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 PROLOGUE





WHEN I STEPPED INTO the hospital room, Gerhard laughed. He said something. Weird, throaty words came out of his mouth. Then he laughed again. I can’t remember my grandfather ever being so pleased to see me. The doctor told me the stroke had damaged the language centre in Gerhard’s brain. All he could do now was express emotions. The rational side of him was blocked. I reflected that it had been precisely the other way around before.


Gerhard talked away at me. I pretended I understood. Eventually I told him that unfortunately I didn’t understand anything at all. Gerhard nodded sadly. Perhaps he’d hoped I might be able to free him from his speechlessness. Just as I’d sometimes helped him out of his emotional stiffness in the past. With a joke or a cheeky remark that shook his authority. I was the clown of the family, the one nobody suspected of evil intentions. I could overstep the mark with the hero of the family, the man no one else dared to contradict.


A clear spring light shone through the window of the hospital room. Gerhard’s face was slack and empty. We said nothing. I would have liked to have a conversation with him. I mean a real conversation. Usually conversations with Gerhard turned into monologues about his latest successes after ten minutes at the most. He talked about books he happened to be writing, about lectures he’d given, about newspaper articles people had written about him. A few times I tried to learn more about him. More than the stories everybody knew. But he didn’t want to. Perhaps he was scared of getting too close to himself. That he’d got used to being a monument.


It was too late now. This man, for whom language had always been the most important thing, has become speechless. I can’t ask him questions any more. No one can. He’s going to keep his secrets.


Gerhard was a hero even before he entered adulthood. At the age of seventeen he’d fought with the French Resistance, was tortured by the SS and freed by partisans. After the war he came back to Germany as a victor and built up the GDR, that state in which everything was to be better. He became an important journalist, a part of the new power. They needed people like him at the time. People who had done everything right in the war, people you could refer to if you wanted to explain why this anti-fascist state had to exist. They sent him to schools and universities. Again and again he talked about his fight against Hitler, about torture, about victory.


I grew up with those stories. I was proud to belong to this family, to this grandfather. I knew Gerhard had had a pistol at some point, and that he knew how to use explosives. When I visited my grandparents in Friedrichshagen, there was apple cake and fruit salad. Again and again I asked Gerhard to talk about the past. Gerhard talked about frightening Nazis and courageous partisans. Sometimes he jumped up and acted out a play with different parts. When Gerhard played a Nazi, he pulled his face into a grimace and spoke in a deep, gurgling voice. After the performance he would usually give me a bar of Milka chocolate. Even today I think of those monster Nazis every time I eat Milka chocolate.


In the presence of adults, Gerhard wasn’t as funny. He didn’t like anyone in the family to “go around politicking”, as he put it. In fact everybody who didn’t, like Gerhard, believe in the GDR, was politicking around the place in one way or another. The worst was Wolf, my father, who wasn’t even a member of the Party, but had married Gerhard’s favourite daughter Anne, my mother. There were lots of arguments, mostly about things I only really understood later on. About the state, about society, about the cause, whatever it happened to be. Our family was like a miniature GDR. It was here that the struggles took place, the ones that couldn’t be fought out anywhere else. Here ideology collided with life. That struggle raged for whole years. It was the reason my father went around the house shouting, why my mother secretly cried in the kitchen, why Gerhard became a stranger to me.


Gerhard and I sat together for a while on that spring day in that hospital room, which smelt of canteen food and disinfectant. It was slowly getting dark outside. Gerhard had caved in on himself. His body was there, but he seemed to be somewhere else. It may sound strange, but I had the feeling that the GDR only really came to an end at that moment. Eighteen years after the fall of the Wall the stern hero had disappeared. Before me there sat a helpless, lovable man. A grandfather. When I left we hugged, which I don’t think we’d ever done before. I walked down the long hospital corridor and felt at once sad and elated.





That day I wished for the first time that I could go back to the GDR. To understand what had actually happened there. To my grandfather, to my parents, to me. What had driven us apart? What was so important that it had turned us into strangers, even today?


The GDR has been dead for ages, but it’s still quite alive in my family. Like a ghost that can’t find peace. Eventually, when it was all over, nothing more was said about those old struggles. Perhaps we hoped things would sort themselves out, that the new age would heal the old wounds.


But it wouldn’t leave me be. I went to archives, I rummaged in cupboards and boxes, I found old photographs and letters, a long-forgotten diary, secret files. I asked my family questions, one after the other, for days, weeks. I asked questions that I’d normally never have dared go near. I was allowed to do that, because I was a genealogist now. And all of a sudden our little GDR was there again, as if it had been waiting to emerge again, to show off from every angle, correct a few things and perhaps lose some of the rage and grief that were still there.


On that journey into the past I became reacquainted with Gerhard, Anne and Wolf. And I discovered Werner, my other grandfather, whom I’d barely known until then. I think something was set in motion after that day with Gerhard in the hospital. A speechless man made us speak.
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The Shop





I’M THE BOURGEOIS IN OUR FAMILY. That’s chiefly because my parents were never bourgeois. When I was ten, my father walked round with his hair alternately dyed green or blue, and a leather jacket he’d painted himself. He barked when he saw little children or beautiful women in the street. My mother liked to wear a Soviet pilot’s cap and a coat that my father had sprayed with black ink. They both always looked as if they’d just stepped off the stage of some theatre or other, and were only paying a brief visit to real life. My mates thought my parents were great, and thought I was a lucky person. But I thought they were embarrassing, and just wished that one day they could be as normal as all the other parents I knew. Ideally like Sven’s parents. Sven was my best friend. His father was bald with a little pot belly, Sven was allowed to call him Papa and wash the car with him at the weekend. My father wasn’t called Papa, he was called Wolf. I was to call my mother Anne, even though her name was really Annette. Our car, a grey Trabant, was washed only rarely, because Wolf thought there was no point washing a grey car. And he’d painted black and yellow circles on the wings so that you could see us coming from a long way off. Some people thought the car belonged to a blind person.


Sven’s parents had a colour television, a three-piece suite and cupboards along the wall. In our house there were only bookshelves and a seating area that Wolf had cobbled together from some pieces of baroque bedroom furniture. It was quite hard on the bottom, because Wolf said you didn’t need to be comfortable if you had something to say. Once I drew a plan of our flat the way I’d have liked to have it. A flat with a three-piece suite, a colour television and cupboards along the wall. Wolf laughed at me when he saw it, because the policeman’s family that had lived there before had furnished it exactly as it was on my plan. He told me it was stupid and sometimes even dangerous always to do what everybody did, because it meant that you yourself didn’t have to live at all. I don’t know if I understood what he meant at the time.


At any rate, from the beginning I had no other choice but to become a sensible, orderly person. At the age of fourteen I ironed my shirts, at seventeen I wore a jacket and tried to speak proper German. It was the only way I had of rebelling against my parents. It’s their fault that I became a good, well-dressed revolutionary. At twenty-four I got my first job, at twenty-eight I was married, at thirty the first child came along. At thirty-two a flat of my own. I’m a man who had to grow up early.


When I stand on my balcony and bend over the railing, I can see the shop where I was born. The shop is only two houses away, on the right down on the corner. You might say that I haven’t moved much in my life. Thirty yards in thirty-eight years. I have no memory of the shop, we moved away when I was a year old. Wolf says they often put me in the street in my pram because the air in the shop was so damp. The shop was Wolf’s first flat of his own. 26 Lippehner Strasse, Prenzlauer Berg, Berlin. His studio was in the front, towards the courtyard at the back there was a dark connecting room and a little kitchen. The winter of 1969, when Wolf and Anne met, must have been quite a hard one. The snow was three feet high in the street, and the tooth mug was full of ice in the morning. The first time Anne came to visit, Wolf had heated the stove in the bedroom and put a coffee bean on the bedcovers, like in a hotel. Because the rest of the flat was cold, they ended up in bed pretty quickly. Two months later Anne was pregnant. She always says I was an accident. And the way she says it, it sounds more like Chernobyl than a happy chance. Maybe they wanted a bit more time on their own, just the two of them.
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Anne, Wolf and Maxim in Basdorf, Summer 1971








Today there’s an engineering office in the shop. Whenever I walk past, a grey-haired man is sitting motionlessly at his desk. You can just see his head and his feet, because the big shop window has a broad strip of frosted glass in the middle. Sometimes I think the man is a dummy. An engineer who stops at the waist. Perhaps that’s why I’ve never dared to ask if I could take a look at the shop.


The house next door used to be a butcher’s shop. The butcher lady used to slip my father packets of bacon pieces, because she knew he didn’t have money for things like that. An aristocratic lawyer from southern Germany who bought the house a few years ago sometimes plays saxophone in the empty room, still tiled as it was in the old days.


Diagonally opposite was a soap shop whose lady manager recorded exactly which women went in and out of Wolf’s house and sometimes confronted him about it. Today it’s a design office, run by an American with an asymmetrical fringe, who listens to nothing but opera.


In the photographs that Wolf took of the street in those days, you see grey, broken walls and kerbstones with no parked cars. Wolf’s scooter stands outside the shop. Everything looks empty, forlorn. Today the street is a dream in pastel colours. Gold leaf gleams from stucco facades, and it’s hard to find a parking space. The people who live in the flats are couples in their late thirties who feel more as if they’re in their late twenties. They are men with expensive sunglasses and women who wear tracksuit jackets with short skirts. They push buggies with sports tyres, buy their meat at the organic butcher’s and emanate that feeling of complete effortlessness that always implies a lot of effort. I live here, and to be quite honest I fit in pretty well.


That’s what Wolf thinks too. He sometimes laughs at me for needing so many things to be happy. Because I’m one of the others now. The Westerners. He can’t believe what’s happened to his son and his street. I wonder about that too. I don’t know how it happened, how the Easterner in me disappeared. How I became a Westerner. It must have been a creeping process, like with one of those highly infectious tropical diseases that spread undetected in your body for years, and eventually take control. The new age has changed my street, and me too. I didn’t need to move, the West came to me. It conquered me in my own home, in my familiar surroundings. It made it easy for me to start a new life. I have a wife from France and two children who don’t even know that there was ever a Wall in Berlin. I have a well-paid job on a newspaper, and my chief concern at the moment is whether we should have floorboards or a stone floor in our kitchen. I don’t need to take a position on anything, I don’t need to be committed, I don’t need a point of view. Politics can be a topic of conversation if you can’t think of anything else. Society isn’t the main subject of my life, I am. My happiness, my job, my projects, my dreams.


That sounds so normal, and perhaps it is. Nonetheless, I sometimes have a bad conscience and feel like a turncoat. Like someone who’s betrayed his past. As if I were still a bit guilty for my first life, as if it were forbidden to leave the things from those days alone. Now, that life in the GDR strikes me as strange and unreal. It’s as if I’m reporting from a distant time that has hardly anything to do with me. I feel like one of those old men who sit in a pink television studio telling Guido Knopp about the siege of Stalingrad. I’ve become an eyewitness, a man who experienced something a long time ago. Like my grandfather, like all the others who were someone else in their youth.


But in fact the East isn’t far away at all. It clings to me, it goes with me everywhere. It’s like a big family that you can’t shake off, that people are always asking you about, that’s forever calling you up. Even in my little family, the East is always there. I sense him when I visit Wolf, who’s now living a few streets away, in an attic that was once his studio. He moved there after he split up with Anne five years ago, when bourgeois coupledom became too constricting for him. Apart from his study area there’s a bed, a circular dining table, two chairs, a home-made shower and a toilet separated off by a curtain. Wolf says it’s enough for him. He’s opposed to all that luxury, consumerism, dependence on money and status. He wants to live modestly and be free, as he had been right at the start in his little shop. Anything else would actually have been difficult, because he didn’t earn that much money after the Wall came down, and only gets 600 euros’ pension a month. Financially speaking, he says, things in the GDR were much more straightforward than now because things like the flat and food were almost free, and only luxuries really cost any money. Again and again we urged him to prepare for his old age. But Wolf refused to worry about the future. “I hope I’ll be dead by the time I’m sixty, I don’t want to rot away in some old people’s home,” he said. Now he’s sixty-six and fit as a fiddle.
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Anne and Maxim, 1970








I don’t find it easy to be with Wolf in his attic, so I usually invite him to ours. Compared to his poverty, our affluence looks completely ridiculous. I have this constant nagging feeling that I should be justifying myself. I probably find it harder than he does, because Wolf is really content with very little. He has quite a young girlfriend now, and all the time in the world. He says he hasn’t felt so great in ages.


Wolf had lots of time in the GDR as well, or at least that’s how it always seemed to me. He made good money, and was able to work just for a few months a year. The rest of the time he made art. And took holidays. We had a little house with a big garden in Basdorf, in the north of Berlin. We spent our two-month summer holidays there, and usually our one-month winter holidays as well. My little brother Moritz, Wolf and Anne and me. We went on cycling, canoeing and skiing trips. Today the whole of my childhood seems like an endless holiday. Wolf was good at football, climbing trees, building huts and high-diving. So I wanted to be a bit like him. As free and strong as that.


Anne’s a lot calmer and more sensible than Wolf. She doesn’t take herself so seriously, either, probably a good start if you want to live with a man who thinks he’s the centre of the world. When I think back to my childhood, I see a woman in front of me, sitting in the corner with a book and a glass of tea, emanating such deep calm and contentment that you’d have to feel pretty important to risk dragging her from her absorption. Anne says she didn’t really know what to do with me at first. She was twenty-two when I was born, and in the photographs from those days she looks like a fragile princess who shouldn’t be exposed to too much reality. There’s a photograph of her holding me in her arms. Her pretty, pale face is turned slightly away from me, and her dark eyes gaze longingly into the distance. It was only when I started to read that she really started getting interested in me. I got the books that she’d been keen on when she was a child, and she was delighted if I was as keen on reading them as she had been.





When she first gets to know Wolf, Anne’s impressed by his rough, rebellious manner. He’s so entirely different from the men she’s met before. He’s cheeky, he’s an artist, he breaks the rules that she always respects. And he’s a handsome man with merry eyes and a goatee that gives him a slightly raffish appearance. The first time they go out together, they walk through the snowy park that starts at the end of my street. The paths are slippery, and Anne is wearing the wrong shoes, as always. Wolf takes her by the hand and leads her through the park, and somehow she knows she’s found a protector. Someone who won’t let go of her again.


They talk about politics, about the country they live in. Wolf tells her how terrible he finds this GDR, how uncomfortable he feels, how much he hates having these old men speaking on his behalf. Anne says she’s in the Party. Then Wolf stops, lets go of her hand and falls silent. “Everything couldn’t have been right all at once,” he said later. It’s the start of a long love and a long argument. With my parents, the two things always went together.


Anne talks about her father Gerhard, the Communist who fought the Nazis in France. She paints the picture of a tender hero who loves his Party and his daughter. Wolf talks about his father Werner, the little Nazi who became a little Stalinist. A man he doesn’t know much about, a man he fell out with. Wolf says he wished he could find a new father back then. He likes the tender hero Anne tells him about.


Before Wolf is invited to Anne’s parents for the first time, they ask Anne if the new boyfriend is in the Party as well. When Anne says he isn’t, her father’s face darkens, and her mother advises her not to take it too seriously each time she falls in love. Wolf says today that it was all quite clear already, before he even saw her parents. Anne says that’s overstating the case.


At any rate she’s got a birthday, and there’s a dinner at her parents’ place in Friedrichshagen. Anne barely slept the night before, because she’d been summoned for a Socialist auxiliary unit on the railway, along with some other students. A set of frozen points had to be cleared of snow. But in fact all they did was stand around, because there weren’t enough shovels. Anne thinks it’s stupid that she has to join units like that as a student. Gerhard is annoyed. He says: “If there’s a problem in Socialism, everyone has to help.” His voice is unusually harsh. Anne doesn’t understand why he reacts like that. They defend themselves, one word generates another. Wolf looks on in silence and wonders whether this is really the man Anne has said so many good things about. Eventually Gerhard says, looking at Anne, “When it comes to the crunch, you’re on the other side of the barricade.”


I heard that sentence often later on, mostly from Wolf, who quoted it time and again as proof that it was Gerhard’s fault if the family never really came together. When we were doing the French Revolution in school, my history book had a picture of a barricade in the streets of Paris. I imagined my parents on one side and my grandparents on the other. I didn’t know which side I was supposed to be on. I just wanted everyone to make sure we were a real family. Without a barricade.


Anne grabs her clothes, takes a fat blanket and moves into Wolf’s shop-apartment. For a while her mother tries to talk her out of her new love. She says Wolf is a wayward artist, not someone you can depend on. And he isn’t intelligent enough for her, either. It’s only when her parents discover that Anne’s pregnant that they give up the fight. The marriage takes place at Prenzlauer Berg register office. In the wedding photograph Anne wears a short floral dress, her belly swelling slightly beneath it. She has her hair up and looks like a girl. Wolf wears a dark suit and grins into the camera. Gerhard stands beside him wearing a serious expression.


The wedding is celebrated at Anne’s parents’ summer house. A French friend of the family grills marinated meat, there are roasted snails, baguettes, olives and claret. The guests speak French and English, they wear expensive suits and make jokes about the GDR. Wolf is impressed by the party. He’s never been to a barbecue before. He doesn’t know you can eat snails. He sees his first pepper mill, takes out the peppercorns and then doesn’t know what to do with them. The others laugh, he blushes. Anne introduces him to her parents’ friends, writers or journalists who lived in exile in France, America, Mexico or Shanghai during the Nazi era. Wolf listens to their stories about fighting, fleeing and suffering. They are people unlike any he’s ever met before. Heroes, survivors from the big wide world who have found their new home in the little GDR. Because they aren’t persecuted here, because they are safe here. Their stories are so different from those of his family. It’s all so strange. Wolf wonders if he can ever belong among these people, this family, this woman he’s just married. Gerhard raises a glass to him without looking at him. They drink to a happy marriage and a long life.

















2


Secrets





I ALWAYS THOUGHT IT WAS brilliant that Anne came from the West. It gave her something special, and it gave me something special too. As a child, I sometimes cleared out her handbag and looked at all its contents. On her ID card it said: born on 25.2.1947 in Düsseldorf. Anne explained that the city was in the Rhineland and quite rich. I knew Aunt Hannah and Uncle Paul lived in Düsseldorf. They drove a white Ford estate car, and once gave us a Carrera Bahn, a Scalextric set, which I still think was great of them. I never understood how Anne could have been so silly as to move to the East. I knew there were people who went to the West. But I’d never heard of anyone doing it the other way around. Anne said I should be glad because I wouldn’t even have existed if she’d stayed in Düsseldorf. That sounded logical enough.


While she’s still living in Düsseldorf, Anne sometimes stands at the window with her great-grandmother Bertha, watching the people in the street. Bertha divides the passers-by into orderly and disorderly. You can tell the disorderly ones because they swing their arms when they walk.


Anne’s family live in a huge, grand apartment on Jürgensplatz, which was assigned to Gerhard when he got back from France. As recognition of his combat in the French Resistance, Gerhard had been promoted to lieutenant in the French Army, and in Germany an officer of the victorious forces has a right to a suitable apartment. The people who had lived in the flat before were a Nazi family who had been interned by the British. Anne’s parents took over the furniture, because they didn’t have anything themselves. It must have been strange living with the enemy’s furniture, but they probably had other concerns at the time. There are photographs of Anne as a child, lying on a brown bearskin. Gerhard calls the skin “our Aryan bear”. He is working as a journalist with the Communist newspaper Freiheit, where Anne’s mother is also employed as a secretary. At the weekend Anne goes to the swimming pool with Gerhard. She throws a comb into the water and he brings it back like a trained seal. In the evening before they go to bed Gerhard sings old partisan songs or plays the accordion. He can tell stories and and draw pictures for them at the same time. As far as Anne’s concerned he’s the most brilliant father in the whole world.
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Gerhard and Nora, 1948








One day Gerhard is gone. Anne’s mother says he had to go and work in another city and will be back soon. Time without Gerhard is boring, because her mother can’t play the accordion and doesn’t much feel like telling stories. A few weeks later, in February 1952, Anne and her mother go on a skiing holiday in Oberhof in the Thuringian Forest. They stay in the “Ernst Thälmann” Party holiday home and wait for Gerhard, who turns up a few days later. They celebrate Anne’s fourth birthday together. The same evening there’s a conversation between the parents. Gerhard says they’re not going to go back to Düsseldorf because there’s a danger that he might be arrested there. From now on they will live in East Berlin, the comrades had already got everything ready. Anne’s mother asks no questions. She’s used to there being things she’d rather not know. A driver takes the family to Berlin in a black Wolga. They drive to a house in Pregelstrasse in Prenzlauer Berg. There’s a flat there that’s already been fully furnished, and a few things have already arrived from Düsseldorf. They are given passports with new names. They are now called Oswald. Two comrades tell them it’s very important to forget their old names as quickly as possible. A few months later, Anne’s grandmother visits from Düsseldorf. She tells Anne it’s entirely normal to get a new name when you move to a new town. Anne thinks that’s perfectly reasonable.


In the family, the explanation for the hasty move to Berlin was always that Gerhard was persecuted as a Communist in the West, and therefore preferred to help build up the GDR rather than be pushed around by reactionaries. I only discovered the true reason for the flight to the East after the GDR had already collapsed. When my father’s secrets could no longer be kept.


In Berlin there’s a playground in front of the house, and lots of children who meet in the afternoon and move around the area without their parents. For Anne this is all new and exciting, and she’s soon forgotten Düsseldorf. In the neighbourhood there’s a Pioneer troop where they do crafts and sing. Her parents tell her that they now live in a country where everyone’s free and equal, where the good people are in charge and where her Papi doesn’t have to be frightened any more. Two years later they move to Friedrichshagen and all of a sudden they’re called Leo again. Her parents say she mustn’t tell anyone that they were once called Oswald, so that the bad people can’t find them. Anne has a favourite children’s book, Oswald the Monkey, that she no longer dares to read. In Friedrichshagen her parents tell their new neighbours that they’ve come straight from Düsseldorf. On one occasion the owner of the house meets Anne on the stairs and asks how come she’s got such a strong Berlin accent. Anne freezes with fear and says, “That’s how they talk in Düsseldorf as well.”


Two years later Anne takes the train to Düsseldorf with her mother and two sisters. It’s their last visit to their family in the West. On the border at Helmstedt the compartment door is pulled open and a fat man in uniform asks to see their papers. He flicks through a black book and asks Anne’s mother her husband’s first name. To Anne’s great amazement, her mother refuses to give out any information at all. The man becomes angry and asks again and again. Eventually his eye drifts towards Anne. She is sliding uneasily back and forth on her seat, her lips pressed together. She’s worried that she might divulge her father’s secret name if she opened her mouth even slightly. The seconds under the quizzical eye of the uniformed man seem long and unbearable. In the end the West German border guard furiously closes the compartment door and goes.


All these secrets, the worry that the bad people might come and get her beloved father after all, must have left a deep mark on Anne. Long before she can understand what’s happening around her, the Cold War has slipped into her little world and made her a comrade. For Anne the world is divided into two camps from the outset. There are the good people, including her father most of all, and there are the others, the ones you fear and fight against. As her father did, as her father’s friends did, as everyone who feels a spark of decency must do. For a long time Anne thinks the GDR is full of such courageous fighters, until she understands that she and her parents belong to a tiny minority. To a minority that took power in the GDR, and who nonetheless feel strange in this Germany from which they were once banished.


In Friedrichshagen there’s a tall, white-haired man in the neighbourhood who has an English hunting dog which the children are sometimes allowed to stroke. Anne is even allowed to take the dog out on a lead. The old man has serious conversations with her, and once he invites Anne to his house. Anne must have been ten or eleven at the time, and she feels very flattered. There is hot chocolate and biscuits, and all of a sudden the man starts talking about a night when lots of houses in Berlin were on fire. The man is very worked up, and tells her how sorry he was “that your department stores were on fire”. Anne is baffled, she doesn’t know what the man is talking about. His hands wave in the air, copying the flight of the burning bales of material. Anne imagines she can see the fire of that night blazing in his eyes. She contradicts him, saying that her parents never owned any department stores. Ah, the man replies, of course you all had department stores. He also talks about a girl who lived in his house and looked very like Anne. He says he was so sorry that she “went away”.


Anne goes home rather confused, and tells her parents about her strange encounter. They get worked up too and explain that the man was talking about Kristallnacht. “Because we’re Jews, he obviously thinks we owned department stores as well,” Gerhard says. Anne doesn’t know what it means to be a Jew. She just knows that Gerhard had to leave Germany when he was still a child. She feels a strange anxiety, a sense of helplessness, of strangeness.


Downstairs in their building live the Holzmanns, who her parents say are Jews. Herr Holzmann had been in Auschwitz, and had lost his family there. Later he had married again and had a son called Benjamin, the same age as Anne. One day the Holzmanns ring the doorbell, bringing matzos. They wish the family good health and a happy Pesach. Anne’s parents are visibly unhappy about this visit, which Anne doesn’t understand because the Holzmanns are nice people and even brought something nice to eat. Anne asks what Pesach is, and her mother tells her that’s the name the Jews give to their Easter festival. It’s clear that they themselves don’t want to be Jews.


Gerhard once told me he fought as a Communist in the war, and not as a Jew. I think being Jewish for him means not being able to defend yourself, being a victim. He once told me how he fled the advancing German troops in July 1942 in France, and hid for a while in a Jewish children’s home based in a castle near Limoges. One day French police came to the home and wanted to take all the children away. Gerhard had locked himself in a room in a tower and watched from above as the children were hunted. Some of them tried to escape, but were caught by the police, loaded onto trucks and taken to Drancy internment camp. When Gerhard told me about this experience, he was much moved. Perhaps it was then that he made his decision not to be caught as easily as that, but to fight for his convictions. He found it honourable to die as a Communist, but being chased as a Jew struck him as possibly undignified.


As a child Anne knows hardly anything about what her family suffered during the Nazi years because they were Jews. She doesn’t know the experiences of her mother, who only escaped deportation in the Rhineland by the skin of her teeth. She knows her grandfather died in Auschwitz, but has no idea why. She only gradually discovered her father’s story. He only ever tells her the adventurous anecdotes from which he emerged victorious. How they blew up the tracks on which the German reinforcements were due to arrive, how they sat around the campfire and sang dirty songs, how he shot an SS man who had been chasing him in a forest. She’s glad her father is such a jolly hero. Most of the other heroes she hears about at school are serious, old men. Gerhard keeps the sad and painful stories to himself. Once Anne comes into the bathroom just as he’s brushing his teeth. She notices that Gerhard has no incisors in his upper jaw. When she asks him about it, he quickly puts in his bridge, laughs and asks what teeth he has missing. Then Anne knows she’s asked a forbidden question, and that there are things he’d rather not talk about.


Most of all, Anne really wants to be like all the other children. But it’s not as easy as that. Again and again she comes up against the realization that she’s different. Because she’s the only one in her class who doesn’t take part in religious-studies classes, because no one else has a father who gives political lectures at school, because from the start she’s been the group leader of her Pioneer organization. Anne is so filled with the feeling of representing the right cause that she even corrects the teacher when one of his statements doesn’t seem quite partisan enough. Some of her fellow pupils avoid her, she’s the “Red”, the eager one.


When Anne is thirteen, she moves with her parents to Geneva. Gerhard has been appointed UN correspondent with the East German news agency ADN, and because the comrades in Berlin think it’s unsuitable for East German children to attend a Swiss school, Anne is taught at home by her mother. Anne learns French in the street, and later, when she goes to the Soviet Embassy school, Russian as well. At the weekend they go to the mountains or swim in Lake Geneva. For Anne it’s an exciting, carefree time. The only strange thing is that the people in the West aren’t nearly as bad as she’d thought. The working class aren’t exploited, either, they’re rich. The janitor who sometimes fixes things in their flat drives a bigger car than her father.


After a year Anne has to go back to the GDR because the Soviet Embassy school only goes up to year seven. Her parents and two younger sisters stay in Geneva. In fact Anne is supposed to go to a home for East German diplomats’ children, but her parents think it’s better to leave her in Friedrichshagen, in a familiar environment. Frau Schenk, an old woman from the neighbourhood, moves into her parents’ flat and takes care of Anne. Now life isn’t as exciting as it was, and Anne often feels lonely, but she accepts it all because it’s the only way. Only today does she wonder how her parents managed to leave her on her own for two years just because the Party had decided that East German children can’t go to a Western school.


The best thing about this time is the holidays, because she’s allowed to fly to Geneva on her own. She sits right at the front in the first row on the plane, and the stewardesses stuff her full of Swissair chocolate. Once she has to change in Prague. The GDR ambassador to Czechoslovakia, a friend of her father’s, collected her from the gangway and helped her pass the time in the transit lounge. On one flight she sits next to a young Cuban, with whom she immediately falls in love.


When the Wall is built in August 1961, Anne is in Geneva on her summer holidays, and isn’t really aware of it. Her parents think it’s a good thing that there’s a proper border now. A protecting rampart to keep the bad people out of the country. It’s only when she comes home after the holidays that Anne notices what’s happened. Her fellow pupils, who aren’t allowed to go to the West any more, confront her in the classroom, demanding to know why she of all people should still be allowed to travel. It’s a kind of tribunal. She feels the hostility of the others, their rage. One of them shouts that the GDR is a prison, a lousy dictatorship in which only Red officials thrive. She stands alone in front of the furious crowd, supposed to defend something that she herself barely understands. She is the fourteen-year-old ambassador for a state that is busy saving its own skin.


When she comes home to the big empty flat, she walks around the table in the dining room over and over again, mumbling aloud the arguments that didn’t occur to her in class. It’s as if she has to reassure herself of her own attitude. She has no one she can talk to about it all, no one with whom she can share her insecurity and unease. Her parents are far away. Every week she sends at least one letter to Geneva, but she doesn’t write about that experience. Perhaps she doesn’t want to worry her parents.


I found Anne’s letters from those days in a cupboard at my grandparents’ flat. In neat, girlish handwriting she records all the important things that are happening in Berlin. Once, visiting her friend Monika Scharf, she sees a film on television telling the story of the resistance fighter Werner Seelenbinder. Anne writes: “In the afternoon they showed the film One of Us on television. Herr Scharf must have been annoyed that his children got a chance to see the truth. For example there was one scene in which Communists were beaten down by Nazis. Then Herr Scharf said: ‘Well, they’re exaggerating very nicely. This film is just a load of rubbish, because it wasn’t like that.’ And Frau Scharf said, ‘Now they’re turning everything around in the film, and people still believe it.’ Then the Hitler Youth marched onto the screen. Then Herr Scharf said, ‘That’s just like the Pioneers.’ But I said, ‘In the old days children had to join the Hitler Youth, and with the Pioneers it’s voluntary. And Pioneers are brought up for peace, the Hitler Youth weren’t.’ On Monday I looked at a few of Monika’s books. There was one book that was called the Young Girls’ Book. I came across one sentence: ‘The Young Girls’ Association is part of the National Socialist Movement.’ Then I said to Monika, ‘Hey, let’s cover up the words National Socialist so that no one can see them.’ And we did.”


It’s as if, at the age of fourteen, she already feels responsible for a state, for the historical truth. In another letter she writes, “I argue so much with Monika about political matters. I’m sure you’ve heard that the Yanks are trying to provoke people at the border, and whole units have already crossed the border and then went back. And an East German policeman was run over. We talked about that at school, and I asked Monika what she thought about it. She said she’d seen it on television and the Yanks only marched up to the border and the policeman hadn’t been run over. It turned out that she’d been watching Western television, and that’s not allowed.”


Two weeks later she writes to say that the Holzmanns, the Jewish family from their block, had escaped to the West. “This morning, just before I went to school, there was a knock on our door. I opened up, and standing outside were two men from a removals firm who wanted to collect something from the Holzmanns. They asked us if the Holzmanns were there, and Aunt Schenk said, ‘The boy’s already gone to school, and if no one opens the door, it means there’s no one there.’ Then, when the men had gone, she said to me, ‘I’m sure Frau Holzmann is still there. She just doesn’t open up when she hasn’t got dressed yet.’ When I came home from school, the door was bolted, because the Holzmanns are in the West now.” That the two men from the removals firm were actually from the Stasi and that Aunt Scheck might have made it easier for the Holzmanns to escape by telling a little lie, my mother didn’t know at the time. But she was very preoccupied with the subject of West-East flight. In a letter just before Christmas she reports that a classmate fled with his whole family. At the end of the letter she writes: “I don’t know why they would do that.”
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Convictions





WHEN ANNE IS SEVENTEEN, she is sent by the school to a District Committee event organized by the SED, the Socialist Unity Party. They sit together in a big hall, are served ham sandwiches and coffee and listen to lectures by important comrades. Even the head of the Berlin SED is there. He says the city’s best and most mature students are gathered together that day because some serious and important issues need to be discussed. The mood is solemn, as if they are about to be initiated into the most confidential Party matters. Anne feels a certain pride rising up in her at the thought that she of all people is allowed to be here, among the best. She learns that the GDR faces big and important tasks that can only be mastered if young people actively help. The time of spectating is over, the Party head says, now something needs to be done for the country and for peace. The Party head pauses, looks right and left and says at last, in a muted voice, that the precondition for this is to become a member of the SED. When she hears this, Anne can’t help laughing out loud. A few students look at her in bafflement, and even she is shocked by her own reaction. But this attempted recruitment drive strikes her as so crass that all the pride she felt a moment before flees in a trice. Just now she would have been willing to do anything for peace and the country. Now she consoles herself with the fact that she is, after all, only seventeen, and only adults are accepted into the Party.


After the lectures they are all supposed to write a poem on the subject “I must make a decision”. This is followed by individual discussions. Suddenly Anne is sitting opposite five comrades who ask her if she could imagine becoming a candidate for the SED, the Socialist Unity Party of Germany. Anne says she can imagine that very easily, but as she is only seventeen she will have to postpone that decision by a year. One of the comrades looks at her seriously and says they might make an exception in her case. There’s the possibility of applying for special authorization from the Party Central Committee. Anne feels her heart beating faster, she’s excited about this possibility. Special authorization from the Central Committee! She imagines how amazed her father will be, how amazed everyone will be. She signs immediately, leaves the room in a state of elation, has a sense of having experienced something great. At the end, the Party head from Berlin speaks again. In his speech he quotes from the poem that Anne wrote. She sits there blushing to her roots, it’s like a dream. On the way home she looks at her reflection in the shop windows. She feels so different, and thinks that people must somehow be able to see that too. She tells herself that from now on she’ll never again suffer from lovesickness or any other silly problems. Because she will soon be a comrade.
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