


The evening paper lies on the table…


February 17th, 1934


“Ready-made,”


I had difficulties in arranging Max’s enrolment.


I saw a new poster in our street to-day.


We have again been struck a heavy blow.


The loudspeaker was grinding martial music into the bar…


Franz rang at the door of his home.


When the Brown Shirts came out…


My first thought when I heard the news…


Käthe had not been able to get much sleep…


I walk slowly down the Berlinerstrasse.


I am at Teichert’s place…


One of the Rote Hilfe functionaries…


X, the S.A. reserve man…


Frau Zander closed the door…


I stand in front of the advertisement pillar.


I was in the city.


The next day.
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE





THIS BOOK, written with great difficulty in Germany, is intended as a chronicle of the events that took place in the “red” Wallstrasse in Berlin-Charlottenburg. But, despite the local character of the narrative, it is not the history of just one working-class street in Fascist Germany. Fascism has resulted in similar scenes in all the towns in Germany. The list on the next page contains the names of Charlottenburg’s murdered anti-Fascists. It is authentic, but certainly not complete, and yet these are the victims of this one district of West Berlin.


This book is dedicated to the Dead of Charlottenburg, to commemorate all the victims of Fascism. It is meant to describe the courage of thousands, of tens of thousands, of nameless proletarian heroes. Threatened by the axe, by brutal imprisonment, they fearlessly continue their fight—the great fight for the deliverance of the German people! For Socialism!


JAN PETERSEN.
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FOREWORD


by THE TRANSLATOR





IS THIS A NOVEL? The author had no intention, he says, of writing a novel when he started the book. He began by noting down the events as they occurred. But he soon realised that he must disguise some of the people concerned, and in certain cases transpose the events to different surroundings to prevent the Nazis suspecting himself and the comrades he was describing. It was therefore natural that this chronicle of the events that took place in Berlin-Charlottenburg between January 1933 and June 1934 should develop into a kind of novel. But it is no novel in the strict sense of the word. Everything the author has described is true, although Ede’s name may not be Ede, and he has no “ugly raw cavity in place of one eye.” The book is authentic in content but not always in form.


The names of the dead published by the author are all real names. The events leading to their death, as recorded in the book, are also all genuine. But many more murders and executions have taken place: they could not all be recounted here, because of the possible repercussions on relatives and friends. The author had, therefore, to be content with the names in the death-list. These names are all well known in Berlin-Charlottenburg, and in some cases the families have emigrated beyond the reach of Nazi “justice.”


The author began writing this book because he and his comrades felt that, if the thinking men and women of the world could learn what Fascism really means, they would rally to the support of the German anti-Fascists. For the German anti-Fascists are not waging their great fight for liberty and justice for Germany alone; Germany and Spain are to-day the two main battle-fields on which the world-struggle for peace and democracy is being fought. Fascist Germany is one of the prime factors making for a disastrous world war: the very nature of Fascism makes war inevitable. And if the united anti-Fascist struggle is successful, then a great step forward for world peace, a first step toward liberty, equality, and fraternity, will have been taken.


But the German anti-Fascists cannot win “on their own”; they require aid. They have redoubled their efforts in the subterranean war against the National-Socialists since they have known that world opinion is on their side. The Reichstag counter-trial conducted in London, the questions in Parliament, and the anti-Fascist demonstrations everywhere, fired their enthusiasm. All this even penetrated the prisons and Concentration Camps in Germany, strengthening the resolve of the imprisoned anti-Fascists to remain firm, heightening their courage in the face of death.


It is difficult for anyone who has not lived in Germany to realise the conditions. But living in the country does not mean a four or six weeks’ tour of inspection. The horrors and oppression described by some of these visitors is but a fraction of the whole. Only a few of the foreign journalists who still manage to keep up some of their old connections have any idea of what is going on. The official denials, which do not contain one grain of truth, unfortunately command more attention than authentic reports.


It has already been mentioned that the author noted down events as they occurred. The actual writing of the book took place in circumstances hardly less difficult. He was working on part of it at a quiet seaside resort. The other guests were very anxious to know what he was doing, and kept on asking the landlord why the young man never came down to the beach and what he was writing all the time. They were referred to the author, who produced a very thrilling love story with sufficient villains, blackmailers, innocent young girls, and exotic vamps, to satisfy the most exacting demands. It was not the first time that this manuscript had done duty. One has to be equipped for every possible situation in illegal work, even to the extent of putting oneself into the appropriate mental state by means of auto-suggestion. It was on this that the success of smuggling the book out of Germany depended.


The author was to all appearance crossing the frontier to go for a few days’ ski-ing. But though he was wearing full ski costume, with a rucksack on his back, and carrying a small case with just one change of clothes, the customs examination was very strict. The official asked where he was going, made him open his case, felt all the pockets of the only jacket and inside the two pairs of socks, and even squeezed the tie to feel if there were any papers hidden in the lining. Having passed everything, he asked him what he had in the rucksack.


“Oh, nothing much.” The author was quite obviously embarrassed as he slipped the haversack off his shoulders. Then, in a burst of confidence: “Well, you know what women are, don’t you? I told my wife I was only going away for three days, but she would go and bake me two whopping big cakes. It’ll take me a week to eat one. Just look at the size of them.”


The official took a quick glance at the two golden brown cakes and smiled understandingly.


“That’s all right. Why, my wife’s just the same,” he said, and started telling him all about his own wife.


The manuscript had been baked in the cakes. The trick is a very old one and has often been used. In the ordinary way the official would have broken the cakes in half to see whether there was anything in them. But the talk about wives, and the author’s obvious embarrassment, had seemed so genuine that the man had been deceived. The author had rehearsed the scene at least twenty times. His fate, had he been discovered, does not bear thinking of.




 





BETTY RENSEN.



















Our Street




















Saturday, January 21st, 1933.





SATURDAY, January 21st, 1933. I walk through the Wallstrasse in the evening with my comrades Richard Hüttig and Franz Zander. We stop at the corner of the Berlinerstrasse. Glaring arc-lamps above us. An unceasing stream of cars and trams. “There comes another batch,” says Richard, nudging me. Three dusty open lorries come from the left. They rumble slowly through the circle of light cast by the lamps. Brown uniforms stand packed together in the lorry. The rays of light from the lamps show up a few boyish faces for the space of a second. They glance at us with curiosity, astonishment at the big town written on their faces. Richard reads the registration number of the last lorry.


“All of them from the country, called up to the last man,” he says.


Franz Zander nods. “They’re all farm workers.”


He leans against the lamp-post.


“I once worked for farmers. It used to be the Stahlhelm1 that got the jobs; now it’s the S.A.2 Otherwise there’s no work.”


An open car drives past; six brown uniforms sit on the collapsible seats.


“S.A. patrol cars!” says Richard.


The Nazi3 headquarters, the Hohenzollern banqueting-rooms, are only a few streets further on. More of their cars patrol the streets at regular intervals. The police never examine them for weapons.


“Let’s go,” says Franz curtly, and turns on his heel.


The Wallstrasse, with its crowded rows of houses, dimly lit by a few gas-lamps, lies before us like a long grey defile. Three Schupos4 stand in a doorway. They have buckled their chin-straps under the chin. The barrels of their rifles show up above their shoulders.


“They’ve been reinforced!”


People are standing in front of all the doors. They talk in whispers, as if they feared to wake someone. We nod to them. Richard raises two fingers to his cap, as if he were pacing down the lines of his Buildings Defence Groups. The street makes a sharp bend in the centre. There is a wide gap in the row of houses here. A building site, with rubbish-heaps and a dingy grey fence. Our political slogans, pasted over with the tattered posters of a wandering circus. Close by, the Charlottenburg Power Works, a large modern red-brick building. Low wooden houses stretch away to the left of the works. Lights still burn in all the windows. Temporary billets, run up in the years of the greatest housing scarcity, they have now become permanent dwellings. Nearly all the tenants are unemployed.


Suddenly Richard stops. He looks up at the solitary detached gable on the left that towers above the billets. It is quiet here, ominously quiet. Only the dull hum of the machines that run day and night comes from the huge windows of the Power Works.


“Our party slogans,” says Richard.


High up on the gable in large painted letters:



ANTI-FASCISTS! VOTE FOR LIST THREE! COMMUNIST PARTY! RED FRONT!



Richard and Ede! Ede, the best climber in our district, lowered at night by a rope from the roof on to a swaying plank to paint our election slogans. The police don’t dare to get up there even during the day, although the words burn their eyes like pepper. The illuminated row of windows in the gable seems to hang suspended in the night.


A gas explosion some years ago demolished the front of the house near the gable. Only the hall door was left, a miserable survival. The crumbling walls of the back yard now face the street. We see a few sticks of furniture behind the windows, the lines on which the washing is drying.


Werner’s beer-house, near the gable, is our meeting-place. We cross the road. Our sentries stand outside.


“Red Front!”


“Red Front!”


There are small round holes in the window-panes. Revolver shots from the S.A. Stormtroop 33. Round brass plates are fixed in the upper half of the pane. The insurance company has had the window repaired several times already.


“Anything special?”


“No, Comrade Hüttig, only the police cars….” The sentry stops speaking, nodding his head towards the bend in the street. For a second, headlights blind us. Slowly the car drives past.


Glistening helmets. Rifles.


“They’ve been here twice already. Searching for arms … here … in our place!” says the sentry mockingly.


Richard opens the door. A clamour of voices strikes us. The fat, white-bearded landlord nods to us from the bar. His red-faced wife is washing the glasses. Clouds of smoke float towards the ceiling. A feeling of suspense; my nerves react immediately. An excited group stands round the large centre table.


“… To-morrow is the Nazi’s dress rehearsal. Will the Social Democrats5 ….?”


“I have spoken to a good many; they will be on the streets with us to-morrow,” says Franz quietly.


“Since the 20th of July a lot realise …”


“From realising to fighting …” replies the other dubiously.


“Ready-made” draws a paper from his pocket. He is an assistant at Brennickmayer’s Ready-to-Wear Tailoring Establishment, and has to dress like a “gentleman.” He reads from the paper:


“… It is to be hoped that the Chief Commissioner of Police will even at this late hour realise the seriousness of the situation.”


“As if the police would side with us.”


“Even my Social-Democrat pals laughed at that. They are going to meet me to-morrow!”


I glance over his shoulder at the paper. A photo of the Karl Liebknecht6 House, and above it in large letters:



S.A. PARADE TO THE BÜLOWPLATZ!7



As if that were no provocation!


Behind us the door flies open. We turn round. A young comrade leans his bicycle against the shop-window and enters.


“For Comrade Franz,” he says.


The latter nods. “Correct.”


*


The youth searches in his pocket and hands over a folded slip of paper. The door immediately shuts noisily behind him. Conversation is silenced. All eyes watch the white slip of paper.


Franz nods to me and Richard. He passes in front of us, swaying his broad shoulders. “Strong Jim,” we had once nicknamed him.


We go into the next room. Franz hands us the slip of paper.


“Instructions for to-morrow. You know already what to do with your Buildings Defence Groups, Richard.”


“Yes, I must go now.” Richard shakes hands firmly.


Franz calls in the comrades, one at a time. A circle of serious faces. He looks at them all in turn, as if he wanted once again to put each one to the test. He speaks with cool emphasis.


“I don’t need to say much, comrades. We can’t surrender Berlin to the Fascists without a fight. I shall inform the leaders later of the meeting-point for to-morrow. We shall start from various streets in scattered groups. See that they are all punctual and that no one fails. Sleep in your clothes to-night, three or five together. The workers expect our protection. Is that clear?”


A silent nod all round. The room empties.


We are the last to leave—Franz, Rothacker, “Ready-made,” and myself. Our steps echo in the empty street.


The buildings warned; defence posts on the alert. If there is fighting to-morrow, the works must close down on Monday. Although the best have long since had the sack. Franz, Rothacker, and so many others.


We arrive at Rothacker’s house. He goes upstairs. From the town hall clock come the hour strokes, and die away between the walls. The police car still patrols. Its headlights flood the street for a few seconds and disappear. A car hoots drowsily; now and then lorries rattle past. The Brown Shirts8 are still rolling into the city!


Rothacker has returned. He is standing near Franz. The little clerk seems even smaller in the twilight, and his nickel glasses to have grown larger. We listen to him talking quietly and haltingly.


“Franz, if anything should happen to me to-morrow, I’m not frightened….”


He breathes deeply.


“… You’ll see to Edith and the boy, won’t you?”


“Don’t get upset, Erich. It won’t be so bad.”


Franz says that, but he doesn’t believe it himself.


“… Well, in any case, you can rest assured!”


Rothacker grips his hand.




Notes


1. Stahlhelm: reactionary ex-servicemen’s organisation.


2. S.A. (Sturmabteilung—storming detachment): Para-military organisation of the National-Socialist Party which paved the way for the Hitler Government by means of terror.


3. Nazi: Abbreviation for National-Socialist.


4. Schupo: Abbreviation for Schutzpolizei. Expression equivalent to Bobby.


5. Social-Democrat: Term applied to Socialists organised in the German Sozialdemokratische Partei affiliated to the Second International.


6. Karl Liebknecht: Son of Wilhelm Liebknecht, pre-war Social-Democratic member of the Reichstag. Karl Liebknecht was the leader of Left Wing of the German Social-Democratic Party before the war. Voted against the war credits when the war broke out. During the war he rallied the revolutionary opposition and founded the Spartakusbund (Spartacus League), the forerunner of the German Communist Party. Organised a huge anti-war demonstration in the centre of Berlin in 1916 and openly spoke against the war at the meeting. He was arrested as a result and sentenced to a term of penal servitude, even though a member of the Reichstag, and only released when the Revolution broke out in 1918. Under his leadership the Spartacus League attempted to retain and expand the revolutionary achievements. The Ebert-Scheidemann Government (Soc.-Dem.) suppressed the Spartacus rebellion with the aid of reactionary troops in January 1919. Karl Liebknecht was arrested and later murdered, on January 15th, 1919, by reactionary officers.


7. Bülowplatz: A square in the centre of Berlin. The Karl Liebknecht House, the offices of the Central Committee of the German Communist Party, are in the Bülowplatz. The Karl Liebknecht House was renamed the Horst Wessel House after Hitler seized power.


8. Braunhemd: Brown shirt. The brown shirt is part of the S.A. uniform. The Fascist leaders use the word as a title of honour for their terrorist groups.



















We walk slowly through the streets.





We walk slowly through the streets. Käthe, my girl, hangs on my arm. She is wearing her new navy blue dress. Franz, her brother, goes on in front of us. He has Hilde on his arm. Nearly all of us are wearing our Sunday clothes.


Berlin has become an armed camp overnight. Police patrols, six and eight strong, pass us, rifles over their shoulders, chin-straps of the shakos buckled under their chins. Double sentries stand in front of every third house.


“Fifteen thousand police have been called up,” says Rothacker in a low voice.


We come to Moabit. The kleine Tiergarten is the assembling-point of the S.A. The square is surrounded by a double cordon of Schupos; behind them stand S.A. Groups. From the neighbouring streets come troops of Brown Shirts, flanked by police. Mounted police occupy the park entrance. Police lorries drive past us with the side-flaps down, ready for jumping down into the crowd. The pavements are black with people. We mingle with the stream of passers-by, and are slowly pushed forward. We mustn’t lose contact! But there are the others. Franz, Ernst, Paul, and “Fuzzy.”


A volley of voices from across the square: “Down with the Brown Shirt murderers! Down! Down! Down!”


The mounted police pull their horses round; the police charge the crowd on the pavement. The faces under the shakos stand out hard and set; the rifles are reversed.


“Move on! Break up! Break up!”


Sounds of blows and cries of “Shame! Shame!”


I glance at Käthe. Her face is small and pale in her fur collar. The police break into the crowd. Two Schupos on our left rush a young worker to a waiting lorry. He runs bent double; they have twisted his arms behind his back. And they are still hitting him!


“The dirty dogs! Let’s stop them!” snorts Rothacker.


I grab his arm. “Stay here! That’s what they’re waiting for!”


From the other side of the street a song is heard. The “Internationale.”9 The song wavers, ends in wild cries. The Brown Shirt column begins its march. A double cordon of police runs along with it. I am struck by the S.A. flank guards, without exception well-built fellows. Their trouser pockets bulge, with well-defined edges. Revolvers!


They sing:






“Die rote Front, schlagt sie zu Brei,


S.A. marschiert, Achtung die Strasse frei!”10








Cries drown the song. “Red Front! Down with the Brown Shirts!”


A signal whistle. The police cordon again rushes at us. Now they’re hitting with their rifle-butts. We are pressed against the wall of a house; many escape into the doorways. There, on the right! In the confusion a working woman runs through the police cordon. She stands a moment in front of the brown column, throws her arms in the air, and shrieks:


“A procession of cowards! Send the police home! You heroes!”


A Schupo drags her away.


Slowly the procession approaches the centre of the town, the people on the pavements continually increasing in number. From the windows they cry: “Murderers! Murderers!” A flower-pot flies through the air, right into the brown procession. Three Schupos rush into the house and others turn the barrels of their rifles on the windows.


“Close the windows! Close the windows!” Shrill whistling from the house, but most of the windows close with a snap. Suddenly our procession on the pavement comes to a stop. Advances a few times, like a car with a throttled motor, and then finally stops. In front they are waving their hands. Back! Back! I climb on to a low railing. Fifty yards in front of us the street is filled from one side to the other with black shakos, through which the brown procession pushes. Finished! Cut off! The crowd on the pavement wavers. The police clear the streets! Rothacker waves his arms excitedly about, his cheeks flushing.


“What now? What now?”


“First get back, and then ahead through the side-streets. We must get to the Bülowplatz. Pass the word on!”


Rothacker works his way forwards to Franz and his group.


“Round by the side-streets!” is whispered from mouth to mouth.


The police have halted opposite us. They point their rifles at the pavement. Behind them the Brown Shirts draw away.


“Käthe!”


She looks at me. Small light-sparks burn in her eyes. “If they stop us, we want to get to the Underground. Are you afraid?”


Käthe shakes her head. We come to a street-crossing. The police are holding up the demonstration and letting the traffic through. We run across the road, turn into a small side-street in scattered groups. Where are Franz, Rothacker, the others? Damn, the traffic has been signalled on: they have arrived at the crossing too late. We must carry on! The street is strangely quiet here. People lean out of the windows. Groups stand in front of the house doors, talking in whispers. Feeble singing comes from the side-street on the right, further on. Suddenly a Schupo column comes running round the corner, shouting: “Shut the windows! Shut the front doors!”


The people have disappeared. Windows rattle down, doors slam to. The hasty catching of their locks is heard.


“Keep calm! Carry on!” I whisper to Käthe.


She squeezes my hand. The walls of the houses re-echo the tramping of the heavy boots. Suddenly a rubber baton is thrust in our faces.


“Get back! Go on, and quick!”


I answer quite calmly:


“We want to get to the Underground!”


The Schupo looks at us wildly. His face is red and perspiring. Käthe’s forced nonchalance just turns the scales.


“To the right—but quickly—to the trams. The Underground is closed!”


Then he runs on. The trams! Why hadn’t I thought of that? By tram to the demonstration point. The tram is packed. The conductor stands wedged in the middle of the car, and, like the others, peers through the panes. The men on the platform shout directions.


“There’s still room in front! Squeeze up a bit!”


“Get out now!” someone cries.


The conductor rings the bell twice. The car is empty in a second. We walk slowly up the street. Hundreds with us. Surprisingly few shakos are to be seen here. “Ernst Mach-now: Bicycles” I read over a shop on the other side of the street. The name sticks in my head. The street seems quite deserted. Not a soul at the windows. The shutters are let down in front of the shop windows. A chorus of voices: “Down with Fascism!” And then three times: “Up with the Red Front!” I shout and shout. Käthe drags at my arm.


“There! There!”


I hear the shop window-panes near us rattle behind the sliding shutters. From the end of the street a grey monster comes rumbling towards us. An armoured car! I look at the faces around me. They hold no new expression; quiet indifference. A man with a bristly moustache is standing in the gutter and laughing. His hands are in his trouser pockets. The others around him begin to laugh also. Shrill signal whistles pierce the air; the tank drives past. In the tower, the barrel of the machine gun moves from side to side!


Pale strips of faces show behind the loopholes.


Those in front suddenly start running. A police charge? Where? No! They are forming up on the road. We run. In a second the crowd lines up four rows deep, swells, fills the whole street. We sing the “Internationale!” The narrow street reverberates. Next to Käthe marches a man with a grey beard, his mouth wide open, his body jerking to the beat of the song. On the lapel of his coat something gleams bright and metallic. Three arrows!11 Our glances meet. We still sing. The old comrade nods his head back and forwards. Then I see! More arrows gleam in the row! My pulse quickens; I glow with enthusiasm. I nudge Käthe. She understands, smiles.


How long have we been marching along—minutes? It seems to have been half an hour already. In front they turn into the Gormanstrasse. Wrong! A blind alley. Screams and whipcracks from the head of the procession. They are shooting too! We are pushed back. Everybody rushes into the doorways. Back, back at all costs. Käthe hangs heavily on my arm, her mouth twitching nervously. I shake her.


“Käthe! Käthe! No panic!”


We force ourselves to walk composedly to a doorway. The cordon of Schupos is only five yards away. The pistol barrels are levelled at the crowd. The shots crack out ceaselessly. The dull gleam of the metal, the small blue puffs of smoke, are within grasping reach. At our side, a man in a blue jacket suddenly throws up his arms. He turns slowly on his heels, then falls flat on the asphalt. We reach a front door, and are pushed in. Käthe rushes to the stairs.


“Stay here!”


If they come after us, we are properly bottled in upstairs. We wait, and wait. From behind the front door pane we see the police running past. Next to us a woman stands with a little girl hanging on to her hand. She tries to shut out the sounds with her other hand, her face working.


“Oh, God! Oh, God! What will happen—will happen?” she keeps on repeating.


The shots sound further away. I step out. The street is empty. We leave.


An army of Schupos, with armoured cars with nests of machine guns on the roofs, hold the streets around the Bülowplatz clear for the Brown Shirts’ demonstration.




Notes


9. “Internationale”: Revolutionary marching song of the international workers.


10.          Smash the Reds up,


         Clear the streets for the marching S.A.


Provocative song of the National-Socialist terrorist groups


11. Three arrows: Socialist badge.



















The next evening.





The next evening. We are sitting in the parlour at Franz Zander’s. Hilde is talking.


“My mother says Felix was running around the whole day. In the afternoon he came home and lay down on the sofa. Then an S.A. man came to fetch him with orders that he was to report at the Stormtroop12 centre at once. New instructions had come in and the group leader was waiting. They fancy themselves since yesterday, I can tell you.”


Franz plays with the tassels of the tablecloth. Hilde has told us all about her family, including her brother Felix. “Lamp-post,” Stormtroop No. 33 calls him, because he is so tall. He is troop leader. The Trettins have a doorkeeper’s job quite near us, in the Berlinerstrasse. Hilde’s father has been unemployed for years. He is an unskilled worker, and has never bothered about politics. “You’ve got to earn your grub, that’s all,” is his maxim. The doorkeeper’s job does not even guarantee him that. He rides out on his bicycle twice a week, to poach rabbits and fish. Mrs. Trettin looks after the job and Inge, their five-year-old daughter. Hilde is a typist—the only one in the family who earns any money. For Felix, the locksmith, is also out of work. He entered the S.A. just a year ago. “Because I don’t always want to spend my life on the dole, and to be treated like dirt!” he once explained to Hilde. “And I’ve had just about enough of being put up with here at home. I can sleep at our billets and there’s always some grub going. I usen’t to count for anything before, but in uniform I am somebody, whatever comes of it.”


It’s all the same to old Trettin “what that scamp does.” But he always growls at him, because “the bloody lot of uniforms can’t do anything else but trample all over me ’ouse.” Hilde has been with us for six months. Käthe had got to know her at a commercial night-school. Hilde is very attached to Franz. They have become comrades, but Felix knows nothing about all that.


Mother Zander comes in from the kitchen with a pot of coffee. She even places a dish of cakes on the table. She moves her chair under the gas-lamp, starts knitting. I would very much like to say something pleasant to her, but nothing occurs to me. She has warm brown eyes, deep folds round the mouth, on her forehead. They are the imprints of life’s ups and downs, hard and true. Käthe had told me what Mother Zander had said when Franz got the sack because he had organised a strike in the factory. She had been quiet for a second; after a moment’s thought she had commented: “We’ll manage. Father would have done the same.”


Father was a Social-Democrat. Had fallen in France.


“It’s a job, sometimes, to keep quiet,” Hilde continues. “Only this evening Felix was bragging. ‘Yesterday we showed Berlin something! Our movement marches on; they can’t stop it now. We saw yesterday that the Communists are down and out! They jeered from the side-streets, that was all.’”


Franz stirs his cup. His fair eyebrows are contracted.


Then Hilde continues: “They must have thought that we …”


Franz glances at her sharply. We say nothing. Nobody seems able to talk; the depressed atmosphere remains until the end.




Notes


12. Stormtroop: S.A. division.



















Three days have passed…





Three days have passed since the Brown Shirt demonstration.


To-day it is we who are marching. We are marching to the Bülowplatz. It is icy cold. The windows of the houses, of the trams, are frosted over. Our breath comes white from our mouths. The sudden bitter frost bores its way into the thin worn-out clothes. Faces, hands, are numbed.


The procession turns a corner. I glance back. Endless rows of four, and above them the red banners, as far as the eye can see.


“The district has never turned out so well before!” says Rothacker. His nose is a bluish-red; his coat-collar is turned up; he appears slighter and shorter than ever. In front they start singing.




“Im Januar um Mitternacht, ein Spartakist stand auf der Wacht….”13





The song is taken up along the procession, leaps past us. Left—left, tramp the feet.


The faces are serious and hard. Look, this is how we march! Without tanks. Without machine guns. We are Berlin, working Berlin.


In the row in front of me, Heinz Preuss, a young comrade, carries our flag. He has no overcoat; his shoes are burst on one side, his lips one thin blue stripe. Heinz has been unemployed for years. Next to him marches Paul Teichert, a turner at Siemens’. He has his mess-tin with him; the blue coffee-can sticks out under his arm. On our left a police lorry drives slowly. They are wearing heavy coats, but sit crouched together like hens. Others run alongside the procession at short intervals. They have protectors over their ears. We are singing:




“… und donnernd dröhnt die Art’llerie, Spartakus hat nur Infantrie….”14





A Schupo suddenly comes running along the length of the procession. He has a notebook in his hand. He halts, turns the pages, raises his head. “Stop! Verboten!” he yells. The song breaks off, but they are still singing in front.


“Stay at home! We don’t need you!” someone from behind us cries across to the police lorry.


“On Sunday the S.A. sang about smashing us up. You didn’t stop them!” another calls.


“New song! New song!”


I see the officer on the lorry giving an order. The Schupos jump down.


“Ow! Ow!”




“… wir kreisen wachsam über’m Sowjetstaate, die erste rote Luftarmee der Welt….”15





The Schupo with the notebook is again here. We are in the middle of the town already. On the pavement stand dense rows of people; they wave and raise their fists in the Communist salute: “Red Front! Red Front!”


People stand in the shop doors. Faces peer through the half-melted frost on the windows.




“… und höher, und höher, und höher, wir steigen trotz Hass und Hohn….”16





The Schupo must at last have recognised the song by the refrain and found it in his book.


“Stop! Verboten! Verboten!” His voice ends in a screech.


We obey. But in front the song is not cut short. They could not have heard the order. A file of police run past us, their rubber truncheons ready in their hands. A shrill whistle.






“… ein jeder Propeller singt surrend …”17








The song in front is hastily stopped short. Confusion and shrieks:


“Shame! Shame!”


They are using their truncheons on the procession! Yet from the very front the thin tones still come:






“… wir schützen die Sowjetunion!”18








A little further on we see five arrested men sitting on the lorry. As we near our goal, we pass masses of people packed on the pavements. All wave and call out: “Up the Red Front!” to us. Three days ago, rage and disgust. To-day, open solidarity!




“Die S.A. hat gold’ne Tressen—und das Volk hat nichts zu fressen!”19





A clear voice rings out above the noise of the procession, then counts: “Two! Three!” Caught up by the many voices, the sentences re-echo from the walls of the houses Suddenly the marching steps cease, the ranks waver.


“They are arresting him!”


“Who?”


“Don’t know!”


“Fuzzy! Fuzzy!”


The procession moves on. Two Schupos hurry past us, Fuzzy, so called because of his thick shock of hair, between them. I see them pushing him on to the lorry along with the others already arrested.


Endless streets. We sing the “Internationale,” “Bruder zur Sonne, zur Freiheit”20—ten, twenty times over. They are the only songs which are not accompanied by the cry: “Verboten!”


“Halt! Halt! Stand still!”


“What’s the matter?”


“Another district is turning in ahead of us. The street is full!”


We wait, and wait. An icy wind comes from the Spree, and sends cold shivers down my back. I see Preuss’s teeth chattering. He is still holding the flag. He won’t give it up. In front, on our right, the other procession pushes its way round the corner. We stamp our feet, beat our arms about. I rub Käthe’s hands. Her face is small and frozen. Our procession turns into the Kaiser Wilhelmstrasse. We are quite near the Bülowplatz. Two processions stand side by side in the wide street. Eight abreast. They wait. We on the left move slowly forward.


“What are you standing still for?”


“Don’t talk too soon, you’ll be standing before long too,” laughs someone from the other side. “All the streets are full. They’ve been marching past the Karl Liebknecht House for hours, my lad!”


Another ten yards. We stand still. Twelve abreast now. The whole width of the street is a densely packed mass of heads. All are singing. The sky is already reflecting the glare from the lights of the town. From the houses, the shops, women come running with steaming saucepans and cups in their hands.


“There, drink; you must be frozen!”


Hands pass slices of bread across.


“For the unemployed! They’ll be hungry!”


In front of me, Preuss is munching bread and warming his hands on the cup.


“A change from last Sunday, when the Brown Shirts were here!” says Käthe.


Where are the police? Nowhere to be seen. The procession moves on. There! The Bülowplatz—the Party House!


Red banners are drawn across the full length of the house-fronts. Our fists fly up in salute; the song is silenced. On the platform stands Thälmann!21 A few others near him.


Behind me someone whispers: “The central committee.”


Thälmann’s fist, his face under the peaked cap, is left behind. “He’s been standing there for hours in the icy cold,” says Rothacker. His eyes shine behind the nickel glasses. Gone!


Clap, clap, go our boots. We march away without speaking.




Notes


13 and 14. Text from the songs sung by Spartacus fighters in January 1919:




         In January at midnight, a Spartacist stood at his post….


… and the artillery booms thunderingly, Spartacus has but infantry…





15–18. Text from the Russian pilots’ songs, very popular among the German workers.


… we circle watchful over the Soviet State, the first Red Air Army in the world….


16. “… and higher, and higher, and higher, we rise despite hate and scorn….”


17. “… and every propeller sings songfully …”


18. “… we’re guarding the Soviet union …”


19. Revolutionary workers’ slogan opposed to the S.A.: “The S.A. have golden braid, and the people empty bellies.”


20. Popular workers’ song: “Brother to the Sun, to Liberty.”


21. Thälmann: Leader of the German Communist Party. Arrested in Berlin in March 1933 by the National-Socialists. Still in prison to-day, without ever having being tried or any verdict having been passed. The trial has often been announced by the Goebbels Propaganda Ministry, but has never taken place.






















Two days later I am walking aimlessly…





Two days later I am walking aimlessly down the Wallstrasse. It is early forenoon. Suddenly someone touches me on the shoulder from behind.


“Hello, Ede.”


Ede turns his head round so that his right eye can see me. In place of the left one he has a glistening fleshy cavity. A red scar, the breadth of two fingers, runs from it to his ear. The lobe of that ear is a small lump of flesh rolled together. A wad of cotton wool is stuck in the middle. On his left arm he wears the yellow ribbon with the three black spots of the blind.


“Catchin’ flies, eh? Time to spare?”


“Yes. Why?”


“I’m goin’ to the Relief Centre. No tin as per usual. Goin’ to ’ave a go at the director. Got the ’ole bunch o’ tricks wiv me!”


“O.K. I’ll come along.”


Ede talks all the time. He has had a row with the landlord over the rent. He was two months in arrears. Stomachs come first! Had I seen Franz to-day? He must settle up his collecting list. Erich Hoffman—“Three-spotted Ede,” as we call him—had taken part in a raiding-party during the war. His eye, and half an ear, had been torn away by a hand-grenade. He has the Iron Cross, First Class, and the golden badge for the wounded. I was sure he had “the bag o’ tricks”—his war medals—with him from the moment I saw the blind man’s ribbon. He wears it only when he has to go to the authorities—or when he is “working” with us. Ede’s speciality is painting our slogans on the dock walls and house gables while standing on a board swaying at the end of a rope. But he can also leave marks from his fists—when the Nazis attack us. He can see all right with his one eye. Ede has appeared before the courts dozens of times. When the Nazi witnesses had to identify him, they would become doubtful, and that saved him. The man with the ribbon of the war-blinded and the one eye had not been present! Before the judge lay his military papers, all in order. This difficulty at recognising Ede is not surprising. He always wears his glass eye unless there is trouble ahead, when it wanders into his pocket and out comes the blind ribbon.


I sit in the waiting-room of the Relief Centre. Ede has just been called in to the director. The benches ranged against the dirty grey walls are closely packed, and the rest of the room is crowded. All have patched clothes and haggard faces. On my right two women are talking.


“Meat? I’ve never bin able ter cook meat with my greens!”


“But then you’ve only got to steam the cabbage, and not boil it, or all the goodness gets lost.”


“Steamin’? That’s just as dear. That only uses up more fat.”


The air is thick, dry waves of heat that burn the throat come from the stove in the corner. But they all press towards it, for they need warmth. A small pale woman sits on my left. She is rocking a baby on her arm. It cries softly and hiccups.


“Buh—buh—buh——” she quietens it.


“‘They’ll still do. We can’t give you any new ones. At the most, we can ’ave ’em mended,’ ’e sez ter me a week ago!”


A man with thinning grey hair shows his boots to his neighbour. The leather has split across the instep and along the sides; the grey socks can be seen.


“But I’ll bloody well ’ang on to ’em! They finks ’as ’ow they can bloody well do what they pleases wiv the likes of us, do they?” he continues.


His neighbour, a young fellow, laughs contemptuously.


“Adolf’ll give yer a new pair. ’E’s talkin’ bizniss already with the Dusseldorf banks, at Schröder’s22 ’ouse! Don’t yer fink it’ll be abaht yer boots an’ orl?” he asks with biting scorn.


“The b——!” says another. “Goebbels used ter write aginst ’em in the Angriff!23 The fine people as lays ’emselves in the beds we make, and Papen,24 the arf dotty b——!”


The door of the office flies open. I can hear Ede’s voice:


“Expec’ me ter go ’ungry, eh? But you could let me leave me ’ealth in the trenches. I tells yer once more: at your expense I’m goin’ ter eat right now. At Aschinger’s.25 At your bloody hexpense!”


“I warn you!” comes an angry voice from the other room.


Ede closes the door with a bang, and comes across to us.


“Which of yer blokes is ’ungry?”


Silence! They stare at him, puzzled.


“What d’yer mean ’ungry? We’ve all got the gripes from ’aving empty stomiks,” says the young fellow.


“Come on! Five of yer. A good feed. I’m payin’,” says Ede.


No one moves.


But a few minutes later we are on our way. Five of us. The young fellow, a stranger to me, and two other comrades, whom I had not noticed in the room.


“Pick what yer wants!” urges Ede, as we sit in Aschinger’s restaurant. “What yer fancies. Pr’tend it’s Sunday to-day.”


I order a cutlet. But the two are suddenly quite shy. For them, Ede tells the waiter: “Knuckle o’ ’am with sauerkraut. But big ’uns!”


We eat. Ede does the talking. We nod, and smile nervously. I don’t feel too pleased with the affair.


“Now a good ’arf-pint an’ a cigar, eh?” asks Ede as we finish. We shrug our shoulders. But Ede gives the order. He himself has eaten two portions. We had quietly, but firmly, declined a second helping. The mugs are empty, the cigars smoked to the end.


“Now vamoose. I’ll stay on,” explains Ede.


We don’t wait to be told twice. The waiter looks after us. I can feel his glance in the back of my neck. Outside, I look back through a corner of the window. Ede beckons to the waiter, who gasps and rushes off to fetch the manager. The latter waves his arms; his broad face reddens. Heads are turned from all the tables. Why should I … as well? I walk to the next corner and wait. Soon after, two Schupos run across the street. They come out of the restaurant a few seconds later with Ede between them. They are taking him to the police station in the next street. I follow them at a distance, wait at the corner. Twenty minutes pass, half an hour. I shiver. There’s Ede now, coming out of the building. Alone! He signals to me, grins. At the next corner I join him.


“Man alive!”


“What’s the trouble?” laughs Ede. “I jus’ laid the bag o’ tricks on the table before that there sergeant.’ ’Ave I got ter starve, me a soldier from the front line?’ I sez to ’im.”


“And at Aschinger’s?”


“The waiter chap’s only one of us,” says Ede. “I hexplained to that there manager; it ain’t ’is fault. ‘Ring up the Relief Centre; the director knows all abaht it.’”


“They’ll make you pay for that.”


Ede nudges me. “What can they do? Eight, p’r’aps fourteen days. I can sit through that on ’arf my backside!”




Notes


22. Schröder: Leading German banker who had already been financing the Hitler movement before Hitler came to power.


23. Angriff: Berlin National-Socialist newspaper founded by Goebbels.


24. von Papen: Reichs Chancellor before Hitler. Very much disliked by the National-Socialists, yet arranged for Hitler to take over office after negotiations with the latter to this effect. Hitler promised him the Vice-Chancellorship for his pains, but he was later passed on to an unimportant post.


25. Aschinger: Popular restaurant with many branches.



















At noon on January 30th…





At noon on January 30th a rumour spreads to all the apartments in the Wallstrasse: Hitler is Reichs Chancellor. Hitler is—I must read that myself! The midday editions are snatched from the hands of the newspaper sellers at the corner. The headlines of the paper stare back at me from the houses, from the stairs, and now lie in front of me on the table:


ADOLF HITLER: REICHS CHANCELLOR!


I read the lines underneath, read them again. Franz! I must see Franz! A knock at the door. Franz! I let him in. He shakes hands; walks slowly along the corridor, as if seeking my room, as if it was the first time he had come here. Then he takes off his cap. His fair hair is damp with sweat, his lips a thin line. He looks old. It seems to me that years have passed since I last saw him.


“You go with Ernst Schwiebus and inform your groups of five,” he says. “The demonstration is at seven. The old gathering-place. See that everything goes quickly!”


His grey eyes gleam, and he speaks curtly, as though he were only repeating something that had been arranged long before. He has already finished with the newspaper report; by now he is thinking one step ahead.


“See to it—I must get on!”


I want to talk, want to tell him everything that surges up in me. But Franz is already at the door, nods to me, goes down the stairs in large strides.


Demonstrate—again?! As if we wanted to fill ourselves with demonstrating once more! What remains for our private lives? The day after to-morrow is February 1st. I wanted to move into the Zanders’ then. We wanted to get married, Käthe and I, but last week they took in Willi. He is on the run. Has fled from Central Germany. They are searching for him. He had smuggled pamphlets into a Reichswehr26 barracks. So everything remains as before. Five of us can’t live in two rooms.


Evening comes. We walk down our street in small groups. It is like an ants’ nest which someone has disturbed. People stand gossiping excitedly outside all the front doors. The meeting-ground is one swarming mass of people, which begins to line up into rows of four. There is a tense feeling. I can’t see a flag anywhere. Then I realise the reason: they would immediately be confiscated! The demonstration hasn’t even been notified. Foolish idea! How could it be? Where are the police? None to be seen.


There is our section.


“’Evening,” I say hastily.


Käthe gives me her hand. She is pleased.


“Is Willi here as well?”


She looks at me in astonishment.


“No. He has to be careful.”


“I’ll march with the Buildings Defence Groups,” I say quickly. I am annoyed. To think that I had asked that silly question about Willi!


“They’re in front. I’ll stay here,” replies Käthe.


Only a few seconds have passed. In front, the procession is already starting to move. I run. A red flag suddenly rises above the marchers, on the left—there—another one! Here come the police! In small groups they run alongside the procession, chin-straps under the chin. A police lorry drives up, closely packed with blue uniforms. How long the procession is! Rows of sturdy young fellows now come marching along—the Buildings Defence Groups, Richard Hüttig and Franz Zander at their head. They glance quickly at me as I walk up to them.


“They won’t allow any more of our demonstrations after this one!” I hear Franz say.


His voice sounds bitter.


Hüttig’s face works.


“Yes—then the Party will be suppressed!”






“… reinen Tisch macht mit dem Bedränger-


Heer der Sklaven wache auf …”27








We sing. It suddenly seems like a new song to us, as if we were singing it for the first time. It makes me glow; my heart beats faster.






“… Erkämpft das Menschenrecht…”28








The song ends. Only the tramp of our feet is heard. Few police, they hold back. They know that they haven’t got only demonstrators before them, but also an extremely excited crowd, determined and filled with hate. The narrow, badly lit streets, the dense rows of people on the pavements; they’ll think twice before …


Franz looks at Richard Hüttig.


“Some turn-out to-day! The side-streets are packed. They’re all here; many Social-Democrats as well.”


“If only it weren’t too late!”


A clear, strong voice suddenly calls out:


“Down with the Hitler Government! Down with Fascism!”


“Down! Down! Down!” cry thousands of voices.


On the police lorry the headlights, that have been keeping watch on the windows, are turned to the spot where the cry came from. Groups of Schupos hurry past. I see them ready to pounce on the procession over there. But they soon separate; some come to us at the head, others run to the back, where the procession, like a black serpent, is just turning the corner. Now cries are coming from all along the lines. The Schupos run up every time. But I have the feeling that they only want to intimidate us, that they are worried themselves. On other occasions they have always used force with less provocation. The lorry comes driving slowly past the procession. The headlights grope from row to row. They are taking care to safeguard themselves against surprises.


We pass a factory. The uniformed porter stands at the entrance-gate. The windows of the workshops are lit up.


“Franz!”


He looks at me.


“We must be at all the factories to-morrow morning. If they should carry on working …”


“You’re to come with me afterwards, but not too openly. It’s already arranged,” he says curtly.




Notes


26. Reichswehr: Official army of the German Reich.


27.            Clear accounts with the oppressor,


            Army of slaves awake.


27 and 28. Text from the “Internationale” (see 9).


28. Fight for human rights.
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