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			Preface

			This book about the life of a young man, Matthias Domaschk, is based on conversations with more than 160 people, mostly Matthias’s friends and relatives (who called him Matz), but also interviews with thirty former members of the Stasi, including those involved with his last journey. About sixty thousand pages of Stasi and other files found in various archives were sifted through and assessed. Some of these had never before come to light.

			All genuine statements and terminology from that time are in italics in the following pages. They derive from letters, interrogations, tape recordings, comments, notes, transcripts of monitored conversations, other transcripts, diaries and conversations with various individuals. The sources on which this book is based are now being made publicly accessible in the Thüringer Archiv für Zeitgeschichte “Matthias Domaschk”. Reconstructed direct speech is reproduced here without speech marks.

			

		

	
		
			

			 

			Prologue

			Autumn 1976. Matz is sitting on the edge of the rockface at the old quarry. His view stretches all the way across the city: the ruins of the Lobdeburg directly opposite; beside these ruins, the tower blocks of Neulobeda where his parents still live; and right behind them Drackendorf, where Goethe once had a lover and Matz a student band.

			Down in the valley, on the footpath to Jena, are the Teufelslöcher caves where a few years ago he took shelter from a downpour with a girl he’d never met before. His gaze then wanders to the junction by the highway, from where they hitchhike to see friends in Leipzig, Zeitz or Apolda, to blues concerts in Wandersleben, to Poland. The main thing is to get far away.

			Below him is the vocational school in Göschwitz, where next year he will take his final school exams so he can go on to further ­education. Here and there, between the houses, the Saale sparkles as it winds its way through the pastures and meadows in Paradies Park.

			Matz looks at the old motorway bridge to the right, with the secret rooms beneath the carriageway. On this sunny autumn day there are very few cars to be seen.

			 

			Then a vehicle approaches. A VW Beetle with a West Berlin number plate stops at the quarry and the engine is switched off. It’s quiet, nobody has followed the car and you can see the area for kilometres around. Low shrubs, a few pioneer species, small pools and ponds with horsetail, and a huge rockface in which birch trees of various sizes have become established.

			

			Like in a spaghetti western, Uwe thinks, as he gets out of the car to meet Matz. What a fantastic meeting place!

			His girlfriend Brigitta has come too, along with their baby Lara in a basket on the back seat. They’re going to talk – about the much-­needed revolution in both the East and the West. Swap experiences. Uwe has organised a school strike and is fighting property speculators on Klausenerplatz. He is a Sponti,1 on the far left and prepared to use violence. A few days ago Brigitte distributed flyers for the Rote Hilfe2 outside the women’s prison in Moabit and has brought one along.

			The next few hours are spent discussing the women’s movement, men’s groups, environmental initiatives, macrobiotics, hippies and the flower-­power lot who are drifting towards mysticism, and the desire for naturally produced food. They have an impassioned debate about the centralisation vs decentralisation of the political struggle, the old Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands (KPD) and the new movements, street parties and youth centres, Erich Honecker, the Stasi and life in the GDR. The aim is to work out a common strategy and determine how change can be brought about now, rather than only for their grandchildren.

			Late that afternoon Uwe and Brigitte have to leave; they’re heading for the Wendland.

			Have you heard that they’re planning to build a nuclear power station in Brokdorf? Thousands of people are coming to the next demo. Keep your fingers crossed that it doesn’t turn violent again! Lotta continua!

			

			 

			When the West Berliners are gone, Matz lights a Karo, his favourite unfiltered cigarette. He sits on the edge of the rock with its sheer drop – it’s a perilously long way down. He gazes into the distance again.

			The evening sun is reflected in the hundreds of windows of the Neulobeda tower blocks. The city centre is already in the shadow of the mountains.

			He must be able to see the old Tonnenmühle somewhere, on Am Rähmen, right opposite Renate and Matz’s apartment.

			What else does this evening have in store? Maybe he’ll see friends in Gartenstrasse, visit Walli in Steinweg, or go to the Hirsch or Hauser’s pub.

			 

			It’s getting cold up here.

			Matz feels beside him for the bag with the newspapers and books that Uwe bought. He takes out a collection of poems by Peter-­Paul Zahl, opens it and reads the following lines:

			 

			back to back

			we fight better

			our courage is greater

			

			
				
						1 A left-­wing movement in West Germany in the 1970s and 1980s.


						2 A solidarity organisation supporting far-­left political prisoners.


				

			

		

	
		
			

			Friday, 10 April 1981

			i cannot ask about love

			i don’t want to ask about beauty

			but about our life

			for it is love and beauty

			 

			Poem by Matthias Domaschk,

			in a letter to his friend Heppe,

			4 June 1978

			

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			Friday, 19.15 – Ministerium für Staatssicherheit (MfS – Stasi) District Office Jena

			Eight persons of interest have left Jena and are travelling by express train 506 to Berlin. These individuals must not enter the capital!

			Major Herbert Würbach replaces the receiver and glances at his watch. A quarter past seven. The order from Colonel Werner Weigelt from the Regional Administration of the Ministry for State Security (MfS) in Gera arrives via the operational staff shortly after office hours. And tell me, the colonel is also said to have snapped, what’s going on down there again?

			Würbach, deputy head of Jena District Office, has been at work since eight o’clock this morning. He hadn’t been expecting this. Most of his colleagues have already cleared their desks, put the files back in the steel cabinets and locked and sealed the doors, pressing their personal stamps into the soft plasticine. The weekend at last, far too many hours stuck inside the premises – it’s April and finally there’s a bit of warmth. Time to relax at home or take a trip to the dacha.

			And now this! So much for office hours. Hopefully they haven’t all clocked off . . . Würbach himself is in the middle of a twenty-­four-­hour shift and on duty until eight o’clock tomorrow morning.

			

			His first thought: whose responsibility is this? He calls his colleagues in Department XX: Urbansky 313 68, Mähler 344 02 . . . Nobody answers. Würbach begins to get impatient. Alright then, he’s going to ring the duty officer who monitors the entrance and exit to the building. Every member of staff has to go past him, even if they take the back exit into the concealed courtyard, where Ladas and Wartburgs are parked in the prefab garages next to the petrol bunker between the premises on Gerbergasse and the premises on Am Anger.

			Has Köhler already left? Urbanksy and Mähler? Rössel? Würbach doesn’t wait for the duty officer’s answer. Just get me all of the team here! At once! Würbach hangs up to make another call.

			But his telephone beats him to it, ringing again. New information from Gera: the observation unit at Saalbahnhof has identified two of the young people who boarded the train: the one with the afro hairstyle is Peter Rösch, nicknamed Blase. The other is Matthias Domaschk, known as Matz. Both are persons of interest, members of Jena’s political underground.

			I don’t believe it, Würbach thinks. Not those two again!

			Only three days ago he was talking with Lieutenant Roland Mähler and Captain Peter Urbansky, head of Department XX, about how Domaschk should be confined to Jena during the 10th SED Party Congress. An unofficial collaborator (IM) was to ensure this and build up a stable relationship with Domaschk to find out his intentions and objectives, means and methods.

			They had devised a good plan. A young sculptor and bass player in the rock band Casua, with the cover name “Steiner”, would undertake the task and ask Domaschk for help with renovating his studio. From other informers they knew that Matz was very helpful, especially when it came to renovations.

			 

			“Steiner”, the son of an American GI and born in Worms, was a special catch by the District Office. His mother had walked out on his father and, in the year the Wall went up, returned to her relatives in Thüringen. Because of his skin colour and frizzy hair, he was teased at kindergarten and school. During military service he was the target of constant insults. Whenever he walked into a pub in uniform, he’d hear Now they’re drafting niggers. When he once jostled in a queue for a taxi, people called him a nigger bastard and filthy nigger, leading to a punch-­up. When “Steiner” faced the prospect of a criminal trial, the District Office had the perfect opportunity: recruitment instead of punishment.

			

			That was a year ago. Building a relationship with Domaschk was now “Steiner’s” first real assignment. He was to contact his commanding officer, Mähler, every day to report on him.

			What a roaring success that’s been, Würbach thinks. Not a word from “Steiner” until yesterday! And now Domaschk has left Jena and is on a train heading for Berlin, despite the fact that there was another briefing about Domaschk and Rösch only yesterday. They’ve been sitting on sensitive information on both men for weeks, as it turns out, but nobody’s followed it up. The meeting got heated. Every suspicion, it was emphasised, must be pursued. Nothing should be taken too lightly. Lieutenant Mähler was accused of having withheld an important piece of information about Domaschk for far too long.

			Captain Köhler, who had been off for weeks because of illness and had only been back at work for a few days, adroitly exploited the situation and played the eager beaver again. In the end he took the matter out of Mähler’s hands altogether and pledged to introduce the long-­overdue and much-­needed measures against Domaschk and Rösch. That’s why Köhler, as deputy head of Department XX, now bears some responsibility for keeping the two potential trouble­makers away from Berlin.

			At least deploying the observation team had worked; otherwise the two men would be on their way to Berlin without our knowledge. What have they got up their sleeves?

			

			Hold on a second. Wasn’t Mähler supposed to organise a brief meeting this morning, to finally get the IM onto Domaschk? “Steiner” was to go and see Domaschk today and ask him for help at the weekend.

			That was the plan. If Domaschk were to agree to this suggestion, it would be possible to build a relationship over the following week after work. When it gets dark Steiner could go for a beer with Domaschk and strengthen the solidarity between the two of them.

			Even if Domaschk doesn’t offer to help with the studio, “Steiner” could still go drinking with him. Persons of interest like Domaschk and Rösch, who we’ve been monitoring for years, mustn’t be allowed into the capital at this time! This weekend 2,700 comrades from home and abroad are coming to the 10th SED Party Congress as guests and delegates, and they should find an orderly and clean capital city without decadent-­looking, long-­haired peacocks. The Party Congress must take place with a high level of order and security. And who knows, maybe they’re plotting something worse? Some kind of disruption that creates huge publicity? I wouldn’t put anything past those two.

			Perhaps Köhler knows more about what they’re planning. But where is he? Köhler’s not shy of claiming that he’s always the last to leave and the first to arrive. Why is he not picking up his phone?

			Friday, 16.30 – Jena, 3 Am Rähmen

			Matz races up the dark staircase, taking the worn steps two at a time. When he reaches the third floor he goes through the door with the flowery poster, unlocked as ever, throws his cloth bag into the corner and goes over to the record player. The song is in his head the whole time. He reaches for the small pile of records. Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Bayon, Breakout, The Doors . . . The LP he’s looking for has a simple cardboard sleeve. It’s the penultimate song on the record. The needle is lowered, there’s a crackle in the grooves. The amplifier’s turned up, and Ton Steine Scherben’s highly political lyrics let rip:

			

			I’m not free and I can only choose

			Which thieves rob me, which killers order me about

			I’ve bled to death thousands of times and they’ve forgotten me . . .

			Matz picks up a bottle with some red wine left in it, takes a swig, puts it back on the table and goes to the kitchen in search of something to eat. The bright-­red fridge and cupboard doors glare back at him.

			He immediately thinks of Kerstin. She’s changed quite a lot in the apartment. Kerstin, with whom he fell head over heels in love a year ago. After moving in she put raffia mats on the floor, hung up drawings and painted everything she could red. But Kerstin’s not here. And she won’t be coming back any time today.

			Kerstin has been in prison in Weimar for six months. Sentenced for being antisocial and work-­shy. Every like-­minded young person knows paragraph 249 of the GDR penal code. Matz is still furious about the conviction by Jena district court for infringing public order and security through antisocial behaviour. Ten months’ imprisonment for his girlfriend, who had to spend her twentieth birthday behind bars because she’d frequently turned up to work late or not at all with no valid excuse, and hadn’t attended talks at the Department for Internal Affairs. Often he’d got up with her in the morning and, like a probation officer, walked her to the workplace she’d been assigned: Jena’s paediatric clinic. In vain.

			As a wife she wouldn’t have had to work, so Matz had booked a wedding slot at Jena registry office: 2 October 1980 at 8.30 in the morning. The food and drink for the party had already been bought. Two days before the wedding she was thrown into prison.

			On the kitchen table is Kerstin’s most recent letter from jail. He’s read it three times already.

			

			My dearest Matz! I bet you’re still asleep and I’m using this spare hour to write to you. It’s 5.30 a.m.! It’s also high time. I waited for a letter from you till yesterday, but nothing’s come. I fell into bed exhausted, but now I’m taking some time for you, my darling! What’s there to say? I’m looking forward to your next visit. I’m so desperate to get out of here, it’s driving me mad. Because now that I’m getting to the end the days seem to just crawl past. Only another 52 to go!

			Oh Matz, why can’t this last stretch just be over? This painful, ­gruelling waiting. But we love each other and we’ll get through it. By the way, I’ve cut quite a bit off my hair. I’m so crazily tired and wiped out. I’ll sign off now and hope to get some post next week. If something’s up, write and tell me! Hugs and kisses from me. I have faith in you!

			The last time he visited her in prison she looked rather the worse for wear, pale and delicate.

			His gaze alights on two apples. HO Vitamine3 might have more next week. If so he’ll bring some on his next visit as Kerstin gets hardly any fruit in there. Matz picks up one of the apples, takes a bite and goes out of the kitchen. Grabbing a piece of paper from the desk he throws himself onto something that looks like a sofa, but is in fact just a pile of mattresses. Time for another Karo! As the first drag goes deep into his lungs he reads:

			Hello Matz! The party’s from 10–12 April. Get out at Schönefeld, then take the S-­Bahn to Oranienburg and get out at Greifswalder Strasse. From there ask the way to 72 Storkower Strasse. The name on the bell is Waldorf/Pieck. See you soon. Ede.

			Matz tries to memorise all this. What if they did a spot check on the train and found the address? Not a good idea! Schönefeld, Greifswalder, Storkower . . . He’ll find his way; he’s been to Berlin plenty of times.

			◆ 

			

			Ede’s celebrating his birthday with Henry in the latter’s apartment. Matz met the two of them at Sylvia’s birthday party in Weimar, where he chatted at length to Ede about music and books. Henry didn’t say much that evening, but when he did open his mouth he didn’t beat about the bush; he spoke bluntly and honestly about what was on his mind. And like Matz, Henry has read Bakunin. After this one meeting they both knew what made each other tick. Reason enough to look forward to seeing each other again.

			Matz likes the whole Weimar clique, which also includes a few crazy people from Apolda and Zeitz. He’s spent every weekend with them recently and hardly been in Jena. Sylvia lives in a big apartment at 19 Mozartstrasse, but that’s only ever the first port of call because there’s always something happening in Weimar, in the student beer hall, in Jakob or Café Resi. Some wild blues or rock concert by Knuff or Frachthof, some party with homemade apple schnapps, or the Olympic Rings – five colourful shot glasses arranged with three at the bottom and two on top: peppermint = green, strawberry = red, Goldbrand = yellow, ice mint = blue, mocha liqueur from Meerane = black. Invented by Blase and Matz, always to be accompanied by a toast: to Europe! To France! To Italy! Blase then added another: to the whole world! They laughed and drank.

			After an all-­nighter, it’s straight to Café Resi, twenty of them, bribing the waiter to find space for the entire gang. It’s hard to find scrambled eggs for breakfast anywhere else. There was a lot of party­ing, if not at Sylvia’s then at Menzi’s just round the corner. This is where Matz finds that warm feeling, all of them together, everyone getting on without too much effort, enjoying just being able to be themselves.

			 

			Blase usually comes along; he likes it there too. Matz can talk to Sylvia and Menzi for hours about relationships and love, about Kerstin in prison in Weimar and the constant feeling she has of being threatened. On Fridays after work it’s a short trip to Weimar for long nights. Together they listen to music, drink, chat, smoke, drink until daybreak . . . It’s great they’re all going to meet up in Berlin, the Zeitz lot too! For a year now that’s been Matz and Blase’s other favourite destination. Hubert, Fidel, Albrecht, Ohms, Heike . . . Hanging out all weekend with Hubert and Fidel in Naumburger Strasse, going to the youth centre or the Grüne Aue. Drinking rum and “Grubenfusel” schnapps at Albrecht’s. Because he works as a blaster for Wismut he gets the stuff virtually for free. Listening to Frank Zappa LPs for two days, getting crazy ideas. What if . . . What hare-­brained things did they get up to this time?

			

			There’s a particular place in Zeitz that Matz loves, the old Naether Villa in its park-­like surroundings with the Weltfrieden (“global peace”) restaurant. Despite their long hair and parkas they get served here by waiters in black-­and-­white uniforms. Inside this villa that belonged to the owner of Europe’s largest pram factory in Zeitz until it was expropriated there are marble fireplaces, a hunting room, wide, classy staircases and wood panelling everywhere. Another world. A refuge.

			 

			As ever it’s cold in Matz’s gaff. Number 3 Am Rähmen is an ancient, dilapidated building that was once a mill, centuries ago. Thick stone walls, small windows, damp foundations. No running water inside the apartment, just a tap over a metal sink in the stairwell. The four tenants on each floor share a communal latrine with a bucket beside it – not always full of water – for flushing.

			Matz turns up the volume and shuffles over to the stove. At least this still feels lukewarm.

			In every city and in every country

			The slogan of our struggle is

			No power . . .

			He knows what the slogan is; he’s heard the song a thousand times. He knows people and stories from the Georg von Rauch Haus in Kreuzberg,4 which is being squatted. Matz screams along with Rio Reiser: . . . for anyone!

			Another swig from the bottle of Rosenthaler Kadarka. What did Henry say? There’s always a reason to celebrate – despite everything! That’s why Berlin’s going to be great, tonight and then the whole of Saturday and Sunday. A fun weekend. No machine work until Monday morning.

			He should be off soon, but wants to listen to another of his favourite songs first. He lowers the needle onto the seventh song:

			I woke up and I saw

			Where we’ve come from and where we’re going

			And the long road ahead of us

			Leads step by step to paradise

			Outside the sun is shining, a blue sky over Jena. What fantastic hiking weather! Ideal for going up to the Landgraf or Lutherkanzel, across the Kernberge, maybe down into the Pennickental or to the pub in Cospeda. With everyone, like they used to: thirty, fifty or even a hundred people. They didn’t care what the weather was like. Sometimes when they set off it looked like a mass exodus from the city up to the mountains, leaving everything behind.

			Step by step to paradise.

			But Jena is empty, only a few of his friends are still here. The places where they used to go to party and make plans for the future no longer exist. And so it’s off to Berlin today.

			 

			A few days ago Matz revealed his frustration in a letter to Renate, his first great love. They were in the struggle together, but just under a year ago she left the GDR for the West, in frustration. She left with Julia, their daughter, and is now pregnant by her new boyfriend, a prospective vicar in the West. This really hurt Matz, but it was probably the best thing for Renate. She’d been badly harassed by the Stasi, there were unexplained break-­ins, a strange motorbike accident – lots of things scared her.

			

			Matz refuses to submit an application to leave the GDR: I can’t and don’t want to go away. We need to change something here! Leaving the country, the last resort for so many, is out of the question as far as he’s concerned. For the moment, anyway. Stay in the country and fight back every day! Matz likes this slogan, which he picked up a few years ago from Uwe in the West. He wrote it down on a piece of paper and stuck it on the wall. Right beside a sign he found in a railway toilet: Please behave like a human being here too.

			But who’s he going to fight back with now? So many others have gone that he no longer really cares if he has to spend the evening in when he’s on call for work.

			The question is, where to go in Jena? The only people I see with any regularity are Tarzan and Blase, but even then it’s almost quiet. It mustn’t be all doom and gloom because I think I’ve got to accept that people go new, different ways, they stop, turn round, climb up, or whatever. Maybe I’ve got stuck in autumn 1977 and I’m just shedding tears for the “old” times. Who knows, but I’ve no desire to dig around in the bog, only to get totally filthy finding out why it is as it is. What’s more, since the end of 1976 all of us have kept trying to patch up, piece together what’s become so broken that you can’t patch it up anymore. For the past four or five years we’ve all been hoping that things will get better. The question is, what’s come of this?

			All I actually want from people is honesty, no more, but it’s something I can barely find in Jena anymore. So off I go!

			Off to Berlin, to a birthday party with the people from Weimar and Zeitz. Henry has turned twenty-­five and Ede twenty-­three, and there’s another reason for taking the trip. Kathrin, Pastor Walter Schilling’s daughter, has invited him to Berlin for a house-­warming party. He met her at the large gathering at her father’s in Braunsdorf. Despite the restrictions on people moving to East Berlin she’s managed to get herself a one-­bedroom apartment. Rear courtyard, Metzer Strasse, Prenzlauer Berg. What a weekend it’s going to be in the GDR capital!

			

			 

			Matz takes his watch out of his jeans pocket. Just before five. He’s got time. There’s a good hour until the train and he’s promised to pick up Blase. On the way he wants to pop into the Thomas Mann bookshop. Has Ute put aside the title he ordered? He’ll have time to read on the long train journey. And how about a present for Henry and Ede?

			Matz picks up his bag and peers inside. Toothpaste, soap, towel, a pair of woollen socks, money, pen and paper. He keeps most of these things in the bag anyway, so he can spontaneously spend the night at someone’s place.

			He waits until the last of his favourite Ton Steine Scherben songs has finished.

			We’re born to be free

			We are two of millions, we’re not alone

			And we’ll get there

			Matz leaps up, puts the record away, grabs his parka, slams the door shut, and runs down the stairs – not entirely without risk when he’s wearing his loose-­fitting Jesus sandals. He’s desperate to get out of this hole!

			We’re born to be free echoes around his head. Outside on the street he’s blinded by the sun. Time to hit the city!

			Friday, 19.20 – MfS District Office Jena

			Herbert Würbach glances out of the window. It’s already evening but still light. The weekend should be lovely. But they always keep you on your toes. And Colonel Weigelt is making us feel like we’ve failed again.

			

			Würbach is angry – and not for the first time – about the man deputising this weekend for Major-­General Dieter Lehmann, head of the Regional Administration in Gera, because he’s at the Party Congress in the Palace of the Republic in Berlin.

			Weigelt, that old anti-­fascist warrior with his eight years of school education, likes to show his younger comrades who’s boss, especially if, like Würbach, they’ve been to university. A pleb against intellectuals. A calloused worker’s fist against too much talk. That’s what the hierarchy is like in the workers’ and peasants’ state. The MfS is organised along strict military lines. Gera gives the orders, Jena obeys. Fifteen Regional Administrations sit above 209 District Offices.

			And to be honest, we did screw up. HQ in Berlin must have found out by now too. It’s up to me to pull the chestnuts out of the fire – again. Oh well, my shift runs till eight o’clock tomorrow morning. We’ll have sorted it by then. Especially with Köhler’s help.

			Würbach knows the young captain well and thinks very highly of him. After all, he was the one who recommended Köhler for a full-­time position in the District Office ten years ago. Würbach feels a bit like Köhler’s mentor. In his eyes, Köhler is a promising leader with excellent prospects. Ambitious.

			Köhler has taken courses, done his schooling and training. One day he could help run the Jena office. Köhler isn’t easy on himself or others. A convinced socialist who conveys a clear picture of the enemy to the unofficial collaborators he handles. As Party secretary of the District Office, he also ensures that the correct political line is enforced amongst the ninety-­two members of staff.

			Only last week, at the grassroots Party meeting, all comrades noted word for word what Köhler said about a humane society: The role of the Party in the MfS and the withering away of the state: It will only be possible for the state to fully wither away when society has realised the principle of “from each according to his ability to each according to his needs”. Until this higher stage of communism has been achieved, a strict control of society is necessary.

			

			Strict control of society – his passion. Köhler knows where to find the enemies of socialism. Nip all opposition in the bud – so important. No sooner had he become a full-­time employee than he helped his department and the task force crush the subversive poetry circle at the Neulobeda cultural centre.

			This was his first test, in which his excellent work on the enemy contributed substantially to the success of the operation. He won more laurels when the singer–songwriter Wolf Biermann was stripped of his GDR citizenship in November 1976, unleashing a wave of solidarity amongst his supporters in Jena.

			Nowhere else in East Germany was there such large group activity amongst young people. The petition, a request to the party and state leaders to rethink Biermann’s denaturalisation, had to be stopped and the ringleaders identified. Köhler and his unofficial collaborators were on the case day and night.

			For years he’s been closely observing and operationally processing Rösch, Domaschk and his girlfriend Renate Gross, kept well informed by the unofficial collaborators he’s handling.

			Gross, a theology student, moved from Berlin to Jena. In the eyes of the District Office she very soon became someone who incited people, because she has a distinctly hostile attitude towards the social order of the GDR. Through her hostile and negative actions she has tried to take a leading position in the Jena underground and the only reason she wasn’t imprisoned in 1976 along with eight other ringleaders was because she was pregnant.

			Köhler knows her and her boyfriend Domaschk well. Very well, in fact. The operational procedure “Kanzel” (pulpit) fills five folders of up to three hundred pages each, detailing their activities. He’s put three of them concerning Renate into the archive. Because different MfS departments are now dealing with her in the West; HQ in Berlin has the matter under control. The other two “Kanzel” folders had material on Domaschk too.

			

			Plenty of documentation has accumulated in Köhler’s steel cabinet over the past five years, but it’s still not certain what will happen to Domaschk in the end. Will there be criminal proceedings against him? Or could he, like so many others, be recruited?

			After the Biermann affair they’d given careful thought as to who should be imprisoned. Although Domaschk and six others were interrogated, they were deliberately not locked up to leave the rest of them brooding over whether they could still trust those who’d been let off. Allow them to suspect, and level accusations at, each other. We’ve set some of them up as pretend contacts, met them very visibly at their workplaces or called them into the District Office, making sure that their friends find out. IMs have ramped up the mistrust too. Particularly effective are the insinuations that someone might have said too much during one of our interrogations. Differentiated insecurity they called it on our correspondence course on disintegration at the college in Potsdam.

			In September 1977, Uwe Behr was the only one of eight detainees who wasn’t expelled to the West, but released back to Jena without explanation, to arouse suspicion towards him and amongst the others. This chap – he’s known as Bärchen – is still having a hard time. Is it Bärchen or Behrchen? Doesn’t matter, we’ve got our index of nicknames.

			 

			Eleven months ago, Köhler set up a separate procedure against Domaschk’s close friend Rösch, to prove he was guilty of punishable offences, because he maintains hostile contacts and discusses hostile ideas. In May 1980 he wrote “Qualle” (jellyfish) on the front of the file as an internal identifier for the procedure. He and his superiors thought this was funny seeing how portly Rösch is. Because he and Domaschk have been travelling frequently of late, both inside the GDR and abroad – to Weimar, Halle, Zeitz, Apolda and Berlin or to Warsaw, Gdansk and Czechoslovakia – Köhler is also collecting material on Domaschk for the “Qualle” procedure. In its report the observation collective at Saalbahnhof has named the two of them “Qualle I” and “Qualle II”.

			

			Köhler is particularly interested in the reconnections of the two men to all possible counter-revolutionaries and enemies in West Berlin.

			Only a few weeks ago there was an incident involving Rösch and Domaschk that was highly embarrassing for him and the District Office.

			Köhler reported it to his superiors in a few sentences:

			On 20 January, the programme “Radio GDR Hit Parade” was recorded in the House of the People in Jena. The radio staff were deliberately tricked by the two men, who duplicitously sent greetings to friends. In the programme broadcast on 9 February it said: “Now greetings from Jena – from Hanne, Blase and Matz.” Then greetings were sent to fourteen people who have been expelled from the GDR.

			That was stupid. Of course the criticism came thick and fast from Gera: How could this happen?

			 

			Now Köhler gets a short briefing. He’s surprised but doesn’t pull a face. We’ll sort it out. What about the new information on Domaschk that Mähler missed? It’s really significant, Köhler thinks. Especially if you know the overall context. Köhler’s department has produced the operational material on Domaschk and the latest is on Würbach’s desk, with the key parts marked. Würbach leans forward, reads and frowns. Well, the ones we want are on their way! We need to get a move on.

			

			Friday, 17.00 – Jena, Platz der Kosmonauten

			Matz is in a hurry, but he’s got to pay a visit to the bookshop. He’s a regular customer, always hoping he’ll discover something worth reading. And he reads a lot, has done for years. But the most important books aren’t for sale here; he gets hold of them by other means. Today he’s unlucky, as nothing interesting has come in. His close relationship to Ute, the bookseller, isn’t of any help either. She sets aside for him books that quickly go out of print. Matz runs an eye over the shelves again, eventually picking out a novel by Lion Feuchtwanger, an author he’s been meaning to read. The Pretender, Ute says, is a satirical look at the deception and blinding of a people and the rise of the Nazis. Interesting, Matz thinks. It goes into his cloth bag for the trip to Berlin.

			Jena city centre isn’t big and you always bump into someone you know. He almost misses her in the throng of people, but Maria shouts his name. They have a brief chat. He tells her how much he’s looking forward to Berlin, while Maria asks him if he’s free on Tuesday evening: I’d love it if you came round.

			Sure, Matz says.

			How about another concert? Maria says.

			Yes, let’s do that. I’ve got to run.

			They look each other in the eye. Maria hugs Matz and gives him a kiss on the cheek. After a few steps she turns round.

			See you, Matz! Have fun in Berlin!

			Matz has turned out of Zwätzengasse and is already in Saalbahnhofstrasse. He almost forgot to post the cards he wrote today in the boiler room at work. A birthday card to his ex-­girlfriend Renate, who’s now living in Frankfurt am Main.

			dear renate! my very best wishes for your birthday. i hope it’s getting easier to live where you now live. (fucking border!) love from me, till soon! matz

			He rings his friend’s bell at 11 Spitzweidenweg. Somehow Blase has managed to get himself a small one-­room apartment in this block for Zeiss workers and nurses, but he only comes here to sleep and change clothes. Nine square metres, my socialist shoebox, 3.02 metres by 3.04 metres but a hefty monthly rent: 50 marks. That’s why he usually sees Blase at one of his friend’s “open” apartments. Like 24 Markt, where the key sits on the electricity meter. After work Blase’s often to be found sitting in the kitchen there, making himself a cup of tea and waiting for whoever pops in. Over time the kitchen table fills with people. He prefers this to being alone in his dump.

			

			Matz rings a second time and waits. He looks around, sees the army district command building opposite him. It’s been four years since he was called up for military service.

			Eventually his friend comes down from the fourth floor, holding a not-­so-­small suitcase.

			Why do you need something so huge? Matz asks.

			For records, Blase says, from the West! I’ve arranged to meet Ria. She’s going to bring me a few things, so long as there’s no problem at the border.

			Ria is one of those who’ve been on the other side for quite a while. Most of them involuntarily, or worn down by circumstances. She’s now living in West Berlin like most of their friends from Jena who wanted to move there rather than to West Germany.5 Their preferred area is Kreuzberg, where rents are cheap and there’s an exciting mix of older people, students, Turks, conscientious objectors and polit­ically active young people.

			◆ 

			

			Matz and Blase walk in silence to the station. It’s not yet getting dark, but the Mitropa advertisement is already lit up. A glance at the clock above the entrance tells him that it’s 17.40: enough time for a beer before they leave. The station concourse, which is tiled all the way to the ceiling, is crammed with people, but one of the three counters to the right has just become free. Quick! They both buy their tickets for the express train to Berlin. It’s coming from Saalfeld, departing Jena at 18.19, going via Naumburg, Weissenfels and Leipzig, and after stopping in Schönefeld and Lichtenburg it will arrive at Berlin Ostbahnhof at 22.14.

			Matz puts exactly 22.60 marks on the moveable tray that the ticket seller behind the glass window – snip, snap – pushes back with a ticket on it. Pretty pricey, but quick too. As is often the case, hitchhiking wouldn’t have worked today. With the express and then the local train in Berlin, they’ll be with Ede, Henry and the others well before midnight.

			Mitropa is upstairs via some broad steps. Almost all the tables are taken. Then they see Behrchen and his pregnant girlfriend Ute, plus a few others towards the back. Blase is easy to spot from a distance, not only because he’s quite large, but because of his big hair: a splendid mass of fine curls. Next to him Matz looks even skinnier than he is, with his tight-­fitting jeans, low-­hanging bag and thin, shoulder-­length hair.

			Hungry, Blase goes over to the glass cabinet, but all that’s in it are two sad rolls, their sweaty slices of salami and cheese curling upwards.

			So fucking unappetising! he blurts out. Matz laughs and orders a beer. Blass tries to persuade the buffet attendant to look for something edible. In vain. In the end they both sit with beers at Behrchen’s table.

			You’re going to Hiddensee for a week? How did you manage that?

			They chat for a while with the soon-­to-­be parents. Matz talks about his weekend hanging out with friends in Zeitz.

			

			Behrchen asks Blase how his father’s funeral was, three weeks ago in Rostock. Blase makes a dismissive gesture; he doesn’t want to talk about it. In any case they don’t have much time.

			They leave Mitropa, go down the stairs and through the tunnel beneath the tracks to the platform, which is full of passengers. The D 506 express train pulls in. People push and shove, but Matz and Blase have reserved seats. At the back of the train, in coach 8, they can sit by the window. Blase puts his suitcase on the rack above his head. Tired, he stretches out his legs, intent on having a bit of a doze. Behrchen and his girlfriend take the bench in the aisle directly opposite.

			There’s a brief jolt, the diesel locomotive accelerates and the train departs Jena.

			Friday, 19.30 – MfS District Office Jena

			Würbach is alone in his room. He stares at the pieces of paper in front of him with the marked sections.

			Domaschk often spoke about terrorism and the “Red Brigades”, which he pledged his loyalty to. From what he has said it could be inferred that Domaschk is highly engaged with this issue and would be prepared to participate in such activities himself. “Matz’s” opinion boils down to the fact that he sees such terrorist activity or the activity of the “Red Brigades” using violence as the only solution for rectifying the ills prevailing in our society.

			On the next page is the trumped-­up conclusion that Domaschk is part of an existing group with terrorist aims/plans.

			This tallies with all the other information we have. After all, the two of them aren’t going from Jena to Berlin for no reason! Are they planning an attack on the Party Congress? Maybe they’re quicker than we thought. We have to assume the worst. Our plan was good in principle.

			

			If the IM “Steiner” is directly approached about joining a terrorist group, he mustn’t give an immediate and outright rejection.

			Würbach knows that the observation collective under the leadership of comrade Sigurd Schneider wasn’t able to prevent the Rösch/Domaschk duo and others from getting on the train. Köhler should have anticipated this and done things differently!

			The observers were a full-­time group of IMs and had to remain undetected. It’s only when you’re trying to intimidate someone that the observation is overt, standing around conspicuously outside people’s homes or meeting places. Rösch and Domaschk didn’t have the slightest clue that they were under surveillance. An application has been made for the two of them to be monitored by comrades from Department VIII for the whole of next week when they’re back in Jena. Only then will Operation Kampfkurs X6 be over, and with it the heightened state of vigilance.

			Control is good. Control makes things manageable.

			But right now the responsibility lies with Würbach.

			His problem is an express train racing into the night at a good hundred kilometres per hour, with subversive elements on board, getting ever closer to the capital . . .

			Würbach ponders his options. Lieutenant Colonel Walter Nowack, the head of the District Office, is already at home, probably sitting down to dinner. Old Nowack is often ill; his absences have been complicating the District Office’s work for some time. The telephone call to him can wait a little longer. Maybe Gera’s already bypassed me and notified him directly.

			Würbach needs to pull out all the stops to make amends for this embarrassing slip-­up. Eight people from Jena’s political underground on their way to Berlin! Even the minister at Berlin HQ is going to be saying, Typical Jena! Not good for our reputation, not good for accolades or bonuses.

			Let’s get started. Phone calls, telexes, more phone calls. Operational Task Force, Department XX, Operational Situation Centre, Berlin Regional Administration. The Volkspolizei has to get involved. Are there any Trapo officers on board the train?7 Any train escorts? Where else does it stop on the way? When exactly does the train arrive in Berlin? In three or four hours? There’s not much time.

			At the Operational Situation Centre in Berlin the order is given to post guards at Berlin Lichtenberg station as a preventive measure. The young men are to be apprehended before they can reach the city centre and get close to the 10th SED Party Congress, which is just getting under way.

			Then he has a brainwave: Halle! The train will soon be stopping in Halle, surely! The two young men have like-­minded friends there who might join them or give them something to take to Berlin. Let’s remove them from the train in Halle or arrest them there when they meet their mates!

			Würbach sends a telex via the radio and encryption station to the Regional Administration in Halle:

			On the basis of operational information already in our possession it is possible that 8 persons will visit the youth deacon Lothar Rochau in Halle-­Neustadt, who is known to us. Please notify immediately if these persons are spotted in Halle. On behalf of the head of the DO, Würbach.

			In Halle, Gera and Jena they know all about the contacts maintained by underground groups in both cities, as well as the special relationship that Rösch and Domaschk have to a group around the youth deacon Lothar Rochau, which recently alarmed the MfS. Since December the Regional Administration in Halle has been monitoring the meetings of this group of five people who, in their estimation, could form an anarchic terrorist group on the model of urban guer­rillas in the West. The five have given themselves aliases, organised rooms for secret meetings, sought contact with Palestinians, set up an appeal for their first leaflet, embarked on personal combat training – and they’ve been trying to get hold of dynamite and weapons to carry out attacks throughout the GDR . . . The relevant MfS departments believe that their aim is to create a GDR RAF, a far-­left Red Army Faction with support groups across the country. Only a few days ago two prospective terrorists were arrested in Halle. Their interrogation is well under way.

			

			In the group’s conversations, which have been fully wiretapped, there is also talk of sympathisers in Jena, specifically of Blase and his people. It is suspected that Rösch and Domaschk could form the next base in Jena. Köhler, Würbach and Nowack know this too. Three weeks ago, at the latest briefing on “Qualle”, Lieutenant Hans Georg Schütz made them fully aware of the possible consequences of Rösch’s close connection to the group in Halle. But Schütz has already left Jena to bolster security for the Party Congress. Würbach can’t question him now. And yet one way or another it’s urgent.

			The two men on their way to Berlin are an explosive combination!

			It’s not for nothing that a colleague from Halle, who’s working on the case, jotted in biro beside the name Rösch: prepared to use violence.

			Friday, 18.40 – express train D 506 between Jena and Naumburg

			Matz looks out of the window. He’s taken the book from his bag but hasn’t started reading. Blase is lying on the seat opposite, snoring. He fell asleep the moment the rhythmic noise of the engine blended with the regular clickety-­clack of the rails. The coach is overheated, the long-­sleeved shirt Matz is wearing over his T-­shirt unnecessary.

			

			Outside, the evening sun diffuses over the countryside. They’re just outside Naumburg. Although the trees haven’t sprouted any new leaves, the undergrowth along the Saale is already glistening a spring-­green colour. Winter is over.

			What will this year bring? In summer Matz could go to Prague or Budapest, where he might get the chance to see his daughter again. She’s been living in the West for almost a year now.

			Little Julia – she’s going to be five this year! He wonders if he’ll recognise her. And she him.

			But would it work? A few months ago he was turned back by GDR guards at the Polish border for no reason.

			 

			He was eighteen when Renate found out she was pregnant; she was twenty-­six.

			What a scene his father made! You’re ruining your life! For ages Gerhard Domaschk refused to see the baby. He didn’t visit 3 Am Rähmen once. That hole. Unlike his mother Ruth, who hid her visits from his father.

			It wasn’t until Julia’s third birthday in Renate’s parsonage, in December 1979, that his father came, bringing a cuddly toy as a present and celebrating with them, much to Matz’s delight.

			What about Renate’s parents? They were strict Protestants with conservative views. Julia was a child born out of wedlock, a bastard. But they did come to visit right after the birth.

			Renate was also put under pressure by her employer, the Protestant Church. Her superior was horrified. For the dean, an unmarried pastor with an illegitimate child was a disaster.

			As far as she was concerned he was a reactionary dinosaur, and there were far too many of them in the Church.

			It wasn’t easy for Renate and Matz. The three of them lived together for only half a year. In summer 1977 Renate had to leave Jena, for the Church had assigned the prospective pastor a post in eastern Thuringia to finish her training.

			

			But by then the two of them had already separated: too stressful, too constrictive, too complicated, a lot of external pressure. They remained close friends. Renate wrote to Matz that she no longer wanted to stand in the way of his development.

			He regularly visited Renate and his daughter Julia at her first posting in Nöbenditz, with his friend Tarzan helping her shovel coal into the shed and renovate the place. He was pleased that she’d got a donkey and a dog for Julia there. But in November 1977, less than eleven months after Julia’s birth, he was called up to the army for a year and a half.

			When Matz returned in May 1979, the Jena he found wasn’t the same place he’d left. Renate had fallen in love with another man, a vicar from the West. To begin with they checked to see if he could join her in the GDR, or at least get a temporary transfer from his church. After all, in the 1950s many pastors had moved from West to East Germany and had stayed. They called on the Federal Republic’s permanent representation in East Berlin, but after eighteen months of negotiations with the GDR authorities a disappointing letter arrived from the head of the relevant department. The Secretariat for Church Affairs was of the opinion that they’d already had enough trouble with Protestant pastors in the GDR; they weren’t going to burden themselves with another one from the West.

			We’ll sort this out through the Church, Renate said, and asked the regional Church office in Eisenach for help. There, the head of the ecclesiastical council urged her to emigrate to keep the family together.

			And so Renate and Julia left their home in 1980 – for ever.

			Matz had to say goodbye to his daughter, who was now three and a half. Renate met him at his parents’ apartment in Neulobeda, because they were away. She left Matz to be alone with Julia for a whole day, one last time.

			

			 

			This still bothers Matz. Last weekend at Fidel and Hubert’s in Zeitz he had a skinful again.

			And yet, when it began in June 1975, it had all been so lovely and easy going. He went to see her one evening, to bring back the cassette recorder he’d borrowed for his eighteenth birthday party in his father’s dacha. They talked for ages, about their parents, books, Berlin, Jena, their life plans, and eventually Matz missed the last bus back to Neulobeda.

			Why don’t you stay with me? Renate said. They slept in the same bed.

			The following weekend Matz took her to the dacha, where with candles and red wine they lay in the small bedroom under the roof. Without speaking they gazed through the window at the starry sky.

			The following day they didn’t wake up until they felt the warmth of the midday sun. Later Renate showed him what she’d written in her diary:

			When I’m with Matz I feel younger and younger. He’s so innocent, straightforward and honest. His inner sense of security also gives me the strength that all of us really need. I’d love to swim in this relationship, just like he does.

			Long past.

			 

			Through the window of the train Matz can see that it’s getting dark, the fields gradually changing from a fresh green to a dark black. How often he’s gone wild camping in fields like these, in the forest, by a river!

			The long summer with his first love was a washout. For days on end he’d lain in a tent with Renate in Masuria, in the middle of the Polish wilderness. They’d kept each other warm, oblivious to the cold and the rain that crept into their sleeping bags at night. In the mornings they would pull down the zip, peer briefly into the mist, then retreat back into the tent, cuddle up close, philosophise about nature and concoct plans for the future. Renate was four months pregnant. He put his hands on her belly: our child. What shall we call it? Gaja’s a nice name, if it’s a girl. Or what about Julia? Yes, I like that, then I could call her my Julchen . . .

			

			If we simply disappear, what would happen? I mean, nobody knows where we are! That was true. Back in summer 1976 their passports weren’t checked when they entered Poland. Let’s just vanish, work out how we could live here.

			Masuria has a good climate. Lots of things ripen earlier here than back home; there are cucumbers in the fields in June. The forests are large, the trees dense and they protect us. We could go deep in, hide away where nobody would find us. From time to time I’d slink to a remote farm to get milk and eggs, maybe work as a day labourer for a farmer who doesn’t ask questions. For bread and bacon. Our child would be able to grow up in total freedom; we wouldn’t lose it to the state . . . No crèche, no kindergarten with soldiers’ songs, no school with flag ceremonies.

			We’ve let our fantasies run riot, Matz says with a smile. It does you the world of good to be able to dream yourself out of the GDR.

			 

			The light inside the train comes on, very brightly. Matz blinks; now his face is reflected in the glass of the window.

			Friday, 20.00 – MfS District Office Jena

			Würbach’s telephone rings. Comrade Unger from the Regional Administration in Halle.

			You can forget it. We know nothing about a meeting between people from Jena and Halle. At least not this evening. In any case the train is going via Weissenfels rather than Halle and it’s just about to arrive in Leipzig.

			

			Würbach hangs up and slams his fist on the desk! Bloody hell! Why hasn’t the Trapo got in touch? We won’t be able to get them at Leipzig now. What’s the next stop? They cannot slip through our fingers!

			All the things we’ve done in the last few weeks to keep the situation under control. Shield and sword of the party – that’s what we’ve got to prove we are, and especially now, just before the Party Congress. For months our mission has gone under the name Kampfkurs X, thirty pages of instructions that all units are obliged to follow. Comrade Erich Mielke, the minister, gave the emphatic order: No incidents whatsoever during the Party Congress! All those applying to leave the country, all potential suspects, all decadent, hostile and negative young persons are to be kept away from the capital! People who express pessimism and scepticism must be identified!

			A secret state of emergency. Every comrade at his post! Chekist excellence! The apparatus to achieve this is at the ready. All the regions, as well as HQ in Berlin, have their own Operational Task Force working round the clock, reporting back on a daily basis and following up on every incident, even the most minor ones. For weeks the daily reports of the task forces have been full of incidents that were successfully liquidated. Here, liquidated means dealt with. Whether it’s a pupil at a school in Cottbus scribbling a comment about the 10th Party Congress on a poster in the classroom, or a flag being torn down, or any sort of graffiti. At this particular time any incident is more serious.

			The postal controls went quicker than normal, processing 82,868 small packages within the GDR forensically within a week using intensive X-­ray checks. Surveillance measures were carried out on 11,743 potential troublemakers, and precautionary conversations were had with 6,323 people about unwelcome travel to the capital of the GDR. They had to sign a declaration or promise not to go to Berlin under any circumstances.

			

			But you never know what’s going to happen.

			From eight o’clock this morning we stipulated a heightened readi­ness for duty for all units, increased the security of our premises with double sentries and police officers, and ensured that the entire city would be monitored by assigning grid squares. We have thirty observation posts, from the House of the People, the Zeiss factory, university, Urania and Textilia8 to the clothes shop on the market, giving us extensive surveillance of the inner and outer rings.

			Over the coming days many young people will be travelling to the black beer festival in Prague. The Volkspolizei in Gera together with comrades from the regional Department for Internal Affairs have, therefore, prepared vehicles and sports halls for possible mass arrests during the 10th Party Congress. However, three-­quarters of the journeys to Prague planned by negative and decadent young people could be stopped.

			In Jena, too, comrades from the District Office have conducted precautionary conversations with quite a number of enemies of the GDR around Domaschk and Rösch. In mid-­March our boss Nowack, with the support of the head of the Regional Administration in Gera, filed special applications for accelerated emigration for almost a dozen Biermann supporters. Make sure this is done by the beginning of the 10th Party Congress! Nowack had urged, warning that individuals in the political underground will use the societal significance of the Congress to lend weight to their applications through political and criminal protests or other spontaneous, effective activity. One of these people, nickname Jagger, is perfectly capable of carrying out criminal attacks! Apparently he has said that he’s fed up to the teeth and is going to become a terrorist.

			

			The Department for Internal Affairs did us a favour by approving all the applications to leave the GDR as quickly as possible. We were able to get rid of most potential troublemakers from Jena to the West before this weekend. They ought to be grateful to us! In the case of two others whose applications couldn’t be processed so quickly, we’ve told them in no uncertain terms to keep a low profile, to avoid harming their chances of emigration.

			And thus, exactly as prescribed by Kampfkurs X, our District Office eased the pressure by significantly weakening the political underground in Jena prior to the Party Congress. High time that lot in Gera acknowledged this rather than always portraying us as failures! It’s unfair! OK, we let a couple of decadent types slip through our fingers today, but why didn’t we manage to have precautionary conversations with Rösch and Domaschk? Why didn’t we make them give a commitment to avoid Berlin? Köhler was assigned this task at the end of January. But nothing happened!

			Because he was off work for weeks and the leadership followed another plan on the basis of the report from Mähler’s IM “Steiner”. Yes, we have an officer in poor health, too few successes to show for ourselves, disciplinary offences committed by some staff and our IM recruitments are way behind plan. The monitoring group criticised this harshly in its report of a few weeks ago. So please, let’s not have the next fiasco right now!

			Würbach’s telephone rings. There is new information from Gera: They have a large suitcase with them. We have to know what’s inside . . . Leaflets? Dynamite? A banner?

			Friday, 20.00 – express train D 506 between Leipzig and Berlin

			Matz is reading his book, their tickets have been checked and Blase has fallen asleep again. Behrchen and his girlfriend are leaning against each other, dozing. The train is full and from a few compartments further down comes the loud laughter of a group of young people, clearly delighted to be getting away from military service for the weekend. The passengers in the other seats are silent. The week is over and everyone is dwelling on their thoughts.

			

			Click-­clack, click-­clack, click-­clack. Matz closes his eyes. The rhythmic noise of the train calls to mind a melody. A song by the Doors: “Hello, I Love You”. He was bowled over the first time he heard it on the radio. Music that gives you goosebumps. The effort he went to afterwards to get hold of the album! In the end a friend surprised him by bringing it from Budapest. He’s been listening to the Doors ever since; he still finds their music like a vortex it’s almost impossible not to be drawn into. The bleakly melancholic voice of Jim Morrison, singing about ideals and dreams, disturbing, vulnerable, so very different from songs by other bands.

			Music relaxes Matz, it inspires him, stirs longing, and makes him happy and sad. Allows him to hang on in there.

			 

			He sees himself setting up all the kit on a small stage, moving the speakers about, turning up the amplifier as far as it will go, connecting the guitars, drumkit, microphones, the mixing desk. The village hall is jammed. The audience, men as well as women, are smoking like there’s no tomorrow. They’re peering expectantly through the haze at the stage. It’ll be kicking off very soon. Most of the crowd, average age of about twenty, have already got their second beer from the bar at the other end of the hall; some are already on their third or fourth. The boys in flares have their arms tightly around their girlfriends in close-­fitting knitted jumpers; the covetous looks from the boys without female companions are unmistakable. There’s shouting, chatting, flirting, drinking, smoking, and all of them just want to start dancing. There’s not much time left; the place closes at half past eleven and they’ll have to get out.

			

			Matz is sitting on a wooden crate at the edge of the stage, beer in hand and a Karo in the corner of his mouth. Laid back. The eyes of the girls will be on him.

			By the walls on either side are two GDR flags in stands. Doing their duty. Emblazoned above the bar at the other end of the hall are the words: As we work today, so we will live tomorrow! Right beneath it is where people get their beers. Matz can’t help grinning. As we drink today . . .

			Where are they again? In the village hall, but which one? Mellingen? Kahla? Stadtroda? It doesn’t matter. It’s been a wild summer, 1977, going from village to village with Uller, his band, from Thuringia to the Erzgebirge. Next week they’re off to the Baltic, with Billy, Jens, Jochen, Moses and Ekki. Matz doesn’t play in the band but he’s been closely associated with it ever since they got together and he often acts as their roadie, which he really likes. He loves touring around. On the Road – all of them have read the book by Jack Kerouac. And they all wanted it too, to be on the road, to not get stuck in the same place, to keep moving from adventure to adventure, being cool and mad to live.

			In fact it was Matz who started the band thing, a band called Out when they were at school, back in Neulobeda, the new district in the south of Jena right by the motorway. He was still living with his parents, studying hard at Dr Theodor Neubauer school and like a good boy going to confirmation class and church with Pastor Zollman.

			As his motto he chose: The truth will set you free. A photo from 1972 shows him in a black suit with neatly combed hair and a Bible in his hand. He and his fellow pupils, also smartly dressed, are grinning at the camera, maybe already thinking about what’s happening afterwards. They’re going to the Zellmann dance school to learn the rules of etiquette and celebrate the leavers’ ball in suits, girls in frilled dresses.

			Some boys discover the secret rooms beneath the old motorway bridge for their first rendezvous with girls. At the foot of the supports are doors whose locks are easily broken. Beyond are steps leading to a windowless room directly beneath the road. Lorries and cars race past above; below, two people will sooner or later be in a tight embrace on a blanket, maybe with a lighted candle and something to drink – a wonderful place for being together without being controlled by anyone, so close and yet so far from everything, so hidden.

			

			Generations of young people in Neulobeda know the hiding place.

			 

			There’s something else Matz wants. He’s devouring more and more books with entirely new themes: the innocence of youth and plunging into adulthood in J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, striving for truth in Hermann Hesse’s The Glass Bead Game, or getting even with an overpowering family tyrant in Franz Kafka’s Letter to His Father.

			He grows cacti on his ninth-­floor windowsill, making them flower, much to his parents’ astonishment.

			They veg out, two or three of them, in their childhood bedrooms, drinking, smoking and listening to the hit parade on Radio Luxembourg. Matz and his friends record music onto tape from the FM radio stations RIAS and Bayern 2. After school the popular programme “Club 16” is broadcast from Munich. The DJ is a woman called Julia. Matz likes her voice and the fact that she loves Beat music and Beethoven, like him. A Beatles EP he was able to get hold of in Poland is already spinning on his record player: Baby you can drive my car . . . Beep-­beep, beep-­beep, yeah!

			His parents think it’s dreadful. He likes the Beatles and his hair gets shaggy. Then he likes Jimi Hendrix and his hair gets a bit longer, now over the ears. But Billy, who’s in the same year as him at school, has hair almost down to his shoulders. They have to fight with their parents and teachers over every centimetre.

			Your hair grows quicker than your intellect, Matz has to listen to his father say. His friends’ fathers are annoying too, coming out with things like: Long hair, short on brains. At school they try to hide their hair, tying it up and freeing the ears.

			

			Long hair distorts the view of the future! one teacher warns. Let’s leave that to the class enemy! Long hair is propaganda for our opponents!

			If he knew that they watch Western television all the time, the latest “Beat-­Club” programmes with the cheeky presenter with long black hair who is sometimes naked in a bathtub. Hottentot music by singing monkeys, the adults rail, unwilling to talk to their children about bands whose names they can’t even pronounce: Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin, Alice Cooper or Frank Zappa. All examples of Western immorality and decadence.

			For Matz and his friends, however, the questions are increasingly important: who am I, who do I want to be, what does freedom mean to me?

			There are stories doing the rounds in Jena about teachers and headteachers marching into classrooms, pointing at those with long hair and saying, You, you and you: come with me! A group of them are then shunted off to the barber’s to turn these layabouts back into citizens without any signs of Western decadence. Only once they’ve been subjected to the clippers are they allowed back in class.

			To spare her son this humiliation, the mother of one of Matz’s schoolfriends creeps up to his bed at night with a pair of scissors and tries to cut his hair. The boy wakes up, of course, starts screaming and injures himself on the scissors, at which point his mother bursts into tears.

			So what? Matz keeps letting his hair grow, over his ears, over his shoulders. A parka and jeans go with the look, the jeans worn without a belt – obviously – like the hero in Plentzdorf’s The New Sorrows of Young W., and finally Jesus sandals, colourful wristbands and necklaces with a talisman. These are important symbols for all those differentiating themselves from their parents and goody-­goody classmates, and instantly recognisable to each other.

			

			Matz takes a few off before he gets home so his father doesn’t see. There’s nobody in the lift to watch him and there’s enough time before he gets upstairs. What sort of country am I living in, Matz wonders, that dictates the length of my hair and the clothes I wear?

			Billy is like him. Matz gave him this nickname; his real name is Ferdinand. To begin with Matz called him “Billy Brawler”, after Ferdinand managed to prevent a mass brawl at school through persuasion alone, without violence. Billy is not one of the goody-­goodies, even though he’s Catholic and even an altar boy with Father Georg Sterzinsky in Alt-­Lobeda, a great Catholic priest who most simply call Sterz. A few years earlier Billy’s family arrived with a crate and three suitcases as migrants from Upper Silesia, settling in a small village near Jena. They didn’t have an easy time there – as far as the locals were concerned they were “Polacks”. So they moved to Neulobeda and Billy became Matz’s close friend.

			He’s got wild hair that sticks out in all directions and a guitar which he prefers drumming on to strumming.

			 

			At some point around then, in 1973, Matz, Billy and some other friends celebrate Carnival at the Catholic church in Wagnergasse. Sixteen-­year-­old Matz dresses up in a long cotton nightshirt smeared with soot and ash and writes on it in big letters: I am environmental pollution.

			This creates a stir, especially with fourteen-­year-­old Heike who thinks its brave for somebody to address the topic with a costume. Both know that most adults are ignorant of the blatant environmental sins committed in the GDR. So she asks him if he’ll lend her his protest nightshirt, at least for the next Carnival celebration.

			She dances a lot with Matz that night, amazed at how good his knowledge of Western music is, whether it be Janis Joplin or Rory Gallagher.

			Heike tells Matz that she’s just been declared by her headmaster and the FDJ9 a traitor to the working class on account of her contact with enemy broadcasters, because at school she polled her classmates about their favourite band. Most voted for the rock band Slade. She wrote this in a letter to Deutschlandfunk in Cologne, whose weekly hit parade most pupils in her class listen to. The letter was signed: Yours, Class 8A.

			It was intercepted in the classroom. The chemistry teacher must have been rifling through the pupils’ desks at breaktime, found the letter under Heike’s books and immediately reported it to the management. The next class was interrupted by the headmaster and a FDJ representative, and an hour-­long tribunal began.

			Nothing has been the same for me since, Heike tells Matz.

			 

			In the playground Matz and Billy meet a boy by the name of Moses. He’s built himself an electric guitar out of a wooden board and he invites them up to his room in block 7/6/116. There Moses shows them how to use the radio as an amplifier, but only when his parents aren’t around.

			After the first visit they’re keen to go back. The three boys study the newspaper ads and one day take the train to somewhere in Thuringia to get a clapped-­out drumkit – just a large drum, cymbals and a snare – from an elderly gentleman. Together they drag the huge box back to the station and are delighted on the way back to Jena.

			Rather than just endlessly talking about music, they’re thinking of starting a band, putting something together themselves. But where is there a rehearsal room? They can’t practise at school, and after all the trouble they got into trying it once, they can’t use the cellars in the estates where they live. FDJ club? Pointless.

			On the edge of the new district is the small village of Drackendorf. Until a few years earlier, before the diggers came and prefabricated concrete developments were built for 22,000 people, it lay all on its own in fields and meadows, idyllically situated on the hillside beneath the Lobdeburg. A few old houses, not much more than a crossroads, village pond, pub and people who could still talk about how Goethe stopped off here after his Italian journey and had a lover in Drackendorf who he visited regularly. Some young people secretly had a key copied for the pavilion in the park, where the writer spent many an evening holding hands with the woman he adored, and they’ve now taken possession of it.

			Matz discovers another refuge in Drackendorf. Right beside the small church is the vicarage of the Protestant pastor he knows from the Junge Gemeinde.10 The church hall is barely used during the week. The Sunday service is occasionally held in there when the church is too cold. If that’s not a practice room for our band, then what is?

			Matz succeeds in persuading the pastor. The hall isn’t heated during the week, but so what? For a few months Matz freezes there, along with Billy, Moses and some of their female classmates who come by to listen.

			 

			Matz took guitar lessons for two years from the age of ten. He tries out the bass guitar, sits at the drumkit, but that’s not his thing.

			Luckily Ekki joins them. His father is a Russian teacher and a musician in his spare time. Ekki himself is a wonderful pianist. Whether at school or in the Catholic parish hall in Alt-­Lobeda, the girls tend to cluster around him when Ekki starts improvising. Ekki has found a better drumkit in an attic and Billy, who can barely play himself, shows Ekki roughly what to do. After a few weeks everyone is astounded by Ekki’s talent and ability. He practises every day and takes a classical drum course at the adult education centre.

			

			Billy has now realised that his real calling is as a singer. They start by covering their favourite songs, not only ones by British and American bands. Matz and Billy have a favourite Polish group, Breakout. Matz discovered them in 1972 when, with Matthias his friend from Görlitz, he went to a farmers’ market just over the border in Zgorzelec. GDR citizens had only just been permitted to travel to Poland without a visa.

			This country was unknown and exciting. Amongst the carts with cabbages and potatoes was a small stand with flexi discs. Beneath a broken sun umbrella was a worn-­out suitcase on a folding table, beside it a record player with a speaker in the lid. The power came from a car battery it was hooked up to. The suitcase contained thin plastic discs, each with two songs. Matthias bought “Tumbling Dice” by the Rolling Stones, but mainly for the second song, “Je t’aime”. Later they went to a record shop in Zgorzelec where Matz acquired his first Breakout records.

			The Polish band plays blues, folk and rock and gives the Drackendorf band an idea for its name: Out.

			Breakout – breaking out from Neulobeda, breaking out of childhood, out of the rigid demands of school, the conventions and wishes of their parents. Billy makes himself a leather necklace and a pendant with the word “Out” in colouring pens so everyone can see it. And suddenly the boy who was taunted for being a Polack is singing Polish lyrics. Their first, slightly accidental open-­air gig takes place at a community party for Billy’s residential block. The band attempts a Doors song: “Waiting for the Sun”.

			This performance encourages them to keep going. In Drackendorf they’re working on the first song of their own when Ekki tells them about Henne in Jena city centre, right behind the Gockelgrill. The old dance hall with a gallery sits between the municipal theatre and the main post office and is already being used by others as a practice room. Bands are popping up all over Jena right now: at schools, university, or in the halls of residence for apprentices. If they don’t come here they rehearse in garages, workrooms or basements. They have names like Tramp, Lichtmast, HSP, Rhythmics, Mille Formation or Polo. At Henne you get better amplifiers and speakers, as well as advice from other musicians and more fans popping by.

			

			They start rehearsing here in the evenings and at weekends. Singer Billy, Moses and drummer Ekki are still in the band, and now they’re joined by two guitar players, Jochen and Udo. Bass guitar, lead guitar, rhythm guitar, drums and blues harp – the line-­up is now complete.

			At the end of a rehearsal one of them asks: What are we going to be called? In a flash Matz says: Uller!

			Matz first heard the word as a child, when his grandfather August explained to him a puzzling object Matz had found on a leather strap in a drawer. That’s my Uller, my talisman. It’s always protected me.

			Eventually some of the band members and Matz also get themselves leather necklaces with talismans, and later a cuddly toy with an Uller around its neck sits on the stage during gigs as a mascot.

			More and more fans turn up to the practices in the old dance hall. Why not become a proper band with an official licence? But it’s not as easy as that. In April 1977 they could play in front of the Assessment Committee. Then they’d be licensed to perform in public and could earn a small fee.

			For weeks, indeed the entire winter, they rehearse intensively. Their aim is to achieve basic grade at least. To convince the members of the Cabinet for Cultural Work, Billy produces a carefully thought-­out list of thirty songs.

			The quota system specifies that at least 60 per cent of the songs have to be written by the artists themselves, or come from the GDR or socialist sister countries. They’re planning to include songs by Breakout, of course. To these Billy adds some Brecht poems he’s set to music, like “Kuppellied” or “Lied eines Freudenmädchens”. For the latter he lowers his voice until it sounds melancholic, resonating with those who are lovesick when the following words of consolation come:

			

			Thank God it’s all over quickly.

			The love and the heartbreak too.

			Where are the tears of yesterday evening?

			Where is the snow of last year?

			Then the rest of the list can be from the West: “Let’s Work Together” by Canned Heat and songs by Ten Years After, Black Sabbath and the Doors.

			For their assessment they have to jump through some bureaucratic hoops: obtain confirmation from the organisations where they’re doing apprenticeships that there are no objections, certificates of good conduct from the police, and much more besides. After months of preparation they’re confident of success. But then all of a sudden Udo the guitarist disappears. He’s escaped to the West. Of course he never told them about this. Disaster, brief panic. But luckily they meet Jens, sixteen years old, who through his family has grown up with the Jena Dixilanders and is already a talented guitarist. Sigh of relief.

			Six bands play one after the other on assessment day. When they appear on stage in the House of Culture in Göschwitz at eleven o’clock in the morning, they have half an hour to play to the committee. The no-­longer-­quite-­so-­young men and women of the Cabinet for Cultural Work are entrenched at a long table in the hall, constantly making notes about the amateur dance music presented to them. They award points for mastery of the instruments, arrangement, harmony, rhythm, image, but also for an affiliation with an enterprise as supporter or sponsor. The band has anxiously watched the groups before them being marked, but they don’t let this get to them, they just play with courage and focus. They look over the heads of the committee members at their fans and those of other bands in the packed-­out hall.

			

			Matz leaps from his chair during the first song but is immediately instructed to sit down. One woman in the jury takes a shine to them because of the Polish songs. She’s there in a voluntary capacity, delegated by VEB Jenaer Glasswerk (Jena glassworks). It’s mainly thanks to her that they achieve the highest rating possible for a group like theirs. Surprisingly they get their official licence at three grades higher than expected, as a top-­grade group.

			Ekki gets business cards made as quickly as possible. Uller – Blues and Rock from Jena. 9 Inselplatz, Telephone 258 06, daily 16.30–17.30. That’s the address and phone number of his parents. He no longer lives with them, but now he drops in for an hour after work because of the telephone.

			And it rings. Ekki becomes the band’s manager.

			It begins as early as the following weekend. Their first gig is in the F-­Haus, in the centre, which once housed the Nazi Labour Front, and now the Free German Trade Union Federation, the FDGB. In the old hall of the building between Krautgasse and Bachstrasse there is dancing with a live band almost every weekend. Uller’s first appearance is a party for the musicians and their fans. The F-­Haus is followed by student clubs: the Rosenkeller in Jena, the Kasseturm in Weimar and clubs in Halle, Gera and Erfurt.

			At one of their gigs they want to try out a female vocalist. Heike, who as a fourteen-­year-­old admired Matz at the Carnival celebrations, remembers his environmental pollution nightshirt. Matz hasn’t thrown it away; he lends it to her for the performance. Now eighteen, she stands on stage in the rags and sings three songs, but the audience are mainly staring at the provocative nightshirt: I am environmental pollution.

			Matz organises a gig in the city centre Junge Gemeinde, followed by the university refectory, the railway workshop (RAW), the House of Culture in Neulobeda and lots of trips out to villages. Soon they lose track of where they are or ought to be, despite their manager Ekki. If it’s too far to go for a gig they’ll sleep in the sitting rooms of total strangers. And thus their circle of acquaintances grows from appearance to appearance.

			

			They don’t need to advertise; word of their gigs gets round. A handwritten poster at the entrance to a hall is enough: Playing this evening: Uller – starts 20.00, entrance 1 mark. In any case when the stewards think it’s full they stop letting people in, but there’s always a cluster waiting outside in the hope that some will come out again.
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