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A Note on Sources



Due to the volume of sources consulted while researching this book, I have included only a selection of the nearly two thousand original citations, omitting ones for information that is widely available or can easily be verified. Sources I returned to repeatedly—federal and state parliamentary investigations, trial logs, my own interviews—I cited just once per chapter.


I attempted to reach all of the people who appear prominently in the book, including the families of the murdered men, to invite them to speak with me. I also attempted to reach frequently named individuals accused of serious criminality or of aiding the NSU, and officials accused of negligence, to offer the right of reply.














We started our new lives and tried to follow as closely as possible all the good advice our saviors passed on to us. We were told to forget; and we forgot quicker than anybody ever could imagine. After four weeks in France or six weeks in America, we pretended to be Frenchmen or Americans.


—Hannah Arendt, We Refugees





Always start off small. Many small victories are better than one huge blunder. If you never get caught, you are better than any army. Others will notice your activities, but never try to take any credit for them, your success should be all the recognition you need.


—Tom Metzger, Ku Klux Klan Grand Dragon, Laws for the Lone Wolf















Prologue



A Fiery End


One autumn afternoon in the German town of Zwickau, a woman splashed ten liters of gasoline around her apartment, then set it on fire.


She had been dreading this day for years, hoping it wouldn’t come to this. But on November 4, 2011, it did, and she needed to act quickly to save her two cats from the flames. Their names were Lilly and Heidi. One was black with white spots on its paws, while the other had gray and black stripes. She scooped them up, put them in their carriers, and walked downstairs to the street.


A passing neighbor recognized the woman by her “strikingly long, dark hair.” Everyone seemed to fixate on this feature, perhaps because nothing else about her seemed distinct. She was five foot five, the average height of women in Germany. She was neither heavyset nor slim. Her face was wide, flat, expressionless, with thin lips and hazel eyes. Later, when her face became famous across Germany, there was one trait that nobody seemed to use to describe her. Which was strange because it was the only one that mattered:


The woman was white.


Four years later, at the trial that would captivate the country, the white woman would claim that she waited to set the fire until the two men renovating the building’s attic left for a break, so they wouldn’t be hurt. That she had tried to warn the older lady who lived downstairs—who sometimes looked after the cats when she was away—buzzing and knocking hard on her door, to tell her to run from the flames. Her lawyer would tell a courtroom packed with judges, prosecutors, lawyers, journalists, neo-Nazis, and police that she’d taken great care to save lives the day she set the fire. The lives of other white Germans, and her two precious cats.


She wouldn’t have needed to set the fire if only the fifteenth bank robbery had gone as well as the fourteen before it. For over a decade, her two best friends, and sometimes lovers, had been robbing banks at gunpoint in towns across Germany. On their previous heist, the two men—who shared the same first name—had walked in carrying two pistols, a revolver, and a hand grenade, one wearing a vampire mask and the other a ski mask. They walked out with 15,000 euros in cash, making their getaway as they always did—on bicycles. Over the years, they’d stolen hundreds of thousands of deutsche marks and euros, worth nearly a million dollars today.


For their fifteenth heist they drove two hours from Zwickau to Eisenach, the birthplace of composer Johann Sebastian Bach and where Martin Luther translated the New Testament from Latin and Greek into German. On November 4, 2011, at 9:15 a.m., they walked in wearing sweatpants and sneakers, one in a gorilla mask, the other in a mask from the movie Scream. They pistol-whipped the bank manager, leaving a wound on his head. They pedaled away with 72,000 euros in a bag. At 9:30 a.m., police issued an alert for officers to be on the lookout for two men on bicycles. Twenty minutes later, a witness told officers he’d seen two men ride bikes into a hardware store parking lot a half mile from the bank. They were in a hurry. They loaded their bikes into a white camper van and drove off.


Hours passed without any sign of the culprits, and police theorized they might attempt to drive deeper into Saxony, the eastern German state where other recent bank robberies had taken place. Officers fanned out to patrol the roads leading west toward the city of Chemnitz. But at four minutes past noon, police spotted a white camper van parked on the side of the road a few miles north of the bank. Two officers got out of their vehicle and approached it. Just then, they heard a gunshot, then another. The officers took cover behind a nearby car and a dumpster. Another shot rang out. Then the van went up in flames.


The cops radioed firefighters, who rushed to the scene and quickly extinguished the blaze. Carefully, they opened the side door and looked in. Lying on the floor were the bodies of the two bank robbers, each with a bullet through the head. After setting the van on fire, one of them had shot the other, then turned the gun on himself. Searching through the carnage, a police officer inspected the guns. On the vehicle’s right-hand seat was a Pleter 91 submachine gun and a Czech-made semiautomatic pistol. A black handgun was lying on a small end table between the two seats. But what caught the officer’s eye were the two shiny, brass-colored bullet cartridges. They looked just like the casings of his own, government-issued bullets.


Could the bank robbers be police?


Investigators had learned little from the series of bank heists across eastern Germany in the preceding years. Two months earlier, police in the town of Gotha described the suspects as “both about 20 years old, slender figures, approx. 180–185 cm, masked, dark brown hair, darker skin tone, German language without an accent.” That last phrase—German-speaking, without an accent—seemed intended to distinguish the men from immigrants or foreigners. The robbers were German, or at least they sounded the part. But the second to last phrase—“darker skin tone”—seemed to differentiate them from the typical German, by implying they were not white. But the Gotha police got it wrong. That much was evident as officers looked inside the van at the bodies of two men, some of their white skin charred by the fire.


When news reports began circulating that two bank robbers had killed themselves in a blaze of fire and gunshots, only one person in all of Germany knew who they were: the white woman with the long dark hair and two cats. Knew that they weren’t just two money-driven men with a death wish. Knew that while robbing banks had been a talent of theirs, it was only a means to a more sinister end: murdering immigrants, to keep Germany white. They weren’t merely bank robbers, the woman knew—they were serial killers, terrorists.


She knew this because she was one, too.
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The three friends were not predestined to become killers. It was the culmination of their decade-long indoctrination into Germany’s far-right world. They didn’t radicalize alone, but as part of a white supremacist community. Its ringleader was a government informant who used taxpayer money to turn disillusioned young Germans into violent political operatives.


Some tried to warn the world about what they were up to. One leftist punk began photographing far-right rallies and documenting the white supremacists who attended, unaware that some of them would grow up to be terrorists or that she would one day be called upon to expose them. Before the murders began, a police officer had tried to arrest the trio for their other, foreboding crimes. But he was sidelined by a law enforcement system that cared less about protecting the public than protecting its own.


Growing up in eastern Germany after the fall of the Berlin Wall, far-right youth called themselves National Socialists—Nazis. Like the original Nazis half a century before them, they blamed minorities for their ills. They despised Jews and didn’t consider them to be part of the white race.* They derided Blacks. But above all they fixated on immigrants: working-class men and women and their children, from Turkey, Vietnam, and Greece. Children like Gamze Kubaşık, whose family emigrated from Turkey to Dortmund, where they opened a corner store. Children like Semiya Simşek, whose parents came from Turkey and sold flowers at stands across Bavaria. But to the white woman with long dark hair, and to her two white friends, these immigrants posed an existential threat to the white nation they wanted Germany to be.


And so they killed them, or killed their next of kin. One year before the Islamist terror attacks of September 11, 2001, three German terrorists set out to rid their nation of immigrants. Over many years, and in many cities, they shot immigrants where they worked and bombed the neighborhoods where they lived. Shot them in their corner stores, kebab stands, a hardware store. Bombed them in a grocery store, a bar, a barbershop.


German authorities didn’t catch on to what they were doing. Blinded by their own prejudice, they couldn’t bring themselves to believe that sixty years after the Holocaust, some white Germans could still be radicalized to the point of carrying out racist mass murder. And so each time an immigrant was killed, officers would lie to the victim’s family, fabricating evidence to feed officers’ fantasies that immigrant crime syndicates were to blame. While police ignored evidence that the killings were being carried out by white Germans, men of Turkish and Greek background continued to be murdered one by one.


Thirteen years passed before the trio’s crime spree finally ended. The country’s reckoning would unfold in a Munich courtroom, the city’s largest, renovated just in time to hold Germany’s trial of the century. Each day, former far-right skinheads and former leftist punks filed into the courtroom as witnesses, defendants, lawyers, spectators. Each day, for five years. The truth trickled out slowly. The spy in the cybercafé. Taxpayer funds given to far-right extremists. The intelligence agents who shredded documents in a frenzy. The trial would force Germany to grapple with what drove an ordinary German woman and her ordinary German friends to carry out a serial assassination of innocent people—people selected for the country from which they came, the accent in their voice, the color of their skin.


A nation that liked to think it had atoned for its racist past would be forced to admit that violent prejudice was a thing of the present. That sixty years after Hitler’s Nazis led Jews and other minorities to their deaths during the Holocaust, German police were so blinded by bias that they couldn’t recognize the racist violence unfolding around them. The case would compel Germans to acknowledge that terrorism isn’t always Islamist or foreign. More often, it’s homegrown and white. And that in an age of unparalleled mass migration, the targets of white terrorism are increasingly immigrants.


This is true not just in Germany, but in Western democracies around the globe. Since 9/11, more people in the United States have been murdered by far-right extremists than by any other kind, including Islamist ones. And it’s getting worse: The year President Donald Trump took office, American white supremacists murdered twice as many people as the year before. Trump’s anti-immigrant, antidemocratic rhetoric inspired white terrorists across the globe. In Christchurch, New Zealand, in 2019, minutes before a white man shot up a mosque during Friday prayers, he circulated a manifesto that called for the “removal” of nonwhite immigrants from Europe and praised Trump as “a symbol of renewed white identity and common purpose.”


He wasn’t the first white man to find common purpose in terrorizing immigrants and racial minorities, Muslims, and Jews. And he wouldn’t be the last. Another white terrorist found it in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, where he murdered three young Jordanian- and Syrian-Americans in their home in 2015. Four months later, another one found it at Emanuel AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina, slaughtering nine Black worshippers in 2015. Two years later, another found it in a mosque in Quebec City, Canada, where he opened fire just after an imam led the congregation in prayer, killing six people and injuring five. One month after that, another one found it in Olathe, Kansas, where he yelled at two Indian engineers, calling them “terrorists” and “illegal immigrants,” and screamed at them to “get out of my country,” before shooting and killing them. A few months after that, another found it on a train in Portland, Oregon, shouting racist and anti-Muslim slurs at two Black teenagers before stabbing three people, killing two.


Yet another white terrorist found it at the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh in 2018, killing eleven Jewish people and injuring six. Another found it as he hunted Mexicans in the aisles of a Walmart in El Paso, killing twenty-three. Another one found it in the Asian American spas and massage parlors of Atlanta, where he killed six Asian American women and injured two others. One month later, another found it at a FedEx in Indianapolis that employed Indian Americans, killing four Sikhs and four others. Another one found it in a Black neighborhood in Buffalo, New York, where he entered a grocery store and slaughtered eleven people, almost all of them Black. Another found it in a store in Jacksonville, Florida, where, on the sixtieth anniversary of Dr. Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, in August 2023, he ordered white people to leave before killing three Black shoppers in a suicide attack.


To stop this carnage, we need to acknowledge who the terrorists really are. Just as in Germany, most terrorists who strike in the United States are homegrown and white.


Today, some Germans want to confront their domestic extremists. But many wish to look away. It’s a sentiment shared around the world. No one wants to believe that their neighbors, friends, and fellow citizens may be radicalizing around them, or that white terror is on the rise. They’d like to think it doesn’t happen often, or that it couldn’t happen here. Germany’s failure to recognize its first white terrorist spree of the twenty-first century—much less stop it—is a chilling warning for other nations that are failing to fight extremists at home. Having briefly earned a reputation as a haven for the world’s refugees, Germany is now struggling to protect them from violence by native-born whites.


“There are those in the east and the west who want to see Germany as an open society”—one that embraces immigrants, said Heike Kleffner, a German journalist who investigates the far right. But there are other Germans who would like to make Germany white. “This rift is played out in families, in small towns, big cities, villages. It’s a battle about defining this country.”


This upheaval is transforming Germany’s politics and calling into question what being German even means. Similar debates are engulfing nations around the world. When three white Germans began their anti-immigrant spree, white terrorism was already a global phenomenon, though few yet knew it by that name.


To understand what white terror is, who is spreading it, and how to stop it, we must look to Germany’s east, where three friends from a small town set off to murder immigrants—and the government that was supposed to stop them chose to look away.


Footnote


1 Some white supremacists believe immigration is a tool used by Jews to dilute and destroy the “white race.” Suggested reading: Bring the War Home, by Kathleen Belew.

















PART I














Chapter 1



Rebirth of a Nation


It’s a sunny day in Jena, a small city nestled between mountains and a forest halfway between Frankfurt and Berlin. A man with tattooed arms sets up a video camera and points it at a girl. She’s sixteen years old. It’s 1991—twenty years before she’ll torch the apartment and carry her two cats to the street. Her shoulder-length hair is frizzy and brown. She’s dressed in skinny jeans, earrings, and a loose-fitting top. She’s sitting outside a youth club that’s under construction. The man, Thomas Grund, is a social worker who will help run the club once it opens later that year. Two teenage boys sit on either side of the girl and light cigarettes as they posture for the camera. One of the boys asks how they should sit.


“Any way you’d like,” Grund replies.


The girl accuses one of the boys, the one with shaggy dark blond hair hanging in front of his eyes, of hogging all the room and tells him to scoot over. Once they’re settled, Grund begins the interview. He asks whether they all live in the housing project in Jena’s Winzerla neighborhood, the one built in the 1980s for workers of the Carl Zeiss company that manufactures lenses for cameras, microscopes, and more. The teens say yes.


“I like living in the ghetto,” the blond boy replies smugly.


“Do you all have your own rooms?”


The boys say yes. The girl says nothing.


“How long have you been here?”


“Two or three years,” says the dark-haired boy, dressed in an army-green hoodie. Grund asks the girl whether she lives with her parents. “Yes, with my parents,” she replies, declining to elaborate that she’s never known her birth father, and that her mother is rarely around.


“In your own room?” Grund asks. A pause.


“Yes, my own room,” she finally answers.


Grund asks more questions, but she doesn’t seem to listen. She’s distracted by the blond boy with the bangs. The two flirt and lock eyes as she crosses her legs and rests her knee on top of his. She inches closer, unable to sit still, running her hand through her hair. At one point, they both lean in until their faces are a few inches apart. Then they freeze, remembering that the camera is still rolling, and pull away. But she can’t take her eyes off him for more than a moment without sneaking a glance and flashing a smile.


“Are there ever conflicts between residents?” Grund continues.


“Yes,” the girl replies, her attention drawn suddenly back.


“And not only with residents, but also with the police,” the blond-haired boy adds. He tells Grund that there are conflicts over “everything”—“harassment,” “robberies,” even “assault.”


“Where do you go to hang out?” Grund asks.


Discos and small corner-store casinos with slot machines and sports betting, they reply. Asked whether they earn enough money to support these habits, the girl says nothing. Only later, after the boys have said their piece, she adds that “there’s nowhere else for us to go.”


“What do you like to do in your free time?” Grund asks.


“Training with women,” the dark-haired boy replies crudely, which causes the girl to laugh. Grund tries to get them to focus, asking whether they’re afraid of being unemployed. The girl doesn’t answer. The blond boy stops flirting just long enough to say, “No.”


When Grund asks whether violence is a part of their lives, the two boys talk over each other in a race to reply. “From time to time,” says the blond-haired one. The dark-haired boy looks skeptical. When things go down, “they really go down.”


Asked about their hopes for the future, all three of them look around blankly, unable to reply.
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Sixteen years earlier, the girl, whose name is Beate, came into this world by surprise. On January 2, 1975, her mother, an East German named Annerose Apel, walked into a Jena hospital complaining of stomach pains. Doctors suspected kidney stones, but within hours, she gave birth to a baby girl. Just twenty-two, Annerose was enrolled in a dentistry program in Bucharest, Romania. She left her daughter in Germany with the child’s grandmother and returned to Bucharest to complete her studies.


Annerose’s transience was typical for the time. Although university in East Germany was free, admission was competitive and was often reserved for those who had demonstrated loyalty to the Communist Party. Thousands of young East Germans like Annerose with career ambitions found it easier to enroll in Eastern Bloc countries like Romania, then return to East Germany to begin their careers. This was Annerose’s plan. But by the time she earned her degree and returned to Jena, she suffered from allergies so severe that they prevented her from working as a dentist. Annerose stumbled in and out of love. After her stint in Bucharest with a Romanian man who was almost certainly Beate’s birth father, she returned to Jena briefly before marrying and moving in with a man in the town of Camburg, a half hour away.


The only steady force in Beate’s life was her grandmother, with whom she developed a deep bond. Anneliese Apel raised Beate in her small apartment in Jena. On weekday afternoons she walked Beate home from kindergarten, and it was most likely Anneliese who, in early September 1981, saw her off for her first day of school.i


Beate was an enthusiastic playmate, but a mediocre student. “Beate tries hard to achieve good learning results,” her second-grade report card read, “but she often lacks the necessary concentration and order. She does not reach her full potential.” Nevertheless, “she participates actively and with much joy.” In fourth grade she joined a medieval-style fencing club, at which she excelled. But when the club disbanded, she refused to join another, despite her mother’s urging. By this time Annerose had divorced, returned to Jena, enrolled in an accounting program, and applied for a job as an accountant for Jena’s famous Carl Zeiss factory. Founded in 1846 as a small mechanic’s workshop, it thrived during Germany’s two world wars, producing binoculars, rifle scopes, bombsights, and other optical instruments for the war machine.ii After World War II, when Germany split into East and West, the company did, too: The West German enterprise operated out of the town of Oberkochen, while the East German operation continued in Jena. Thirty years later, Carl Zeiss was still one of Jena’s foremost employers when it took in Annerose. In 1985, when Beate was ten, the company offered Annerose a subsidized apartment in a six-story building in Winzerla. This is where Beate was living when Grund directed his camera at her.


As mother and daughter grew apart, East Germany was trying to hold itself together. In the fifteen years that followed World War II, more than 2.7 million East Germans—one out of every five—had exited west to reunite with their families, to live in a democracy, for better-paying jobs. Desperate to halt the exodus, East German authorities had hastily erected a barrier made of barbed wire and concrete, which they later fortified into a nearly twelve-foot-high concrete wall. They added guardposts where armed soldiers were told to shoot anyone who dared try to cross. After nearly four decades of separation, when Beate was fourteen, it all ended suddenly, by mistake. On November 9, 1989, an East German official named Günter Schabowski went on the radio to announce some bureaucratic changes that would make it easier for some East Germans to travel to the West. When asked when the changes were to take place, he stammered, “It takes effect, as far as I know… immediately.” The announcement was poorly worded, and to East Germans itching for the freedom to emigrate or agitating for the end of the socialist system, it sounded like their dreams were about to come true. They flocked to the wall in the thousands. Across the Atlantic, Americans watched on their televisions as Germans breached the wall and began tearing it down. They watched as families that had long been separated hugged and kissed in the streets.


But the celebrations had barely ended when a new reality began to sink in for the sixteen million Germans still living in the former East: Capitalism meant competition. No longer reliant on a narrow selection of products, East German consumers could purchase an infinite array of things from all over the world. Sales of East German products plunged. The Treuhand agency was established to privatize businesses that had been owned by the socialist state. In reality, the agency helped West German companies buy out their East German competitors. Layoffs ensued, putting millions of people out of a job for the first time in their lives. East Germans had benefited from the socialist right—and duty—to work, even if all their job entailed was redundant tasks on an automobile assembly line or pushing papers for a bloated bureaucracy. Suddenly, there was no such guarantee. Thirty percent of the East German workforce found itself either working “short time” or without a job at all.


Many former East Germans would grow to resent this troubled transformation. Though millions would migrate west, many of those who stayed faced prolonged hardship, and economic disparities between the former East and West would endure for decades. Three decades after the wall fell, barely one in three eastern Germans would look back on reunification as a success.


One of the eastern German companies that struggled to survive reunification was the Zeiss factory in Jena. To compete against companies in China and elsewhere, the company had to tweak the sizes and shapes of its lenses to adhere to international standards—an expensive overhaul. In 1991, the Treuhand agency purchased the hemorrhaging Carl Zeiss company for 1 deutsche mark and laid off a third of its workforce. Almost overnight, 650 Zeiss employees lost their jobs. By the year’s end, 17,000 of them were forced to go on “a journey into the unknown,” in the euphemistic words of a company historian. After fourteen years with the company, Annerose was laid off. She started drinking, and drifting. Soon her daughter began drifting, too.
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Because money was hard to come by, or maybe just for the thrill, teenage Beate began shoplifting from department stores for clothes that fit her brooding mood: loose-fitting tank tops, aviator sunglasses, and bandanas to cover her long, darkening hair. In school, the once “joyful” student struggled to pass her classes, the one exception being physical education, where she excelled. In June 1992, after completing tenth grade, rather than continue on a path toward college, at age seventeen Beate applied for professional apprenticeships and began working as a painter’s assistant. When she grew bored of literally watching paint dry, she switched to gardening and began growing vegetables. But Beate wasn’t born with a green thumb, and although she completed the apprenticeship, it didn’t lead to a job. She began spending more time at the youth club, the one where she sat for Grund’s camera. Called Winzerclub, “Wine Grower’s Club,” it was one of 144 such clubs established by Germany’s Ministry of Women and Youth to keep young people off the streets. The minister who oversaw them was a woman in her midthirties—an up-and-coming scientist turned politician for Germany’s conservative Christian Democratic Union (CDU) party. Her name was Angela Merkel.


Merkel and her colleagues envisioned these clubs as places where teenagers—unsettled or disgruntled by the sweeping shifts taking place around them—could hang out under the watch of social workers who would keep them on track, introducing life and career skills that might feed them into the workforce. To lure teens away from trouble, they needed to welcome everyone—even those with radical, far-right ideas. Some clubs functioned as Merkel and her colleagues intended. But others, like Winzerclub, became hangouts for hoodlums, where eastern German teens could let loose as they rebelled against their new, capitalist world. The same year Grund interviewed Beate, she was charged with three separate counts of misdemeanor theft. Two were dropped, but for the third she was sentenced to community service. This slap on the wrist didn’t stop her from stealing. Soon thereafter, “Beate, her cousin and two others broke into the club and stole everything—really everything that wasn’t nailed down,” recalled Grund—money, games, cigarettes.


One of Beate’s accomplices was a boy with blond hair—different from the one in the video. This boy had bright eyes and an easy smile. Uwe Mundlos was born to a father who taught computer science at the University of Applied Sciences Jena. His mother worked at a local supermarket. His younger brother had been born with spasticity, a physical disability that often demanded his older brother’s attention. Mundlos treated his brother with kindness, pushing him around in his wheelchair.


Mundlos was a bright boy who got good grades in school. When he drew, he sometimes held the pencil in his left hand, other times in his right. Back then, left-handedness was widely considered a defect, so his teachers encouraged him to become right-handed—a detail that would one day interest police.


Like many young East Germans, Mundlos was enchanted by relics of the West that East Germans weren’t allowed to have. Once, when his father, Siegfried, traveled to West Germany to celebrate his mother’s ninetieth birthday, he returned to Jena with capitalist contraband: a wristwatch with a built-in calculator. He gave it to his son, warning him never to bring it to school where it might draw attention. Both father and son were skeptical of East German propaganda. Once, Siegfried gave his son a booklet about the Sachsenring automobile factory in Zwickau. It described how the Soviet Union had given East Germany fifty tractors manufactured at the plant in the wake of World War II. But young Mundlos, an astute observer, protested that this was impossible: Another part of the book said the factory had in fact been dismantled earlier the same year. The tractors were a lie—the government, a liar.


By seventh grade, Mundlos’s skepticism led him to challenge his teachers, but he still excelled in class and earned admission to a reputable college prep high school, where he had a penchant for quoting lines from the animated cartoon series The Pink Panther. In grade school he had worn his hair long, like a hippie, but he now changed his appearance, favoring a buzz cut and showing up for class wearing black boots and a military jacket. He began spouting what Siegfried later called “amateurish ideas,” like taking pride in Germany’s twentieth-century past. To many Germans, pride in the past wasn’t just taboo—it was unthinkable. Germany’s history was filled with genocide and two world wars. After World War II, legislators passed laws making it a crime to incite hatred against protected groups. To show patriotism or glorify German history was considered protected speech, but to publicly display Nazi symbols, deny the Holocaust, or utter insults toward vulnerable groups based on their religion, race, ethnicity, or nationality were crimes punishable by fines or even prison. Eventually, Germany earned a reputation as the epitome of a nation confronting the darkness of its wartime past. It paid more than 50 billion euros—more than $60 billion—in reparations to millions of people who were persecuted by the Nazis, half of which went to Holocaust survivors in the United States and Israel. Courts eventually convicted some twenty thousand Nazis for war crimes—though fewer than six hundred received serious sentences—and by some estimates as many as one million Germans may have played some role in the genocide. Memorials were erected to commemorate the victims. So great were Germans’ attempts to atone for their nation’s terror that they coined a word for it: Vergangenheitsbewältigung, meaning “to struggle with or to overcome the past.” Aging Holocaust survivors were dispatched to schools to warn what antisemitism, racism, and prejudice can create.


And yet despite all these efforts, fascism—the far-right militant, authoritarian, ultranationalist politics popularized by the Nazis—never died. Not everyone accepted the narrative that Germans should atone for their past. Although the Nazi Party collapsed after Germany’s defeat in World War II, many who had served Hitler and oversaw the Holocaust were still alive. Some senior Nazis had fled abroad to escape justice, helped along by Nazi sympathizers, including officials in the Catholic Church. But other rank-and-file Nazis lived out the rest of their lives in Germany. Some served as judges, others in posts near the top echelons of government. Germany had no mechanism to force them, or anyone, to conform. Of course, Germany could encourage its citizens to embrace multiculturalism, and its authorities could try to prevent hateful ideas from turning into violence. But the nature of democracy is that people have the freedom to think what they wish. Germany has never banned Hitler’s Mein Kampf, as many—including the German news agency Deutsche Welle—incorrectly assume.iii


For a German teenager with a penchant to provoke, nothing was more incendiary than becoming a Nazi, and Mundlos relished the role, embracing antisemitism and expressing it through dark jokes. He read books like Thies Christophersen’s 1973 Die Auschwitz-Lüge (The Auschwitz Lie), in which the former SS officer stationed at the notorious concentration camp in Poland claimed the Holocaust was a myth manufactured by an international conspiracy of Jews.iv Once, on an eighth-grade field trip to the Buchenwald concentration camp not far from Jena, Mundlos had “no room for sympathy for the victims,” one of his classmates observed. Standing in front of the incinerators, he remarked that at least the Jews were “nice and warm.”


Mundlos wasn’t alone. All across Germany there were people who refused to participate in their nation’s collective shame, guilt, and reckoning. Some right-wing Germans, one or two generations removed from the war, were fed up with being told to feel ashamed for crimes they hadn’t committed or for a war they hadn’t fought. But for far-right Germans like Mundlos, there was nothing to atone for. Collectively, these racists, xenophobes, and antisemites became known as neo-Nazis. To the new Nazis, the old Nazis were not murderers but war heroes, and the Holocaust was not a genocide but a legitimate battle against an existential threat. Young men like Mundlos became nostalgic for a time when white Germans had been on top of the world. They glorified their once-powerful nation and were determined to restore its reputation—to make the world respect Germany, even fear it, once again.


By the time Mundlos came of age, this Nazi nostalgia had gained a foothold in Jena—expressed through graffiti, public protests, the lyrics of far-right music, and often through violence. In Jena’s Winzerla neighborhood, “there was no wall on the prefabricated buildings that did not have a swastika emblazoned on it,” Grund recalled. Beneath one train overpass someone sprayed the words “Auschwitz Express.” If such obscenities bothered Winzerla’s residents, they didn’t show it. Two full years would pass before the words were finally painted over.


To Grund, Winzerla was a gray neighborhood “with more violence than opportunities.” Some historians would claim that this absence of opportunity explained, if not excused, the antisocial behavior and extremist beliefs of disillusioned youth in the former East. But for Mundlos, this wasn’t the case. Sharper and more driven than his peers, he never lacked for opportunities. Just like the Carl Zeiss factory had taken in Beate’s mother, Annerose, when she needed a job, a generation later it took in Mundlos, too. After completing tenth grade in the spring of 1990, he began an apprenticeship as a Zeiss data processor. At night, he grew closer with Beate, hanging out at the Winzerclub, where they’d smoke and flirt to the backdrop of heavy rock music or play card games like skat and Doppelkopf. Once a week, the young couple dined at a restaurant on the edge of a nearby forest. In 1992, Mundlos moved in with Beate and Annerose. There, in Beate’s bedroom, they could be alone. To Annerose, Mundlos was “communicative, friendly and courteous.” For the next two years, Mundlos returned to his family only when it came time for laundry—Mundlos’s mother, Ilona, would wash his clothes. “That’s just how it is with young men,” his father, Siegfried, would say.


Eventually, Mundlos began bringing Beate to his family gatherings. Siegfried was delighted. Beate seemed like an upstanding girl. He never heard her express any far-right or militaristic views. Siegfried hoped Beate might steer his son away from the far-right scene. But if Beate tried to subdue Mundlos’s darker side, she didn’t succeed. On weekends when they went clubbing, Mundlos would dress in black or green militant clothes. Beate would look him up and down and then ask him, Don’t you want to wear something else? Beate didn’t object to her boyfriend’s politics—only when he literally wore them on his sleeve. Once, when Mundlos accompanied Beate to a nightclub with a leftist, punk-leaning clientele, nine people roughed him up. Presumably they’d been provoked by his “stupid clothes,” as Siegfried called them.


It shocked Siegfried when Mundlos and his friends began printing posters and organizing small political rallies in which they’d wave flags of the former German Empire. Siegfried would later say he tried to help his son escape his troublesome path. Once, he showed Uwe an abandoned quarry near the Carl Zeiss factory, hoping he might find solitude there and keep himself out of trouble, away from his far-right friends. Instead, Mundlos began taking those friends there to swim, camp, and let loose at night around a bonfire. In 1992, Siegfried took Mundlos and Beate—then seventeen—and a couple of their friends on a monthlong holiday to a lake where they swam, barbecued, and enjoyed “playing their little games.” But when the four weeks were up, Mundlos got into an argument with Beate, who wanted to stay longer on her own. Mundlos was irate. There was a time for vacation, and a time to be home. His son, Siegfried noticed, had a sanctimonious side—a sharp “moral sense of responsibility” that he liked to impose upon his friends.


He did the same at Winzerclub. While “the older men in there [sat with] young girls on their laps and smoked and drank,” as Grund recalled, Mundlos was didactic—an athletic guy who “didn’t smoke or drink… a glass on New Year’s Eve at most.” For her part, “Beate was just a normal young girl from next door, a marginal figure with no political interest”—affable enough. But Mundlos was a contrarian who’d launch into a polemic with anyone bored enough to listen. At first, he was careful to feign tolerance toward opinions contrary to his own, but he grew more obstinate with time. He began to berate his friends for what he called their “uncontrolled” lifestyle—for partying and drinking away their problems, and for their lack of ambition. Later he would describe his frustration in a 1998 essay for a neo-Nazi leaflet, White Supremacy.v “Looking at our scene today,” he wrote,




one quickly realizes that it is composed of very different people, with even more different views. The only thing that unites all of them is the love for their people and their country.


The views on how to fight are very different. While some comrades contribute their share to the struggle by playing in bands, working in comradeships, in autonomous groups and clubs, a large part is content with just walking around in the typical look of the scene and going to concerts or drinking with comrades in the pub. Nobody will question that concerts are a very nice and entertaining thing. No one questions that they are necessary and important for the cohesion of the group and strengthening of the ideology, but everyone should be aware that with concerts alone, no battle can be won.





“Ask yourself the following questions,” Mundlos urged his far-right readers. “How many comrades do you know who don’t have the money for donations to fight, but do for concerts and booze? How many comrades do you know who prefer pleasure (parties, concerts) to fighting in the streets (e.g., demonstrations, rallies)?”


Mundlos’s nagging earned him a reputation as a spoilsport, but he didn’t seem to mind. He was no longer the same person he’d been when he and Beate stole from the Winzerclub, no longer interested in petty thefts or petty speech. His politics gave his provocations a purpose: He became a rebel with a cause.


Footnotes


i In Germany on a child’s first day of school, parents often gift them a Schultüte—a giant paper cone filled with sweets, school supplies, and toys. Cameras click as children pose for portraits under the weight. Today, the Schultüte is given to children across Austria, Poland, Belgium, and beyond, but the tradition began in Jena in 1817. At the time, Jena was becoming known as the philosophical center of Germany, home to Wilhelm von Humboldt, Friedrich Schiller, Friedrich Schlegel, and his novelist wife, Dorothea von Schlegel. Even the godfather of German philosophy himself, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, visited Jena often to exchange ideas. A century and a half later, if Beate received a Schultüte on her first day of school, her grandmother probably prepared it, because her mother was rarely around.


ii During the war, German companies used millions of Jews as forced laborers. In October 1944, hundreds of women arrived at one of Carl Zeiss’s satellite factories in Dresden, near the Polish border, on trains from the Auschwitz concentration camp. By the war’s end, as many as one-third of all Carl Zeiss employees were forced laborers.


iii Hitler wrote it while in a Bavarian prison, and for decades the state government declined to reprint it. But after the seventy-year copyright on the book expired in 2015, sales surged.


iv In the 1980s Christophersen fled Germany to Denmark to avoid prosecution for Holocaust denial and other charges.


v Such far-right “fanzines” were not illegal unless they directly incited readers toward violence or hatred toward a protected group.

















Chapter 2



The New Nazis


On Beate’s nineteenth birthday—January 2, 1994—she met a young man with piercing, deep-set eyes, a buzz cut, and a curled upper lip. He too was named Uwe—Uwe Böhnhardt. Soon he, Mundlos, and Beate would form a friendship that would last for the rest of the men’s lives.


The youngest of three sons, to his brothers, baby Böhnhardt was “their favorite toy,” their mother, Brigitte, would say. To Brigitte, her “dear Uwe” was a “bright little fellow” who was loved by everyone. But to everyone else, he was rough around the edges—and everywhere in between. Böhnhardt was only eleven when his older brother Peter, aged seventeen, fell—or was pushed—to his death from atop an old castle he had been climbing with some friends outside the city. His body was left outside the family’s apartment door. The police concluded it was an accident. Peter’s death left Böhnhardt shaken and enraged. Brigitte would say that it was around this time that her son began misbehaving in class. Unlike Mundlos, Böhnhardt struggled in school from an early age. He was forced to repeat sixth grade. Growing sick of school, Böhnhardt attended it more sparingly, for which he would be suspended, and therefore attend even less. When he was fourteen, Böhnhardt’s parents sent him to a boarding school for troubled teens fifty kilometers from Jena. But distance and discipline didn’t do the trick. The boy who was so adept at staying out of school was accused of breaking into it, and school administrators expelled him after just two weeks. When he returned home, rather than punish him, his parents took him on a holiday, “to show that we still love you,” Brigitte told him.


If Böhnhardt loved his family back, he didn’t extend such compassion to anyone else. After dropping out of school for good, he started hanging out with boys several years his senior. They began stealing, and, in Brigitte’s view, whenever they got caught, they’d blame it on her innocent Uwe, who was young enough not to be arrested or fined. What began as trivial transgressions—stealing chewing gum from a vending machine, breaking into corner stores—escalated quickly. Those who knew Böhnhardt tended to describe him in the most explosive of terms. “Böhnhardt was like a bomb,” a “loose cannon” who “failed at school, stole gasoline and cracked cars,” then took them on joyrides.


A police officer described him as tall, slim, and athletic—his body was a fighting machine, and that’s how he used it. In July 1992, Böhnhardt, still just fourteen years old, began bullying and attacking a sixteen-year-old boy who he claimed owed him money. After a court hearing for the assault, a brazen Böhnhardt repeated the crime the very next day: He hunted the boy down, punched him in the stomach, and bashed his boot into the boy’s eye socket. The victim spent five days in the hospital recovering from a concussion and a laceration to the head. But Böhnhardt wasn’t finished. Just days after the boy was discharged, Böhnhardt confronted him yet again, threatening to send him back to the hospital if he didn’t pay up, quick.


A headstrong teenager who fashioned himself a fighter, Böhnhardt attacked with his fists, with baseball bats, with his heavy leather boots. Once, while driving a stolen car, and without a license, he refused to stop when a police officer tried to pull him over. He sped through two intersections, ignoring the red lights. The chase ended when Böhnhardt rammed a police car. In 1993, Böhnhardt, age fifteen, was convicted for this and other offenses and sentenced to seven months in juvenile detention, where he would spend his sixteenth birthday.


Böhnhardt’s brand of violence was sadistic, not political, but behind bars he did brush shoulders with neo-Nazis. He took a particular liking to a far-right cellmate named Sven Rosemann. The two men allegedly tortured a fellow prisoner by forcing him into a closet, dousing him with cold water and a cleaning agent, and melting a plastic bag onto his back. But prison fighting often went unpunished, and prosecutors never charged them for the assault. Later, the cellmates wrenched metal poles from their beds and filled them with matches and paper to concoct homemade pipe bombs. After detonating one in March 1993, Böhnhardt was moved from the juvenile to the adult section of the prison.


After his release, Böhnhardt’s mother, Brigitte, tried to set him on a better path. She helped him land an apprenticeship at a construction company specializing in masonry, hoping he might learn some practical skills that would someday land him a job. “Somebody has to build the homes of the rich and famous,” she joked—why not Uwe? To everyone’s surprise, Böhnhardt completed his apprenticeship. As a reward, his parents bought him a car and paid for him to get his driver’s license. Still, his criminal rap sheet grew and grew: resisting law enforcement officers, incitement of the police, kicking and attempting to punch a police officer, illegal possession of firearms. He soon added extortion, assault, and the illegal use of Nazi symbols to the list. He’d get arrested, be released, then do it all again, turning Jena into the violent world he wanted it to be.
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On a spring day in 1992, while Beate was watching paint dry by day and hanging out with Mundlos at Winzerclub by night—and just before Böhnhardt began bludgeoning the boy who owed him money—a fourteen-year-old girl named Katharina König was walking home from a soccer match when two young men and a heavyset woman grabbed her from the crowd. The two men held Katharina’s arms from behind while the woman began to punch her in the gut.


Katharina was born in Erfurt, an hour west of Jena, three years after Beate. Her father was a Lutheran pastor with a penchant for stirring the pot. In the autumn of 1989, Lothar König helped organize the Monday Demonstrations, in which East Germans clamored for a “free society,” raising public pressure that eventually helped topple the East German state. The next year Lothar learned of an opening for a youth pastor in a small Thuringian town. The family packed their bags and set off for Jena.


The move upended Katharina’s world. In Jena, idle gangs of right-wing skinheads like Beate and the Uwes waited at train stations late at night to exchange blows with leftist punks.i One way to escape the skinheads’ violence was to join them, a beer in one hand, a baseball bat in the other.ii The other option was to join the leftists—the punks—a beer in one hand, a can of spray paint in the other, which you’d use to tag antifascist graffiti on the streets. Whichever group you joined would help protect you from the other.


One of the few arenas where the two groups coexisted was the Ernst-Abbe sport field, named after the Carl Zeiss company’s nineteenth-century founder. Old and young, skins and punks—everyone loved soccer. Later, Katharina couldn’t recall whether the home team, Carl Zeiss FC, won or lost. But she remembered the two men who held her and the woman who threw the punches. They were not the Uwes and Beate. In Jena as in other small eastern German cities at the time, neo-Nazis numbered in the dozens—sometimes more. By the mid-1990s Thuringian intelligence agents would count 930 far-right extremists across the state. And it didn’t take a sharp tongue or a condescending glance to provoke them. The way you dressed or the reputation of your father was reason enough.


The woman who punched Katharina that day was named Yvonne, but those outside her clique referred to her as Fat Elke, a nickname lifted from a popular song by the punk-rock band Die Ärzte (the Doctors). Several inches taller than Katharina, and many kilos heavier, Yvonne wore her blond hair buzzed off on the top, long on the sides, with bangs in the front and a patch of hair on her neck—a skinhead style known as a feather cut. When Yvonne punched Katharina in the stomach, Katharina fell to the ground, at which point Yvonne kicked her in the face. Yvonne and her two male companions sauntered off, leaving Katharina bleeding badly from a cut below her left eye, her cheek swollen with blood. Someone guided her back into the stadium to see a doctor, who called an ambulance to take her to a hospital. Doctors stitched up the wound underneath her eye, but the scar would never fully disappear. This sickly souvenir marked her indoctrination into Jena’s bifurcated scene: The three people who had attacked her were fascists. Katharina joined the punks—the antifa.


Germany’s antifascist movement dates back to the Weimar Republic and gained momentum during its underground opposition to the Nazis during World War II. Then, in the 1980s and ’90s, as neo-Nazis and other fascists increasingly took their violent ideology to the streets, antifascists fought back, confronting far-right soccer hooligans in cities like Hamburg and ejecting far-right skinheads from punk music shows in cities like Berlin. By the time Katharina was a teen, antifascists in the former East were documenting fascist rallies, infiltrating far-right networks, and exposing far-right activities. In Jena, antifascists had begun attending meetings of the Junge Gemeinde, or JG, a youth club run by Katharina’s father, Lothar, out of his church. Leftists like Katharina would hang out there listening to Deutschpunk. Born in the 1970s in the West German cities of Hamburg, Düsseldorf, and West Berlin, Deutschpunk remained largely underground in East Germany lest its overtly political lyrics, which criticized the state, attract the astute ears of the Stasi. The sound was fast-paced and aggressive, like British or American punk of the time. But the German genre became more radically antifascist, its lyrics taunting, teasing, and belittling neo-Nazis.


Sometimes, the Nazis retaliated with violence. In October 1987, when Katharina was nine, two of Germany’s biggest antifascist bands—the East German band Die Firma and the West German Element of Crime—performed at a church in East Berlin. Forty neo-Nazis armed with bats stormed the concert screaming “Sieg Heil” and “Jews Out.” Police, safely seated in their cars outside, decided to stand down and let them fight it out.


Left-wing Germans—and many who research Germany’s police—have long accused German authorities of being “blind in the right eye,” meaning they are lenient toward or overlook crimes committed by the right. When police fail to arrest fascists—be it for lack of resources, apathy, or because the fascists’ actions didn’t appear to break the law—leftists tend to see it as a sign that police are on the fascists’ side. One of Katharina’s favorite bands, the Hamburg-based Slime, often derided police in its lyrics. Inspired by the radical 1988 hit “Fuck tha Police” by the legendary Los Angeles hip-hop crew N.W.A., Slime’s lyrics compared cops to Hitler’s SA and SS officers. Their album Schweineherbst (Pigs’ Autumn) lambasted the police as scum for sympathizing with fascists. One song was so explicit in calling for violence against cops that authorities eventually added it to Germany’s index of songs that may not be sold (or later, streamed) to minors or broadcast on the radio where minors might hear it.iii


Just like the singers in her favorite bands, Katharina came to believe that the police couldn’t be trusted to curtail Jena’s neo-Nazis. Night after night, the fascists would beat somebody up, and the police wouldn’t arrest them. What, after all, had the police done to punish Yvonne, the skinhead who assaulted Katharina after the soccer game? Nothing. Katharina decided to take matters into her own hands. At age fifteen she helped found an all-female antifa division that kept lists of Jena skinheads, sometimes following them and photographing them at demonstrations and rallies. The first time Katharina observed a far-right concert it was by accident. She and some antifa friends were driving down the main drag in Jena when they saw a large young man who—thanks to their antifa sleuthing—they recognized as André Kapke. Kapke was a Jena native the same age as Beate. He grew from a big-bellied kid into a full-bodied neo-Nazi who plastered posters around the city with the slogan “Bratwurst statt Döner.”


Döner is to Germany what a hamburger and French fries is to the United States: a defining national dish. Around 1970, Turkish guest workers began wrapping grilled meat in flatbread, and soon döner kebabs made of lamb, veal, beef, or chicken—the word in Turkish means “spinning grilled meat”—became classic street food in West Berlin. The meal underwent a uniquely German transformation: Cabbage and onions became a mainstay, and a mayonnaise-based sauce was squirted liberally on top. The sandwich grew in size and would sometimes be garnished with shavings of carrots and other vegetables and topped with scharfe sauce for those who like it hot. In the public imagination, döner replaced bratwurst as Germany’s iconic fast food. Kapke’s refrain, “bratwurst not döner,” was a protest against immigrants changing Germany’s ways. It conveyed a simple message: Germans up, foreigners out. Neo-Nazis regularly attacked döner restaurants to drive the point home.


Katharina and her friends watched as Kapke got into his car, following him north to a small village where they noticed dozens of vehicles parked along the side of the road. When they neared the town’s central square, Katharina was shocked to see hundreds of neo-Nazis who had descended for a rally. Katharina felt the urge to confront them, but she and her two friends were outnumbered. Her second thought was to photograph them, but they didn’t have a camera. They had no other choice but to turn around and drive home.


Sometimes Katharina went looking for trouble, but other times trouble found her. Late one night after a festival at the church, Katharina and her mother walked out through its massive wooden doors to the cobblestone street. As they bid each other good night, they overheard three men speaking crassly.


“We ought to take them to Auschwitz—to the gas chambers,” one of the men said. Katharina realized he was speaking about them—Katharina and her mother. He said it like he wanted them to hear. Sensing trouble, Katharina’s mother walked back into the church to warn her husband.


“We have a problem,” she informed him. When Lothar came out to see what the matter was, the neo-Nazis grabbed him and began beating him in the street. When Katharina tried to intervene, they attacked her. Katharina suffered facial bruises, and her father had to be treated by a doctor the next day.


Fed up with the inaction of the police, Katharina and her fellow antifascists would sometimes fight violence with violence. After the city went dark, “we’d go out and try to get a couple.” A couple Nazis, that is. They’d drive to nearby towns where neo-Nazis attended concerts, or wait outside far-right house parties. They’d follow a straggler, surround him, and beat him—just like the Nazis did to them.


“We call it an ‘announcement,’” said Katharina. “A short and consequential beating-up.” Katharina didn’t have any ethical or moral reservations about hurting fascists. She saw it as self-defense. “Some people understand the language of violence better than the language of words.”


Still, such “announcements” were rare, and antifa life was usually more mundane. Katharina and her comrades would sit for six or eight hours in a car parked outside a house of neo-Nazis, hoping to photograph them as they came and went. They’d write down their license plate numbers and warn one another to avoid these vehicles at night, to not get beaten up themselves. One of the cars they photographed, a red Ford, was registered to Siegfried Mundlos, but they noticed that it was his son Uwe who drove it. Another car they saw around town, a red Hyundai, license plate number J-RE 76, belonged to Uwe Böhnhardt. A third, a white Ford, license plate number J-AY 410, belonged to a woman with a wide, flat face, hazel eyes, and long brown hair. The woman’s name, Katharina came to learn, was Beate Zschäpe. It wasn’t long before their circles would collide.
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As the three friends spent more time together, Böhnhardt’s bellicosity—his indiscriminate violence and rage—began to take on a new direction: Mundlos’s politics began rubbing off. Four years his senior, Mundlos, with his political dogma, gave Böhnhardt’s brashness a purpose that vindicated the younger Uwe’s predilection for violence. To Mundlos, Böhnhardt had every reason to be mad. Mad at Germany’s government for leaving easterners in the lurch after reunification. Mad at immigrants, who they believed were taking their jobs. And mad at their fellow Germans for their culture of shame—for treating patriotism as pernicious, as if being German was something bad.


Böhnhardt was drawn to Mundlos’s radical ideas. Like Mundlos, he developed a sick sense of humor, and would crack jokes in praise of Nazi leaders like Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy whose 1987 suicide while in prison for war crimes made him a hero among Germany’s far right. At seventeen, Böhnhardt shaved his head completely. His older brother attempted to explain it as an early-onset receding hairline. But those who knew Böhnhardt knew better: Böhnhardt was now a bona fide skinhead. He and Mundlos dressed the part, buying bomber jackets at a skinhead store called Madley and wearing heavy black “jump boots” and black T-shirts that branded them as brothers of the right. The two Uwes dressed and looked so alike that even those who knew them found it hard to tell them apart from a distance. Rumor had it that police officers once roughed up Mundlos by mistake, confusing him for his younger, troublemaker friend.


Beate didn’t brand herself with such skinhead chic. She sported a green bomber jacket only rarely, preferring sneakers to boots, jeans to cargo pants, tasteful tops to T-shirts. Beate didn’t care much for music either, but she’d listen along as the Uwes played far-right cassettes at Winzerclub. This music formed a soundtrack to their politics. It was hate, on repeat, at the push of a button. Songs by the band Kraftschlag celebrated attacks against immigrants. Songs by Frank Rennicke, a xenophobe singer-songwriter and guitarist from Saxony, described Polish people as “contaminators of German soil.” Lyrics by the Berlin neo-Nazi band Macht und Ehre (Power and Honor) proclaimed, “Jew, off to the oven!” and referred to immigrants as “grilled meat.”


While most Germans would have found such lyrics abhorrent, their offensiveness was precisely the point. They lamented what their singers believed Germany was becoming: a liberal, multicultural mess. Among the Uwes’ favorites were songs by the far-right rock band Noie Werte, whose lyrics were delivered fast and shouted. The band called on fellow fascists to “fight for their fatherland”—to mold Germany back into the white supremacist nation it had been. Although music that directly glorified the Nazis would have been illegal to perform in public, in Jena as throughout Germany, far-right fans tended to party in private, meaning there was little the authorities could do. It was to this musical backdrop that Böhnhardt’s rage—normally indiscriminate—began to take on a particular direction. He began parroting ideas from these songs.


“Turks are shit, Africans are shit—everything is shit,” Böhnhardt would bemoan. He started speaking of immigrants as if they were one collective, parasitic group. “Foreigners are taking away our jobs,” he once complained to his mother. Brigitte retorted that it was a good thing the Turks and Italians were there, working in a kebab stand or a pizza place all day long, so he didn’t have to. “The Jews are to blame for everything,” he’d provoke. Brigitte would later claim that she barred him from making such antisemitic remarks and forbade him from listening to neo-Nazi music in the house. But Brigitte didn’t blame her son. She believed he was merely regurgitating the remarks of his friends. Brigitte also struggled to rationalize Böhnhardt’s dress. To her, the bomber jacket, black pants, and combat boots didn’t mark him as a neo-Nazi. It was merely the style of the times. She warned him not to bring any far-right paraphernalia into their home. One day when Böhnhardt brought home a gas pistol with pellets, she made him promise to give it away at once. Böhnhardt was a “gun fanatic,” as Beate described him, who always carried a replica gun—a weapon that fires blanks, pepper spray, salt, air-powered BBs, or other nonlethal ammunition. In Germany you can buy such weapons legally at age eighteen. In Jena, they were not hard to find. Neo-Nazis bought them at a store called Peters Weapons. When Böhnhardt grew bored with one such gun, he’d leave it at a friend’s house for safekeeping and begin carrying a newer one instead. He also owned a crossbow, which he hid against his mother’s wishes in his childhood bedroom, where he would live until he was nineteen.


Brigitte couldn’t have been oblivious to her son’s slide into the skinhead scene. One day after police picked up Böhnhardt for one of his myriad crimes, when Brigitte went to retrieve him, officers warned her that her son was involved with the city’s far-right youth. Siegfried Mundlos suspected the same, and blamed Böhnhardt for his own son’s misdeeds.


“Uwe Böhnhardt was already a problem child,” in Siegfried’s view, long before he met Mundlos. Neighbors warned Siegfried that Böhnhardt was a pugilistic “psychopath,” with whom his son ought to be careful. Siegfried felt like his Uwe was always stepping in to save Böhnhardt from the consequences of his criminal acts.


But Mundlos too was learning the language of violence. One day he chanced upon what he took to be a homeless woman sitting on the floor of a bakery in town. Mundlos pegged her as someone many Germans at the time referred to derogatorily as Zigeunerinnen—Gypsies. Often described as wanderers or drifters for their migration across Europe and the world, Romani and Sinti have in fact lived in Germany for some six hundred years. In the 1920s, Germany’s Weimar Republic government began referring to them as an “antisocial element”—outcasts who posed a danger to society. The Nazis slaughtered Roma and Sinti in what became known as the Romani Holocaust or Porajmos—the Romani word for “devouring.” Half a century later, prejudice toward Romani people persisted, and they were a frequent target of neo-Nazis. That day in the bakery, Mundlos bought a slice of cake and hurled it at the woman, striking her in the head. He later joked about the assault with a friend—Beate’s cousin—who didn’t think much of it. It wasn’t unusual for neo-Nazis to insult or even injure anyone who wasn’t German enough for them. Not just in Jena, but across the nation, fascists, whose radical beliefs excluded them from mainstream politics, instead turned to violence to make their voices heard. Germany’s constitution, its democratic principles, made all people—immigrants and native Germans—equal under the law. To “correct” this, fascists like Beate and the Uwes used words and threats, fists and boots, to make them unequal once again.


Fascists have always used violence as a tool to bend the rules and norms of their cities, their nations, to their own designs. But to Germany’s neo-Nazis, violence wasn’t just a means to an end. It was the end. Nazi ideology calls on the “Aryan” race to conquer and rule over “lesser” races. Antifascist activists like Katharina tried to warn their fellow Germans that fascists posed an existential threat to a nation founded upon equality and democracy. The German public and the press, the politicians and police, didn’t often heed that warning. Even after the fascists did something so brazen it should have been impossible to ignore.


Footnotes


i Not all skinheads are neo-Nazis. The subculture originated with working-class Londoners in the 1960s and took off among punk rockers across Europe, including Germany. But by the 1990s, many leftists began embracing other styles, and today the English word “skinhead,” or “skin,” is usually synonymous with neo-Nazis.


ii Germans sometimes refer to the 1990s as die Baseballschlägerjahre—the “baseball bat years”—in reference to neo-Nazis who roamed the streets carrying weapons to attack leftists, immigrants, and other minorities.


iii Some Deutschpunk incited violence: So-called chaostage, “chaos days,” which began as anarchist music festivals in the 1980s, had by the mid-1990s grown into full-out riots where thousands of punks in cities like Hanover destroyed buildings and cars and looted liquor stores. In 1995, police arrested 450 of the more than 2,000 rioters, and a hundred police officers were reportedly injured. While most leftists did not use violence to advance or impose their ideology the way far-right skinheads routinely did, some embraced it: An unofficial schedule drafted in advance of the 1995 chaos days listed the weekend’s activities as follows:


Friday 3 p.m.: Streetfights


Saturday 11 a.m.: Playing with Fire


Sunday: Glass-breaking demonstration.
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