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NOTES ON THE TEXT


Names. My approach to names has been to make them as approachable as possible to an English-speaking readership. Consequently, I have generally used the English version of the Hohenzollerns’ names, hence The Great Elector instead of the correct German Große Kurfürst, Frederick the Great (or just Frederick) for Friedrich II, and William II for Kaiser Wilhelm II. Other names I have mostly left in their German form and I have tried, where possible, to give people’s full name as the Germans so correctly do. Place names have similarly nearly all been left in German but there are again exceptions where it makes the text easier to understand. So, for example, I use Saxony rather than Sachsen, Silesia as opposed to Schlesien.

For those unfamiliar with German, the letter ß, called an Eszett, is sometimes confusing. It replicates a double s but is only used where the preceding vowel sound is long, as in Straße, or a diphthong, as in Schultheiß. If the preceding vowel is short then ss is used, as in Schloss. It is muddling, and there are, as always, exceptions that don’t follow the rule, but if you read each ß simply as an English s then you will not go far wrong.

Currency. The various different currencies that Berlin has used over its life are also confusing, and converting them into sensible modern equivalents is challenging. This is a simplified guide, as to cover all the various ramifications would only serve to confuse further and is unnecessary to enjoy this story.

Prior to 1566 a wide variety of European currencies were in use across the Holy Roman Empire. Berlin’s permission to mint its own coinage in 1396 was a major step in the development of its economy, but Imperial groschen and guilders remained the preferred coinage across North Germany over Berlin pfennig, or pennies. From 1566 the Hapsburgs minted Imperial Reichsthalers and the thaler became the accepted North Germany currency until 1750 when Frederick the Great, desperate for funds to fight his wars and unwilling to be slave to Austrian currency, issued Prussia’s own Reichsthaler. Thalers were divided into 24 groschen (later 30) and each groschen was worth 12 pfennig; it’s easiest to think of them as pounds, shillings and pence, and the terms schilling and groschen were often used together. I have tried to calculate rough equivalent modern values at various points in the text.

Reichsthalers lasted, in various forms, until the creation of Germany in 1871. In 1873 German Imperial Reichsmarks were issued, usually just called marks. These were in use until the great inflation of the early 1920s when they were supplemented, but not actually replaced, by the Rentenmark, the currency that is credited with restoring some confidence in the economy. Its initial valuation was 1 billion Reichsmarks and it was decimal, being divided into 100 pfennig. Both currencies were written as ‘RM’ and remained until after the Second World War. The Allied Powers briefly issued a temporary currency post-war but in June 1948 the new Deutschmark, written as DM, was first issued, one of the factors that caused Stalin to seal off Berlin and which led to the Berlin Airlift. There were, again, 100 pfennig to one Deutschmark. East Germany issued its own marks in retaliation, usually referred to as Ostmarks. After reunification in 1989 Germany used the Deutschmark until 1 January 1999 when it went over to the Euro. Older Berliners would still refer to a 10-pfennig coin as a groschen, although that is now dying out with the Euro.




PROLOGUE



Berlin ‘is home to such an audacious set of men that you have to be a tough customer and a little rough around the edges now and then just to keep your head above water’

JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE, 1823



Berliners started knocking down the Berlin Wall, block by block, on 9 November 1989. That monstrous barrier of concrete and barbed wire, with its watchtowers, death strips, machine guns and officious border guards, which had divided both Berlin and Europe for twenty-eight years, was demolished over the following weeks so that nothing remained apart from small sections preserved as a reminder of what had once been and the suffering it had caused. Reunification of East Germany – the German Democratic Republic, or GDR – and West Germany – the Federal Republic of Germany, the FRG – followed just under a year later. Surely, many assumed, the reunited country would logically decide to restore Berlin as its capital? Berlin was the natural Hauptstadt, the capital of Prussia and of Germany in that brief period between 1870 and 1945 when Germany was a united nation. The kaisers had ruled from the Berliner Schloss, the Reichstag was in Berlin and so much of the history of what made Germany was surely in Berlin’s streets, its institutions, its museums and in its people? But many disagreed.

A lot of Germans thought Berlin was associated with first Prussian and then Nazi militarism. These were people who saw the border between the GDR and FRG as more than just a communist-designed plot to divide Europe. For them it was the border between two Germanies, between the flat, sandy plains of Brandenburg and Mecklenburg and the western-looking areas along the Rhine, areas the more historically minded argued had been colonised by the Romans and looked towards Europe while Berlin looked out east towards Russia and the steppes. Berlin did not represent what the FRG had strived so hard to achieve since 1945 and it was certainly not symbolic of what they hoped the reunited Germany would now become.

The national debate, which lasted for a year and a half, was difficult and emotional. Eventually the vote was taken in the Bundestag, the German parliament sitting in the small and rather undistinguished Rhineland city of Bonn, which summarised so nicely the values that had allowed the FRG to rebuild itself. The result was close. By a narrow majority of eighteen, on 20 June 1991 German politicians decided that the national capital would be in Berlin, although even then several important government offices were to remain in Bonn.

What made this intense debate seem rather strange to Berliners was that they saw themselves as anything but representatives of the old Prussia. Not only, they argued, was Berlin not the true capital of Prussia (which was instead Königsberg, now Kaliningrad, a small Russian enclave sandwiched between Poland and Lithuania, and 500 miles away to the east), but the character, history and people of Berlin had, almost since its foundation, been the very antithesis of the Prussian military cult that so alarmed the Rhineland deputies. Berlin may have been the administrative capital of Prussia for nearly five hundred years but it has always retained its own distinctive, rebellious, irreverent character; it was never a ‘Prussian’ city.

Berlin is in Brandenburg, hundreds of miles west of what was originally Prussia. It would eventually become the capital of Brandenburg in 1486, but only of Prussia in 1701. It was not until 1871 that Berlin became capital of Germany, which did not exist as a state until Bismarck created it. Berlin is, coincidentally, exactly the same distance east of the River Rhine and Germany’s western border as it is west of Kaliningrad. Today it is very close, barely 30 miles, to modern Germany’s eastern border with Poland on the River Oder. It has therefore always been as much an eastern European city as it has a western one, shaped and subject to the winds and moods of the great plains reaching towards the steppes, as it has to the very different but no less damaging pressures from the west. It has always been a city on the edge.

The story of the city is also the story of the Hohenzollerns – electors of Brandenburg, dukes then kings in, and later of, Prussia and finally German kaisers. For much of their joint history the fate of Berlin and its dynasty are intertwined. This book is not a history of Prussia but it is the joint story of electors and kings and their capital, which variously supported and opposed them, gradually came to resent them and finally exiled them.

There is a particular frisson about Berlin, a combination of excitement, anticipation, nervousness and the unexpected. Through all its life it has been a city of tensions. Its position – on the frontier of Europe, on the ‘Mark’, where Christianity met paganism, where the Huns met the Slavs, where Europe met Russia and where fertile land met the sands, swamps and forests of Pomerania and Prussia – gives it a geographical tension. It was also long a city of religious tension, between a largely Lutheran people and a Calvinist government, and later becoming pretty irreligious altogether. In the nineteenth century political tension became acute between a city that was increasingly democratic, home to Marx and Hegel, and one of the most autocratic regimes in Europe. In 1918 that tension resulted in revolution, the Dolchstoß, the stab in the back, which allowed the German army to claim that it had never been defeated and which, with the economic chaos in the 1920s, paved the way for the Nazis. Between 1945 and 1989 the political tension between the GDR and West Berlin, the western city trapped in a communist state, took that tension to the extreme. From the mid-eighteenth century there was artistic tension as free thinking and liberal movements, championed by monarchs like Frederick the Great, started to find themselves in direct contention with the formal – some would say stultifying – official culture while in the 1920s, and in the last few decades, Berlin has challenged the rest of Europe with the diversity of its free thinking.

Underlying all this was the ethnic tension between multi-racial Berliners and the Prussians. Berlin has long been a city of immigrants. Many European capitals have historically had large immigrant populations but few have been as diverse as Berlin, possibly because few European cities have suffered such catastrophic destruction twice as Berlin has; nor have many been as successful at incorporating new identities into their own distinctive character. Berliners make great play of the idea of the ‘traditional Berliner’ but there is no such person. A typical Berliner is instead someone who comes to Berlin and adopts the casual, slightly grumpy, sharp yet warm, hedonistic and vibrant character that has come from waves of settlers. Burgundians, Huns, Wends, Dutch, Flemish, Poles, Jews, Huguenots, French, Austrians, Silesians, Russians, Turks, Africans, Vietnamese and many, many more are all as typical Berliners as the descendants of the now very few families who can trace their ancestry back to the city’s founding. ‘Perhaps the absolutely typical Berliner is the one who has just arrived,’ noted Christoph Stölzl, a Bavarian, who recalled:


‘on 1 October 1987 I took up my duties as the founding director of the German Historical Museum. On my desk was an invitation, from a Senate Office of the State of Berlin as I recall, to participate in a podium discussion “Problems of Urban Planning Today”. I gave those who had invited me a call, and politely explained that I had only been in office for a day and that I had no wish to presume to have an opinion already on such intricate topics. But the voice on the other end of the telephone decreed in a sharp Berlin tone; “You are here now, so you have an opinion!” In Hamburg it takes two years to have an opinion; even in Munich it takes at least one but in Berlin you are a Berliner as soon as you arrive.’1



Berlin’s character has also been defined, more tragically, by those who have left. It is as much a city of emigrants as it is of immigrants, although that is a characteristic most brutally evident in the twentieth century.

Evidence of Berliners’ independence and resistance to authority is that no Prussian or German ruler has ever really felt welcome there. From the earliest Hohenzollerns to post-1945 Germany, rulers have found ways of living outside the city from which they had to run their governments. Generations of Hohenzollerns built country retreats outside Berlin, which, comfortable and agreeable as they may have been, chiefly served to remove them from the city itself. Berlin was never as supportive of the Kaiser in 1914 as the rest of Germany; it was the revolution in Berlin in 1918 that led to his abdication and Germany suing for peace. Hitler, greatly to Berlin’s credit, loathed the place. Goebbels, the Nazi gauleiter, described it as ‘a melting pot of everything that is evil – prostitution, drinking houses, cinemas, Marxism, Jews, Strippers, Negroes dancing, and all the vile offshoots of so-called modern art’.2 The city was home to much of the opposition to the Nazis, although paradoxically it suffered more than any other German city from Hitler’s war. Konrad Adenauer, the great West German Chancellor from 1949 to 1963, called it ‘a Babylon amidst the Northern Steppes’3 and wanted to trade it for parts of East Germany. Berliners never liked him much either.

Berlin is also so absorbing because its distinctive independence of character allows it to keep and cherish its memories, however painful they may be to confront. Whereas some cities, particularly those in eastern Europe that have suffered so much, practise a sort of ‘heroic denial’ by rebuilding themselves as they imagined they once were, Berlin refuses to hide its past. Its buildings, such as the Reichstag and the Berliner Schloss, must pull together the different strands of its story so that it remembers through its architecture. ‘Memories,’ said Neil MacGregor, ‘shape Berlin. It doesn’t use the past to escape; rather it confronts it and tries to live with it.’4

Berlin’s attitude is best described as liberalism but with a certain degree of order. Like many Germans, Berliners are law-abiding; it is still unusual to see a pedestrian cross an entirely empty street until the iconic Ampelmann signal goes green. Yet Berlin has revolted five times and has long been one of the most socially and culturally innovative cities in Europe. The reason that so many people, especially young people, love it is that no one will ever judge you there. It is, though, a hard city, a city of live and let live. It can also, as this story will show, be a brutal city. Berliners are famously direct, even rude, a characteristic that is more a tradition than a true reflection of their character and that does not mean the city is not an increasingly nice place to live. With so much space, so many parks, a huge variety of entertainment, endless restaurants and cafes, with its political life, its cultural life, its seemingly thousands of dogs, mad cyclists, its marches, its history, its waterways, its new housing and, airports excepted, its excellent transport, it is small wonder that people from across Germany are now making their home there as well as a steady stream of immigrants who, in the best Berlin tradition, keep coming. Reunification has taken longer than perhaps people thought it would; there is still a strong element of the divided city, of East versus West, but that is now beginning to disappear. The question is how will Berlin develop in this century? Will it retain its rough-around-the-edges feeling that alarmed Goethe, welcoming immigrants and home to every diverse culture? Or will the fact that it has become such an agreeable place to live change its character? Many see the gentrification of the city as a greater threat to its traditional character than continued immigration, something that is explored in the concluding chapter.

For me Berlin was a formative experience. It was a city I first knew in the 1970s, long before the Wall came down, and it has fascinated me ever since. I still get that same sense of excitement, dread even, when I arrive now as I did when I was travelling through the GDR and across the Wall forty years ago. The city has ghosts everywhere – medieval ghosts, Hohenzollern spirits, Nazi devils and communist shadows. When I started to write this book, many Berliners said to me, ‘Please, not another book about the Nazis and the Second World War. Our history did actually start before 1933.’ What is so frustrating for Germans in general, and Berliners in particular, is that they still feel defined by the Nazi era, by those twelve terrible years until 1945 and, to a lesser extent, by the Iron Curtain and the Wall. Yet, as they point out, those years were an aberration, an interruption, admittedly a terrible one, but an interruption nonetheless in a story that starts a very long time ago. Berlin’s story, its traits and habits, its character and spirit, did not begin when the Wall went up in 1961 nor when it came down in 1989; neither did they start with Hitler, nor with the foundation of the German Reich in 1871; they did not start in 1848 nor in 1815 with the expulsion of the French invader, nor in 1648 as the city recovered from its first crucifixion. They started, as this book does, with written history.






CHAPTER ONE 1237–1500



‘How on earth did someone come up with the idea of founding a city in the middle of all that sand?’

STENDHAL, 1808



Berlin lies in the very flat and sandy Brandenburg plain between the Elbe and the Oder rivers. Standing on the top of the Fernsehturm, the former broadcasting tower in the centre of the city near Alexanderplatz, you can gaze for many miles to the north without even an undulation to interrupt your view. To the south-east you can see some low hills, the Müggelberge, above the Müggelsee, but they only rise to 300 feet. You may also just be able to make out a slight rise above the Oder, known optimistically as the Seelow Heights and from where the Soviets launched their final assault on the city in 1945. To your south there is a bit of a bump at the old Tempelhof airport, but it is hardly worth dignifying as a hill. To the west there is a sizeable mound, the Teufelsberg, but this is man-made from much of the hundred million tons of debris from the destruction of the city in the Second World War. Otherwise all around is very, very flat so that Berlin has no natural defences.

Brandenburg was known derisively as ‘the sandbox’ because of its poor soil. It is not even German soil. During the Ice Age three huge glaciers from Scandinavia flowed south and terminated where Berlin now stands, allowing Berlin’s wits to argue that this is why it is such an atypical German city. In early modern Europe Brandenburg had few towns of much importance and certainly could not compete in terms of population and wealth with Saxony’s flourishing cities of Dresden and Leipzig to the south, nor with Poland to its east. West of the Elbe lay the successful imperial city of Magdeburg, and the rich farmland of the Hanover plains. Brandenburg’s major settlements were at Frankfurt an der Oder (not to be confused with the much larger Frankfurt am Main) and Brandenburg itself, a town that might plausibly have emerged as the capital, as indeed it briefly had been. There is little in Brandenburg’s geography to suggest it might become the centre of an empire and even less physically to recommend Berlin as its capital.

Berlin stands, however, where the River Spree flows into the River Havel, which in turn winds its lazy and pretty course through the plain to join the Elbe at Havelberg. The Spree is not much of a river, a mere stream when compared to the great rivers of Germany, but it was navigable to the boats used for transport in early modern Europe and full of fish, both of which would mean that it supported settlement. It was logical that a settlement would be near the confluence with the Havel, as goods could then travel down the Elbe to Hamburg and the ports that would form the Hanseatic League. A few miles upstream from that junction, as the Spree bent north, it divided around an island, creating a channel useful for trapping fish and wharfing boats. Variously called Fischerinsel (Fisherman’s Island) and much later Museumsinsel (Museum Island), this island would become the centre of the city.

The Brandenburg plain has been populated for millennia, at least as early as 4000 BC, with a settlement on the island traceable back to 2000 BC. The original people were probably what the Romans called the Semnones, famously described by Tacitus as warlike people with strange top knots who worshipped trees and horses. By 3 BC Tiberius and his Roman legions had reached the Elbe and, although he made treaties with the Semnones, he did not attempt to colonise to the east, a decision that would arguably have a fundamental impact on later German history, though Frederick the Great, the famous King of Prussia from 1740, would later claim in his witty if historically doubtful Memoirs of the House of Brandenburg that major Roman remains had been found at Zossen near Berlin.1 Others have tried to link Berlin’s founding with Arminius, or Herman, the German prince who famously massacred three Roman legions commanded by Varus in the Teutoburger Wald in 9 AD, but there is no evidence for that.

The Roman border on the Elbe held until the late fourth century AD, despite the Semnones being pushed south by Burgundian immigrants from the area of what is now Denmark, but both Burgundians and Semnones were from around 400 AD to be pushed west by waves of Huns migrating from the east. The Huns, demonised as the worst sort of savages in European history and who gave their name to the derogatory term for the Germans, settled around what would become Berlin. The grave of a Hun warrior buried with his horse has been found in Neukölln, now a district in south Berlin. The Huns were, however, a migratory people and habitually pushed on westwards, led by Attila whose name has been used to terrify generations of western children. Attila pursued the fleeing Burgundians, as devotees of Wagner will know, until he collapsed and died after a drinking bout in 453 AD. It was now the turn of the Huns to be pushed westwards as, from around 500 AD, waves of Slavs from Russia and the Carpathians settled the area of Poland and up to the Elbe. It was with the arrival of these Southern or Western Slavs, called Wends, that the story of Berlin begins to take on a more definite shape.

The Wends, unlike their Christianised Eastern Slav brothers, did not write anything down much before 1000 AD so their early history is a bit murky, but we know that they developed twin settlements at Berlin and Cölln, either side of the Spree opposite Fischerinsel, where they cohabited peacefully with the remaining Huns, in an early example of Berliners absorbing immigrants, and adopted their religious practices. There was also very possibly a Jewish population in the area, and it was certainly well established by 1000 AD. The Wendish legacy remains strong in Berlin today; places names that end in -ow, -itz or -ick mostly have Wendish origins; Pankow, Treptow, Steglitz, Beelitz, Köpenick and Spandau, which was originally spelled Spandow, are all Wendish names. Wendish – or, more correctly, Polabian – was allegedly still spoken in the more remote parts of Brandenburg until the Second World War, when such uncomfortable reminders of Slavic origin were quickly eliminated. There is a rather nice story that Berlin takes its name from the bear, which has long been the city’s symbol, but it is more likely it comes from the Wendish berl, which means a marsh, while Cölln probably comes from the word for a settlement or colony, much as the other Köln on the Rhine.

Berlin and Cölln were not initially that important, with the major Wendish settlements and fortifications being at Spandau and Brandenburg. From the tenth century onwards Berlin’s history becomes part of the wider struggle between the Frankish Christian kings ruling west of the Elbe, who were heirs of Charlemagne and predecessors of the Holy Roman Emperors, and the pagan Wends. In 781 AD the country between the Elbe and the Oder had been taken by Charlemagne but it was too much for his dynasty to hold. In 843 at the Treaty of Verdun the Wendish–German border was reaffirmed along the Elbe. It was not until 928 that the attractively named Henry the Fowler – both King of the Franks and Duke of Saxony – firmly consolidated German rule and established the ‘Mark’ (literally the ‘frontier’ or ‘march’ in English) to be governed by a mark grave or margrave. He had an initial and unsuccessful attempt to stop the Wends from worshipping trees or watering them with the blood of their victims. In 946 or thereabouts his successor, Otto I, founded a bishopric at Brandenburg but in 983 there was a major Wend revolt while the attention of his son, another Otto, was diverted to southern Europe. It was a major setback, driven by insensitive German colonisation and forcing Christianity on a reluctant population.

This reluctance to accept organised and hierarchical religion is a theme that would become part of Berlin’s character. It was not until over a century later that the Mark was re-established, by the last of the Ottonian kings, Lothair III who ruled from 1125 until 1137. He did two things that would make it hard for the Wends to continue in their pagan ways. First, he made peace with Poland, now converted to Christianity, which exerted pressure on Brandenburg from the east. Secondly, in 1137 he appointed Albert the Bear as margrave. Albert, probably because of his name and because he was known as a handsome man, seems to have acquired a historical reputation as something of a Berlin hero. There is a statue of him in Spandau looking suitably strong, and Carlyle described him as ‘restless, much-managing, wide-warring’. In reality he was an ambitious Saxon noble who saw an opportunity to enrich himself.

Between 1137 and 1157 Brandenburg was subject to vicious fighting as the Wends fought to maintain their independence against Albert’s campaign of Tod oder Taufe (‘conversion or death’). They were for a time successful and, led by Jaxa of Köpenick, a village now in Berlin’s outskirts, they initially succeeded in defeating Albert and sending him back across the Elbe; there was even a coin minted in Berlin with Jaxa’s head. But by 1157 it was all over. Jaxa had been deserted by his Polish allies and his last surviving stronghold had submitted. Albert reigned unchallenged as margrave under the Holy Roman Emperor, now Frederick Barbarossa whose Hohenstaufen dynasty had succeeded from the Ottonians. The Drang nach Osten, the German desire to drive to the east at the expense of the Slavs, had started.

Christianity was initially slow to take root in Berlin. The Wends worshipped a supreme being called Sventovit, to whom many Berliners today owe their name. He was usually represented with four faces and carved into a tree as trees continued to have a special significance for them. They found Christianity difficult to comprehend. Attempts to translate the Lord’s Prayer into Polabian were not particularly successful as the Wends, revealingly, had no word for temptation, so it had to be borrowed from German thus confusing them further. Boso, a missionary bishop, also helpfully translated the Kyrie Eleison into Wendish, thinking this might encourage people to convert, but was incensed when he discovered that the words had been changed by the locals so that they read ‘There is an alder tree in the copse’.2

Yet, with Poland now Christian, the Teutonic Knights crusading to convert Prussia, the Danes forcibly converting their northern kinsmen, and the Germans now firmly in the ascendant, Berliners realised they had little option. By the mid-twelfth century Christianity was well established. Berlin’s first church, the Nikolaikirche, was dedicated to St Nicholas and was started around 1232. St Nicholas was, of course, the patron saint of tradesmen. It was a late-Romanesque-style basilica with a pillared aisle and three apses. It has been destroyed twice, in the fire of 1380 and again due to bombing in the Second World War. Despite being turned into a museum in 1938, it has remained at the centre of Berlin life. It was, in the absence of any cathedral, for many years the spiritual centre of Berlin. It was where the Provost, the head of the Christian church in the city, had his office and it was very much the fashionable place to be buried, its walls covered in memorials to the great and the good. It was in its simple and effective nave that the twin councils of Berlin and Cölln would decide to join forces in 1307; it was where the first elected Berlin council met in 1809 and the Berlin House of Representatives held its constituent meeting in 1991 after reunification. The Nikolaiviertel, the St Nicholas’ Quarter, that developed around it became an important commercial area, the site of the Alter Markt (the old market), which later became the Molkenmarkt (the whey or dairy market). This is now the oldest and one of the most attractive if substantially rebuilt parts of the city, still dominated by the twin towers of the church rebuilt on their original thirteenth-century foundations.

Not to be outdone, about the same time Cölln started a church sensibly dedicated to St Peter, the patron saint of fishermen, so he could protect the valuable fishing industry along the Spree. By 1237 its priest was a certain Symeon and the first mention of Berlin or Cölln in a document was when he witnessed a legal dispute between the Margrave and the Bishop of Brandenburg. 1237 has consequently been taken as the year the city was founded. The Petrikirche would fare worse than its neighbouring Nikolaikirche, being rebuilt five times until it was finally damaged beyond repair in 1945 and its remains flattened by the GDR.

Reluctant Christians as they were – and have remained – Berlin and Cölln took the opportunity offered by Albert’s control to expand commercially, thus establishing the second part of the city’s distinctive character: that of an important trading centre. Albert had a house in Berlin, the Aulahof Berlin, but the city having no natural defences, the main centres of power remained at the fortresses Spandau and Köpenick and in Brandenburg. Berlin and Cölln’s early development was therefore not the result of them being administrative centres but rather of them establishing themselves as trading towns. They were helped in this by Albert and his successors’ policy of inviting settlers into Brandenburg, more immigrants, especially Flemish and Saxons, the fighting having left the Mark badly depopulated. The Flemish and Dutch settlers were particularly welcome as they understood rivers and drainage, for it was the Spree and the Havel that made the twin towns an increasingly important traffic hub.

Two long-distance trade routes met where the rivers joined. One was an east–west route from Magdeburg on the Elbe, still very much the better-established city, via Brandenburg thence by Berlin and Cölln to Frankfurt on the Oder and on to Poland. Berlin would always maintain this east–west axis that would become an important feature as it developed. There were two north–south routes. One ran from Stettin, the port where the Oder flows into the Baltic, via the twin towns and then south to Halle, Leipzig and Meissen in the densely populated and important markets of Saxony. The second route ran south from Hamburg near the North Sea, along the Elbe and then the Havel to Spandau and then on to Berlin and Cölln.

The twin towns also benefited from being situated in the middle of the Brandenburg plain, which, although sandy, was still relatively fertile and blessed with substantial forests. Timber was one of the main exports, shaped into planks for which there was a considerable demand in cities like Hamburg for both ship- and house-building and also for barrels, which were the containers of choice in thirteenth-century Europe. One of the earliest recorded Berlin transactions was in 1290 when Tippo from Cölln, who was nicknamed Clubfoot, delivered 18,000 wooden boards to Hamburg; not to be outdone, Johannes Rode from Berlin sold 27,500. Both of these are quite substantial transactions. In 1274 Berlin oak was exported to England and used in building Norwich Cathedral. Rye – or Berliner Roggen, the traditional Berlin corn – was also exported in large quantities, as was freshwater fish from the Spree, and woollen cloth gathered from the farms and villages of Brandenburg, worked up in Berlin and then sold as a finished product. Berlin was an early member of the Hanseatic League, the organisation of northern trading cities that started with agreements to protect their common interest but became formalised in the late thirteenth century. By 1290 Berlin and Cölln were exporting double the goods in terms of value to Hamburg than any other town in Brandenburg.3

Konrad von Beelitz, one of the first Berliners whom we know something about, made his fortune as a cloth merchant. He was one of the founders of the Berlin tailors’ guild and sold 343 silver marks’ worth of cloth bales in Hamburg in 1295, quite enough for him to be able to afford a handsome tomb when he died in 1308. Alongside the tailors were the ‘Cloth Miners’, journeymen who bought the raw product and then sold it on to be finished. They aroused considerable suspicion among the more respectable class in Berlin, who thought they had far too much contact with the women who weaved the cloth on hand looms, and they were known for their casual dress and their association with passing minstrels and prostitutes. In an attempt to improve their morals, they too were formed into a guild. Other guilds were established for the river skippers, and later for bone carvers, butchers and bakers, but the most famous was for the shoemakers who by the 1300s had established links to many European cities including London and Rome.

The twin towns’ development was rapid. By 1230 they were a key part of the Brandenburg economy, and in 1237 the Margrave gave them the same town charter as Magdeburg enjoyed, guaranteeing citizens protection within the walls and right of ownership and also starting commercial regulation. More importantly, in 1260 Berlin and Cölln were granted a stapelrecht (a staple right), which meant that all goods passing through the towns had to be offered for sale in their markets, leading to a huge increase in business. There were four markets. Goods entering Cölln from the south-west first stopped at the Fischmarkt (fish market) outside the Petrikirche. They could then progress via the Mühlendamm (a damn on the Spree that drove mills, regulated the water level and acted as a bridge), to the Alter Markt in the Nikolaiviertel. A Neumarkt (new market) had also grown up, on what is now the Alexanderplatz, which was approached by the Lange Brücke (long bridge). Berlin and Cölln also pioneered the idea of trade fairs; Berlin had three, on May Day, the Feast of the Holy Cross on 14 September and on St Martin’s Day (11 November).

Inevitably, with their increasing wealth, and with tree worship now restricted to the more remote villages, Berliners built more churches as church attendance became compulsory. Around 1250 a Franciscan monastery was established on land given by the Margrave Otto V alongside the Aulahof. It would survive in various different guises – most notably after the Reformation as an upmarket school, the Gymnasium zum Grauen Kloster – despite serious fires in 1380 and 1712, until 1945 when it finally succumbed to Allied bombing, although the skeleton of the church itself still stands. Its most famous pupil was Bismarck. Albert the Bear’s descendants, the Ascanian margraves, were mostly buried there, as were many other notable Berliners. The Dominicans had also established a foundation in Cölln but this did not survive the Reformation, its land being appropriated by the Margrave, and the monks dispersed.

Two other important churches were started around the same time. The Marienkirche (St Mary) was started about 1270, dominating the Neumarkt and the northern part of Berlin. Built of brick in the North German Gothic style, it was a hall church with nave and side aisles that, though extensively rebuilt due to fire and war, still preserves much of its original structure and, perhaps more importantly, its feel. It is still in use as a church today and, as its Pastor writes, the Marienkirche ‘may be read as a book of Christian faith and history as well as a memorial to the city of Berlin’.4 Later its murals would contribute significantly to Berlin’s story – as does its library, which incorporates the surviving archive from the Nikolaikirche.5 The second was the Heilig-Geist-Kapelle (the Chapel of the Holy Ghost), built as the chapel for a monastic hospital. It is one of the most beautiful and simple early buildings in the city. It has a vaulted roof, actually added later, and it has miraculously survived war and the attentions of the GDR government who decided to demolish it but then used it as a school cafeteria. It is now, mercifully, part of Humboldt University. Lastly, the Templars, the crusading monastic order founded to assist pilgrims journeying to Jerusalem, established a church at Tempelhof in 1237 on land given by the Margrave to help finance their mission. After the order was abolished in 1312 the Margrave took his land back, granting it briefly to the Templars rivals, the Knights of St John, but in 1435 it was sold back to the Berliners, who would much later have cause to be very grateful for it.

The Jewish community was also well established by the mid-thirteenth century. The oldest graves found so far around Berlin are Jewish, most notably at Spandau, from 1244, something the Nazis found uncomfortable. Jews were persecuted – as they were all over medieval Europe – and tended to live and work in separate areas to non-Jews and were frequently prohibited from trading or socialising with Christians. Yet they seem to have been better treated in Berlin than in other German cities and to have formed a substantial community. In the city’s early years they were butchers, wool merchants and weavers; a document from 1295 forbids non-Jews from buying cloth from Jews, suggesting they had been offering advantageous terms. They were also money lenders, a trade unattractive to Christians as they were not allowed to charge interest, and pawnbrokers. By the 1350s there were eleven registered Judenbuden (Jews’ booths) where pawned goods could be sold.6



By the end of the thirteenth century the twin rough fishing villages on the Spree had become rich and well-established commercial towns, Christian communities inhabited by Huns, Germans, Wends, Dutch and Jews. Neither Berlin nor Cölln were the equal of the great medieval German cities like Munich, Magdeburg or Cologne, and they lacked any really important buildings such as a cathedral. However, for the last 150 years life for many of their citizens had been relatively safe and prosperous, but more so if you were a German rather than a Wend. Albert and Otto’s followers, German knights, had been granted land in return for their service, leaving the Wendish population grouped in the villages; in Berlin itself the Wends tended to be weavers or employed as labourers. Many of the villages spoke only Polabian rather than German, which was now the accepted language in Brandenburg, and were administered by agents, Schultheiß, acting for either the Margrave or his barons. Berlin and Cölln had expanded so much that a new wall had been built out of sharpened wooden stakes, the first of many that would encircle or divide Berlin. Their population is estimated to have been around 1,200, ruled by a city council of twelve with two elected mayors. There was an effective judicial system, administered by the council on behalf of the Margrave.7 Food appears to have been plentiful and meat cheap, and the staples of bread, sausage and cheese all washed down with home-brewed beer and dry white wine would have been very familiar to Berliners today.

Yet the tension that would soon arise in Berlin was not now between the Germans and the Wends but more between a rich and powerful emerging group of merchants and a margrave who was both keen to exploit the towns’ wealth and anxious that his authority was not undermined. Those Germans who had gone into trade were clearly now doing very well. About half the population had the Bürgerrecht, which meant they enjoyed full rights as citizens, and which could be bought by successful merchants; interestingly women were eligible as well as men. Non-honourable professions such as shepherds and millers were excluded, as ‘were the children of knackers, barbers… the descendants of gravediggers and the children of convicts or the illegitimate offspring of priests’.8 Berlin was minting its own coinage and citizens also enjoyed grazing rights on land the city owned in the surrounding countryside.

Several prominent families were coming to dominate the council, families like the von Beelitz, Ryke, Rathenow and Blankenfelde – names that will recur constantly in this story and are still very much present in the city today. They were very conscious of the idea that Stadt Luft macht frei – that if you lived in a town like Berlin you enjoyed these privileges as a free man and were independent of the temporal authority of the local prince – something that was already well established in other German cities. In 1307 Berlin and Cölln merged their administrations and established a joint council in a shared town hall situated, symbolically, on the Lange Brücke so it was between the twin towns, and painted red. Berlin’s dominance was demonstrated by them having two mayors and ten councillors whereas Cölln had a single mayor and five councillors. This is when the bear became the official symbol of the joint towns, with the eagle (the symbol of both Cölln and Brandenburg) beneath him. From then the twin towns would be referred to simply as Berlin. The Margrave appointed a Schultheiß (after which one of Berlin’s more famous beers is named) to represent him in Berlin but he was clearly inferior in influence to the council. Berlin’s third continuing characteristic, its long history of resistance to outside authority, was beginning to stir.

The thirteenth century had been good to Berlin but the fourteenth was to turn out very differently, as it was for so much of Europe. First Albert the Bear’s Ascanian line died out with the death of Margrave Waldemar in 1319, leading to a period of turmoil. The Saxons tried to seize the Mark but were opposed by the Wittelsbach dynasty from southern Germany, who argued they had a superior claim. The Berliners strongly preferred the Wittelsbachs and in the fighting the Provost of Berlin – Nikolaus von Bernau, the churchman responsible to the bishop for all the city’s churches and a keen Saxon supporter – was beaten to death by a mob in the Neumarkt and his body burned. As a punishment Berlin was placed under a papal interdict for twenty years; there was no celebration of Holy Mass, no granting of Sacraments and no Christian burials. The Pope was, it should be said, strongly anti-Wittelsbach.

It does not seem to have bothered the Berliners unduly, as it might other German cities, and they took their time meeting the requirements to have the ban lifted: the donation of an altar to the Marienkirche, a hefty fine payable to the Bishop of Brandenburg and the erection of a stone cross to mark where the crime had been committed, which now stands immediately to the left of the west door of the Marienkirche as you face it, although there is no sign to say what it is. The Wittelsbachs did not, however, prove a particularly good choice. Like their Ascanian forebears, they found the Berlin Council too mighty, and they supported an insurrection by the city’s tradesmen in 1346. The last Wittelsbach margrave was Otto VII, tellingly known as The Lazy, who abdicated in 1373. He sold the Mark to Charles IV, of the House of Luxembourg, for 2,000 florins but never actually got paid – evidence of how problematic he had been finding ruling this troublesome frontier territory. The emperors equally took little interest despite Charles IV being the single emperor who actually visited the city in 1373.

The 1346 revolt was, however, quickly overshadowed in 1347 when Berlin was very badly hit by the Black Death. It would be the first of several devastating outbreaks from which Berlin, given the number of traders and visitors who passed through, suffered particularly badly. It is estimated that 10 per cent of the city’s population died, which was actually less than in many German towns. Predictably, the Jews were blamed, as they were in several European cities. Several were publicly burned in expiation and many others emigrated to Poland. Those who remained crowded together in a fortified area near the Klosterstraße and in 1354 the Margrave guaranteed their protection. It would not, sadly, be the last time the Jews were blamed for the city’s misfortunes. As the plague subsided, so the next catastrophe struck: the great fires of 1376 in Cölln and then in 1380 in Berlin, which destroyed much of the wooden city. An unfortunate knight, Erich von Falke, was executed as an arsonist and his head put on a pike outside the Oderberger Tor. Public order seems to have suffered during this turbulent period. ‘The married men of Berlin passed at the time for honest but jealous husbands,’ Frederick the Great tells us, and that ‘when a secretary of the bishop of Magdeburg went to bathe at the public bath in Berlin; where happening to meet a young woman, who was a burgher’s wife, he proposed to her in joke to go and bathe with him. The woman was affronted at the proposal; upon which a crowd of people got about him; and the burghers of Berlin, who understood no raillery, dragged the poor secretary into a public marketplace, where they beheaded him without any form of trial.’9

There were, however, two relatively positive developments among all this wretchedness. The margraves had maintained a mint in Berlin, but in 1369 the city acquired the right to mint its own coins, and the Berlin pfennig – though still in competition with emperors’ Bohemian groschen – rapidly became accepted currency, establishing Berlin as an important financial centre as well as a commercial one. Secondly, in 1391 Berlin became a self-governing city within the Holy Roman Empire. Berliners now controlled their own legal system, and could become officially members of the Hanseatic League, although they had participated unofficially for years.

Yet, by the early 1400s, Brandenburg was in even more chaos. The Luxembourg rule was ineffective and, as Frederick the Great noted with some relish given what was about to happen, ‘the highways were infested with robbers, all civil polity was banished, and the proceedings of the courts of justice suspended’.10 In 1402 the Mark passed briefly to the Teutonic Knights, the military order who had established themselves as rulers of Prussia in 1283, but by 1415 it had been redeemed by the Emperor Sigismund who realised that he must now sort out its government. The plague had led to severe rural depopulation, which had in turn led to agricultural depression and extreme poverty. Powerful local landlords took advantage of this increasingly chaotic situation and the lack of effective central authority to establish their own military bands. These Raubritter (robber barons) were marauding across the Mark, taking what they wanted. Berlin, self-governing and still relatively wealthy as it was, suffered considerably from the resulting disruption, being threatened in particular by the von Quitzow family.



The Emperor Sigismund’s solution to restoring order in the Mark of Brandenburg was, in 1411, to ‘grant’ it to Frederick von Hohenzollern, the wealthy Burgrave of Nuremberg in southern Germany, in exchange for 400,000 Hungarian gold guilders. He also bestowed on him the dignity of ‘Elector’, making him one of the seven potentates across the Empire entitled to elect his successors. The Hohenzollerns were parvenus to the world of fifteenth-century power politics and, like similar families who had found riches, they would later go to rather ridiculous lengths to prove their descent from great classical figures. They had, however, grown very rich from accumulating land in southern Germany and Sigismund was, like most emperors, broke. Frederick would spend four years subduing the Raubritter.

Later, when the Berliners were not quite as enthusiastic about Hohenzollern rule, they would romanticise the robber barons as some sort of freedom fighters, but the reality in the first decade of the fifteenth century was that Berlin’s very survival was threatened as lawlessness made trade impossible. In 1402 the Berlin councillors complained to the Margrave that von Lindow and von Quitzow had burned twenty-two villages in a week, and a letter survives from Dietrich von Quitzow in which he threatens to take everything that Berlin and Cölln possess unless he receives 600 ‘good Bohemian Groschen’.11 It was therefore the Berliners who welcomed the Hohenzollerns and the barons who opposed them. ‘And should it rain burgraves from heaven for the space of a whole year, yet shall they not take root in this March of Brandenburg,’ boasted one baron, but it rained burgraves for four years and by 1415 Frederick had restored order – largely because he possessed a strong and disciplined military force and used cannon to destroy the von Quitzow strongholds.12

In 1415 Frederick made his formal entry into Berlin and on 18 October was sworn in as Margrave. In common with his predecessors, he chose to live at Spandau, no doubt feeling safer in its moated fortress on the Havel than in the more open Berlin. His brother John (known as the Alchemist), to whom he abdicated his responsibilities in the Mark in 1426, did the same but John’s brother, the Elector Frederick II (always known as Eisenzahn, Iron Tooth), had very different ideas. In 1443 Iron Tooth occupied a site on Fischerinsel where he started building a palace, which Berliners nicknamed the Zwingburg (the stronghold), on the site today occupied by the Berliner Schloss. Had Iron Tooth not chosen Berlin, the city would probably have developed as many other free German cities did within the Holy Roman Empire, like Frankfurt, Augsburg, and the Hanseatic towns such as Hamburg or Lübeck. Instead, as the Hohenzollern capital, its life was now fated to become inseparable from the fortunes of a dynasty that would last until 1918. This biography will not become a history of Brandenburg – nor later of Prussia or indeed Germany – but it must tell the story of the Hohenzollerns alongside that of Berlin in so far as Berliners first opposed them, then supported them, gradually came to resent them and finally got rid of them.

It was not long before the Berliners realised that Iron Tooth intended to treat them in much the same way as he had the Raubritter, and that their previous privileges were slowly to be eroded. The city’s council and its law courts were disbanded and replaced with Iron Tooth’s own administration and he interfered with Berlin’s lucrative trading arrangements, forcibly withdrawing not only Berlin but all Brandenburg’s cities from the Hanseatic League in 1442. In 1447 the burghers decided they had had enough. They reopened the old town hall and revolted. The sluice gates on the Spree were opened to flood the Zwingburg’s foundations and Iron Tooth’s walls torn down. Yet they were no match for Iron Tooth’s military, based on the knights who had benefited from the Hohenzollern conquest and his well-supplied arsenal at Spandau. He moved into Berlin with a force of reputedly 600 knights, re-established control, exiled the most troublesome burghers and threw a statue of Roland, which had stood in the marketplace in Cölln, into the Spree. (Throwing unwanted statues into the Spree would become another well-established Berlin tradition.) Frederick the Great put it rather differently, and Hohenzollern propaganda had it that Berliners ‘long accustomed to cruel masters, with difficulty submitted to his mild and legitimate government.’ Iron Tooth ‘appeased their commotions with prudence and lenity’, he continued, but that does not explain why it took such a sizeable military force to restore order.13 Berlin has never managed to stage a successful violent revolution; attempts in 1447, 1848, 1918 and 1953 all failed. It was not until 1989, when they tried peacefully, that they succeeded.

Berliners later tried to make rather more of Roland than perhaps they should have done. This Roland was the same one who had sounded his horn at Roncevaux, thus saving his sovereign Charlemagne from the rebellious Basques, but he was governor of the Breton March in France and had nothing to do with Brandenburg. In the eleventh century his deeds were immortalised in the poem ‘The Song of Roland’, which led to him being adopted as a sort of inspirational freedom fighter across Europe, including Berlin. His Berlin legacy might have remained in the mud of the Spree had a resourceful Berlin author, Willibald Alexis, not written a historical novel about a Roland of Berlin in that period after the Napoleonic Wars when traditional German heroes were at a premium. His story, in which the Bürgermeisters Johannes Rathenow of Berlin and Matthäus Blankenfelde of Cölln lead the city in resisting the evil Margrave Frederick, became even more popular when it was made into an opera by Leoncavallo in 1904, but it has scant historical basis. There is a rather tall and angular reconstruction of this Roland statue that stands outside the Märkische Museum but there is no way of knowing whether it actually looks anything like the original.

Yet the 1447 uprising did give rise to the idea of Berlin Unwille, a legacy that Berlin would not allow itself to be subject to arbitrary acts such as Iron Tooth’s, and this became an important part of the city’s self-belief. Berliners were not alone in being supressed, and early modern Germany history has many similar incidents as ‘free’ cities tried to protect their rights against powerful rulers who possessed a monopoly of force. Arguably Berlin fared rather better than Stettin, where the ruler of Pomerania massacred the ringleaders and encased their bones in the foundations of his new castle after they rebelled in 1428.14

Berlin underwent a fairly miserable decade in the 1450s, as the Zwingburg’s walls rose and they had to subject themselves to Iron Tooth’s dictatorial rule. By then the city had a population of about 7,000, about 500 of which were Iron Tooth’s soldiers; yet another Berlin custom – that of living with a sizeable military garrison – had been established. Apart from a brief period in the 1920s, Berliners would live alongside their oppressors or protectors, depending on their perspective, until 1989. Living alongside really did mean exactly that, with the soldiers billeted on families, since the concept of a barracks, where the military all lived together, was still distant. Berliners were also introduced to another novel and contentious custom when in 1450 Iron Tooth demanded 1,000 conscripts for his war against Saxony. Conscription would eventually become part of their lives, although (unlike rural Brandenburg) they would later manage to avoid its worst excesses.

However, despite the grumbling, Iron Tooth’s rule did re-establish stability. Rebuilding continued after the two disastrous fires of the 1380s. Iron Tooth, who felt confident enough to go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1453, built a chapel alongside the Zwingburg, which the Pope elevated to the status of a parish church, complete with saints’ relics. It was dedicated to Saint Erasmus of Formia, the patron saint of sailors (which is understandable given Berlin’s dependence on the water) but also of stomach pain, which may point to some affliction that had hit Iron Tooth on his travels. By 1470 the rebuild of the Nikolaikirche was complete, as were both the Klosterkirche, the Franciscan community’s monastery in Berlin, and the Dominicans’ establishment across the river on Bruderstraße in Cölln. The Heiliggergesitspital, the hospital just inside the Spandau gate, was also functioning again.

Plague hit the city very badly again in 1484, which, horrendous as it was, at least gave rise to one of the most vivid and effective artworks of medieval Berlin. The ‘Totentanz’ (the Dance of Death) is a mural painted in the narthex of the Marienkirche, remarkable for its commentary on contemporary Berlin and for its survival perhaps more than for its artistic merit. The 22-metre painting shows, on one side, a series of church dignitaries each being led by a skeletal figure in a shroud, representing Death, towards a central figure of the crucified Christ. On the other side Death leads figures representing temporal society. Underneath is a harsh, witty dialogue as Death explains that he is inevitable and comes to everyone regardless of their earthly estate. It was a common theme across Europe at the time, but the Marienkirche dialogue is sharp – the forerunner of the Berliner Schnauze (sharp tongue) or their Schnoddrigkeit (lip), which has become such a Berlin tradition.

The church figures range upwards in seniority from a lowly Franciscan monk to the Pope. The monks, of which there are several, generally get treated quite well (it is possible the monastic communities paid for the painting), whereas the dean gets told he should have thought about what would eventually happen while he was enjoying his ‘high estate’, and the doctor is told he has annoyed Death by attempting to prolong his patients’ lives. The temporal characters fare rather worse. The lowest figure is a fool, who tells Death he is a ‘foul rascal’ and that he will prepare a skit for him. Next comes an innkeeper, who is told she has been ‘tapping and billing deceitfully’ and who bitterly regrets not having time to get rid of her forged measuring jug. The squire is criticised for being busy with hunting and courtship, and he is outranked – an interesting comment in itself – by the money lender who, predictably, gets told he is now to suffer ‘great woe’ for ‘having returned to the poor one shock for two’. The duke is told he suppressed the ‘poor with violence and let the rich go free’, whereas the emperor, who tops the temporal order, is actually treated quite respectfully, though Death can only compliment him on his beautiful wife and pretty horses rather than his government. He is told he has enjoyed ‘heaven on earth’ and that he must now follow Death ‘whether you like it or not’.15

It is remarkable that the ‘Totentanz’ has survived. It is probable that it was altered in the sixteenth century, with the characters’ legs being bent so that they seemed to be dancing more energetically, and it was subsequently whitewashed over in 1614 as Calvinism took hold in Berlin. It was rediscovered in 1860 and cleaned but was damaged when the Marienkirche was bombed in the Second World War. Originally neglected by the GDR, it was eventually restored by the East Berlin authorities in time for the city’s 750th birthday celebrations in 1987, the Communist authorities having appreciated that there was perhaps something in a religious artwork that showed everyone was equal.

In 1471 Iron Tooth, then aged fifty-eight, abdicated the electorate in favour of his brother Albert, known as Achilles. The electors would maintain what Frederick the Great called the ‘ridiculous custom of giving surnames to princes’ until 1539.16 Iron Tooth retired to his Hohenzollern lands in southern Germany and died the next year. Albert’s main achievement was to decide that in future the eldest Hohenzollern son would inherit the electorship and Brandenburg, while the younger sons would get the other family lands in southern Germany, a decision that gave rise to the bewildering web of titles and principalities that would make life so fascinating for German genealogists and so confusing for historians. When his eldest son John, known as Cicero because he was supposedly a great orator, inherited in early 1486 he announced that his main residence would now be the Zwingburg and that Berlin was to be the capital of both Brandenburg and the Hohenzollerns. Berlin, having achieved prosperity as a trading city, now had ‘greatness thrust upon it’ as a Residenzstadt, the centre of government for a dynasty that, while relatively unimportant in the late fifteenth century, would become both one of Europe’s leading royal houses and her nemesis.

The Hohenzollern standard now flew over the Zwingburg. What exactly was on it is a matter of conjecture. Since the thirteenth century Berlin had adopted the bear as its symbol. It is not clear where this came from. There would certainly have been lots of European brown bears in Brandenburg’s forests, or possibly it was the heraldic device of Albert (hence his nickname). Although the Romans had imported wild animals for their circuses, subtropical Africa was largely unknown to medieval Europe and fierce animals were at something of a premium when it came to designing coats of arms. Bears and eagles proliferated. The symbol of Brandenburg was rather an angular and angry red eagle, later turned into a black eagle that forms the basis of modern Germany’s crest today. The earliest surviving seal of Berlin, from around 1300, shows a Brandenburg eagle supported by two bears. There is a nice but unsubstantiated story that the Berliners maintained a bear with a chain around its neck as a symbol of their subjugation to the Hohenzollerns, and that it had an eagle riding on its back, but the original Hohenzollern crest was a rampant lion and the eagle that has since become so associated with Prussian militarism was in fact the original Brandenburg one. Whatever its origins, since the late fifteenth century a bear in its various postures and moods – whether subdued, angry, friendly or just confused – has come to be the symbol of Berlin and its spirit, while the Hohenzollerns made wholesale use of the eagle. The eagle is always said to have had a double face because it was ‘at once a symbol of despotism at home and of protection against the fury of the world outside’.17

Life in Berlin was at least well regulated, if a little less free. One of the earliest records in existence is the Stadtbuch (town book), a detailed bureaucratic record of almost everything that concerned the city’s administration from 1272 until 1489. After many important documents were destroyed in the fire of 1380, the council engaged the ‘Notarius’ Heinrich Schönfließ to collect and copy what was left and to organise a proper register. He started work in 1397 and the Stadtbuch is the result of his labours.18 It is, in common with most records that bureaucrats keep, rather dull but invaluable as a historical source. It lists the city’s revenues and where they came from, the income of city officials, the city’s rights and privileges, debts and inheritance, bonds and debentures as well as listing all those who enjoyed the Bürgerrecht. Interestingly, it has specific sections on both women’s and Jewish rights. It also lists the quite horrific judicial punishments, which had been as severe under the free city as they were under the Hohenzollerns. The Stadtbuch records that a young man is burned for stealing herrings; a man is beheaded for starting a fire in the forest; a young girl is flogged for stealing salt; three men are burned for selling zinc as silver; a woman is buried alive for trespassing; two men are broken on the wheel for stealing from a church; a shoemaker is beheaded for harassing a woman, and the wife of a Cölln man has her ears cut off for stealing a coat.19

Minor punishments, such as floggings and amputations, were carried out on Mondays and Saturdays, while public executions were staged by the Olderburg Gate every second Wednesday. Between 1391 and 1448, out of a population somewhere around 7,000, forty-six people were hanged, twenty burned at the stake, twenty-two beheaded, eleven broken on the wheel and seventeen buried alive, nine of whom were women. Breaking on the wheel was a particularly unpleasant form of execution, in which the victim’s limbs were smashed with a hammer so that his body could be threaded through the spokes of a wheel and left on public display.20

But, if you behaved yourself, life could be good. Thomas von Blankenfelde, whose name Willibald used in his novel, was mayor seven times between from 1481 until 1493. Described as a ‘merchant of not inconsiderable style’,21 he worked closely with Iron Tooth, commanding the right wing of his army when he was pressing his case to the Stettin inheritance. He traded from Danzig on the Baltic to Munich in Bavaria. Educated in Leipzig, he was the first man to become mayor who had been to university. He married twice, his wives coming from equally well-established Berlin families, and had twenty-one children. His house, at 49 Spandauer Straße, had his coat of arms emblazoned above its entrance. He also acquired considerable property in the villages around Berlin, something that was becoming popular with successful merchants. He had himself and his family painted at the foot of the cross in a crucifixion scene, and his many descendants would remain prominent in Berlin for generations; the painting still hangs in the Marienkirche, with Blankenfelde and his sons to the right of the cross, and his long-suffering wife to the left. He was not alone in his success and evidence remains of a number of very fine fifteenth-century houses, although sadly this is now largely in pieces rather than whole buildings.

Poorer families generally lived in just one room, and daily life was played out on the streets. Although the more important public buildings and private houses had been rebuilt in stone, this was too expensive for most people, who had to make do with wood. Many people were employed in villages outside the city, and the gates were opened half an hour before sunrise and closed half an hour before sunset on the sound of a bell. Life was strictly regulated, as the punishments inflicted on transgressors makes clear, as were trading standards through the guilds. From 1334 there were also, as was common across Europe, regulations in force to protect the privileges of the burghers. These laid down what clothing was permissible and how much jewellery could be worn in public, prohibited dancing on the street after the city gates were closed and even limited the number of guests permitted at a wedding.22 Within Berlin’s already cosmopolitan society, the rules by which people could live were strict, a trait that has remained typical of the city ever since. Even beggars were licensed, wearing a patch on their clothes declaring their poverty.23 Berliners have an enviable tradition of challenging major issues but are, ironically, careful observers of regulation in their everyday lives.

The Jewish community had also recovered from being blamed for the Black Death. There were periodic pogroms across Brandenburg, including a particularly unpleasant persecution in 1446, but the Berlin community survived this. They lived under strict and restrictive rules so that no Jew could employ a Christian servant and marriages between Jews and Christians were banned. Jews were identified in public by wearing a Judenhut (Jew’s hat), they were forbidden to proselytise and would suffer more severe punishment than a Christian convicted of the same crime. However, they could now also practise as doctors, which many started to do, as well as money lenders and pawnbrokers. They could also be citizens but they were banned from holding public office. In 1472 the Elector Albert spoke out publicly about the need to integrate the Jewish community more closely, possibly because by that stage it is estimated that they were contributing annual tax revenue of 4,000 gold guilders, evidence of a sizeable and relatively affluent community.24

Berlin in 300 years had developed from twin fishing villages on the Spree to being the established capital of an elector of the Holy Roman Empire with its churches, its palace and an active trading community. It had eclipsed the town of Brandenburg itself, sometime capital of the early margraves, and come to dominate both Spandau and Köpenick with their impressive fortifications. It had done this by making itself an important financial and trading centre, by developing a sophisticated administration and by emancipating within its walls the many diverse people who had come to live there. The Berliners had established the particular individual character and atmosphere that seems to go with the place – the Berliner Luft, which they have maintained ever since. Berliner Luft has been interpreted as many things over the centuries and has become famous as a song that is now the unofficial anthem for the city; it also is a cocktail and a very popular liqueur. It is probably best translated into English as the Berlin equivalent of London Pride.

Medieval Berlin has survived not just in that Berliner Luft but also in its buildings and in its centre clearly defined by the Spree and Fischerinsel. It is quite remarkable that in a city that has suffered so much destruction, you can see so clearly today what it was like in its early years (see map on p. xiv). Admittedly Cölln has fared worse than Berlin, but you can walk across the Mühlendamm – today a bridge carrying a dual carriageway – via Fischerinsel, along Scharrenstraße (literally Market Stall Street), into the Nikolaiviertel, originally home to the Alter Markt. Despite the tourist shops and pubs that have infected the area, as they have the centres of so many medieval European cities, you still get a feeling of what it was like. All this area was in East Berlin between 1945 and 1989, and left derelict for many years until the government of the GDR undertook an ambitious and not unsympathetic renovation programme for the city’s 750th birthday celebrations in 1987. Beyond you is the Rote Rathaus (the red town hall), which occupies almost exactly the same site as Berlin’s original town hall before it was moved to the Lange Brücke. You can continue via the Klosterkirche (skeletal after Second World War bombing but still impressive) to the Neumarkt – now in effect the Alexanderplatz, still dominated by the Marienkirche where the ‘Totentanz’ is being restored. You have to ignore the Fernsehturm and the slightly brutalist shopping centres on the Alexanderplatz itself, which is not impossible if you are disciplined in concentrating on the medieval. Nearby is the Heilig-Geist-Kapelle. You can see its much-restored exterior that abuts Spandauer Straße, although you need to negotiate access with Berlin University. You can then cross the Lange Brücke, where the town hall stood, and see the Humboldt Forum, which is the recently renovated Berliner Schloss, on the same site as Iron Tooth’s Zwingburg, of which rather more in due course.

It would be another 150 years until Berliners began to benefit substantially from Hohenzollern rule, and before they did so they had to live through the Reformation and then suffer the Thirty Years War, the two events that would shape modern Europe.






CHAPTER TWO 1500–1640



‘Even the strongest minds cannot, with impunity, defy the prejudices of the age’

FRIEDRICH SCHILLER



With its population of about 8,000 in the closing years of the fifteenth century, Berlin was certainly not a match for the great cities of Germany. Augsburg had a population of 30,000, as did Danzig and Magdeburg on the Elbe. Even the Hohenzollerns’ home city of Nuremberg had 20,000 and Hamburg 15,000, while Paris, the biggest city in Europe, had over 200,000 and London 75,000.1 To the east Berlin was dwarfed by Kraków and Breslau, both more than twice its size. It had no cathedral, unlike Magdeburg, and no university, unlike Leipzig, and when the Elector Joachim founded one he showed his dislike of Berlin by doing so in Frankfurt an der Oder rather than in his capital.

John ‘Cicero’, the orator Elector, had died in 1499. His successor was Joachim I, or ‘Nestor’, named after the mythical Greek king known for his ‘wise counsel’. He was the first Hohenzollern to have been born in Berlin and who saw himself, if not actually as a Berliner, as a Brandenburger first. He was well educated and interested in the humanities, so perhaps taking ‘Nestor’ as a name was at least partially justified. Frederick the Great gave him the credit for being the first ‘modern’ Hohenzollern monarch and for ‘civilising a nation that had been in a state of barbarousness’. He was ‘master of mathematics, astronomy and history; he spoke French, Italian and Latin with ease; he was fond of polite learning’ and the university at Frankfurt an der Oder soon had 900 students from all over Germany and from Poland.2 However, Johannes Trithemius, Abbot of Sponheim in the Rhineland, visiting Berlin in 1505, thought his court ‘good natured but ignorant and uncouth’, and that the courtiers took ‘more pleasure in feasting and carousing than in acquiring knowledge’.3 Berlin was certainly still a fairly unsophisticated city, a frontier town outside which ‘the nobility continued to rob on the highways’4 but, despite the good abbot’s reservations, things were slowly changing.

During the coming century Berlin would establish its own distinctive language, the Reformation would allow Berliners to find a formula for organised religion that they found acceptable and they would enjoy the beginnings of a cultural renaissance that came to them rather late compared to southern and western German-speaking lands. They would, however, also experience commercial decline as international trade moved from the Hanseatic cities to northern and western Europe and they would reluctantly find themselves increasingly dependent on the Hohenzollern electors for their economic survival. For the next 130 or so years it was said that the Palace, the Zwingburg, ‘did not stand in Berlin, Berlin was the Palace’.5 Consequently, much of the next part of this story must follow the fortunes and the intrigues of the Hohenzollerns, whose decisions would have such an impact on how Berlin developed.

In 1502 Joachim married Elizabeth of Denmark. It was initially a happy marriage that produced five children. Living in the gloomy, fortified Zwingburg was not really to either of their taste and they started what became a Hohenzollern tradition of building houses in the outlying villages. Joachim chose Potsdam, a beautiful setting where the River Havel charts an even more indecisive course than normal through the woods and meadows 20 miles south-west of Berlin, creating a series of lakes and islands. Potsdam is still beautiful today, despite having grown into a substantial town, becoming a garrison and then being flattened by British and American bombers towards the end of the Second World War. In the early decades of the sixteenth century it must have seemed like heaven on earth after the pressures of Berlin, which was hit by the plague yet again in 1501. Potsdam also offered opportunities for hunting in the sprawling Grunewald, the magnificent forest that still makes Berlin today the most sparsely inhabited European capital. It was common practice for contemporary European royal families to build retreats outside their capital cities. The Hohenzollerns always had a slightly jealous eye on their wealthier southern neighbours, the Saxon Royal court in Dresden. The Wettin dynasty already enjoyed Albrechtsburg and would soon start work on the magnificent Moritzburg, just outside Dresden itself. Hampton Court and Fontainebleau were similar examples in London and Paris respectively, but Joachim started a Hohenzollern habit that would see many of his successors live almost permanently in Berlin’s outskirts. He did not, however, have the money to build anything very substantial, and it would be his seventeenth- and eighteenth-century successors who would turn Potsdam into a major royal town.

Events in Berlin would, however, soon conspire both to challenge Joachim’s authority and to destroy his marriage. Joachim saw Brandenburg’s and Berlin’s future – and hence that of his family – as being loyal subjects of the Emperor and thus strongly Roman Catholic. Konrad Wimpina, whom he had appointed to head his new university, was known for his narrow, traditional theology and the Abbot of Sponheim commented on how religious Joachim’s court was, noting – perhaps hopefully as far as the Berliners themselves were concerned – that ‘their attendance at Mass is all the more devout for the fact that they were the last of the German people to be converted to the Christian faith’.6 In the early part of his reign, Joachim found his Catholicism relatively straightforward to maintain, through renewed persecution of the Jews – always seen as a good way of proving one’s faith and appealing to public prejudice. In 1510 Berlin was racked by the scandal of the Desecration of the Host. In February 1510 a Catholic coppersmith stole a golden monstrance and two hosts from a church in Knobloch, a small town west of Berlin. Trying to extricate himself, he blamed a Jew from Spandau whom he said had wanted the hosts. In the ensuing hysteria, fifty-one Jews were rounded up and accused of both desecrating the host and of abducting Christian children, despite there being no evidence that any children were actually missing. The trials were held in public and show contemporary Berlin at its least edifying. Thirty-eight of the unfortunate Jews were burned at the stake on the Neumarkt in front of the Marienkirche, while three who accepted conversion to Christianity at the last minute were beheaded along with the coppersmith. The remaining thirteen either died under torture or managed to flee. The executions were followed by a more general persecution across Brandenburg that, typically of contemporary Jewish persecutions, was short lived as it became clear that the money markets did not function without the Jews. Neither were there any good doctors.7

Soon after the Desecration scandal, a portly Dominican friar called Johann Tetzel came to Berlin to sell ’indulgences’. The theory of an indulgence is that a priest, acting as an instrument of God, has the authority to forgive sin providing the sinner is truly repentant, but more is required if the guilty person was actually to be absolved from the punishment that God would impose for that sin in purgatory. The indulgence was money paid to the church in mitigation. The concept sounds extraordinary today but in early sixteenth-century Europe the idea of heaven and hell was powerful and immediate, and Tetzel did good business. The money raised was said to be going to pay for St Peter’s in Rome, but the reality was more dishonest. The Elector Joachim’s younger brother, Albert, who had been made a cardinal aged just twenty-eight, was Archbishop of both Magdeburg and of Mainz – two lucrative posts that he was not supposed to hold jointly (‘pluralism’ being an offence the Church was meant to be stamping out). However, Albert had made a financial arrangement with the Pope, Leo X, outpricing a rival candidate fielded by the Elector of Saxony, so that half the money Tetzel raised found its way via a complicated deal into the papal coffers. The deal had been arranged by Johann Blankenfelde, son of Thomas, who had borrowed the money from the Fugger banking house in Augsburg. Tetzel would have a free hand to sell indulgences in Brandenburg, Blankenfelde would take a cut to repay the Fuggers, making a healthy profit on the way, and Albert Hohenzollern could keep both his archbishoprics. To make matters worse, Tetzel did not actually bother ensuring the person paying for the indulgence had properly repented, providing the money was forthcoming and, worse still, he sold indulgences against sins not yet committed, giving the indulgee free licence to misbehave.

It all seemed beautifully simple until, on 31 October 1517, Martin Luther, an Augustinian friar in Saxony, famously nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of the church in Wittenberg. Luther, who was teaching at Wittenberg University, had spent time in Rome and, although critical of the practices of the Church, he remained a devout Catholic. It was the actions of ‘this ignorant and impudent friar’, as he called Tetzel, that pushed him over the edge. Thesis 27 said, ‘They preach mad who say that the soul flies out of purgatory as soon as the money thrown into the chest rattles’; Thesis 28 read, ‘It is certain that when the money rattles in the chest, avarice and gain may be increased, but the suffrage of the Church depends on the will of God alone’ and Thesis 86 said, ‘Why does the Pope, whose riches are at this day more ample than those of Croesus, not build the basilica of St Peter with his own money rather than that of poor believers?’8 There was a popular bit of doggerel based on these lines that went ‘As soon as the gold in the casket rings, the rescued soul to Heaven springs’.9

Luther’s actions caused uproar, and what started as a simple protest against an inexcusable abuse began the Reformation and the great schism in the Church. Tetzel himself was required to answer Luther’s accusations and did so – unsatisfactorily – twice in Joachim’s new university, and he died in 1519, largely forgotten but for the storm that he had caused. Joachim, however, remained staunchly loyal to the Pope. Given the position of his brother it would have been difficult for him to do otherwise, but Luther’s actions had articulated a feeling of dissatisfaction within the Church that was particularly prevalent in northern Europe and especially so in Berlin with its cosmopolitan population and scepticism of Catholicism. Luther began to develop his ideas and became the leader of a movement that demanded fundamental reform of the Church. In 1521 the Emperor Charles V called an Imperial Diet (or conference) at Worms, which issued an edict condemning Luther as a heretic. His writings were to be burned and anyone who followed him was similarly declared to be a heretic. Joachim faithfully had Luther’s books burned in Berlin, but it was too late to contain what was now becoming a widespread movement not just in Germany but across Europe.

Matters were complicated by the fact that Joachim had been having an open affair for some time with Katharina Hornung, the very beautiful twenty-first child of the prolific Thomas Blankenfelde and sister of the indulgence-fixing Johann. She appears towards the rear of the kneeling line of Blankenfeldes in the Marienkirche Crucifixion painting. In 1524 she married a wealthy Cölln merchant called Wolf Hornung who was a close friend of Joachim’s, and the Elector paid for their sumptuous house. However, Joachim seems to have assumed that purchasing the house gave him rather more rights with the young Frau Hornung than perhaps he should have done. Hornung put up with their affair for a year but, after hearing a sermon by Martin Luther in 1525 condemning adultery, he flew into a rage and stabbed his wife in the stomach. Hornung, terrified of the Elector’s reaction, fled and found his way to Saxony where Luther, who already thought Joachim a religious reactionary, took up his case.

Joachim’s problems were compounded when his wife, Elisabeth of Denmark, not unnaturally objected to his affair. Things had been deteriorating between them for some years. Elisabeth had been sick and remained confined in the Zwingburg when Joachim travelled to Potsdam and around Brandenburg. In 1527 he had even taken Katharina on an official visit to Warsaw. Elisabeth was also supporting her spendthrift younger brother, who had installed himself in Berlin and had a marked aversion to paying her back for his keep. But she was more influenced by her older brother, Christian, the Danish king. He had been an early follower of Luther, and in 1527 Elisabeth bravely told Joachim she was now following his example and professing Lutheranism. Joachim demanded that she recant but she refused and when he was away from Berlin she escaped to Saxony and took refuge with her uncle, the Elector Johann, known as Beständige (the Steadfast), who had succeeded his brother Frederick as Luther’s protector.

Dresden was now becoming something of a Lutheran centre of resistance to Catholic Berlin. Hornung petitioned the Emperor at the next Imperial Diet, at Speyer, but predictably received little satisfaction. The argument became potentially more serious after the Diet of Augsburg the following year, which produced the Augsburg Confession, a document summarising what Lutheranism meant and giving the reformed religion a definite structure and doctrine. It led in 1531 to the formation of a military alliance of the reformist states in north Germany, the Schmalkaldic League, who were now in a position to challenge the Empire and Catholic monarchs like Joachim. Luther himself spent an extraordinary amount of time pressing Hornung’s case, writing a 150-page case against Joachim intended for delivery to the Imperial Court, which seems a curious use of time when he was shepherding a new religion.10 Berlin had been more instrumental in prompting the Reformation than perhaps the city realised.

Elisabeth and Joachim remained unreconciled. Katharina, who had three children by Joachim, found life with him had become fairly miserable but on 11 July 1535 Joachim died at the young age of fifty-one. Katharina did not long outlive him, and her three children – all of who Joachim provided for generously – were brought up by Katharina’s nephew, yet another Johann Blankenfelde mayor of Berlin.

In the event Luther’s efforts proved unnecessary as Joachim’s son – Joachim II, known as Hector and destined to be the last Hohenzollern with a classical patronymic – succeeded. As his father was dying, he made Hector promise to remain Catholic and initially it looked as if he might follow his father’s advice. An approach by the joint Berlin and Cölln councils on 13 February 1539 said that Berliners ‘graciously wanted to allow and yield that they would enjoy and receive the holy sacrament according to the Christian rites and institution under both forms at Easter time’.11 Joachim refused. He was, however, by conviction a reformer and more under the influence of his mother. The early Hohenzollerns made, on the whole, good marriages. Both Protestantism and Prussia would come to Brandenburg through marriages to capable and powerful women, and Elisabeth stands out in German history as someone whose morals and courage were of particular and far-reaching consequence.

Joachim II had to wait until he felt secure enough, given the ongoing fighting between the Emperor and the Reformers, to begin his ‘Christian Reformation’. His opportunity to adopt the reformed religion came very soon after he rejected the council’s approach in April 1539 with the Treaty of Frankfurt. Although the principle of ‘cuius regio eius religio’ (in other words, individual rulers could decide on what their state religion would be) was not formalised until 1555, its application was already becoming apparent. In the summer of 1539, he summoned reformist theologians to Berlin. On 1 November the Protestant Communion was celebrated for the first time in Brandenburg at the church of St Nikolai in Spandau. The next day it took place for the first time in Cölln, rather than the Nikolaikirche in Berlin, led by the Provost of Berlin, Georg Buchholzer. Buchholzer, a Berliner who had been a priest in the Neumark, part of Brandenburg east of the River Oder, had been working quietly on Protestant sermons with Joachim for some months. He had only arrived in Berlin in September, and throughout the winter of 1539–40 his sermons were distributed to all parts of Brandenburg. Berlin and the Mark were now firmly Lutheran. Elisabeth did not return from Dresden until 1545, at the age of sixty. She disapproved of Joachim’s second wife, the Catholic Hedwig of Poland, who still heard Mass and refused to learn German, although Elisabeth helped her younger son John in his conversion of Brandenburg-Küstrin, the part of the Mark that Joachim I had left him. She spent her remaining days in Spandau.12

Berlin has always taken a pragmatic approach to its faiths. The reformed religion that Berliners adopted during the 1540s and formalised after the Peace of Augsburg in 1555 when the Emperor officially recognised cuius regio eius religio was generally quite relaxed. Bishops were retained, as were saints and their feast days, and Mass was still said in Latin. It was a formula that suited Berliners well, being liberal and remarkably tolerant by the standards of mid-sixteenth-century Germany. They would defend it fiercely when they felt it threatened as subsequent Hohenzollerns became more radical.

The man credited with making the Reformation work for Berlin was Buchholzer, who sensed that Berliners needed this light touch. Remarkably he ‘diligently and faithfully presided over the preaching, sacrament giving and maintenance of other Christian ceremonies’13 to the major congregations in Berlin, the Nikolaikirche and the Marienkirche, for twenty-six years and was known as the ‘Reformer of Berlin’. He was, in many ways, a man ahead of his time. A close friend and correspondent of Luther, and strongly influenced by him, he was also a follower of the humanist Melanchthon, from whom he drew his interest in the church leading on humanistic education and the need to perform good works. He also ran all three of the city’s hospitals. Although he was not above entering into what today seem like rather idiosyncratic theological disputes – such as one that went on for years with Joachim’s chaplain, Johannes Agricola, who was jealous of his influence, about whether he had preached that the Virgin Mary acted as a mediator between God and man – Buchholzer was essentially a pragmatist who made the Church relevant to Berliners. Ultimately Joachim became suspicious that Buchholzer’s social-reforming tendencies were going too far and dismissed him in 1564, but it was the tolerant, humanist religious practice Buchholzer championed that Berliners would defend so fiercely in the coming decades. It also led to the strong, quiet, socially conscious Christianity that has since been typical of many Berliners and would contribute strongly to the Pietist movement that was so important in eighteenth-century Berlin.

Agricola was himself an enlightened cleric who had studied under Luther in Wittenberg and been appointed by Joachim when the Saxon court found his preaching too reformist. In many ways he was a surprising choice, his social views being fairly extreme. He had written a dialogue between a devout protestant and a social revolutionary, which concluded with the line ‘What shall we do to get rid of tyrants?’ This was inflammatory stuff, not least because it preceded the 1525 peasants’ revolt that spread across German-speaking lands (although not in Brandenburg). In 1537 he had then written a play about Jan Hus, the Czech reformer burned in Prague in 1415. However, towards the end of his life – he died of plague in Berlin in 1566 – he became more conservative, seeking some sort of reconciliation with the Catholic Church. Possibly his greatest legacy, however, was secular in his original work Dreihundert gemeine Sprichwörter, der die Deutsche nuns gebrauchen und doch nicht wissen, woher sie kommen, which translates as ‘300 Common Proverbs that we use in German but we don’t know where they come from’. Here was a leading intellectual and well-respected man taking an interest not in church Latin but in everyday language. Many of the proverbs he lists are still in common use in Berlin today, such as ‘Barking dogs seldom bite’ while others such as like ‘Long hair, short wit’ have more or less disappeared. His old revolutionary spirit was in evidence in one of his more famous: ‘At court the hand is often given, the heart rarely.’14

In 1539 Joachim II also allowed Jews – still technically banned since 1510 – back into Berlin, and in 1556 he appointed his ‘dear and true Lippold’ to be the leader of the Jewish community throughout the Mark.15 Lippold wasn’t especially popular with the Jewish community, partly because he was thought to be too strict in his insistence on religious observance and partly because the basis of his appointment was that he was Joachim’s banker. But in 1564 the Jewish community paid 8,000 guilder to build a synagogue and to purchase land for the first Jewish cemetery in the city.

Berlin under Joachim II could not honestly be described as a city enjoying a renaissance, but it was certainly a city that was changing and one where the arts were beginning to take root. Joachim himself was a determined builder. He started with the gloomy Zwingburg itself, and employed a Saxon stonemason, Konrad Krebs, to draw up plans. He created an L-shaped palace with two distinct corner towers and a large internal courtyard that could be used for ceremonial parades. Krebs used sandstone rather than the normal Brandenburg brick, and he created what was perhaps optimistically called Berlin Cathedral on the site of the old Dominican monastery connected to the Schloss by a walkway. However, Krebs died before the work was finished, and Joachim had already run out of money. This was not altogether surprising as at the same time he was building a waterside hunting lodge at Köpenick, then a day’s ride to the east of Berlin, in a glorious setting where the River Dahme joins the Spree. There is nothing of the original building left, a new baroque palace having been built on the site for Frederick I, and even that is now scarcely recognisable after various iterations as barracks, prison and school. Yet Joachim started a popular Berlin habit in escaping from the city to the delights of Köpenick. Today thousands of Berliners flock to swim in and picnic beside the nearby Müggelsee, one of a series of lakes through which the upper Spree meanders. For the next two centuries Köpenick would remain a charming village surrounded by forest.

Joachim II was also building another hunting lodge in the Grunewald, which remains today almost as he would have known it. The Jagdschloß Grunewald, which was finished in 1542, is a simple and unpretentious large country house rather than a proper schloss and it remains one of the best-preserved and atmospheric buildings of sixteenth-century Berlin. It still feels as if it is hidden deep in the forest, on a clearing beside a small lake, the Grunewaldsee, despite being only a short bus ride and walk from Berlin’s main shopping street, the Kurfürstendamm. Hunting ran deep in the Hohenzollern blood, as it did with so many European royal families, and Joachim would spend increasing amounts of time in the Grunewald. Yet pursuing the Grunewald’s stags was not his only reason for being there. His second wife, the very Catholic and non-German-speaking Hedwig of Poland, had suffered an unfortunate accident when she had fallen through the floor of one of Joachim’s other hunting lodges and impaled herself on a stag’s antler displayed in the room below. This left her crippled and she found her place increasingly taken by Anna Sydow, Joachim’s mistress and wife of the owner of an important Berlin iron foundry. Joachim installed Anna in the Jagdschloss, where she lived until his death in 1571. He made his heir, John George, promise to ensure she was well cared for, but no sooner had his father died than John George had her variously imprisoned in Spandau or walled up in the stairwell of the Jagdschloss (depending which story one believes, though it is perhaps more than coincidence that recent research has shown one of the stairwells in the Jagdschloss was bricked up the year Joachim died).

The Jagdschloss is also now home to the fruits of another of Joachim’s and his father’s glorious extravagances: the art of both Lucas Cranach the Elder (1473–1553) and his son, Lucas Cranach the Younger (1515–1586). The Cranachs came from southern Germany but were employed as court painters at the Saxon court. Joachim II became a friend and extensive patron of both father and son, and the first floor of the Jagdschloss is now devoted to their work. The Cranachs’ workshop was large and produced official portraits to order, including many of Joachim as a young man looking imposingly martial for distribution around Brandenburg. Cranach the Elder also painted Joachim I at least twice – famous portraits that show him in all his electoral splendour but otherwise seem very direct (with beady eyes and a mean mouth). The later portraits of Joachim II also seem harsh, but an image of uncompromising majesty is probably what was wanted. The Cranach workshop also produced much more for Berlin. There is a stunning series of the Passion, which – unusually for religious scenes in Germany at the time – shows a lot of nudity. Then there is a series of historic and mythical ‘Judgements’ commissioned by Joachim II for the Zwingburg – or the Berliner Schloss, as we should more accurately refer to it after his renovation work. They were intended for Joachim’s private quarters and are particularly interesting because they minimise the use of red and blue (expensive colours in a contemporary painting as the materials to make those paints were difficult to come by), which perhaps indicates just how short of funds the Elector had become.

Jagdschloss Grunewald continued to provide a welcome retreat from Berlin for the Hohenzollerns for many years, evidence of how rural west Berlin would remain until the twentieth century. There is a wonderful painting of Kaiser Wilhelm I arriving for an informal day’s hunting in 1887, with ranks of red-coated riders and a military band playing outside the front door. Yet there is another twist to the story of the Jagdschloss’s art collection. One of the paintings in the collection is a rather gory, almost sadistic ‘Flagellation’ by a fourteenth-century Cologne Master. It was originally owned by an English merchant in Berlin, Edward Solly, who sold his entire gallery to Frederick William III in 1821 as the Hohenzollerns were establishing a national art collection. The ‘Flagellation’ hung at the Jagdschloss until it mysteriously went missing sometime around 1945, that year of chaos in Germany. Recently Berlin authorities were able to search for it online and finally locate it, surprisingly, in the collection of the University of Indiana. The American officer responsible for cultural affairs in Berlin in the years after the Second World War was a certain Herman B. Wells, who coincidentally ended up as Professor of Fine Art at Indiana University. The ‘Flagellation’ is now safely back where it belongs, alongside the many Cranachs overlooking the Grunewald.

Joachim also founded the first formal group of musicians in Berlin. There had, of course, been choirboys in the Nikolaikirche and the Marienkirche, but in 1540 Joachim recruited a dozen trumpeters and drummers, together with a singing master, and later added strings so that by 1570 he had a small orchestra under a kapellmesiter. The musicians were recruited internationally, and a record of their work shows that their repertoire was drawn from across Europe. When not engaged in the cathedral or palace, they were free to play for the congregations of other churches. From this small group came two significant Berlin traditions. First, they allowed Berliners to enjoy sung Lutheran church services, initially in Latin but increasingly in German so they could participate in the singing. Hymns rapidly became a popular part of churchgoing and being able to join in what had previously been rather dry Latin services, a significant factor in the appeal of Lutheranism. Secondly, Joachim’s small group started the concept of the public concert, something that has been a key part of Berlin’s life ever since. Berlin may not have given birth to many of Germany’s great composers but it has most certainly been the place so many of them – from Bach to Beethoven – wanted to perform, not just for the kudos of playing in front of the royal court but for the enthusiasm and appreciation of Berlin audiences.

Another Berlin innovation post the Reformation was the Berlin theatre. It could not be said to compare in any way with what Shakespeare was staging in London, but the first recorded public play was put on in 1541. It had the catchy title of Ein seer schön und nützlich Spiel von der lieblichen Geburt Unseres Herrn Jesu Christi (‘A very beautiful and beneficial play about the gracious birth of Our Lord Jesus Christ’) and was written by Heinrich Klaust, the headmaster of a school in Cölln. Some of the parts were taken by his pupils and much of the play was sung. Public reaction to its first night is sadly not available, but this relatively modest beginning started one of Europe’s most celebrated theatre traditions and one that would be quickly developed.16 There was, in particular, a growing cultural exchange with England, facilitated partly by England’s growing trading interests and partly from the English soldiers who sold their services in the profusion of armies that plagued Europe in the latter part of the sixteenth century. English players brought comic theatre, Englische Komödianten, which was soon adapted to produce typically German comic characters like Hans Wurst, and a form of jocular popular comedy that would be played out in Berlin’s kneipen (inns or pubs) for centuries. They also brought William Shakespeare’s plays to Berlin, starting a long-lasting love affair with his work that is as strong today as it was then. Volumes of both his comedies and tragedies were published in German in the early decades of the seventeenth century when the Electors maintained a Berlin troupe of nineteen actors and sixteen musicians under John Spencer, and when he retired they advertised in London for a replacement.17

An important development was in the language that Berliners spoke. For centuries this had been a form of rough plattdeutsch (Low German) with many phrases and expressions from the Hanseatic ports that was difficult for other Germans to understand. Now, as trade links with central Germany predominated, and merchants tended to look south to Leipzig and Dresden as opposed to north to the Baltic and the North Sea, this began to change. Luther’s writings made the German spoken in Saxony – hochdeutsch, referred to as Meissenisch (literally ‘of Meissen’) – widely known, and it became the preferred language of government and the law across large areas of Germany, including Berlin. The 1510 Desecration of the Host trial was conducted in this high German, probably of scant interest to the poor Jews in the dock but evidence that the city’s speech was changing. The leading merchant families changed the spelling of their names so as to appear more educated; for example, the Ryke family become Reiche, and the Schum family change to Schaum. The change was quick but inevitably Berlin interpreted it in its own way so that, although Berliners were nearly all speaking this Meissenisch by the mid-sixteenth century, they kept their traditional accents and style. Berliners ‘took over the Upper Saxon language (Meissenisch), but they spoke it as if it were Low German’ and, when later combined with all the various languages and expressions brought by successive waves of immigrants, this would give Berlin its very individual accent and dialect, Berlinerisch, which it has kept ever since.18

Berlinerisch is an evolving dialect, and it is difficult to be certain when exact words and customs were adopted. From the beginning, though, being a language of the street, it seems to have followed various traits rather than any rules. Vowels are flattened so that whereas someone speaking hochdeutsch would say auch, pronounced ‘owch’ (meaning ‘also’), or auf, pronounced ‘owf’ (meaning ‘on’), a Berliner would say ‘ooch’ and ‘uff’, with the u pronounced as in ‘push’. They also pronounce klein (meaning ‘small’) as ‘kleen’ while a proper German speaker says ‘kline’. Perhaps the best-known Berlinerisch habit is to say Ick (German for ‘I’ and pronounced ‘ick’) instead of ‘ich’ with the ‘ch’ pronounced as in ‘China’. The letter g is pronounced as ‘j’, so ‘jut’ for gut (good), and s has become ‘t’, so ‘wat’ instead of was or ‘dit’ or ‘det’ instead of das. Plurals used to acquire an additional s, so Klopse (meatballs) became ‘Klopses’. Nouns have an extra ‘the’ in front, such as dem sein Haus (literally ‘the his house’) instead of the conventional sein Haus (his house). Grammar can be occasional, and proper nouns and names are taken and used as expressions. ‘Nachtijall ick hör dir trapsen’, which in German should be ‘Nachtigall ich höre Dich kommen’ (in English literally ‘nightingale, I hear you coming’, or ‘I have a suspicion of something’), is a famous line used in German literature. A five-pfennig coin was a Sechser and there is still a bridge in Tegel called ‘Sechserbrücke’ because the toll used to be five pfennigs. There is something purposefully disrespectful – almost rebellious – about Berlinerisch, as if it encapsulates that spirit of Berlin Unwille. A classic example is that a polite German might finish a sentence with Nicht wahr? (‘Is it not?’) but a Berliner will simply say ‘Huh?’

The relationship with the Cranachs, and Krebs’s work on the Berliner Schloss, and this linguistic change all show how strong the cultural influence of Saxony was in Berlin. The rows over religion and Joachim I’s affair do not seem to have prevented the development of close personal and cultural links. Berlin would remain in awe of Dresden – slightly jealous, in fact, culminating in one of Frederick the Great’s most inexcusable acts in the eighteenth century; the bombardment of Dresden. An incident that shows Berlin still had some way to go to match Saxon sophistication is the curious story of Michael Kohlhaas, a merchant from Cölln who went on a commercial trip to Leipzig in 1532. As he rode through Saxony, a local Saxon lord took two of Kohlhaas’s horses, supposedly as a fee for his passage. Kohlhaas tried to obtain redress through the Saxon courts but failed. Outraged, he then took it upon himself to burn down several houses in Wittenberg. Gathering a group of outlaws around him, he continued to commit acts of terror throughout Saxony, eventually returning to Berlin where he set himself up as a highwayman. There is still an area called Kohlhasenbrück in Zehlendorf where he allegedly tried to rob a convoy carrying the Elector’s silver as it was crossing the Bäke, a tributary of the Havel, and subsequently hid the silver ingots in the riverbank. He was captured shortly thereafter and in 1540 sentenced to be broken on the wheel. Kohlhaas might well have disappeared from historical view had Heinrich von Kleist (of whom much more later) not turned him into a popular hero in his 1810 Erzählungen novellas, making him a sort of Robin Hood character who defended ordinary people and stood up for his rights against an over-mighty Saxon Elector – useful propaganda when Prussia was occupied by Napoleon. Berlin would take many years before it felt confident in dealing with Dresden.

The main problem for Berlin was that Saxony was much richer than Brandenburg, and during the second half of the sixteenth century that position worsened as the Hanseatic ports started to lose their trading advantages to the Dutch and British fleets operating along the Channel. This resulted in the richer merchant families who had land around Berlin tending to leave the city and work their estates, which had two effects. First, it meant there was less money in the city, leaving the court as the major consumer but with less tax revenue. Joachim II, always short of money, was not averse to conducting sudden ‘wealth’ taxes on the richer citizens. On 4 August 1567 he had all gold, jewellery and coin valued and helped himself to a share. Unsurprisingly, this was unpopular – not least because so much of Joachim’s expense was caused by his various building projects – and Lippold, his Jewish banker, was predictably blamed.

Joachim’s financial problems also perhaps reveal another side to his developing enthusiasm for the Reformation as he and Lippold came to realise just how rich the Church was in Berlin. Jagdschloss Grunewald was built with the proceeds of the sale of church land, and the Hohenzollerns’ reforming zeal seems to have increased as it became apparent just how much ecclesiastical property could be available. The problem was more finding a market for it. Much of it went to these richer Berlin merchant families establishing themselves in wider Brandenburg. Schloss Tegel (famous when it much later became the home of the von Humboldt family), for example, was built in 1550 for Brettschneider, one of Joachim’s officials, on land once owned by a convent. Tactfully he used the same architect, another Saxon called Caspar Theyss, as Joachim had for Grunewald. Secondly, this exodus of the wealthier merchant families weakened Berliners politically; as the power of the rural landlords – the Junkers as they became known (though the term Junker derives from Prussia) – increased, so that of Berlin was correspondingly reduced.

Joachim II died in 1571. Despite his chronic shortage of money, he had increasingly come to see himself as an important northern European ruler. In 1562 he had gone to the Diet summoned by the Emperor Ferdinand to elect a successor with ‘sixty-eight gentlemen in his retinue and an equipage of 452 horses’.19 His funeral was no less lavish, with his successor, John George, making a ‘superb internment for his father’ despite entombing his mistress in the stairwell of Schloss Grunewald.20 Neither did it save the wretched Lippold, who was arrested and subject to a particularly grisly execution soon afterwards, accompanied by the now-traditional pogrom. Jews were banned from Berlin ‘for all time’; it would take nearly a hundred years before they returned. Lack of money did not stop John George either, who had a particular love of display. ‘There was a mixture of ferocity and magnificence in the customs of those days,’ thought Frederick the Great. ‘The cause of this singularity was the desire the nation had to emerge from its barbarousness… they were so stupid as to confuse ceremonies with politeness, magnificence with dignity, debauchery with pleasure, pedantry with learning’.21 John George celebrated the birth of his eldest son with four days of games in Berlin, which took place on the Lustgarten (the pleasure ground), an open space north of the Berliner Schloss on the island that would undergo many different iterations in its long association with the city and its rulers. There were tournaments with jousting, naval battles on the Spree and – John George’s particular favourite – fireworks. He supervised the firework display personally, sitting in a window of the Schloss and giving signals to the firers.

He also brought Leonhard Thurneysser to Berlin. Thurneysser described himself as an alchemist, a metallurgist and a doctor. He dwelled in the netherworld between realism and fantasy at a time when scientific knowledge was insufficient to disprove his wilder theories. Originally from Basel, he had tried his luck in several European countries and (if he is to be believed) North Africa before healing John George’s wife in Frankfurt an der Oder. The grateful elector brought him back to Berlin on an enormous salary and set him up in the Grauen Kloster, where he established a laboratory and became a local Berlin celebrity. He produced a major book in 1575 entitled Archidoxa that purported to interpret the movements of the planets, thus allowing him to predict the course of natural events and – perhaps more profitably – to tell his customers’ horoscopes. He claimed there was gold under the Spree and that the Mark was rich in precious metals, thereby endearing him further to the impoverished Elector. Inevitably he also thought he could turn base metal into gold. The charade lasted until 1584 when his various marital complications forced him to return to Basel. Although he did later come back to Berlin, by that stage his spell had been broken, no gold had materialised and he died, having converted to Catholicism, in poverty. Thurneysser did, however, give Berlin one very helpful legacy in that he established a printing press. In 1600 Berliners were treated to their first regular newspaper, a weekly sheet published by the Elector’s Postmaster, Christoph Frischmann, and in 1614 two brothers, Johann and Samuel Kalle, founded a book-publishing house with accompanying shop.

Despite this love of ostentatious display, this celebrating of charlatans like Thurneysser, and the mob violence that led to Lippold’s execution, all of which show the ‘barbarousness’ Frederick the Great so lamented, John George did oversee a gradual tightening of the religious practice from the loose, pragmatic Lutheranism that had characterised his father’s reign. Buchholzer and Agricola were dead, and Berlin noticed a more structured interpretation of the Reformation. John George adopted the 1548 Augsburg Interim – which meant that the Church in Berlin and the Mark now adhered to the Lutheran pattern common in other parts of the German-speaking world, with sacraments, bishops and saints – and, although a firm Lutheran, he allowed Calvinist refugees to settle in Berlin. Johannes Calvin, from whom Calvinism takes its name, was a French reformer from Geneva. Much younger than Luther, and a Catholic in his early life, he began to think that Luther had not taken the Reformation to its logical conclusion. The essence of Calvin’s teaching was that man did not need any intermediaries in his communication with God. Christians had the scriptures, which people needed help in interpreting, but there was no requirement for bishops or any of the church ritual that Luther had kept from Catholicism. Calvin articulated his views in his Institutes of the Christian Religion, first published in 1536 but constantly updated until his death in 1564. Calvinism was considered too extreme to be allowed as an accepted religion under the cuius regio eius religio principle agreed at Augsburg and was seen by some rulers as dangerously radical, since it could be interpreted as empowering the people against the accepted hierarchy. This was a misconception and, as some princes realised, if they did not have to deal with a hierarchy of bishops, they could assume the episcopal role themselves. Berliners would soon realise just what this meant.



As the sixteenth century drew to a close, the Hohenzollerns were still fairly minor players in the politics of Europe. Joachim II may have gone in state to the Imperial Diet – and on his death the Mark (which had been divided by his father into two parts, his brother John ruling the eastern part from Küstrin) may have been reunited – but Brandenburg was still economically and culturally seen as something of a backwater, especially when compared to Saxony. Berlin was not much bigger than it had been a century before. Physically it still occupied roughly the same area: Cölln, the Island and Berlin itself. Despite all Joachim’s work on the Berliner Schloss, which now boasted Berlin’s first tennis court and indoor riding school, there had been little other building and it still had the feel of an agricultural market town, with many people leaving daily to work on the surrounding farms. The population hovered around 12,000, having been savagely reduced by further plague epidemics in 1566 and a particularly terrible outbreak in 1576 (allegedly caused by a woman stealing the coat of a plague victim and spreading the epidemic around the city), which killed about 4,000 people.22 London, by way of comparison, had a population of 130,000 in 1618.23 The plague was a curse that would take the city many years to rid itself of; its effects, coupled with the economic downturn and a run of poor harvests that caused local famines, meant that growth was minimal.

The last two decades of the sixteenth century were consequently a fairly miserable time for Berliners. Poverty became more widespread. Those who were lucky enough to be members of one of the guilds were looked after by their fellows; those outside were less fortunate, although they were helped by a comprehensive Poverty Law of 1596. This was remarkably forward-leaning at a time when welfare arrangements across Europe were basic. The sick were to be cared for in one of the city’s four hospitals, with the city carrying the costs. Poor children received support and were allowed to sing in choirs outside people’s doors to earn money. Those artisans who could no longer work and had descended into poverty, the so-called Hausarmen, received alms every fortnight. Beggars were checked; if they were judged genuinely unable to work, they were given an official badge and allowed to beg three days a week between 10 a.m. and noon. There were several laws passed in an attempt to reduce prostitution. This was a particularly popular profession that flourished in the economic downturn due to the number of visiting merchants who still came to the city. It had been variously legislated against – the first law banning it was in 1486 – or tolerated, but the spread of syphilis across Europe in the middle of the century made it a more serious issue. In 1583 the Elector promulgated an order for ‘Clean Living’ in an attempt to regulate its proliferation.24

There was, though, still the opportunity for the rich to enjoy the finer things in life. The guilds each held an annual festival with processions, and a feast where wine made from grapes grown in Berlin, as well as large quantities of beer, was drunk. By 1565 there were seventy vineyards around the city and twenty-six producers. In 1580 the council found it necessary to issue an edict on ‘luxury’, which divided the city’s population into four ‘classes’; which class you were judged to belong to by income dictated how you were permitted to dress and to entertain. Bizarre as this sounds, it was not an uncommon form of regulation across sixteenth-century Europe and would still form part of Berlin’s electoral franchise in the mid-nineteenth century. Tailors were forbidden from making clothes for customers who did not belong to the correct class for each type of material. Weddings, which had become a major festive occasion, were equally strictly controlled with the edict detailing the number of guests, tables, servants, musicians and torch-bearers each class was permitted to lay on. They tended to be three-day affairs, with the actual church marriage on Sunday followed by a major party that evening. On the Monday there was a service of blessing followed by more feasting; on the Tuesday (now without the bride and groom) the relations and friends gathered for yet another party.25

Despite the economic downturn, immigration continued. This was now mostly from the south, from other parts of the German-speaking world where economic conditions were equally difficult – and, in an interesting historical twist, particularly from Saxony – but also from Thuringia, the area immediately west of Dresden and Leipzig, and from Franconia, the southern part of Germany north of Bavaria. Although the numbers were not as significant as they had been in medieval Berlin, nor as significant as they would be later, sixteenth-century Berlin was still an immigrant city. With the new settlers came linguistic and cultural changes that the city quickly assimilated. However, three things were to happen in the first decades of the seventeenth century that would change fundamentally the fortunes of both the city and the dynasty. First, the Hohenzollerns would become the rulers of Prussia. Secondly, they would adopt Calvinism. Thirdly, in 1618, the ambassadors of the Holy Roman Emperor were unceremoniously thrown from a window by the Protestant burghers of Prague, the ‘Defenestration’, thus starting the Thirty Years War.

The Prussian inheritance is perhaps the occasion when the fortunes of the Hohenzollerns and of Berliners are at their most intermingled and the dynastic events that led to the one becoming rulers of Prussia and the other to live in its capital need some explanation. Prussia lay well to the east of Brandenburg, beyond Poland and south and west of Lithuania, a flat, marshy land bordering the Baltic with its capital in Königsberg. One of the last pagan parts of Europe, it had been subjugated fairly brutally by a crusading order, the Teutonic Knights, who had forcibly converted its inhabitants to Christianity in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Many of the Teutonic Knights were German but by no means all and, as with much of the crusading movement, they offered an opportunity to land-hungry warriors from across Europe. By 1283 they had more or less established control and ruled their new territory from a series of powerful castles, the principal one being Marienburg where the order had its headquarters. Yet by the early fifteenth century the Poles and Lithuanians had tired of the knights’ habit of raiding across Prussia’s borders, while the Prussians themselves chafed at the high-handed regime the knights imposed. In 1410 a combined Polish and Lithuanian force decisively defeated the knights at Tannenberg. Over the course of the next century the knights gradually lost control of their territory so that by 1525 their Grand Master, Albrecht (another Hohenzollern from the Ansbach branch of the family), decided that the only course left was to submit to the King of Poland and incorporate Prussia as a duchy within the Polish kingdom. He was also one of the first rulers enthusiastically to embrace Lutheranism despite Poland remaining solidly Catholic.

The Brandenburg Hohenzollerns were, as has been noted, good at marrying. Joachim II’s second wife, Hedwig, she who so unfortunately fell through the floor impaling herself on an antler, was the sister of the Polish king, Sigismund Augustus. Joachim made a deal with his brother-in-law in 1564 that should Albert Frederick – then Duke of Prussia and Sigismund Augustus’s vassal – die without male heirs, his sons would be his nominated successors. In return he promised to provide troops if Poland was attacked, something of a one-sided deal as Brandenburg had no standing army and any troops would inevitably have come from a forced recruitment drive in Berlin. Albert Frederick duly married Marie Eleanor of Cleves, but only had daughters, Ann and Eleanor.

John George died in 1598. His successor, Joachim Frederick, was determined to ensure that his grandfather’s plans worked out. Consequently he matched his son, John Sigismund, in marriage to Ann in 1599, despite his mother telling the boy that Ann was rather ugly. Albert Frederick struggled on, increasingly imbecilic, and in 1603 Joachim Frederick started to assume regency powers in Königsberg, helped by the fact that in 1603 he had married Ann’s younger sister Eleanor as his second wife. When he died in 1608 his son – and, bizarrely, now brother-in-law – John Sigismund continued to act as regent until the aged Duke Albert Frederick finally died in 1618.

Ann of Prussia was in fact quite a catch for she brought with her not just Prussia but also, through her mother, the inheritance of John William of Jülich-Cleves-Berg and his extensive lands on the Rhine, in what is now the German province of North Rhine Westphalia and its neighbouring Dutch province of Gelderland. The law in Jülich-Cleves allowed for female succession, and Ann found herself at least the titular holder of not only Jülich-Cleves itself but also of Berg, Mark and Ravensberg. The problem was that the population of Jülich itself and Berg were Catholic and disliked the idea of being ruled by Lutheran Prussians. Fighting broke out, settled at the Treaty of Xanten in 1609, which saw these two states going to the Catholic Duke of Palatinate-Neuberg (not to be confused with the Protestant Elector Palatine) while the Hohenzollerns ended up with Cleves, Mark and Ravensberg (which were all Protestant). Ravensberg was a rich farming county between the Rhine and the Elbe, centred on the city of Bielefeld, whereas Cleves was a developed industrial province astride the Rhine, and strongly Calvinist. Mark was an equally rich province, roughly equivalent to the modern German industrialised area on the River Ruhr, and was also Calvinist. It would take most of the next century for all these territories to be fully integrated into Brandenburg, but their incorporation would mean that Berlin would now look not just east to the Baltic and Prussia but also west to the Rhine. It was no longer just the city in the sandbox, but Berliners’ reaction to this potentially vast increase in Hohenzollern territory was overshadowed by events in the city itself.

John Sigismund’s second move was to convert to Calvinism. He seems to have done this partly from conviction. He had been sent by his father to Strasbourg University, where he had been impressed by Calvin’s intellectually capable and persuasive followers. He also took exception to the bombastic Provost of Berlin, Simon Gedicke, who had none of Buchholzer’s subtle charm. In 1610 his younger brother Ernst converted and at Christmas 1613 John Sigismund made a public declaration of his own conversion. It did not go down well in Berlin. However deep his personal conviction may have been, Berliners objected strongly. Events came to a head at Easter 1615 when John Sigismund invited the Reformist preacher Martin Füssel to preach in the Schloss Chapel. Although what happened in April 1615 cannot be described as a revolution, it came close to it and was a rare example of Berliners prevailing over the dynasty. They saw John Sigismund’s conversion as being politically expedient given the Jülich-Cleves inheritance. ‘If you want to reform, move to Jülich! There you can have reform enough,’ shouted the Lutheran cleric Peter Stuler from the pulpit of Cölln’s Petrikirche on Palm Sunday.26 Berliners also valued the rather loose Lutheran structure that Joachim II had initiated and that they felt gave them some protection. They saw, as did John Sigismund, that under a Calvinist system the Elector could control the church directly and that Calvin himself had emphasised the need for national conformity to the religion of the ruler.

John Sigismund had been away from Berlin and his brother had ordered the removal of pictures, altars, statues and crucifixes from the Schloss Chapel before Easter week began. Stuler’s outcry prompted serious rioting. The houses of Calvinist preachers were ransacked, and order was only restored by the Elector’s guard. Füssel was reduced to preaching the Sunday sermon ‘in a bright green undergarment, which was all the rioters had left him’.27 The confrontation ended in an uneasy truce. Stuler was thought to have gone too far and fled to Wittenberg but the council distanced themselves from John Sigismund. He was forced to acknowledge Lutheranism and to allow the Berlin churches to keep their services but he himself remained Calvinist, despite his devoutly Lutheran wife objecting strongly. Poor Ann! Her destiny was to be something of a dynastic pawn and, in spite of an initially happy marriage, she and John Sigismund became badly estranged, with him never bothering to reply to the numerous letters she wrote him.28 The dispute between the Hohenzollerns’ Calvinism and Berlin’s Lutheranism would come to dominate the city for the next hundred years.

Yet both the Hohenzollerns’ acquisition of Prussia and their Rhineland territories, and the dispute over religious observance, would be overshadowed by the third and most terrible event that dominated the first half of seventeenth-century Berlin and the history of the city for centuries afterwards: the Thirty Years War. Berlin has been crucified twice in its life; first by the Thirty Years War, then by the combined Second World War bombing and Soviet invasion of 1945. Both wars not only killed or displaced about half the population, but they also left the city in ruins and morally shattered. The effects of what happened in 1945 are still well known to many people alive today. The Thirty Years War, by contrast, now seems like forgotten history and is neither well known nor well understood, despite generations of schoolchildren being asked in history exams whether it was a war of religion. However, the Thirty Years War shaped Berlin, Brandenburg, Prussia and Germany as profoundly as the Second World War. It killed about 5 million people across Europe, so 20 per cent of the pre-war population. Comparable figures for Europe in the First World War are 5.5 per cent and in the Second World War about 6 per cent. A large part of the German sense of victimhood derives from what the German-speaking world suffered during those terrible years, whereas Berlin derives much of its spirit of phlegmatic resilience from what it endured. By the time the war finally ended in 1648, Berlin had lost half its people.

Like other terrible European wars, while the origins of its outbreak are clear, the actual causes are less easy to define. Berlin was not alone in suffering from an economic downturn in the last decades of the fifteenth and early decades of the sixteenth centuries. Inflation was high, banks were failing and even the venerable House of Fugger, which had bankrolled Joachim I’s speculation in Indulgences, went into liquidation in 1614 owing 8 million gulden.29 There was also widespread fighting across Europe, as societies struggled to overthrow alien governments, particularly in the Spanish Netherlands, in Ireland and with civil war in France. Armed rebellion was seen as a necessary and effective means of achieving political aims, and the agricultural conditions that had caused the Peasants’ War in Germany persisted so that rural unrest was widespread. Against this depressed economic and social background, the pressures caused by the Reformation and the challenges posed to the power of the Hapsburg Emperor by the German states, meant that when war erupted in Prague in 1618 it was difficult to control.

The war can be roughly divided into three parts. From the ‘Defenestration’ of Prague in 1618 until 1629, the Hapsburgs were generally successful in defeating threats to their power so that they felt confident enough to issue an Edict of Restitution that outlawed Calvinism and demanded the return of all confiscated Catholic Church property. It was an unwise move, as proved the next year when the Swedes invaded North Germany and the war entered its bloodiest period. In 1635 there was another pause, with the Hapsburgs acknowledging in the Peace of Prague that they could not stop the spread of Lutheranism and Calvinism. But from 1635 until 1648 the war effectively stopped having much religious purpose at all and became a European war of dynastic rivalry as Catholic France struggled with the Hapsburgs, Catholic Spain and the Holy Roman Emperor. It finally ended in 1648 at the Peace of Westphalia.

Berlin was not well served by its rulers as war broke out. George William had succeeded his father as Elector in 1619 but was a weak man who had a ‘most unfortunate reign’, thought Frederick the Great. He was ‘a sovereign incapable of governing’, spent much of the war in Königsberg, and he chose in his chief minister in Berlin (the pro-Hapsburg Schwarzenberg) a man who was ‘a traitor to his country’.30 Although George William was an elector and married to the sister of the Elector Palatine, whose assumption of the crown of Bohemia had been a major factor in the war’s outbreak, he had no army as such and was effectively sidelined. The Spanish and the Dutch fought over Cleves, the Swedes invaded Prussia, and George William himself reckoned he was so poor that he could not afford to attend the Imperial Diet called at Ratisbon in 1630, the Mark by this stage being ‘so greatly exhausted, as to be incapable of supplying my ordinary expenses, much less those of a journey of that kind’.31 However, wisely, he did appreciate the weakness of his situation and how poorly the Mark was defended. He attempted for as long as he could to remain both a supporter of the Protestant cause and also loyal to the Emperor.

Consequently, Berlin suffered relatively little in the early years, with the fighting more in Bohemia and southern Germany. There were regular protests about rising prices and inflation caused by the war, including a major demonstration in Berlin in 1622 where several people were killed. Due to what is known as Kipper und Wipper (the twin processes of clipping and debasing coinage common across the German states as governments struggled to meet the war’s cost), people lost confidence in the value of currency. Prices in Berlin rose approximately eight times between 1621 and 1623.32 However, Hans Georg von Ribbeck, one of the Elector’s council, felt confident enough in 1624 to commission a very fine renaissance mansion on Breite Straße that, with some imagination, you can still make out today beneath its various rebuilds. But in 1627 Brandenburg found itself sandwiched between an invading Danish army to its north and a Protestant army under Mansfeld to its south. To prevent these two forces joining up, Wallenstein, the Emperor’s mercenary general, invaded the Mark and occupied it. An Imperial army commanded, unusually, by a Lutheran Brandenburger, Hans Georg von Arnim, occupied Berlin on 15 November 1627. George William had attempted to forestall them by sending a rather pathetic force of sixty of his Royal Guard, but the Berliners pelted them with paving stones, thinking they were making a renewed attempt to enforce Calvinism. There was little the city could do but submit. A worse Imperial occupation came in 1630 when a much larger Imperial force of 40,000 troops occupied the city and stayed for a year.

The issue with these armies was that they were largely mercenaries, that is engaged by recruiters acting for generals – men like Wallenstein and Tilly, who sold their services to the Emperor, or Mansfeld who did the same for the Protestant princes. Consequently, their loyalty was to themselves and many saw military service as either a method of feeding themselves and their families or, particularly in the case of officers, simply profiteering. The wages they had to pay their soldiers came as often from plunder as from their employer’s coffers. While Berlin avoided a massacre – unlike its unfortunate neighbour Magdeburg, which was sacked by Imperial troops in May 1631 with 30,000 killed – it was inevitable that a population of about 10,000 could not support four times that number of soldiers. The demand for food, the looting, the lack of discipline leading to widespread rape and murder, condemned the poor Berliners to a year of misery. Armies also carried disease with them, so that plague returned yet again, accounting for an estimated 2,000 lives between 1630 and 1631.

Life as a soldier could be as rough as it was for the unfortunate people whose land they occupied, and many who signed up did so because their own homes and livelihood had been destroyed earlier in the war, thus leaving them with little option. Peter Hagendorf joined Wallenstein’s army that would invade Brandenburg in 1627 because he ‘was totally destitute’. His diary is as interesting for its concentration on his and his family’s battles for survival as for the fact that it hardly mentions actual combat. He married twice during the war, his wives becoming camp followers, and of their nine children only two survived. He describes marching from Neustettin to Spandau through a Brandenburg countryside that was well supplied but that apparent prosperity would not last.33

Berlin’s nemesis, however, came not with the Emperor’s Catholic armies but from the Protestant Swedish army under its able if ruthless king, Gustavus Adolphus. He was also married to George William’s sister, but Swedish national ambition seems to have taken precedence over family loyalty. Gustavus Adolphus, having already invaded Poland, marched into Brandenburg and arrived in front of Berlin in June 1631. George William, having just got rid of Wallenstein’s men, tried his best to deter him. Gustavus Adolphus claimed that his brother-in-law had promised to cede Spandau to him and that he had reneged on his promise. He now trained his guns on Berlin while George William first sent out his wife and mother-in-law to negotiate. They had little success. Gustavus Adolphus argued – falsely but convincingly – that Berlin had been opened to Imperial troops so why should it not now be open to him? ‘All that I require,’ he said, ‘is security, a moderate sum of money, and provisions for my troops; in return I shall promise to protect [this] country.’34 It was one of the great lies in Berlin’s history. George William was forced to ride out to meet his brother-in-law at Köpenick, where in happier times Joachim II had built one of his several hunting lodges. Overawed by Gustavus Adolphus, and with no troops of his own (a lesson that would affect his successors for generations to come), George William could do little but place the resources of Brandenburg and the fortresses of Spandau and Küstrin at Gustavus Adolphus’s disposal, guarantee him a subsidy of 30,000 Reichsthalers a month and then proceed to get horribly drunk with him.35 What was given away so easily would result in a period of purgatory for Berlin: the Swedes occupied Berlin for three years, then between 1635 and 1638 the city was fought over almost constantly as the Swedes and the Imperial forces campaigned across the Mark.

Already wrecked from its occupation by the Imperial armies, the Swedes used Berlin as a campsite, extracting what little was left of value from a rapidly shrinking population. Gustavus Adolphus is usually judged as a great general but his control over his troops was wanting. Their favoured methods of extracting money from Berliners was either to sprinkle a child with gunpowder and then set light to them in front of their parents or to pour raw sewage down their throats; to this day, raw sewage is known in Berlin as the Swedish Drink. ‘For this,’ wrote Peter Thiele, an official from Beelitz, then a village just outside Berlin, ‘the robbers and murderers took a piece of wood and stuck it down a poor soul’s throat, stirring and pouring in water, to which they added sand and human excrement thus pitifully torturing the victims for their money. This befell a citizen of Beelitz, David Örttel… who died soon afterwards as a result.’36
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