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Police mugshots of East German punks
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Preface


When I arrived in the eastern section of Berlin in 1992, I’d never seen any place like it. I’d never been to Germany or Eastern Europe before, and here I was in a high-rise student housing complex out near East Berlin’s zoo, Tierpark. At first the city seemed to fit the East Bloc stereotypes I’d grown up with in suburban America: it was the grayest place I’d ever seen, cloudy and cold, shrouded in coal smoke. Add to that the eerie sound of zoo animals howling in the distance and the constant fear sown by rumors of roving gangs of skinheads, and my initial impression of East Berlin was grim.


But I quickly discovered a scene exploding with color and creativity behind the dilapidated, shrapnel-pocked façades of the central East Berlin boroughs of Mitte, Prenzlauer Berg, and Friedrichshain. Hidden behind unmarked doors, down ladders in empty lots, nestled among the crumbling bricks of a candlelit basement or a disused cistern, in the attics of half-destroyed buildings, even in abandoned bunkers and bank vaults, a kaleidoscopic new city was taking shape. The bars and clubs that made up this netherworld were dark and dirty, with extension cords meandering down from some distant outlet to power their sound system and a couple of buckets of water behind the bar providing the only means to wash glasses. They were radically egalitarian. They were open and welcoming to an outsider like me. And they were so much fun I sometimes awoke the next day wondering if it had all been a dream. Once in a while I’d wake up and find I was still in a club, only on a different day. Some nights the bar staff would leave and tell us stragglers just to lock the door when we left. In warm months, sometimes we—it quickly became we in Berlin in those days—we, the people, together, the DJs and dancers and partyers, we would leave the club and go scale the wall of a municipal pool complex and swim naked together as the sun came up. Some of the venues existed for only a night or a few weeks. Others lurked around for decades. The people who congregated in them refused to sit passively aside while the city tried to find an identity and slowly determine where it was going. These people set their own agenda, created their own style, controlled their own environment. They came up with the blueprint not just for a new Berlin, but for a new way of life—a Berlin way of life.


I soon started DJing in some of those clubs and bars, and continued to spend long nights in many more. I moved away from the zoo, first to Friedrichshain, then to Mitte and Prenzlauer Berg, and a stay that was supposed to last six months stretched out for a year and then another and another and another. That Berlin—the shadow city being built largely out of sight and with utter disregard for the other one being thrown up in places like Potsdamer Platz and, later, along the banks of the river Spree—fundamentally changed my life and the way I think.


And it was in those clubs, during those years, that I first met East German punks and learned about the secret history of punk rock under the dictatorship. Ostpunks, or Eastern punks, ran or worked at most of the places I hung out; they had set up nearly all the first bars and clubs in the East and established in the process the ethos of the fledgling new society being built almost from scratch after the fall of the Berlin Wall. This kaleidoscopic world I had fallen in love with was their world, their creation.


At the time I had no idea I would eventually become a writer. But to an American reflexively skeptical toward the Reagan mythology surrounding the end of the Cold War, the story of East German punk seemed unbelievably important—perhaps more important than even the participants themselves realized. Here were the people who had actually fought and sacrificed to bring down the Berlin Wall.


My initial belief in the importance of this story was reinforced after I returned to the U.S. and recognized an ominous echo in developments in my own country: mass surveillance on a scale the Stasi could only have dreamed about, the widespread use of insidiously pliable charges like “failure to comply with a lawful order” to make arbitrary arrests, the struggle of protest movements such as Occupy, Black Lives Matter, and #NoDAPL in the face of a complacent or even hostile society.


In the West, we tend to harbor smug, simplistic views of the old Soviet Bloc and to dismiss out of hand comparisons of our system to authoritarian regimes like the one in East Germany. It’s worth noting, however, that East German police—unlike our own—could not murder people in the street with impunity. Even today, we trot out images of foreign police brutalizing protesters in other countries to intimate the illegitimacy of governments in places like Egypt, Turkey, or Ukraine. But we rarely look in the mirror.


Our current inability to control state-sanctioned violence could not be more clear—even if white America goes to great pains not to acknowledge it. But perhaps even in an era when local American police departments deploy military equipment against protesters, use surveillance aircraft and lethal drones, and maintain CIA-style “black sites,” there is still hope. Perhaps this story—about a bunch of unarmed, unruly teens and the cracks they managed to kick in the seemingly unbreakable system of repression in East Germany—is even more important now than when it first captured my attention. Back then I was fascinated to get to know people who had helped resist and eventually cast off the dictatorship. But I never imagined their stories might be of personal use to me and my fellow citizens in the “Land of the Free.”


East German punks used to spray-paint the phrase Stirb nicht im Warteraum der Zukunft—Don’t die in the waiting room of the future—on walls in Berlin. It wasn’t about self-preservation. It was an indictment of complacency.


It was a battle cry: Create your own world, your own reality.


DIY.


Revolution.





 


[image: Illustration]


Official youth culture in East Germany: a Free German Youth rally




Introduction


By the late 1970s the Berlin Wall—actually two walls with a notorious death strip between them—had been up for little more than fifteen years, but it had already become a fact of life. A generation had grown up with it; its history and the details of its construction barely mattered anymore—it was a booby-trapped concrete reality, the physical embodiment of a division of the world that felt as if it could go on forever. The young on either side accepted the Berlin Wall as permanent—it had always been there and probably always would be.


Every aspect of life on the east side of the Wall was hyper-politicized, and nothing more so than popular culture. Already in 1945, several years before the official founding of East and West Germany as countries, American military observers were struck by the speed with which the Soviet Union fostered a renewed cultural life in the East after World War II. The Soviets did this not only because of its potential pacifying effects on the populace but, as American officials remarked, because they seemed to believe in the inherently edifying qualities of cultural institutions. A dozen theaters, two opera companies, five major orchestras, and countless cabarets and smaller music ensembles were established in the Soviet zone within two months of war’s end. Of course, at the same time, Soviet secret police jailed 150,000 political enemies, a third of whom died from the harsh conditions in the prison camps. Between 1945 and 1947 the Soviets helped the German communist party found national organizations—like the Free German Youth, Freie Deutsche Jugend in German, or FDJ for short—meant to indoctrinate citizens and to monopolize social life and group activities from childhood on. On October 7, 1949, a few months after the founding of West Germany, East Germany—the Deutsche Demokratische Republik, or DDR—was official founded. Four nights later, on October 11, 1949, 200,000 torch-bearing young members of the FDJ marched past a reviewing stand in front of the new nation’s leaders. Erich Honecker, the thirty-seven-year-old head of the FDJ that night, would eventually rise to become the head of state in 1971. Clearly, integrating youth into the system was regarded as key to the continued success of the DDR. Which is one of the reasons youth culture in particular was so politically fraught in the East.


During Stalin’s rule in the Soviet Union, East Germany witnessed similarly brutal policies, with a huge rise in the prison population in the early 1950s as well as the founding of organizations like the paramilitary Kampfgruppen der Arbeiterklasse—Combat Groups of the Working Class—as the infant DDR regime sought to consolidate power. One of the most momentous decisions in the history of the DDR was made in a matter of minutes on February 8, 1950, during a meeting of the as yet provisional People’s Council: the founding of a Ministry of State Security, or Ministerium für Staatssicherheit. The first few letters of the two constituent parts of the final word—Staat and Sicherheit—lent the ministry the name the world would come to know and dread: the Stasi. By the mid-1950s the Stasi already had 16,000 employees, more than Hitler’s Gestapo had employed in a unified Germany with five times as many inhabitants as East Germany; by 1952 the Stasi had also recruited 30,000 informants. Both of those numbers would continue to rise steeply.


As living conditions in the new DDR worsened during the early 1950s, hundreds of thousands of East Germans fled the country, and a heavily fortified border was erected between East Germany and West Germany—though not between East and West Berlin, leaving an island inside East Germany that was outside East German control. Continued economic woes led to the introduction of increased work quotas and longer hours at state-run enterprises. Dissatisfaction peaked in 1953, as 120,000 people fled the DDR during the first four months of the year. Then, on June 17, workers in hundreds of cities and towns across the DDR went on strike to protest the new quotas, leading to wider demonstrations against government repression. At one point protestors across the country took over twelve prisons, thirteen police offices, and five Stasi command centers. The government was paralyzed, unwilling to take up arms against the populace. Soviet occupation forces had no such scruples: dozens of demonstrators were killed and perhaps 10,000 more sent off to prison camps after Russian troops retook the streets.


Throughout the late 1950s, hundreds of thousands of East Germans continued to flee, with the vast majority crossing from East to West Berlin. Some kind of barrier began to look inevitable. So inevitable, in fact, that in July 1961 alone—the month before the Berlin Wall finally went up—30,000 East Germans fled. Another 45,000 left during the first two weeks of August before the Wall appeared on the morning of August 13, 1961. It took just eleven days after the erection of the Wall for the first person to be killed trying to cross it. Over a hundred more would be killed in coming decades, most of them in their teens and twenties.


Still, even after the Wall was fortified in subsequent years—despite the broken glass shards and nails and razor wire, despite the mines and automated firing devices, despite the watchtowers and the border troops with orders to shoot—it was not entirely impermeable: Western radio wafted easily over it, allowing Western pop music to reach almost all parts of East Germany, with the exception of the low area around Dresden, an area known to East Germans as the Tal der Ahnungslosen, or Valley of the Clueless. East German officialdom had considered early rock “American cultural barbarism” and said Elvis’s “so-called” singing “was just like his face: stupid, dull, and brutish.” And yet, after the Wall went up, DDR authorities restated their stance on the politics of dance parties in a way that opened things up: a politburo statement dismissed the debate over whether certain types of dancing were influenced by Western “non-culture,” adding that the politburo considered dancing “a legitimate expression of the joy of life” and did not intend to stipulate that kids were permitted to express this joy only in the form of a tango or waltz.


Bring on the twist.


Bring on the mashed potato.


But then, in 1964, Soviet hardliner Leonid Brezhnev deposed the more liberal-minded Nikita Khrushchev as the head of the USSR and declared an end to Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization. Suddenly the East Germans needed to retreat from the more conciliatory approach they had taken after the construction of the Wall. The craze surrounding the Beatles—as well as demonstrations and a near-riot by hundreds of kids in Leipzig in October 1965 after authorities there banned almost all the local Beat bands—elicited commentary directly from head of state Walter Ulbricht during a meeting of the Central Committee of the Communist Party:




I am of the opinion, comrades, that we should put an end to the monotony of the Yeah Yeah Yeah and whatever else it’s called. Must we really copy every piece of garbage that comes from the West?





To lock things down on the youth culture front, the Party established new rules for licensing bands. It had always been the case that to work as a professional musician in the planned economy you needed credentials—you needed to study music and secure a license from cultural authorities. But from November 1965 on, even amateur bands needed to audition for and be certified by a licensing commission in order to play anywhere in public. And the certification process was not based on musicianship alone—political and aesthetic approval was just as important to securing an Einstufung. The days of teenage garage bands covering the latest British Invasion hits at school dances and FDJ youth clubs were over.


In 1971, the former head of the Free German Youth, Erich Honecker, now 59, took over the East German dictatorship—officially he replaced Ulbricht as General Secretary of the Socialist Unity Party, or SED. Honecker eased back the repression of things like Beatles haircuts and risqué clothing, yet during his rule the Stasi would also double in size to 91,000 employees, as well as nearly doubling the number of informants it ran, to 180,000—one for every eighty-three people in the nation of fifteen million. Honecker also believed in the overarching importance of homeland security, and in 1978, in a country that already had countless paramilitary organizations, he extended mandatory military training into primary schools.


A hardliner by nature, Honecker was nonetheless more open to rock music. But rather than import music by decadent capitalist puppets like the Doors or the Stones, he determined the DDR should foster its own rock culture. This led to a string of officially sanctioned East German rock bands dominating Free German Youth concerts and DDR youth radio during the 1970s. Bands with names like the Puhdys, Renft, Electra-Combo, Karussell, and Stern-Combo Meissen aped Deep Purple, Uriah Heep, King Crimson, Blood, Sweat & Tears, and Jethro Tull—and landed deals with the government record label, Amiga, the sole music manufacturer and distributor in the tightly-controlled East German media system.


It was against this backdrop that punk music drifted over the Wall . . .
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East Berlin punks on Lenin Platz, in Friedrichshain, ca. 1982




I


Too Much Future


1


The very first punk in East Berlin went by the name “Major.” She was fifteen years old and lived in a neighborhood called Köpenick, about a twenty-minute ride southeast from the center of town on one of the city’s elevated S-Bahn trains.


It was September 1977.


Major’s proper name was Britta Bergmann, and she had learned lessons about the Berlin Wall early. Britta had never known her own father, but she had an older sister whose father was a West Berliner who occasionally came to see the family in East Berlin. When Britta was five years old, her sister’s father was over for a visit, and in the evening, when he said he had to be going, had to get back over to West Berlin, Britta had an idea.


“We’ll come along,” said little Britta enthusiastically.


She didn’t understand why his face clouded.


“No,” he said, confused. “You can’t just come with me—you live in the East!”


That realization of what the Wall meant stuck with Britta.


Growing up, Britta was aware that her family had a history of opposition politics. Her maternal grandfather had been in the German communist party in the 1920s and spent time in prison after Hitler’s rise; her maternal grandmother was officially branded an anti-fascist and placed on Heinrich Himmler’s black list for, among other things, maintaining friendships with Jews and refusing to perform the Nazi salute. Despite their communist beliefs, life in Stalinist East Germany hadn’t been easy for them, either, with her grandparents detained for weeks and accused of spying as a result of a friendship with a Swiss national. Britta grew up in her grandmother’s apartment. Her grandmother was openly critical of the dictatorship and had a strong influence on her granddaughter’s worldview—Britta learned not only to view government propaganda with a large dose of skepticism but to see the entire system as unjust and illegitimate.


All through school Britta suffered from the feeling that her choices were being usurped by the state, that—in more adult terms—she was being disenfranchised from casting a vote in the most crucial decisions in her own life and destiny, decisions about who she was and who she would or could be. She knew, she just knew, it was wrong that you weren’t permitted to read whatever you wanted, that you couldn’t openly express your opinions. Wrong that creativity, curiosity, and independent thinking were verboten.


I just want to be allowed to be an individual, to be who I am, to make my own choices.


In the summer of 1977, one of Britta’s friends had a visit from a cousin from West Germany. The cousin told the girls about someone who had escaped to West Berlin by crossing one of the lakes that formed the border down in the southwest corner of the city, near Potsdam. Fifteen-year-old Britta felt inspired: she wanted to escape, too.


The future laid out for me in the DDR is NOT acceptable.


It’s time for me to get out of here.


She and her friend secretly discussed the idea and soon both of them began to make plans—Britta even wanted to go scout out the lakeshore. In the end, though, the escape attempt did not go beyond teenage daydreams.


At the beginning of the school year in September 1977, Britta’s sister gave her a stack of photos and pullout posters she’d amassed from the precious West German teen magazines her father brought her—images of ABBA, Boney M, Smokie, the cheesy chart toppers and heartthrobs of the day. As Britta leafed through the images, she suddenly stopped at one. It was a black-and-white shot of a band called the Sex Pistols.


What the fuck is this, she wondered, fascinated by their ripped clothes and sneering faces.


At school she asked around in class to try to figure out if anyone had heard of this mysterious band with the crazy name, the Sex Pistols. One kid in school knew everything about music, and sure enough he knew the Pistols: they were “punk,” he told her. Punk? But wait, she thought, she’d heard that AC/DC was supposed to be punk, and she couldn’t stand AC/DC. She hated hard rock. Not long afterward, though, Britta was listening to a Western radio station, Radio Luxembourg, and heard something that immediately caught her attention. The song started with a ragged, chiming guitar line and then the drums kicked in and then it got seriously loud, chugging along like some kind of overheated locomotive, a runaway train, and then the singer started—well, it wasn’t exactly singing, the guy couldn’t carry a tune, he was sort of howling in a tortured monotone, sneering and shrieking and growling . . . There’s no point in asking, you’ll get no reply . . . the song was like a punch in the gut and the singer sounded committed in a way she’d never heard before, almost possessed . . . I don’t pretend ’cause I DON’T CARE . . . stuff your cheap comment ’cause we know what we feel!


It was as if the band was speaking directly to her. She felt like a switch had been thrown inside her, as if the song had activated something that had been buried inside her, something she hadn’t known was there until this moment.


Holy shit!


She waited for the DJ to identify the band.


“That was the Sex Pistols, with ‘Pretty Vacant,’” said the DJ.


The Sex Pistols!


Now that was what she had expected from the picture of the band, with their fucked-up hair and fucked-up skin and fucked-up clothing.


She hacked off her hair the next day, affecting the look she knew from the black-and-white photo of the Pistols. Then she started rummaging through her sister’s stack of West German magazines for more shots of the band. Once she had a few, she began to modify her clothes to mimic the Pistols’ look as best she could. She ripped holes in a shirt and then sewed the holes closed again with big, ugly stitches that were clearly visible. She cut out a swatch of white cloth and wrote DESTROY on it with a black pen, then sewed it onto the chest pocket of her jacket. Then she nicked the chain from a spare toilet plunger and attached it to the same jacket, stringing it from the chest pocket to one of the buttons. In one of the pictures Britta found, Johnny Rotten—the Sex Pistols’ singer—had safety pins on the shoulders of his jacket. Britta could do that, too. She put a row of safety pins on the top of each shoulder of her own jacket—punk-rock epaulets.


You could hear the gasps at school when she showed up with short hair and her clothes ripped and stuck with pins.


One kid came up to her and greeted her based on her shiny metal epaulets: “Hello, Major!”


From that moment on, that was her name.


School authorities did not take her stunt so lightly. Any deviation from the officially ordained path was seen as threatening to the social cohesion the dictatorship nurtured with its system of youth organizations and propaganda, all designed to feed properly indoctrinated workers into the planned economy. The school quickly sprang into action, and the principal and Major’s teachers—in consultation with the local youth services office—secretly deliberated on how to deal with her. As Major learned years later when she gained access to her Stasi file, the teachers felt they were incapable of molding an acceptable socialist identity out of Major, and they debated whether to have her committed to an institution where she could be treated for her “difficulties.”


Major had problems in the classroom, too. Her grades fell as teachers began to look dimly on her work; they also gave her additional assignments, projects like preparing a poster about the good relations East Germany enjoyed with the Soviet army and writing a speech on the advantages of a planned economy. This was how the teachers hoped to reintegrate her into socialist society. Teachers also sent her home a lot, telling her she shouldn’t return to class until she changed her clothes. She never changed her clothes. In fact, she continued to assemble more and more outfits, modifying more shirts and pants with paint and pins and pen markings, and adding homemade buttons with band names and phrases like I’M AN ENEMY OF THE STATE.


She had found the perfect vent. Punk sounded and looked and felt like liberation. Major had never doubted she lived in an illegitimate system, but she hadn’t wanted to throw rocks or build bombs or murder anyone. She just wanted to be herself, and doing, saying, reading, and writing the things that would have made her feel like herself were all verboten. Becoming a punk imbued Major with a sense of power on two levels. First, the music seemed to give voice to the rage she felt inside and gave her the strength to survive in a system she hated. Second, the look provided an explicit way for her to show her opposition every time she stepped out in public.


Meanwhile Major’s friend—the one she had talked about escaping with—had been corresponding with her cousin in West Berlin, and the two of them had naïvely mentioned the previous summer’s teenage dream of swimming across the lake to the West; Major was mentioned by name. The girl’s father came across one of the letters and he ratted out his own daughter, as well as Major, to the police.


On May 16, 1978, Major was ordered to report to a police station for questioning.


Led by a Lieutenant Müller of the Volkspolizei, the cops interrogated the sixteen-year-old all day and straight through the night. They also executed a search of her family’s apartment while she was in police custody.


During the interrogation Major made a strategic error: she answered some of Lieutenant Müller’s questions about punk, questions brought on by her outlandish look and then by things they’d found when they searched her apartment—song lyrics she’d jotted down while listening to the radio, poems she’d written that were deemed “politically negative.” Major had discovered a bunch of bands she liked from Western radio: X-Ray Spex, Sham 69, Slaughter and the Dogs, Chelsea, the Clash, Cock Sparrer, the Buzzcocks, the Vibrators, the Stranglers, Stiff Little Fingers, Wire . . . She could rattle off a lot of names of bands she considered favorites by now. Unfortunately, most anything she knew about punk had to have come from Western media. This compounded the suspicions about Major stemming from her being mentioned in her friend’s letter alongside chatter about something considered a very serious crime: Republikflucht. In essence, defection.


Major was finally released the next day, but the authorities anticipated more trouble from her. Anyone who self-identified with a youth culture that wasn’t officially sanctioned was problematic enough. But in Major’s case, not only was she a punk—or “pank,” as the authorities sometimes wrote in reports—she had also written antisocial poems and broached the topic of defection with others. Any instance of attempted Republikflucht also triggered an automatic process: the Stasi had to be informed.


The Stasi started an official file on Major on August 27, 1978.


She was now on the radar of one of the world’s most feared domestic spy agencies.


From that point on, Major was under constant surveillance. She was followed constantly and any mail she received was opened and read. The police never stopped tailing her, either. Lieutenant Müller was convinced he had ferreted out a dangerous enemy of the state in sixteen-year-old Major. And maybe he was right.


2


Tenth grade was the end of formal education for most East German students. At that point they began to be integrated into the planned economy through an apprenticeship in a specific field of work. Or rather, they were integrated more thoroughly—since even as students they worked several hours per week in factories as part of a school subject called Produktionsarbeit.


At the end of the school year in 1978, Major received the official assessment she would need to apply for any future apprenticeship or job. “She has great difficulty grasping the tenets of socialism,” it stated, “but in Produktionsarbeit she was obedient.” Major was convinced the assessment was meant to ensure she’d be steered into factory work rather than being allowed to enter a job field she might be more enthusiastic about. Once again her future was being preordained without her input.


Major applied for a number of apprenticeships and training school programs. She was shut out of them all. Doing nothing was not an option: working was not just a social obligation in East Germany; it was illegal not to work—and punishable by imprisonment.


The importance of work in the DDR was backed by law and enforced with the teeth of the state. People who didn’t work weren’t just lazy, they were criminally antisocial, guilty of asoziales Verhalten. As a policy, condemning lack of work as criminally antisocial was actually inherited from Nazi Germany. Work in an Arbeitskollektiv, or work collective, was also seen as a key means of integration, a way the individual formed a direct connection to socialist society.


The notion of asozial played a prominent role in developmental and pedagogic approaches in East Germany, too. The rehabilitation of wayward kids often involved shipping them off to work camps, where they could learn the value of honest work, social responsibility, and discipline. Unfortunately the work camps often translated to child factory labor—sometimes by kids still in single digits—in conditions that bordered on prisonlike.


In the end, Major’s mother managed to secure her a spot in a program for typists. Officially, East Germany embraced gender equality, but the reality was often depressingly traditional; Major joined a training program that consisted exclusively of other girls. Not surprisingly, Major was the only punk. In fact, she had yet to see another punk anywhere, boy or girl. Her teachers and the director of the program constantly threatened her with expulsion because of her appearance.


Major quickly realized that as part of their surveillance efforts the Stasi had coopted people around her to work as informants. Of course, most of the people around Major were young like her—teenage typists. For a time in its history, the Stasi had debated internally about recruiting minors, but since 1968 the agency had actively sought to convert kids as young as seventh graders into informants, Inoffizielle Mitarbeiter in the Stasi’s own terminology, or IMs for short, meaning something like “adjunct employees.” The general population, not privy to the Stasi’s internal jargon, called a Stasi informant a Spitzel, or “snitch.” In a system where the state micromanaged the future, it was easy to get leverage over kids—it would be a shame if you weren’t able to get one of the few available spots in the job field you want . . . it would be a shame if your parents had to go to jail because you wouldn’t cooperate and you ended up in an orphanage. Of the hundreds of thousands of IMs the Stasi ran over the years, close to 10 percent were considered “youths,” though not all of those were minors.


For the first year of her job training, Major lived as if she were on the run. She rarely slept in one place for more than a few nights in a row, switching between her grandmother’s apartment—where she’d grown up—and friends’ places, as well as the apartment of her ninety-year-old great-grandmother, who also lived in the Köpenick district. Moving around kept the informants and spies guessing; often she managed to ditch her tails by living so erratically. After about a year, the Stasi gave up chase—though Lieutenant Müller of the Volkspolizei did not give up his patriotic crusade to rid his district of her “negative-decadent” influence.


It was difficult to get an apartment at the time, so in 1979 Major registered herself at her great-grandmother’s place, making it her official residence in the hope that she might be able to stay there when her great-grandmother eventually died.


Late that summer, while wandering through an annual local summer fair, Major saw something she had never seen before outside of her own mirror, a few Western magazines, and record covers: punks.


There are others!


Major had been a punk for nearly two years—totally alone, as far as she knew.


She made straight for them and they all chatted excitedly for a while. But there was no way to stay in touch—virtually nobody had a phone in the East, Major was moving from place to place all the time, making even mail difficult, and since she was still under surveillance, or so she suspected, letters would be intercepted anyway.


Major managed to hang in and finish the job training program, which landed her a minimum-wage job as a typist. She would have to work Monday to Friday from 6:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., using a typewriter from 1933.


In September of 1980, around the time she started her full-time job, Major ran into a few of the punks she’d met the summer before.


They told her about a meet-up planned for a few days later at a youth club in a nearby neighborhood. She went to the club—of course she went to the club! But only one other punk showed up, a guy she’d never seen before. They became friends. They arranged to meet again, and within a few weeks a handful of punks from the southern parts of the city—Köpenick, Schöneweide, Wendenschloss—began to congregate regularly at a youth club in a park called Plänterwald, which the punks called PW for short. In addition to the youth club, the adjacent amusement park, with its huge ferris wheel nestled in the woods, also became a punk landmark. At first there were just a few punks showing up at PW, then a dozen. As word of their Wednesday and Saturday gatherings got around during the autumn of 1980, the numbers began to rise.


One day a punk approached Major at PW, a guy she’d never seen before. He was tall and strikingly handsome, and dimples appeared on his cheeks when he smiled.


“What’s your name?” he asked her.


“Major,” she said.


“In that case I’m Colonel,” he said, placing himself a rank above her.


His real name was Mario Schulz, but now he, too, had his nom-de-punk.


The gang of punks would sit at the side of the dance floor of the youth club waiting for something they could dance to, punk or ska, they didn’t care. They took homemade cassettes of the Sex Pistols, the Stranglers, Sham 69, and all their other favorite UK bands—all taped off the radio—and offered them to the DJ. The DJs in official youth clubs were fully integrated into the system. They had to take a course and pass an exam in order to get a license to spin. But the use of homemade cassettes was common even among the officially-sanctioned DJs, since the cheapest and easiest way to get Western music was to tape it off West Berlin radio. And anyway, the DJs wanted to be hip and cool, too. So they’d usually play a punk song or two a night. The general crowd would run for the hills as the punks stormed onto the dance floor and threw themselves around wildly and pogoed. At first other kids thought the punks were cool, but it didn’t take long before they started to take issue with them. Many nights ended in fistfights. For some of the punks, that became part of the thrill—waiting for the moment all hell broke loose.


Sometimes the punks would hit other youth clubs in the area—KWO in Schöneweide, FAS in Lichtenberg—but the pattern was always the same: wait all night for a Pistols song; hope to get out alive before the mainstream kids got up enough liquid courage to try to beat the shit out of the greatly outnumbered punks.


Major’s great-grandmother had also died in the summer of 1980, leaving Major to occupy the apartment all by herself. Since Major had lived on the run, lived with the paranoia of being followed, she was happy to open her new place as a crash pad for other punks, whether they wanted to hang out and listen to music, sleep there to take a break from oppressive conditions in their family homes, or try to throw off police tails. Major’s apartment soon became the hub of a burgeoning scene, a place where punks knew they could find each other even on nights when there wasn’t a meet-up somewhere else.


It’s a cliché to describe the East Bloc as gray, but there was truth behind the cliché. Many of the old buildings that had managed to survive Allied air raids during World War II were dilapidated or even derelict, with shrapnel damage on their facades from street fighting at the end of the war. The old buildings had a brownish-gray hue darkened by soot from the coal stoves still used to heat many apartments. Large sections of the city had been flattened by Allied bombing and never rebuilt; other sections had been rebuilt with cheerless sprayed-concrete facades and low-ceilinged apartments; on the outskirts of town the government had thrown up huge colonies of unadorned, monotonous high-rises. There were hardly any streetlights and virtually none of the posters, billboards, or signs splashed with advertisements that gave a lot of the color to Western streets—in a planned economy there was no need for advertising and branding. A leaden sky hung above the city for much of the year and the air was choked with the ruddy smoke belched out by all the stoves burning brown coal ripped from massive strip mines in central East Germany. In these surroundings, punks—splattered with paint and pins and homemade buttons and patches, wearing garish makeup, their hair dyed unnatural colors—might as well have dropped from outer space.


Thanks to their conspicuousness—as well as to nosy neighbors and informants—it didn’t take long for the cops to take notice of the activity at PW and at Major’s apartment. Major frequently received letters inviting her down to the police station: zur Klärung eines Sachverhaltes, which meant “to clear up some facts surrounding a case.” What this usually entailed was being interrogated for up to forty-eight hours about the comings and goings at her apartment—after forty-eight hours the police needed a warrant to hold her any longer, so she would be released. During these sessions the police lectured her about the right and wrong ways to comport herself and made veiled threats about the consequences of doing it the wrong way—threats of arrest, beating, even threats of getting attacked in the dark, empty streets.
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In October 1980 a guy named Micha Horschig turned up at PW—alone. He was of medium height and build with spiky black hair and a downy mustache, not as imposing as the tougher-looking Köpenick kids. Micha had grown up first in Treptow and then in Johannisthal, a neighborhood sandwiched between the river Spree and the Wall, out beyond Schöneweide.


Micha had first heard the Sex Pistols in 1977 while laid up in the hospital—the guy in the next bed had furtively played him a few songs on a portable cassette player. As his school years drew to an end, Micha got deeper and deeper into punk, listening to Western radio shows, dressing in ripped clothes and giving himself purposefully weird haircuts, and eventually digging into anarchist literature. In an old set of pre-War encyclopedias he was able to find descriptions and excerpts of since-banned writings by Mikhail Bakunin, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, and Max Stirner—the basis of an anarchist canon. Up to then, Micha had been a relatively happy member of communist youth organizations, despite elements of hypocrisy he found jarring—he’d been upset when a girl was barred from a Free German Youth event because she was a member of a church, for instance, and he could never understand why school teachers freaked out at the sight of a kid with a plastic bag with a West German brand name or logo on it. It was a plastic bag. Why would they care? Now, versed in anarchism and the history of anarchist movements, he began to have thoughts that were unthinkable in East Germany: Why had Karl Marx been willing to weaken the First International in order to seize power within the organization? Why had Marx been so intent on shutting out the anarchist factions that he stooped to using lies and intrigue? All of this ate at Micha. And it made him want to talk to other people as he tried to work things out.


Throughout 1978 and 1979, while working at an apprenticeship as a clock maker, Micha had spent all his free time discussing politics. He had found a willing partner in a fellow apprentice named Frank Masch. Frank identified himself as a social democrat, but Micha quickly realized that regardless of the label, most leftists—including a self-styled anarchist and a social democrat—could agree on basic philosophical principles like freedom, egalitarianism, solidarity, and the right of the people to participate in the political process.


Together with Frank, Micha began to go to bars and cafés and obsessively engage people in political debates. It wasn’t hard to engage in some sense—people always wanted to know why he ran around looking so fucking strange. And what the hell was all this bullshit about anarchism he was spouting? Conversation started. The problem was that some people very quickly took issue with the sort of talk Micha wanted to have. The Stasi and their unofficial snitches were everywhere, and people squirmed. Sometimes a potential conversation partner would whisper to Micha, “Hey, keep it down, the guy back there is listening.” Sometimes a kind bartender or fellow guest would whisper, “You better get out of here, that guy over there just made a call.” Off he and Frank would run, getting out of sight before the police arrived.


But Micha did not want to whisper.


On paper, East German law enshrined free speech as a right. The right to freedom of expression was also trumpeted in state propaganda. Micha had decided to take it literally: I will say what I want to say.


Micha never started fights. There were just so many helpful defenders of the status quo, and when faced with Micha’s maniacal drive to engage people on taboo subjects, they often answered with fists. After it happened a few times, something changed in Micha. He learned to go into beast-mode when attacked. If people wanted to fuck with him, they’d better be ready.


In 1979, Micha started a countdown to the end of the DDR: ten years, he thought, that’s how long it will take.


He was sure of it.


Even though Micha had already considered himself a punk for two years by the time he turned up at PW that fall of 1980, none of the punks in Major’s gang had seen him before, and they wondered whether he was a “real punk” or just dressed like one as a fashion statement. But when they started to talk to him, it quickly became clear that he was for real: Micha immediately took up the topic of politics, leading, of course, to anarchism.


This guy knows his shit.


The group immediately started to call him A-Micha—the “A” was for anarchy. Listening to A-Micha talk, Major realized he could articulate anarchist ideology with a clarity she had never heard before. Around his new friends, A-Micha was calm, level-headed, and responsible, and he came across like some kind of intellectual. He seemed more grown-up than Major’s other buddies, even though he was the same age as the rest of them. Major was fascinated by A-Micha and the two of them started to hang out together, sometimes talking through entire nights. A-Micha began to crash at her place regularly.


A-Micha also dressed in a very creative way. He liked to sew zippers into the rips he made in his pants. And instead of painting buttons or bottle caps and then decorating them with band names or whatever, A-Micha just cut out scraps of paper, wrote on them with pen, and stuck them on his clothes with safety pins. The phrases he wore sometimes seemed crazy even to fellow punks—this was a police state after all and here was A-Micha plastered with the phrase Haut die Bullen platt wie Stullen, which was basically “Beat the pigs to a pulp.” A-Micha was also among the first punks to wear the logo of Solidarity, the Polish trade union that came to international prominence in August of 1980 after staging a dramatic strike that spread from the port city of Gdansk to the whole country—among Solidarity’s demands of the Polish dictatorship were the restoration of constitutionally-guaranteed freedoms of speech and of the press.


Some people dismissed Eastern punks as teenage rebels in thrall to the latest Western pop cultural trend, no-good kids who wanted to wind people up—this was their idea of fun, of teenage kicks. But Major had always seen it differently. She realized that her idea of fun—and the idea of fun she shared with her new friends—deviated from the path the government demanded everyone stay on together. Major and her friends were being political by having fun. It was that easy to be political in the DDR. To think differently, to speak out, or to stand out was to be political. And to stand out the way the punks did—in such an open, ostentatious way—was to be a political radical.


Keeping people on a preordained path, keeping them moving along together as one glacial entity—marching them through the Young Pioneers, the Thälmann Pioneers, the Free German Youth, and military service; steering them into apprenticeships, factory jobs, and creating productive members of society—wasn’t as difficult as it might seem. In the DDR, as in most societies, conformity and complacency ruled the day. Everyone had a job and a roof over their head; everyone had refrigerators and 90 percent of households had TVs and washing machines; there was cheap booze and enough to eat. So people went about their daily lives and stayed within accepted sociopolitical boundaries without constant government coercion. Most people, anyway.


By the dawn of the 1980s, the physical brutality of the Stalin era was no longer necessary—or at least not as necessary—because once there was a “real existing socialism,” that is, a norm, people tended to stick to the norm. Membership in communist youth organizations was not mandatory, and yet membership rates hovered around 85 percent. There was a lot of self-censorship, a kind of inherent sense of where the boundaries were and, Hey, I don’t want to go anywhere near them anyway, I’m happy just to fit in.


As for those few souls who weren’t inclined to fit in, people tended to encourage them to stick to the norm—nobody likes a person who makes things difficult for everyone else.


Still, it’s important to realize that conformity and complacency didn’t distinguish the DDR from other countries. For an entire century, most Americans went about their daily lives despite the gross injustice of Jim Crow laws: Not my problem. The total indifference with which most Americans reacted to Edward Snowden’s revelations of mass warrantless surveillance is another example: I’ve got nothing to hide. Or white America’s collective shrug at the militarization of its police forces and the ongoing flood of evidence of horrific police brutality: They’re not coming for me. People look away. It’s natural. People defend the norm without having to be prodded to do so. That’s just the way people are. Until they really do come for you. Until you have to defend yourself. Until you bear the brunt of injustice. Or in the case of the DDR, until you were arrested and interrogated on a daily basis and your parents lost their jobs and your brother or sister was booted out of school and you were banned from your hometown or imprisoned and and and, and all because you spoke your mind, you objected, you failed to conform—you listened to the wrong music.


But that was still in the future as the leaves dropped from the trees in the woods around the PW club in the fall of 1980.


For Major and other punks, encouragement from ordinary citizens to stick to the norm, however, started immediately. It came in the form of insults—“you should be sent to the gas chambers”—and beatings at the hands of those defenders of the status quo who sure as shit weren’t going to let a bunch of teenagers parade around like that, looking absolutely disgraceful, showing total disregard for society. No, those punks were going to learn a lesson.


Soon enough, groups of punks had to meet at the S-Bahn station at Plänterwald and walk to PW together—it was safer that way. Lone punks routinely got hunted down on the street by groups of law-abiding citizens out for blood. And often Nazi references flew along with the fists when people attacked the punks: “It wouldn’t have taken Hitler long to get rid of the likes of you!”


Though A-Micha was calm, level-headed, and responsible, his new friends quickly found out that he really knew how to fight. Whenever the shit hit the fan, A-Micha defended his friends like the hero of an epic poem. Beast mode.


All the antagonism drew the little gang of punks closer together, all for one and one for all. Like the British band Sham 69 sang:


If the kids are united,
they will never be divided.
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The first punk to show up at PW from the northern part of East Berlin was Michael Boehlke, who had grown up in Pankow, a neighborhood in the north of the city. Most of the southern punks were eighteen by now—like Major—but Boehlke was just sixteen. He was tall and willowy with somewhat sullen, deep-set eyes. He talked with a slight lisp. He had just finished tenth grade that summer of 1980 and had recently started his assigned apprenticeship as a machine fitter—Facharbeiter für Anlagentechnik in official terminology—at a cigarette factory in nearby Schöneweide. Someone at the factory had told him about the Wednesday night punk meet-up at PW.


None of the southern Berlin punks had ever been up to Pankow, and they looked at Boehlke as if he came from a completely different city, even a different planet.


“Hey, it’s you,” they would say when he showed up again, “the guy from Pankow!”


It didn’t take long before they shortened the greeting to just “Pankow” and that became his name among the punks.


There were so few punks at that point that Pankow quickly got to know all of them by name. Not their real names, of course, as nearly everyone in the scene used an alias. Not just Major and Colonel and A-Micha, but also Erkner, Keule, Buzzcock, Fatzo, Special, and Spion. Taking on a new name was part of the ritual of becoming a punk. It was a rejection of a previous life and identity, a life and identity that had already been coopted by the regime—Michael Boehlke’s life was already planned out, but Pankow’s was just beginning, and he was the only one who was going to say where it was going. Using an alias was also extremely practical in a surveillance state bristling with informants, and in a scene where people would soon be subjected to constant police interrogation. “Give us a list of the people who were there!” Um, let’s see, there was Fatzo and Buzzcock and Pankow . . .


One afternoon Pankow took a train to go see one of his new friends. He wanted to make cassette copies of the guy’s records: Never Mind the Bollocks by the Sex Pistols and No More Heroes by the Stranglers. On the way there, three guys attacked Pankow on the train—god damn punk!—and broke his nose. Pankow went and made the tapes anyway, black eye, bloody nose, and all.


Getting beaten up was nothing new for him. Pankow had been an outsider his entire life. He’d grown up in a violent home, where his father frequently beat him and his mother—he had shown up for the first day of first grade with a broken nose, compliments of dad.


The household was always on edge.


The contrast between the outward show his family put on versus the violent reality meant that Pankow developed a deeply ingrained sense of skepticism from an early age—things were not as they seemed.


Pankow was naturally left-handed, but when he started to learn to write in school they forced him to switch hands. He already had been made fun of for being so scrawny, and now he started to develop speech impediments, mumbling and stuttering. By the third grade everyone else could write properly but Pankow still couldn’t. Somehow he was never held back. He just sat there year after year thinking, I’m an idiot, there’s something wrong with me. Why am I unable to do the things everyone else has no problem doing?


Pankow felt more and more isolated.


He didn’t think of himself as political, but he definitely thought East Germany was a fucked-up place. Sometimes he sat out in front of his housing block and stared disdainfully at the neighborhood. Many party leaders and other prominent figures lived in the area, it was neat and leafy, with folks washing their cars on the weekend or taking strolls in a nearby park built around a Baroque chateau, and Pankow hated it all, hated the people and especially the other kids, and resolved not to be like them.


I feel different.


But what could he do?


By his early teens, his aggression began to boil over.


One night near the end of tenth grade he and a friend snuck out and smashed all the ground-floor windows of their school. When he showed up the next day, his name was called while the students were all assembled for a flag ceremony. Pankow was admonished in front of the entire school for wearing his denim vest with AC/DC scrawled on the back. On the way home that day he spotted a Mercedes parked on a side street—some well-connected party member’s car. He eyed the star on the hood. Then he went over and broke it off. That star would fetch a good price, he knew.


He started negotiating at school the next day—what could he get for a genuine Mercedes hood ornament? In the end he traded it for a West German music magazine—and it would change his life.


Inside the magazine: a photo of the Sex Pistols.


This was what he had been searching for.


I feel different.


I want to look different, too.


As his school career came to an end, Pankow began to change. He spray-painted an anarchist A on the back of an old suit jacket he’d found. He went into the woods in a local park and tore holes in some of his T-shirts.


Then one day Pankow grabbed the family scissors and bounded down to the cellar of his building. He gave himself a punk haircut, spiky and purposefully fucked up. When he went upstairs he impulsively decided to ring the doorbell rather than going straight in. His father answered the door, took one look at Pankow’s hair, and punched him in the face.


Pankow’s mother didn’t really mind his new look—she even seemed to take a certain glee in the way he attracted attention, the way heads craned out of windows when her son walked down the street. But Pankow’s father could not stand it. He forbade Pankow to eat at the family table. He screamed at Pankow and smacked and punched him.


It didn’t matter. Pankow was committed to punk. Even though he had yet to hear much of the music and hadn’t met any other punks—he thought for a while he might be the only one in Berlin—he knew he had found what he had been looking for. After getting constantly hassled and beaten up by other kids in the neighborhood for his outlandish look, Pankow bought a spiky dog collar, thinking it would make him look more intimidating. Instead of shrinking from the attention and hoping not to get beat up, he went on the offensive: whenever someone started to mess with him, he would glare at them and shout, “You want to get your face smashed in?”


Things at home kept deteriorating. Shortly after he started his job training at the cigarette factory, Pankow decided he could no longer take it. He threw a few things in a bag, slammed the door shut behind him, and never went home again.


5


The first place Pankow fled to was a friend’s apartment on Göhrener Strasse, just down the road in Prenzlauer Berg. The friend lived in the rectory of Elias Church, which was run by an opposition-friendly minister named Georg Katzorke.


Things quickly got complicated there when Pankow fell for the minister’s daughter. The next place he landed was an apartment on Wörther Strasse, near the water tower in central Prenzlauer Berg. A friend of Pankow’s had just fled the country, so Pankow squatted the guy’s now-empty place. There were two versions of squatting in East Germany. In one version, people took up residence illegally—that is, without the mandatory permission of the state housing authorities—in an officially recognized apartment; this is what Pankow did on Wörther Strasse. But the more commonly understood version of squatting also took place. An official East German report put the number of empty properties in the country at 235,000; they were concentrated in the central parts of cities like Berlin, Leipzig, Dresden, and Halle. By the early 1980s the government estimated that 800 people were squatting in East Berlin’s Prenzlauer Berg neighborhood alone; that number would double by the end of the decade. It was one way opposition-minded youths started to carve out physical space for themselves, living inside East Germany but outside the state.


The problem for Pankow with that first apartment was that the Stasi turned up, thinking Pankow was an accomplice to his friend’s escape. Pankow had to find another place, and fast. This time Pankow squatted a derelict building—the more common idea of squatting.


It was around this time that Pankow first met the punks in PW. And it was also around this time the PW punks decided to make a foray to Alexanderplatz, the central square of East Berlin surrounding the Fernsehturm—the signature building on the skyline that soared above the city, its bulbous disco-ball-like lounge skewered on the needle-like TV tower. The PW punks had heard that West Berlin punks occasionally hung around Alexanderplatz, and they wanted to see for themselves.


As Major and the gang wandered around the square, they stumbled on a self-serve café at the foot of the Fernsehturm. Outside the café were a punk and two long-haired girls. The punk took one look at Major and the PW punks and said, “Are you guys from West Berlin?”


“No, we thought you were!”


Everyone started laughing.


For the rest of the day, and the next day, the PW punks hung out there and met all sorts of punks from other parts of Berlin as well as from villages on the outskirts of town. Now they all knew about the meet-ups in Plänterwald. Soon the Wednesday and Sunday gatherings at PW began to attract a hundred people. And smaller groups of punks now met daily at Alexanderplatz or nearby Rosa-Luxemburg-Platz.


Word about Major’s apartment also spread, and at times she would have more than twenty people crammed into her place, hanging out, drinking, listening to music, sleeping over. Her neighbors began to track the comings and goings and work with the police. Often as soon as people showed up, so did the cops—hammering on the door and forcing their way in, asking everyone for ID and clearing the place, often by force. Sometimes the kids then had to spend the night at the police station being interrogated.


Punk kids were used to being asked for ID. Authorities could stop anyone, anytime, and demand to see papers. Because punks stood out, they could hardly leave home without being hassled by the police. If you didn’t show your papers or didn’t have them with you or, as happened to punks a lot, you no longer looked like the photo on your ID, it was off to the police station for up to forty-eight hours. Sometimes it was straight off to the police station anyway.


Major and her gang hated the cops and the cops hated Major and her gang. And even though she was afraid—getting arrested or physically roughed up was scary—she never showed it. As a point of pride.


I will not be intimidated!


She was determined to remain an ugly pimple on the face of real existing socialism. She wanted people to notice her and wonder if maybe there was something wrong, something false about the glorious image of society perpetuated by the dictatorship.


Scared, yes, Major was scared. But her rage was stronger than her fear.


One time the cops showed up at Major’s place and kicked in her door so violently that they splintered the bottom half of it. It was hard to find a carpenter in the DDR and for weeks her apartment was just open for anyone to crawl in, including the cops. Another time the pigs gathered Major’s visitors, took them one by one into her kitchen, and beat them so savagely that when she finally got home after her own detainment and interrogation, the walls and cabinets and floor and even the ceiling were splattered with blood.


It just made Major more determined.


I will not quit.


A-Micha’s parents kicked him out of their home in late 1980. He started to crash at Major’s full-time. It was A-Micha who cleaned up the blood in her kitchen after the savage police beating.


Pankow meanwhile started spending more time at Alexanderplatz, getting to know the punks there. They got detained a lot, but their philosophy was similar to Major’s: we’re here, motherfuckers. They wanted to be right there in the center of town for everyone to see. Which was exactly what the cops didn’t want—they didn’t want those eyesores mucking up Alexanderplatz, they didn’t want tourists gawking at those disgraceful negative-decadent teens, those no-good kids trying to piss everyone off and embarrass the government.


One afternoon Pankow walked into a café everyone referred to as “the Tute” and spied a baby-faced punk, one he’d never met before. Pankow had just shaved part of his head—he was always trying new styles, aiming to rattle people as much as possible—and was wearing a homemade Cockney Rejects T-shirt. Pankow walked up to the round-faced guy and said, “Hey, babyface!”


“What do you want, skinhead?”


The two of them struck up a conversation and immediately hit it off. The baby-faced punk was named Kaiser and he lived with his parents in one of the hulking apartment blocks right across from Alexanderplatz, facing the Fernsehturm. Kaiser’s father was a journalist; his mother, an academic researcher.


Kaiser had gotten into punk music a few years earlier because of the sheer speed of it. He loved hard, fast music; he loved the fact that Ramones albums didn’t have any slow songs on them. He loved the Dickies and the Sex Pistols, fast, fast, fast. After he discovered punk he spent hours with his finger on the record button of his tape recorder, waiting to catch something worth taping on one of the West Berlin stations he could pick up on his radio. He’d been emboldened to start to dress punk by a girl in his school named Jeanny—she was the first person he knew to give herself a punk haircut and wear ripped-up sweaters like Johnny Rotten of the Pistols. Jeanny’s extreme look had shocked everyone at school, but she said she felt a sense of confidence when she walked down the street and people swore at her and spat at her feet and said she should be gassed. Lade, a boy Kaiser had been friends with since kindergarten, was the next classmate to go full-on punk. He hacked his hair off and then stood it up with a mixture of shaving cream and water, and he wore a ratty trenchcoat he decorated with punk symbols and hand-painted slogans. Together, Lade and Kaiser began to delve into punk philosophy, getting their hands on illicit copies of books by Bakunin, the nineteenth-century father of collectivist-anarchism. What started out as simple teenage rebellion quickly became pointedly political for Lade and Kaiser. For them, punk and anarchy were inherently fused, and in this musical-political Weltanschauung the two boys felt they had found the means of self-expression they’d been looking for. They were also convinced that they were pretty damn smart.
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