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For eight w eeks in 1945, as B erlin fell to the R ussian arm y, a young w om an kept a daily record of life in
her apartm ent building and am ong its residents. "W ith bald honesty and brutal lyricism " (Elle), the
anonym ous author depicts her fellow  B erliners in all their hum anity, as w ell as their cravenness, corrupted
first by hunger and then by the R ussians. "Spare and unpredictable, m inutely observed and utterly free of
self-pity" (The Plain D ealer, C leveland), A  W om an in B erlin tells of the com plex relationship betw een
civilians and an occupying arm y and the sham eful indignities to w hich w om en in a conquered city are
alw ays subject--the m ass rape suffered by all, regardless of age or infirm ity.

A  W om an in B erlin stands as "one of the essential books for understanding w ar and life" (A . S. B yatt,
author of Possession).

ɊEvokes her situation w ith tense im m ediacy ... [it] is both an im portant w ork of social history and a
rem arkable hum an docum ent. The diarist's spirit rises from  the ashes of degradation as she reasserts her
belief in her ow n physical strength and, ultim ately, her w ish to surviveɋ - M ark B ostridge, Independent on
Sunday.

ɊA n extraordinary diary, an astounding piece of w riting that w e should be incredibly grateful survived . . .
it is raw  and as a result com pletely im possible to put dow n ... It is so rare to be able to read the m inutiae of
a w om an's µlife in such extraordinary circum stances. I couldn't tear m y eyes aw ay from  the pageɋ - V iv
G roskop, Sunday Express.

ɊR eading A  W om an in B erlin in one afternoon is an unnerving sensory experience: the w alls close in; the
air thickens, shrieks from  children playing nearby adopt a sinister air. This is an allenveloping book, a
lyrical personal journal ... it leaves a deep scarɋ - Sim on G arfield, O bserver.

ɊThis is a book that does not go aw ay w hen you've read the final page ... a gift of the utm ost value to
historians and students of the period. H er journalistic training is evident from  her econom y of language
and eye for the telling detail, but her extraordinary lack of self-pity is all her ow nɋ - C ressida C onnolly,
D aily Telegraph.

A  m ovie adaption w as done in 2008.



C ontents

IN TR O D U C TIO N
TR A N SLA TO R ɋS N O TE
FR ID A Y , 20 A PR IL 1945, 4P.M .
SA TU R D A Y , 21 A PR IL 1945, 2A .M .
SU N D A Y , 22 A PR IL 1945, 2A .M .
M O N D A Y , 23 A PR IL 1945, 9 A .M .
TU ESD A Y , 24 A PR IL 1945, A R O U N D  N O O N
W ED N ESD A Y , 25 A PR IL 1945, A FTER N O O N
TH U R SD A Y , 26 A PR IL 1945, 11 A .M .
FR ID A Y , 27 A PR IL 1945. D A Y  O F C A TA STR O PH E, W ILD  TU R M O IL Ɇ R EC O R D ED  O N

SA TU R D A Y  M O R N IN G
TU ESD A Y , 1 M A Y  1945, 3 P.M . LO O K IN G  B A C K  O N  SA TU R D A Y
LO O K IN G  B A C K  O N  SU N D A Y , 29 A PR IL 1945. R EC O R D ED  O N  TU ESD A Y , 1 M A Y
LO O K IN G  B A C K  O N  M O N D A Y , 30 A PR IL 1945. R EC O R D ED  O N  TU ESD A Y , 1 M A Y
TU ESD A Y , 1 M A Y  1945, A FTER N O O N
W ED N ESD A Y , 2 M A Y  1945, A N D  TH E R EST O F TU ESD A Y
TH U R SD A Y , 3 M A Y  1945, W ITH  TH E R EST O F W ED N ESD A Y
A T N IG H T, B ETW EEN  TH U R SD A Y  3 M A Y  A N D  FR ID A Y  4 M A Y
Looking back on Friday, 4 M ay. R ecorded on Saturday, 5 M ay
SA TU R D A Y , 5 M A Y  1945
SU N D A Y , 6 M A Y  1945
M O N D A Y , 7 M A Y  1945
TU ESD A Y , 8 M A Y  1945, W ITH  TH E R EST O F M O N D A Y
W ED N ESD A Y , 9 M A Y  1945, W ITH O U T TH E R EST O F TU ESD A Y
TH U R SD A Y , 10 M A Y  1945
FR ID A Y , 11 M A Y  1945
SA TU R D A Y , 12 M A Y  1945
SU N D A Y , 13 M A Y  1945
M O N D A Y , 14 M A Y  1945
TU ESD A Y , 15 M A Y  1945
W ED N ESD A Y , 16 M A Y  1945
TH U R SD A Y , 17 M A Y  1945
FR ID A Y , 18 M A Y  1945
SA TU R D A Y , 19 M A Y  1945
PEN TEC O ST, 20 M A Y  1945
M O N D A Y , 21 M A Y  1945
TU ESD A Y , 22 M A Y  1945
W ED N ESD A Y , 23 M A Y  1945
TH U R SD A Y , 24 M A Y  1945
FR ID A Y , 25 M A Y  1945
SA TU R D A Y , 26 M A Y  1945
SU N D A Y , 27 M A Y  1945
M O N D A Y , 28 M A Y  1945



TU ESD A Y , 29 M A Y  1945
W ED N ESD A Y , 30 M A Y  1945
TH U R SD A Y , 31 M A Y  1945
FR ID A Y , 1 JU N E 1945
SA TU R D A Y , 2 JU N E 1945
SU N D A Y , 3 JU N E 1945
M O N D A Y , 4 JU N E 1945
TU ESD A Y , 5 JU N E 1945
W ED N ESD A Y , 6 JU N E 1945
TH U R SD A Y , 7 JU N E 1945
FR ID A Y , 8 JU N E 1945
SA TU R D A Y , 9 JU N E 1945
SU N D A Y , 10 JU N E 1945
M O N D A Y , 11 JU N E 1945
TU ESD A Y , 12 JU N E 1945
W ED N ESD A Y , 13 JU N E 1945
TH U R SD A Y , 14 JU N E 1945
FR ID A Y , 15 JU N E 1945
FR O M  SA TU R D A Y , 16 JU N E TO  FR ID A Y , 22 JU N E 1945
A FTER W O R D  B Y  TH E G ER M A N  ED ITO R



IN T R O D U C T IO N

In the early hours of 16 A pril 1945, civilians in the eastern quarters of B erlin
w ere aw oken by a distant rolling thunder. The vibrations w ere so strong that
telephones began to ring on their ow n and pictures fell from  their hooks. W om en
em erged slow ly from  their apartm ents and exchanged m eaningful looks w ith
neighbours. They hardly needed to speak. The longɆaw aited Soviet offensive
had at last begun sixty m iles to their east.

O ne and a half m illion R ed A rm y soldiers of M arshal Zhukovɋs First
B elorussian Front w ere bursting out from  the bridgeheads on the w est bank of
the river O der. Facing them  w ere the desperate scrapings of the em battled Third
R eich: m ainly boys from  the H itler Y outh, old m en from  the V olkssturm , groups
of cadets from  Luftw affe m ilitary schools and a stiffening of veterans and SS.
They had little am m unition, hardly any shells for their artillery and insufficient
fuel for their few  rem aining arm oured vehicles. Y et G oebbels, the R eich
com m issar for the defence of B erlin as w ell as m inister of propaganda, had
declared that the line of the O der w as a w all on w hich the 'A siatic hordesɋ w ould
sm ash them selves. Surrender w as out of the question. H im m ler had just issued
orders that any G erm an m ale found in a house displaying a w hite flag be shot.
The propaganda m inistry organized graffiti squads, dressed as ordinary
G erm ans, to paint slogans such as: ɊW e w ill never surrender!ɋ and ɊProtect our
w om en and children from  the R ed beasts!ɋ

The argum ent for fighting on w as largely based on G oebbelsɋs ow n horror
propaganda of enem y atrocities, w hich for once turned out to be no
exaggeration. In the autum n of 1944, Soviet troops had m ade their first foray
into East Prussia, laying w aste to the village of N em m ersdorf before being
repulsed by a G erm an counterɆattack. G oebbels had rushed forw ard cam era
team s to film  the corpses of w om en and girls w ho had been raped and m urdered
by drunken R ed A rm y soldiers. The im ages on the N azi new sreels had been so
appalling that m any w om en presum ed they w ere part of a gross exaggeration by
the ɊProm iɋ, the propaganda m inistry. B ut then, in late January and early
February, after the m ain Soviet assault on East Prussia and Silesia, refugees
passing through B erlin recounted stories of rape, looting and m urder on a
terrifying scale. Y et m any B erlin w om en, w hile certain that such things
happened in the countryside and isolated com m unities, refused to believe that



m ass rape w as possible in the public view  of a capital city. O thers, increasingly
nervous, began rapidly to instruct young daughters in the facts of life just in case
the w orst happened.

B erlin at the tim e contained just over tw o m illion civilians, of w hom  the large
m ajority w ere w om en and children. It w as typical of the crazed irresponsibility
of the N azi regim e at this tim e that H itler rejected any idea of evacuating them
w hile there w as still tim e. H e openly disbelieved the m ilitary com m ander of
B erlin w ho told him  that there w ere 120,000 babies and infants left in the city
and no provisions for a supply of m ilk. C onsciously or unconsciously, H itler
appears to have im itated Stalinɋs refusal to all ow  the evacuation of civilians
from  Stalingrad in order to force his troops to defend the city m ore bravely.

This diary, w ritten by a 34ɆyearɆold journalist, begins on Friday, 20 A pril, four
days after the opening bom bardm ent. It w as H itlerɋs birthday. N azi flags w ere
raised over ruined edifices in the centre of the city, w here U S A ir Force Flying
Fortresses by day and R A F Lancasters by night had destroyed 90 percent of the
buildings. Signs erected in H itlerɋs honour proclaim ed: ɊThe Fighting C ity of
B erlin G reets the Fúhrer.ɋ Even H itlerɋs m ilitary staff had no idea how  close the
fighting w as. Soviet tank arm ies had now  sm ashed their w ay through the
G erm an defences and w ere starting to encircle the city. The first shells from
longɆrange artillery w ould land in the cityɋs northern suburbs that evening.

The diary, w hich filled tw o exercise books and a clothbound notebook,
continues for just over tw o m onths until 22 June. This period covers the
bom bardm ent, the brief streetfighting in m ost districts, H itlerɋs suicide on 30
A pril, the surrender of the last pockets of resistance on 2 M ay and then the
occupation of the city by the conquerors.

This diary w as first published anonym ously in 1954 in an English translation
in the U nited States and in B ritain in 1955 by Seeker &  W arburg. A  G erm an
language edition follow ed five years later in G eneva, and w as highly
controversial in G erm any. Som e accused it of Ɋbesm irching the honour of
G erm an w om enɋ. R ape and sexual collaboration for survival w ere taboo subjects
in that postɆw ar period, w hen m en firm ly reasserted their authority.

In 2003, A W om an in Berlin w as republished in a new  edition in G erm any by
H ans M agnus Enzensberger, one of G erm anyɋs m ost distinguished m en of
letters, in his D ie A ndere B ibliothek series for Eichhorn and w ho adds the
A fterw ord to this edition. It subsequently em erged that the decision to republish
follow ed the death of the anonym ous author in June 2001 at the age of ninety.



She had not w anted another edition during her lifetim e after the storm  it had
provoked. A  few  m onths after its republication, how ever, Jens B isky; a
prom inent journalist and critic, claim ed that he had discovered the identity of the
anonym ous diarist and nam ed her as M arta H iller. Enzensberger w as furious and
accused B isky of ɊSkandal journalism usɋ. Though other journalists agree w ith
B isky and feel certain that M arta H iller is the author, the only person to know  for
sure is H annelore M arek, literary executor of the estate, w ho has at no point
confirm ed it. B isky also cast certain doubts over the authenticity of the w ork, but
W alter K em pow ski, one of the m ost experienced editors of personal docum ents
from  the period, testified that he had exam ined all the original docum ents and
the first typescript and w as convinced that they w ere com pletely genuine.

It w as perhaps inevitable that doubts w ould be raised about this book,
especially after the scandal over the fake H itler D iaries. A nd the great bestseller
of the 1950s, Last Letters from  Stalingrad, w as found to be fictitious over forty
years after its first appearance. O n reading the earlier edition of this diary for the
first tim e in 1999, I instinctively com pared m y reactions to the Stalingrad letters,
w hich I had read five years before. I had becom e uneasy about the supposed
Stalingrad letters quite quickly. They w ere too good to be true. O ne, for
exam ple, m ilked the em otions w ith a letter about a G erm an concertɆpianist in
Stalingrad w hose fingers had been. broken. A s soon as I w as able to com pare the
published collection w ith genuine last letters from  Stalingrad in the G erm an and
R ussian. archives, I w as certain that they w ere false. Y et any suspicions I felt
obliged to raise about A W om an in Berlin w ere soon discarded. The truth lay in
the m ass of closely observed detail. The then anonym ous diarist possessed an
eye w hich w as so consistent and original that even the m ost im aginative novelist
w ould never have been able to reproduce her vision of events. Just as
im portantly, other accounts, both w ritten and oral, w hich I accum ulated during
m y ow n researchµ into the events in B erlin, certainly seem ed to indicate that
there w ere no false notes. O f course, it is possible that som e rew riting took place
after the event, but that is true of alm ost every published diary.

O ne of the reasons for questioning the diaryɋs authenticity is its literary m erit.
The im ages are often striking. For exam ple, the author describes young soldiers
Ɋw earing their cartridge belts like som e barbaric adornm entɋ. O ne m ight even
suspect the felicity of its construction. A ll the m ain them es of the book are
evoked in the first entry for 20 A pril. The civilians trapped in B erlin are
deprived of m eaningful new s, yet they know  that inform ation on the w estern
front, w here the A m ericans have just reached the line of the Ethe, is by then



irrelevant. ɊO ur fate is rolling in from  the east, ɋshe w rites. ɊIt w ill transform  the
clim ate, like another Ice A ge.ɋ Y et Ɋno one uses the w ord ɎR ussiansɏ any m ore.
It refuses to pass our lips. ɋShe also notes that attitudes tow ards possessions have
com pletely changed. People Ɋno longer distinguish clearly betw een their ow n
property and that of others.ɋ She finds a love letter w ritten to a previous tenant.
ɊA  passionate love letter, w hich I flushed dow n the toilet.(M ost of the tim e w e
still have w ater.) H eart, hurt, love, desire: how  foreign, how  distant these w ords
sound now . Evidently a sophisticated, discrim inating loveɆlife requires three
square m eals a day. M y sole concern as I w rite these lines is m y stom ach. A ll
thinking and feeling, all w ishes and hopes begin w ith food. ɋIn the queue at the
bakery that m orning she had heard rum ours of the R ed A rm y reducing the
population of Silesia to starvation. She also realizes that the lack of electricity
and gas has reduced m odern conveniences from  lights, cookers and hot w ater
boilers to useless objects. A t this m om ent w eɋre m arching backw ards in tim e.
C aveɆdw ellers.ɋ Soon, they are all looting stores and shops as the im m inent
Soviet onslaught and collapse of N azi pow er leaves society disintegrating into
com m unities based on each building.

The authorɋs character com es through clearly in her w riting. In contrast to the
totally closed m ind of N azi G leichschaltung, she w as liberal and openɆm inded.
She disliked the m indless xenophobia of the regim e as m uch as its m ilitary
m achism o. In her tw enties, she had travelled around Europe and had even visited
the Soviet U nion, w here she picked up a basic know ledge of R ussian. This w as
to prove vital once the R ed A rm y arrived. Everyone in the apartm ent building
cam e to her, expecting to be saved from  the depredations of usually drunken
soldiers. This put her in the front line. A part from  the bravery and resilience she
dem onstrated, her account reveals the close relationship betw een an enquiring
m ind and intellectual honesty. It is this quality w hich m akes the diary so
im pressive and so im portant.

The author is a brilliant observer of her fellow  m em bers of the basem ent
Ɋclanɋ, the strange com m unity transferred from  life above ground in their
apartm ents to a troglodyte existence in their com m unal airɆraid shelter. They
have buckets and every other form  of receptacle filled w ith w ater ready to put
out a fire, yet, if the building above them  w ere to burn, such precautions w ould
m ake little difference.

B ut the biggest fear is w hat w ill happen w hen the R ussians arrive. O ne
Ɋyoung m an in grey trousers and hornɆrim m ed glassesɋ, turns out on closer



inspection to be a w om an, hoping to save herself from  the attention of R ed A rm y
soldiers. O ther young w om en try to m ake them selves appear old and dirty in the
vain hope of repelling lust.

Still, the black hum our of B erliners resurfaces from  tim e to tim e. B efore
C hristm as, they had joked about that seasonɋs presents: ɊG ive som ething useful,
give a coffin.ɋ The other w itticism , soon out of date as the Soviet arm ies
surrounded B erlin, w as that optim ists w ere learning English and pessim ists
learning R ussian.

D eference to the N azi regim e collapses along w ith an adm inistration that can
no longer protect its subjects. R ation cards m ay still be stam ped, but only out of
bureaucratic habit. A lthough a few  diehards proclaim  their confidence in H itler,
even they no longer speak of the Fúhrer any m ore. They refer sim ply to Ɋheɋ and
Ɋhim ɋ. The propaganda m inistryɋs prem ises of victory and a bright future fool
nobody; yet m any still suffer from  that pow erful hum an desire for hope in the
face of all logic. The diarist is m ore realistic. She glim pses a few  G erm an
soldiers. ɊThat w as the first tim e I saw  real frontɆline m enɆ all of them  old. The
carts w ere pulled by Polish ponies, darkcoated in the rain. The only other freight
theyɋre hauling is hay. D oesnɋt look m uch like a B litzkrieg any m ore.ɋ

She is alw ays intrigued by paradox. ɊThese are strange tim es,ɋ she w rites.
ɊH istory experienced firsthand, the stuff for tales yet untold and songs unsung.
B ut seen up close, history is vexingɆ nothing but burdens and fears. Tom orrow
Iɋll go and look for nettles and get som e coal.ɋ

The only physical description of herself is: Ɋa paleɆfaced blonde alw ays
dressed in the sam e w inter coatɋ, yet she is m eticulous in recording her feelings
out of an alm ost forensic curiosity. Iɋve had to cope w ith m y fear of death. The
sym ptom s are alw ays the sam e. First, the sw eating beads up m y hairline, then I
feel som ething boring into m y spine, m y throat gets scratchy, m y m outh goes
dry, m y heart starts to skip. M y eyes are fixed on the chair leg opposite,
m em orizing every turned bulge and curve. It w ould be nice to be able to pray.ɋ
H er reason for w riting all this is quite sim ple. ɊIt does m e good, takes m y m ind
off things.ɋ She also thinks of show ing her account to her erstw hile fiancç, G erd,
Ɋif he com es backɋ.

O ne of the m ost im portant aspects of this diary is the careful and honest
reflections on rape in w ar. Just before the R ed A rm y arrives, Frau W . jokes in
the cellar: ɊB etter a R usski on top than a Y ank overhead.ɋ The diarist looks
around at the other w om en and girls, w ondering w ho is a virgin and w ho is not.
Soon afterw ards, w hen som ebody in the cellar ventures that perhaps the R ed



A rm y soldiers are not so bad after all, a refugee from  East Prussia scream s:
ɊTheyɋll find out all right.ɋ The cellar falls silent. They realize that the horrors
she has w itnessed and probably experienced w ere not just the ravings of the.
propaganda m inistry.

The diarist notes how  their language has coarsened. ɊThe w ord Ɏshitɏ rolls
easily off the tongue. Itɋs even said w ith satisfaction, as if by doing so w e could
expel our inner refuse. W e debase our language in expectation of the im pending
hum iliation.ɋ

W hen the R ed A rm y reaches their street on 27 A pril, they know  that the
m om ent of truth has arrived. ɊM y stom ach w as fluttering,ɋ she w rote after seeing
her first R ussians through the w indow . ɊI felt the w ay I had as a schoolgirl just
before a M aths exam Ɇ anxious and uneasy, w ishing that it w as already over.ɋ A t
first, things do not appear too bad. The soldiers in the street are playing w ith
bicycles they have found, trying to learn to ride them . She is asked if she has a
husband. It becom es a constant refrain. If she says she has, they ask w here he is.
If she says no, they ask if she w ants a R ussian husband, Ɋfollow ed by crude
flirtingɋ.

A ccording to a pattern, w hich alm ost all firsthand accounts confirm , the
soldiersɋ first interest is in looting w atches. M ost had five or six strapped round
each forearm . B ut once the evening cam e and they had drunk their ration of
vodka, the Ɋhunting partiesɋ began. The diarist m anages to save the bakerɋs w ife
from  rape in the cellar by fetching an officer w ho persuades them  to leave. H e
evidently has little authority to prevent such acts, and im m ediately after his
departure, the diarist is seized by the sam e m en. The w hole subject of m ass rape
in w ar is hugely controversial. Som e social historians argue that rape is a
strategy of w ar and that the act itself is one of violence, not sex. N either of these
theories are supported by events in G erm any in 1945. There have indeed been
cases of rape being used as a terror tactic in w ar Ɇ the Spanish C ivil W ar and
B osnia are tw o clear exam ples. B ut no docum ent from  the Soviet archives
indicates anything of the sort in 1945, Stalin w as m erely am used by the idea of
R ed A rm y soldiers having Ɋsom e funɋ after a hard w ar. M eanw hile, loyal
C om m unists and com m issars w ere taken aback and em barrassed by the m ass
rapes. O ne com m issar w rote that the Soviet propaganda of hatred had clearly not
w orked as intended. It should have instilled in Soviet soldiers a sense of disgust
at the idea of having sex w ith a G erm an w om an.

The argum ent that rape has m ore to do w ith violence than sex is a victim ɋs
definition of the crim e, not a full explanation of m ale m otive. C ertainly, the



rapes com m itted in 1945 Ɇ against old w om en, young w om en, even barely
pubescent girls Ɇ w ere acts of violence, an expression of revenge and hatred. B ut
not all of the soldiersɋ anger cam e in response to atrocities com m itted by the
W ehrm acht and the SS in the Soviet U nion. M any soldiers had been so
hum iliated by their ow n officers and com m issars during the four years of w ar
that they felt driven to expiate their bitterness, and G erm an w om en presented the
easiest target. Polish w om en and fem ale slave labourers in G erm any also
suffered.

M ore pertinent, R ussian psychiatrists have w ritten of the brutal Ɋbarracks
eroticism ɋ created by Stalinist sexual repression during the 1930s (w hich m ay
also explain w hy Soviet soldiers seem ed to need to get drunk before attacking
their victim s). M ost im portant, by the tim e the R ed A rm y reached B erlin, eyeɆ
w itness accounts and reports show  that revenge and indiscrim inate violence w ere
no longer the prim ary factors.

R ed A rm y soldiers selected their victim s m ore carefully, shining torches in
the faces of w om en in air raid shelters and cellars to find the m ost attractive. A
third stage then developed, w hich the diarist also describes, w here G erm an
w om en developed inform al agreem ents w ith a particular soldier or officer, w ho
w ould protect them  from  other rapists and feed them  in return for sexual
com pliance. A  few  of these relationships even developed into som ething deeper,
m uch to tile dism ay of the Soviet authorities and the outrage of w ives at hom e.

For obvious reasons it has never been possible to calculate the exact figure of the
num ber of rape victim s in 1945. A  general estim ate given is tw o m illion G erm an
w om en, this figure excludes Polish w om en and even Soviet w om en and girls
brought to G erm any for slave labour by the W ehrm acht. B ut the figures for
B erlin are probably the m ost reliable in all of G erm any Ɇ betw een 95,000 and
130,000, according to the tw o leading hospitals. These can hardly be inflated
figures if one takes into account that at least a dozen w om en and girls w ere
raped in the single m edium Ɇsized apartm ent block w here the author lived. Som e
pockets in the city escaped com pletely, but not that m any w hen one considers
that over a m illion troops w ere either billeted in the city or passed through it.
M ost w anted w hat they saw  as their share of loot in one form  or another.

A  num ber of victim s, as the diary indicates, suffered grave psychological
dam age, but the author and the w idow  she com es to live w ith instinctively see
the best m eans of selfɆpreservation. ɊSlow ly but surely w eɋre starting to view  all
the raping w ith a sense of hum our,ɋ she w rites. ɊG allow s hum our.ɋ The w idow



jokes to everyone they m eet about the com plim ent she w as paid by one rapist
w ho declared that she w as m uch better than any U krainian w om an. The authorɋs
sense of hum our is drier. She finally m anages to w ash her sheets. ɊThey needed
it,ɋ she notes, Ɋafter all those booted guests.ɋ

R ape in w ar is a Ɋcollective experienceɋ, she also observes, as opposed to in
peacetim e w hen it is individual. ɊEach w om an helps the other, by speaking about
it, airing her w oes.ɋ B ut, as she soon found out the m ale half of the G erm an
population w anted the subject to be buried. ɊThese days I keep noticing how  m y
feelings tow ards m en are changing,ɋ she w rites as H itlerɋs regim e collapses. ɊW e
feel sorry for them , they seem  so m iserable and pow erless. The w eaker sex.
D eep dow n w e w om en are experiencing a kind of collective disappointm ent. The
N azi w orld Ɇ ruled by m en, glorifying the strong m anɆ is beginning to crum ble,
and w ith it the m yth of ɎM anɏ. That has transform ed us, em boldened us. A m ong
the m any defeats at the end of this w ar is the defeat of the m ale sex.ɋ H er
optim ism  proved sadly prem ature. The late 1940s and the 1950s, after the m en
returned from  prison cam ps, w ere a sexually repressive era in w hich husbands
reasserted their authority. W om en w ere forbidden to m ention the subject of rape
as if it som ehow  dishonoured their m en w ho w ere supposed to have defended
them . It rem ained taboo until the late 1980s, w hen a younger generation of
w om en started to encourage their m others and grandm others to speak about their
experiences.

A W om an in Berlin is a w ar diary unlike any other. This is a victim ɋs eye
view , a w om anɋs perspective of a terrifying onslaught on a civilian population.
Y et her account is characterized by its courage, its stunning intellectual honesty
and its uncom m on pow ers of observation and perception. This book is one of the
m ost im portant personal accounts ever w ritten about the effects of w ar and
defeat. It is also one of the m ost revealing pieces of social history im aginable.

A ntony B eevor, 2004



T R A N SL A T O R ɋS N O T E

This translation, like every other, m ust reckon w ith certain challenges. Local
terrain fam iliar to the author is foreign to us: streets and districts, outlying tow ns,
and even the specific architecture of apartm ent buildings, w hich in B erlin are
frequently built around a courtyard, w ith shops at street level, below  the
residences. In conveying this topography I have tried to m ake it as accessible as
possible w hile preserving a sense of place. M ost nam es of places and streets
have been kept in G erm an (M úncheberg, B erliner Strasse), although a few
(Landw ehr C anal instead of Landw ehrkanal) have been anglicized for clarity.
The district Rathaus is identified once as a tow n hall and rem ains ɎR athaus.ɏ
M ost m ilitary term s have been rendered w ith the U K  equivalent (sub lieutenant),
although som e N aziɆera form ations have been kept in G erm an (Schutzpolizei,
V olkssturm .) Schnaps is a generic w ord for certain distilled spirits and has been
variously translated as Ɏliquor,ɏ Ɏbrandy,ɏ or Ɏvodka,ɏ depending on the context.
R ussian w ords have been transliterated, w ith any necessary translations provided
in the text.
Philip B oehm



This chronicle w as begun on the day w hen Berlin first saw  the face of w ar.



FR ID A Y , 20 A PR IL  1945, 4P.M .

It's true: the w ar is rolling tow ards B erlin. W hat w as yesterday a distant rum ble
has now  becom e a constant roar. W e breathe the din; our ears are deafened to all
but the heaviest guns. W e've long given up trying to figure out w here they are
positioned. W e are ringed in by barrels, and the circle is grow ing sm aller by the
hour.

N ow  and then w hole hours pass in eerie silence. Then, all of a sudden, you
rem em ber that it's spring. C louds of lilac perfum e drift over from  untended
gardens and go w afting through the charred ruins of apartm ent houses. O utside
the cinem a, the acacia stum p is foam ing over w ith green. The gardeners m ust
have snatched a few  m inutes betw een sirens to dig at their allotm ent plots,
because there's freshly turned earth around the garden sheds up and dow n
B erliner Strasse. O nly the birds seem  suspicious of this particular A pril: there's
not a single sparrow  nesting in the gutters of our roof.

A  little before three o'clock the new spaper w agon drove up to the kiosk. Tw o
dozen people w ere already w aiting for the deliverym an, w ho im m ediately
vanished in a flurry of hands and coins. G erda, the concierge's daughter,
m anaged to grab a few  'evening editions', and let m e have one. It's not a real
paper any m ore, just a kind of new sɆsheet printed on tw o sides and dam p on
both. The first thing I read as I w ent on m y w ay w as the W ehrm acht report. N ew
place nam es: M úncheberg, Seelow , B uchholz Ɇ they sound aw fully close, like
from  som ew here in the B randenburg M ark. I barely glanced at the new s from  the
w estern front. W hat does it m atter to us now ? O ur fate is rolling in from  the east
and it w ill transform  the clim ate, like another Ice A ge. People ask w hy,
torm enting them selves w ith pointless questions. B ut I just w ant to focus on
today, the task at hand.

Little groups m illing around the kiosk, people w ith pasty faces, m urm uring.
'Im possible, w ho w ould have thought it w ould com e to this?'
'There's not one of us here didn't have at least a shred of hope.'
'N othing the likes of us can do about it.'
The talk turns to w estern G erm any: 'They've got it good. For them  it's over

and done w ith.' N o one uses the w ord 'R ussians' any m ore. It refuses to pass our
lips.

B ack in the attic apartm ent. I can't really call it a hom e, I no longer have a



hom e. N ot that the furnished room  I w as bom bed out of w as really m ine either.
A ll the sam e, I'd filled it w ith six years of m y life. W ith m y books and pictures
and the hundreds of things you accum ulate along the w ay. M y starfish from  that
last peacetim e sum m er on N orderney. The kilim  G erd brought m e from  Persia.
M y dented alarm  clock. Photos, old letters, m y zither, coins from  tw elve
different countries, a piece of knitting that I'd started. A ll the souvenirs, the old
skins and shells Ɇthe residue and w arm  debris of lived in years.

N ow  that it's gone and all I have is a sm all suitcase w ith a handful of clothes,
I feel naked, w eightless. Since I ow n nothing, I can lay claim  to everything Ɇ this
unfam iliar attic apartm ent for instance. W ell, it's not entirely unfam iliar. The
ow ner is a form er colleague, and I w as a frequent guest before he w as called up.
In keeping w ith the tim es, w e used to barter w ith each other: his canned m eat
from  D enm ark for m y French cognac, m y French soap for the stockings he had
from  Prague. A fter I w as bom bed out I m anaged to get hold of him  to tell him
the new s, and he said I could m ove in here. Last I heard he w as in V ienna w ith a
W ehrm acht censorship unit. W here he is now ...? N ot that attic apartm ents are
m uch in dem and these days. W hat's m ore, the roof leaks as m any of the tiles
have been shattered or blow n aw ay.

I keep w andering around these three room s, but I can't find any peace. I have
system atically searched every single cup board and draw er for anything usable,
in other w ords, som ething to eat, drink or burn. U nfortunately there isn't m uch.
Frau W eiers, w ho used to clean the place, m ust have beaten m e to it. These days
everything is up for grabs. People no longer feel so closely tied to things, they no
longer distinguish clearly betw een their ow n property and that of others.

I found a letter w edged inside a draw er, addressed to the real tenant. I felt
asham ed for reading it, but I read it all the sam e. A  passionate love letter, w hich
I flushed dow n the toilet. (M ost of the tim e w e still have w ater.) H eart, hurt,
love, desire: how  foreign, how  distant these w ords sound now . evidently a
sophisticated, discrim inating loveɆlife requires three square m eals a day. M y
sole concern as I w rite these lines is m y stom ach. A ll thinking and feeling, all
w ishes and hopes begin w ith food.

Tw o hours later. The gas is running on a tiny. dying flicker. The potatoes
have been cooking for hours. The m ost m iser able potatoes in the country, only
good for distilling into liquor, they turn to m ush and taste like cardboard. I
sw allow ed one halfɆraw . I've been stuffing m yself since early this m orning.
W ent to B olle's to use up the paleɆblue m ilk coupons G erd sent m e for
C hristm as. N ot a m om ent too soonɆ I got the last drops. The salesw om an had to



tilt the can, she said there'd be no m ore m ilk com ing into B erlin. That m eans
children are going to die.

I drank a little of the m ilk right there on the street. Then, back at hom e, I
w olfed dow n som e porridge and chased it w ith a crust of bread. In theory I've
eaten better than I have in ages. In practice, the hunger is gnaw ing aw ay at m e
like a savage beast. Eating just m ade m e hungrier than ever. I'm  sure there's
som e scientific explanation. Som ething about food stim ulating the digestive
juices and m aking them  crave m ore. N o sooner do they get going than the
lim ited supply is already digested, and they start to rum ble.

R um m aging through the few  books ow ned by the tenant of this apartm ent
(w here I also found the blank notebook I'm  using to w rite this), I turned up a
novel. The setting is English aristocratic, w ith sentences like: 'She cast a fleeting
glance at her untouched m eal, then rose and left the table.' Ten lines later I found
m yself m agnetically draw n back to that sentence. I m ust have read it a dozen
tim es before I caught m yself scratching m y nails across the print, as if the
untouched m eal w hich had just been described in detailɆ w as really there and I
could physically scrape it out of the book. A  sure sign of insanity. O nset of m ild
delusions brought on by lack of food. I'm  sorry I don't have H am sun's H unger to
read up on the subject. O f course, I couldn't read it even if I hadn't been bom bed
out, since som ebody snatched m y copy right out of m y shop ping bag over tw o
years ago in the U ɆB ahn. It had a raffia cover, evidently the pickpocket m istook
it for a rationɆcard holder. Poor m an! H e m ust have been a very disappointed
thief! I'm  sure H am sun w ould enjoy hearing that story.

m orning gossip at the baker's: 'W hen they get here they'll go through the
apartm ents and take w hatever they can find to eat... D on't expect them  to give us
a thing... They've w orked it all out, the G erm ans are going to have to starve for
tw o m onths... People in Silesia are already running around the w oods digging up
roots... C hildren are dying... O ld people are eating grass like anim als.'

So m uch for the vox populi Ɇ no one know s anything for sure. There's no
Vôlkischer Beobachter on the stairs any m ore. N o Frau W eiers com ing up to
read m e the headlines about rape over breakfast. 'O ld W om an of Seventy
D efiled. N un V iolated Tw entyɆFour Tim es.' (I w onder w ho w as counting?)
That's exactly w hat they sound like, too, those headlines. A re they supposed to
spur the m en of B erlin to protect and defend us w om en? R idiculous. Their only
effect is to send thousands m ore helpless w om en and children running out of
tow n, jam m ing the roads heading w est, w here they're likely to starve or die
under fire from  enem y planes. W henever she read the paper, Frau W eiers's eyes



w ould get big and glaze over. Som ething in her actually enjoyed that brand of
horror. Either that or her unconscious w as just happy it hadn't happened to her.
B ecause she is afraid, I know  for a fact she w anted to get aw ay. I haven't seen
her since the day before yesterday.

O ur radio's been dead for four days. O nce again w e see w hat a dubious
blessing technology really is. M achines w ith no intrinsic value, w orthless if you
can't plug them  in som ew here. B read, how ever, is absolute. C oal is absolute.
A nd gold is gold w hether you're in R om e, Peru or B reslau. B ut radios, gas
stoves, central heating, hot plates, all these gifts of the m odern age Ɇ they're
nothing but dead w eight if the pow er goes out. A t the m om ent w e're m arching
backw ards in tim e. C ave dw ellers.

Friday, probably around 7p.m . W ent for one last quick ride on the tram
headed for the R athaus. The air is full of rolling and rum bling, the constant
thunder of heavy guns. The tram  conductress sounded pathetic, shouting over the
din. I studied the other passengers. Y ou could read in their faces w hat they
w eren't saying out loud. W e've turned into a nation of m utes. People don't talk to
one another except w hen they're safe in their basem ents. W hen's the next tim e
I'll ride a tram ? W ill I ever? They've been pestering us w ith these C lass I and
C lass II tickets for the past several w eeks, and now  the new sɆsheet says that as
of tom orrow  only people w ith the red C lass III tickets w ill be allow ed to use
public transportation. That's about one in four hundredɆ in other w ords no one,
w hich m eans that's it.

A  cold evening, dry taps. M y potatoes are still sim m ering on the tiny gas
flam e. I poked around and m anaged to fill som e shopping bags w ith split peas,
pearl barley, flour and ersatz coffee, then stashed the bags in a box. M ore
luggage to drag dow n to the basem ent. A fter I'd tied it all up I realized I'd
forgotten the salt. The body can't do w ithout salt, at least not for long. A nd w e'll
probably be holed up dow n there for a w hile.

Friday, 11p.m ., by the light of an oil lam p in the basem ent, m y notebook on m y
knees. A round 10p.m . there w as a series of three or four bom bs. The airɆraid
siren started scream ing. A pparently it has to be w orked m anually now . N o light.
R unning dow nstairs in the dark, the w ay w e've been doing ever since Tuesday.
W e slip and stum ble. Som ew here a sm all handɆoperated dynam o is w hirring
aw ay, it casts giant shadow s on the w all of the stairw ell. W ind is blow ing
through the broken panes, rattling the blackout blinds. N o one pulls them  dow n
any m ore Ɇw hat's the point?



Shuffling feet. Suitcases banging into things. Lutz Lehm ann scream ing,
'M utti!' To get to the basem ent shelter w e have to cross the street to the side
entrance, clim b dow n som e stairs, then go along a corridor and across a square
courtyard w ith stars overhead and aircraft buzzing like hornets. Then dow n som e
m ore stairs, through m ore doors and corridors. Finally w e're in our shelter,
behind an iron door that w eighs a hundred pounds, w ith rubber seals around the
edges and tw o levers to lock it shut. The official term  is airɆraid shelter. W e call
it cave, underw orld, catacom b of fear, m ass grave.

The ceiling is supported by a forest of rough tim bers. Y ou can sm ell the resin
despite the closeness of the air. Every evening old H err Schm idt Ɇ C urtainm an
Schm idt Ɇ launches into a structural analysis to dem onstrate that the forest w ill
hold up even if the building overhead collapsesɆ assum ing that it collapses at a
certain angle and distributes its w eight in a certain w ay. The landlord, w ho
should know  about that kind of thing, isn't around to tell us. H e took off to B ad
Em s and is now  an A m erican.

In any case, the people here are convinced that their cave is one of the safest.
There's nothing m ore alien than an unknow n shelter. I've been com ing here for
nearly three m onths and still feel like a stranger. Every place has its ow n set of
quirks and regulations. In m y old basem ent they w ere obsessed w ith having
w ater on hand in case of fire. W herever you turned you bum ped into pots and
pails and buckets and barrels full of m urky fluid. A nd still the building burned
like a torch. Y ou m ight as w ell have spit on the fire for all that w ater w ould have
done.

Frau W eiers told m e that in her shelter it's the lungs. A t the first sound of a
bom b they all bend forw ard and take very shallow  breaths, their hands pressed
against their bodies. Som eone told them  this w ould help prevent burst lungs.
H ere in this basem ent they're all fixated on the w alls. They sit w ith their backs
against the outside w all Ɇ except in front of the ventilation flap. A t the first
explosion they m ove on to the next obsession: cloths Ɇ everyone has a cloth
handy, to w rap around their m ouths and noses and then tie behind their heads. I
haven't seen that in any other basem ent. I don't know  how  the cloths are
supposed to help. Still, if it m akes people feel better!

A part from  these ticks it's the usual cave dw ellers on the usual chairs, w hich
range from  kitchen stools to brocade arm  chairs. W e're m ostly upper and low er
m iddle class, w ith a sprinkling of w orkers. I look around and take stock.

First is the baker's w ife, tw o plum p red cheeks sw addled in a lam bskin collar.
Then the pharm acist's w idow , w ho finished a training course in first aid and w ho



som etim es lays out cards on tw o chairs pushed together and reads them  for the
other w om en. Frau Lehm ann, w hose husband is m issing in the east Ɇ and w ho is
now  a pillow  for the sleeping infant on her arm  and fourɆyearɆold Lutz asleep
on her lap, his shoelaces dangling. The young m an in grey trousers and hornɆ
rim m ed glasses w ho on closer inspection turns out to be a young w om an. Three
elderly sisters, all dressm akers, huddled together like a big black pudding. The
refugee girl from  K ônigsberg in East Prussia, w earing the few  old rags she's
m anaged to piece together. Then there's Schm idt, w ho w as bom bed out and
reassigned here, Schm idt the curtain w hole saler w ithout curtains, alw ays
chatting aw ay despite his years. The bookselling husband and w ife w ho spent
several years in Paris and often speak French to each other in low  voices...

I've just been listening to a w om an of forty w ho w as bom bed out of her hom e
in A dlershof and m oved in here w ith her m other. A pparently a highɆexplosive
bom b buried itself in her neighbour's garden and com pletely dem olished her ow n
house, w hich she had bought w ith her savings. The pig she'd been fattening up
w as flung all the w ay into the rafters. 'It w asn't fit to eat after that.' The m arried
couple next door to her also m et their m aker. People retrieved w hat parts of them
they could from  the rubble of the building and the m ess in the garden. The
funeral w as very nice. A n allɆm ale choir from  the Tailors' G uild sang at the
graveside. B ut every thing ended in confusion w hen the sirens cut in during the
R ock of A ges and the gravediggers had to practically throw  the coffin in the
ground. Y ou could hear the contents bum ping about inside. A nd now  for the
punchline, the narrator chuckling in advance, although so far her story hasn't
been all that funny: A nd im agine Ɇ three days later their daughter is going
through the garden looking for anything of use, and right behind the rain barrel
she stum bles on one of her papa's arm s.'

A  few  people give a brief laugh, but m ost don't. I w onder: did they bury the
arm  as w ell?

C ontinuing w ith m y inventory. A cross from  m e is an elderly gentlem an, a
businessm an, w rapped in blankets and sw eating feverishly. N ext to him  is his
w ife, w ho speaks w ith a sharp H am burg 's', and their eighteenɆyearɆold
daughter, w hom  they call Stinchen, w ith the sam e 's'. Then com es the blonde
w ho w as recently reassigned here and w hom  no one know s, holding hands w ith
her lodger w hom  no one know s either. The scraw ny retired postm aster and his
w ife, w ho is forever lugging around an artificial leg m ade of nickel, leather and
w ood Ɇ a partial Pieti. since its ow ner, their oneɆlegged son, is (or w as, nobody
know s for sure) in a m ilitary hospital in B reslau. The hunchbacked doctor of



chem istry from  the soft drink com pany, slum ped over in his arm chair like a
gnom e. Then the concierge's fam ily: a m other, tw o daughters and a fatherless
grandson. Erna and H enni from  the bakery, w ho are staying w ith their em ployer
because it w as im possible for them  to m ake their w ay hom e. A ntoine the B elgian
w ith his curly black hair, w ho puts on a big show  of being a baker's apprentice
and has som ething going w ith H enni. The land lord's housekeeper, w ho got left
behind, and w ho in open defiance of all airɆraid regulations is carrying an aging
fox terrier. A nd then there's m e, a paleɆ faced blonde alw ays dressed in the sam e
w inter coatɆ w hich I m anaged to save just by chanceɆ w ho w as em ployed in a
publishing house until it shut dow n last w eek and sent its em ployees on leave
'until further notice'.

O ne or tw o other people, colourless, unrem arkable. A  com m unity of discards,
unw anted at the front, rejected by the V olkssturm , the civil defence. A  few  of
our group are m issing: the baker w ho's gone out to his allotm ent plot to bury his
silver (he's the only one in the building w ith a red C lass III ticket), and Frâulein
B ehn, a brash spinster w ho w orks in the post office, w ho just raced off to get
today's new sɆsheet during a lull in the bom bing. A nother w om an left for
Potsdam  to bury seven of her fam ily w ho died in the heavy bom bardm ent there.
The engineer from  the third floor is also absent, along w ith his w ife and son.
Last w eek he boarded a barge that w as to take him  and his household goods
along the M ittelland C anal to B raunschw eig, w here his arm am ents factory has
been m oved. The entire w orkforce is heading for the centre of the country. It
m ust be dangerously overpopulatedɆ unless the Y anks have already arrived. W e
no longer know  a thing.

M idnight. N o pow er. A n oil lam p is sm oking aw ay on the beam  above m e. A
sudden surge in the constant drone outside sets off our m ania, and w e all w rap
our cloths around our m ouths and noses. A  ghostly Turkish harem , a gallery of
half veiled death m asks. O nly our eyes are alive.



SA T U R D A Y , 21 A PR IL  1945, 2A .M .

B om bs that m ade the w alls shake. M y fingers are still trem bling as I hold m y
pen. Iɋm  covered in sw eat as if from  hard labour. B efore m y building w as hit I
used to go dow n to the shelter and eat thick slices of bread w ith butter. B ut since
the night I helped dig out people w hoɋd been buried in the rubble, Iɋve been
preoccupied, forced to cope w ith m y fear of death. The sym ptom s are alw ays the
sam e. First the sw eat beads up around m y hairline, then I feel som ething boring
into m y spine, m y throat gets scratchy, m y m outh goes dry, m y heart starts to
skip. Iɋve fixed m y eyes on the chair leg opposite, and am  m em orizing every
turned bulge and curve. It w ould be nice to be able to pray. The brain clings to
set phrases, fragm ents of sentences: ɊPass lightly through this w orld, for it is
nothingɋ... Ɋand each one falls as G od desiresɋ... ɊN oli tim ere...ɋ A nd so on, until
this w ave of bom bers passes.

A s if on com m and, everyone starts chattering feverishly, laughing, joking,
shouting over one another. Frâulein B ehn steps up w ith the new ssheet and reads
G oebbelsɋs speech in honour of the Fúhrerɋs birthday (the date had slipped m ost
of our m inds). She reads w ith a new  intonation, a m ocking, sarcastic voice w e
havenɋt heard dow n here before: ɊG olden fields of grain... a people at peace...ɋ
ɊH ow  about that,ɋ say the people from  B erlin. ɊThat w ould be nice!ɋ H ighɆblow n
phrases that now  fall on deaf ears.

Three in the m orning. The basem ent is dozing aw ay, several allɆclears sound,
im m ediately follow ed by new  alarm s. N o bom bs, though. Iɋm  w riting. It does
m e good, takes m y m ind off things. A nd G erd needs to read this if he com es
back Ɇ if heɋs still Ɇ no, cross that out, I m ustnɋt jinx things.

The girl w ho looks like a young m an just snuck up and asked w hat Iɋm
w riting: ɊN othing special. Just som e private scribbling. G ives m e som ething to
do.ɋ

A fter the earlier w ave of bom bs ɊSiegism undɋ turned up, an elderly
gentlem an from  the neighbourhood. H is nicknam e com es from  Sieg, victory: he
keeps talking about the victory at hand, the certain victory. Sieg this and Sieg
that, w hich is presum ably w hy he w as kicked out of his ow n basem ent.
Siegism und genuinely believes that salvation is at hand, and that Ɋthat m anɋ (as
w e now  call A .H .) know s exactly w hat heɋs doing. W henever he talks the people



sitting nearby exchange silent, m eaningful glances. N o one challenges
Siegism und. W ho w ants to argue w ith a m adm an? B esides, m adm en can be
dangerous. The only person w ho agrees w ith him  is the conciergeɋs w ife, and
she is fervent in her support, pronouncing through her fangɆlike teeth that you
can count on Ɋthat m anɋ as if he w ere G od him self.

N ine in the m orning, up in the attic apartm ent. (I can only guess at these tim es,
as long as thereɋs no clock in sight m y life is tim eless.) G rey m orning, pouring
rain. Iɋm  w riting on the w indow sill, using it as a standing desk. The allɆclear
sounded shortly after three. I cam e upstairs, took off m y shoes, slipped out of m y
dress and collapsed onto m y bed, w hich is alw ays turned back and ready. Five
hours of deep sleep. The gas is out.

Just counted m y cash: 452 m arks. N o idea w hat Iɋll do w ith all that m oney Ɇ
the only things left to buy cost no m ore than a few  pfennigs. I also have about a
thousand in the bank, again because thereɋs nothing to buy. (W hen I opened that
account, in the first year of the w ar, I w as still thinking of saving for peacetim e,
m aybe even taking a trip around the w orld. That w as a long, long tim e ago.)
R ecently people have been running to the bank Ɇ assum ing they can find one
thatɋs still open Ɇ to w ithdraw  their m oney. W hat for? If w e go dow n, the m ark
goes w ith us. A fter all, m oney, at least paper m oney, is only a fiction and w onɋt
have any value if the central bank collapses. Indifferent, I run m y thum b over the
w ad of bills, w hich probably w onɋt be w orth anything except as souvenirs.
Snapshot of a by gone era. I assum e the victors w ill bring their ow n currency and
let us have som e. O r else theyɋll print som e kind of m ilitary scrip Ɇ unless they
decide not to give us even that, and force us to w ork just for a helping of soup.

N oontim e. Endless rain. W alked to Parkstrasse and got som e m ore paper m oney
to add to m y w ad of souvenirs. The head clerk paid m e last m onthɋs salary and
m ade m y Ɋvacationɋ official. The w hole publishing house has dissolved into thin
air. The em ploym ent office has also breathed its last, no one is looking for help
any m ore. So for the m om ent w eɋre all our ow n bosses.

B ureaucracy strikes m e as a fairɆw eather m end. The w hole civil service shuts
dow n at the first sign of shrapnel. (B y the w ay, itɋs very peaceful just now .
A larm ingly peaceful.) W eɋre no longer being governed. A nd still, everyw here
you look, in every basem ent, som e kind of order alw ays em erges. W hen m y
house w as hit I saw  how  even people w hoɋd been injured or traum atized or
buried in the rubble w alked aw ay in an orderly m anner. The forces of order



prevail in this basem ent as w ell, a spirit that regulates, organizes, com m ands. It
has to be in our nature. People m ust have functioned that w ay as far back as the
Stone A ge. H erd instinct, a m echanism  for preservation of the species. W ith
anim als they say itɋs alw ays the m ales, the lead bull, the lead stallion. B ut in our
basem ent lead m ares w ould be closer to the truth. Frâulein B ehn is a lead m are,
so is the w om an from  H am burg, w ho keeps very calm . Iɋm  not one, and I w asnɋt
in m y old basem ent either. B esides, back there w e had a lead bull bellow ing
around, dom inating the field, a retired m ajor w ho brooked no rivals. I alw ays
hated having to huddle together dow n there, alw ays tried to find a com er of m y
ow n to sleep in. B ut w hen the herd leader calls I follow  w illingly.

I w alked alongside the tram . I couldnɋt get on, since I donɋt have a C lass III
ticket. A nd it w as nearly em pty, too, I counted eight passengers in the car.
M eanw hile hundreds of people w ere trudging right next to it in the pouring rain,
even though the tram  could easily have picked them  up Ɇ it has to run anyw ay.
B ut no Ɇ see above under: O rder. Itɋs rooted deep inside us, w e do as w e are told.

I bought som e rolls in the bakery. The shelves still appear to be stocked, you
donɋt see any panicɆbuying. A fter that I w ent to the rationɆcard office. Today
they w ere stam ping potato coupons 75 to 77 for people w ith m y last initial. The
line w ent surprisingly quickly, although there w ere only tw o w om en on duty
w ith rubber stam ps, instead of the usual group. They didnɋt even look at the
coupons, just stam ped them  autom atically, like m achines. W hy all this
stam ping? N o one know s, but w e all go there, assum ing that thereɋs som e sense
in it. The last group Ɇ X  to ZɆ is to report on 28 A pril, according to the posted
schedule.

C arts covered w ith sopping w et canvas w ere trundling through the rain into
the city. U nder the tarpaulins are soldiers. That w as the first tim e Iɋd seen m en
from  the real front line Ɇ dirty, greyɆbearded, all of them  old. The carts w ere
pulled by Polish ponies, darkɆcoated in the rain. The only other freight theyɋre
hauling is hay. D oesnɋt look m uch like a m otorized B litzkrieg any m ore.

O n the w ay hom e I w ent behind the black ruins w here Professor K  used to
live and broke into his abandoned garden, w here I picked several crocuses and
tore off som e lilac branches. Took som e to Frau G olz, w ho used to live in m y
old apartm ent building. W e sat across from  each other at her copper table and
talked. O r rather, w e shouted above the gun fire that had just resum ed. Frau
G olz, her voice breaking: ɊW hat flow ers, w hat lovely flow ers.ɋ The tears w ere
running dow n her face. I felt terrible as w ell. B eauty hurts now . W eɋre so full of
death.



This m orning I w ondered how  m any dead people Iɋve seen in m y life. The
first w as H err Scherm ann. I w as five at the tim e, he w as seventy, silverɆw hite
hair on w hite silk, candles at his head, raised casket, the w hole scene full of
m eaning. So death, then, w as som ething solem n and beautiful. A t least until
1928, w hen H ilde and K âte P. show ed m e their brother H ans w hoɋd died the day
before. H e lay on the sofa like a bundle of rags, a blue scarf tied high around his
chin, his knees bent Ɇ a piece of dirt, a nothing. Later cam e m y ow n dead
relatives, blue fingernails am ong the flow ers and rosaries. Then the m an in Paris
w hoɋd been run over and w as lying in a pool of blood. A nd the frozen m an on
the M oskva river.

D ead people, yes, but Iɋve never seen anyone actually die. I expect that w onɋt
be long in com ing. N ot that I think it could happen to m e. Iɋve had so m any
narrow  escapes, I feel I lead a charm ed life. Thatɋs probably the w ay m ost
people feel. H ow  else could they be in such high spirits, surrounded by so m uch
death? W hatɋs clear is that every threat to your life boosts your vitality. M y ow n
flam e is stronger, Iɋm  burning m ore fiercely than before the air raids. Each new
day of life is a day of trium ph. Y ouɋve survived once again. Y ouɋre defiant. O n
one hand you stand taller, but at the sam e tim e your feet are planted m ore firm ly
on the ground. W hen the first bom bs started to hit I rem em bered a verse from
H orace, w hich I pencilled on the w all of m y room .

Si fractus illabatur orbis,
Im pavidum  ferient ruinae

Should N atureɋs pillarɋd fram e give w ay,
that w reck w ould strike one fearless head

B ack then you could still w rite to people abroad. I quoted those lines in a letter
to m y friends the D s in Stockholm , flexing m y m uscles Ɇ in part to m ake m yself
feel strongɆ by telling them  how  intense it w as to live here am id all the danger. I
felt a kind of forbearance w riting that, as if I w ere an adult initiated into the deep
secrets of life, speaking to innocent children in need of protection.



SU N D A Y , 22 A PR IL  1945, 2A .M .

I w as upstairs in bed, dozing aw ay as the w ind blew  through the shattered panes.
I had a brick at m y feet that had taken hours to w arm  over a tiny gas flam e.
A round 8p.m . Frau Lehm ann knocked on the door. ɊC om e on dow n, the alarm s
are out, no sirens any m ore. Everybody else is already in the basem ent.ɋ

A  breakneck rush dow n the stairs. I w as scared to death w hen m y heel got
caught on the edge of a step. I barely m an aged to grab hold of the railing in
tim e. M y knees w ent w eak. but I w ent on, heart pounding, slow ly groping m y
w ay through the pitchɆdark passage. Finally I found the lever to the basem ent
door.

O ur cave looked different. Everybody w as bedded dow n. There w ere pillow s
everyw here, eiderdow ns, deckchairs. I just m anaged to squeeze m y w ay to m y
usual spot. The radioɋs dead: no signal, not even from  the airport. The kerosene
lantern is flickering dim ly. A  cluster of bom bs, then things go quiet. Siegism und
show s up, still w aving his flag, claim ing that the tideɋs about to turn Ɇ even as
C urtainm an Schm idt is m uttering som ething about R ussians in B ernau and
Zossen. W e stay put, the hours craw l by, w e listen to the artillery thudding aw ay,
som etim es far off, som etim es quite close.

The pharm acistɋs w idow  turns to m e. ɊY ouɋd better not go back to that
fourthɆfloor apartm ent of yours,ɋ she w arns. She offers to let m e spend the night
in her apartm ent on the first floor. W e clam ber up the back stairs Ɇ form erly
designated Ɋfor servants and deliveriesɋ Ɇ a narrow  spiral staircase. The glass
shards crunch underfoot, w ind w histles through the open w indow s. She show s
m e to a sm all room  next to the kitchen, a couch by the door w elcom es m e in and
grants m e tw o hours of sleep under an unfam iliarɆsm elling w oolen blanket.
U ntil som etim e around m idnight, w hen bom bs start hitting nearby and w e take
refuge back in the basem ent. Long, m iserable hours in the m iddle of the night.
R ight now  Iɋm  too tired to go on w riting, dow n here.

N ext m orning, a little before 10a.m ., upstairs in the attic apartm ent. W e stuck it
out in the basem ent until about 4a.m . Then I clim bed up here, w arm ed som e
turnip soup on w hat gas there w as, peeled a couple of potatoes, boiled m y last
egg Ɇ it w as practically liquid w hen I ate it Ɇ and dabbed on the last drops of
cologne. Itɋs strange to be doing all these things for the last tim e, at least for the



foreseeable future, until further notice, for w hatɋs sure to be a long tim e. W here
am  I sup posed to com e up w ith another egg? O r m ore perfum e? I treat m yself to
these pleasures deliberately, consciously, reverently. A fter that I craw led into
bed w ith all m y clothes on, slept in fits and starts, uneasy dream s. N ow  I have to
run, do shopping.

B ack in the attic, 2p.m . Torrents of rain outside. N o m ore new spapers. Even so,
people queued up right on tim e at the distribution centre, apparently som e leaflet
or extra edition had run an announcem ent. N ew s is now  spread by w ord of
m outh, and every new  item  gets quickly passed around.

Theyɋre handing out w hat are officially called advance rations Ɇ m eat,
sausage, processed foods, sugar, canned goods and ersatz coffee. I took m y place
in line and w aited in the rain for tw o hours before finally getting 250 gram s of
coarseɆ ground grain, 250 gram s of oatm eal, 2 pounds of sugar, 100 gram s of
coffee substitute and a can of kohlrabi. There still isnɋt any m eat or sausage or
real coffee. A  crow d is m illing about the corner butcherɋs, an endless queue on
both sides, people standing four abreast in the pouring rain. W hat a m ess! M y
line w as abuzz w ith rum ours: w eɋve just surrendered K ôpenick. theyɋve taken
W únsdorf, the R ussians are already at the Teltow  canal. The w om en seem  to
have reached an unspoken agreem ent Ɇ all of a sudden no one is bringing up
Ɋthat subjectɋ.

Talking in the queue, I find m yself corning dow n a level both in the w ay I
speak and in w hat I say, im m ersing m yself in the general em otion Ɇ though this
alw ays leaves m e feeling a little grubby and disgusting. A nd yet I donɋt w ant to
fence m yself off, I w ant to give m yself over to this com m unal sense of
hum anity, I w ant to be part of it, to experience it. Thereɋs a split betw een m y
aloofness, the desire to keep m y private life to m yself, and the urge to be like
everyone else, to belong to the nation, to abide and suffer history together.

W hat else can I do? I have to sit it out and w ait. O ur days are accented w ith
flak and artillery fire. N ow  and then I w ish it w ere all over. These are strange
tim es Ɇ history experienced firsthand, the stuff of tales yet untold and songs
unsung. B ut seen up close, history is m uch m ore troublesom e Ɇ nothing but
burdens and fears.

Tom orrow  Iɋll go and look for nettles and get som e coal. Sm all as it is, our
new  stock of provisions w ill keep us from  starving. I fret over it the w ay rich
people w orry about their m oney. The food could be bom bed or stolen, eaten by
m ice or looted by the enem y. Finally I have cram m ed everything into one m ore



box for the basem ent. I can still carry all m y earthly possessions up and dow n
the stairs w ith hardly any effort. Late evening, tw ilight. I paid Frau G olz another
visit. H er husband w as there, too, sitting in his coat and scarf, since the room
w as cold and gusty. They w ere both quiet, depressed. They donɋt understand the
w orld any m ore. W e hardly spoke. O utside the building w e could hear a
constant, tinny rattle, punctuated by the drum Ɇlike flak. A s if som eone w ere
beating a gigantic carpet that hung all the w ay dow n from  the sky.

The courtyards echo the sound of the gunfire. For the first tim e I understand
the phrase Ɋthunder of cannonɋ, w hich until now  has alw ays sounded like a
hollow  clichç, such as Ɋcourage of a lionɋ or Ɋm anly chestɋ. B ut thunder is an apt
description.

Show ers and storm s outside. I stood in the doorw ay and w atched som e
soldiers pass by our building, listlessly dragging their feet. Som e w ere lim ping.
M ute, each m an to him self, they trudged along, out of step, tow ards the city.
Stubbly chins and sunken cheeks, their backs w eighed dow n w ith gear.

ɊW hatɋs going on?ɋ I shout. ɊW here are you headed?ɋ A t first no one answ ers.
Then som eone m utters som ething I canɋt m ake out. Then som eone else

m um bles som ething, but the w ords are clear enough: ɊFúhrer, com m and! A nd
w e w ill follow , even unto death.ɋ

They all seem  so m iserable, so little like m en any m ore. The only thing they
inspire is pity, no hope or expectation. They already look defeated, captured.
They stare past us blindly, im passively, as w e stand on the kerb. Theyɋre
obviously not too concerned about us, us Volk or civilians or B erliners or
w hatever w e are. N ow  w eɋre nothing but a burden. A nd I donɋt sense theyɋre the
least asham ed of how  bedraggled they look, how  ragged. Theyɋre too tired to
care, too apathetic. Theyɋre all fought out. I canɋt bear w atching them  anym ore.

The w alls are m arked w ith chalk, by now  sm eared and running. evidently
directing the soldiers to specific assem bly points. Tw o cardboard placards are
tacked onto the m aple tree across the street, announcem ents, neatly penned by
hand, in blue and red letters, w ith the nam es ɊH itlerɋ and ɊG oebbelsɋ on them .
O ne w arns against surrender and threatens hanging and shooting. The other,
addressed ɊTo the People of B erlinɋ, w arns against seditious foreigners and calls
on all m en to fight. N obody pays any attention. The handw riting looks pathetic
and inconsequential, like som ething w hispered.

Y es, w eɋve been spoiled by technology. W e canɋt accept doing w ithout
loudspeakers or rotary presses. H andw ritten placards and w hispered
proclam ations just donɋt carry the sam e w eight. Technology has devalued the



im pact of our ow n speech and w riting. In the old days one m anɋs call to arm s
w as enough to set off an uprisingɆ a few  handɆprinted leaflets, ninetyɆfive
theses nailed to a church door in W ittenberg. B ut today w e need m ore, w e need
bigger and better, w ider repercussions, m assɆproduced by m achines and
m ultiplied exponentially. A  w om an reading the placards sum m ed it up nicely:
ɊW ell, just look w hat those tw o have com e to.

In the basem ent, 10p.m . A fter m y evening soup I allow ed m yself a little rest in
the bed upstairs before trotting back dow n. The full assem bly had already
gathered. There w as less shelling today, and there has been no air raid yet,
though this is the tim e they usually com e. N ervous m errim ent. A ll sorts of
stories m aking the rounds. Frau W  pipes up, ɊB etter a R usski on top than a Y ank
overheadɋ. The joke seem s not very appropriate to her m ourning crepe. N ext
com es Frâulein B ehn: ɊLetɋs be honest for once. N one of us is still a virgin,
right?ɋ N o one says anything, I w onder w ho am ong us m ight be. probably the
conciergeɋs younger daughter, sheɋs only sixteen and ever since her older sister
w ent astray they keep her under close guard. If Iɋm  any judge of young girlsɋ
faces, then eighteenɆyearɆold Stinchen w ith the H am burg Ɋsɋ slum bering aw ay
over there is another. A s for the girl w ho looks like a young m an, I have m y
doubts. B ut she could be a special case.

W e have a new  w om an in the basem ent: up to now  sheɋs been going to the
public bunker six blocks aw ay, w hich is supposed to be secure. She lives by
herself in her apartm ent, but I donɋt know  yet w hether sheɋs abandoned,
w idow ed or divorced. She has a patch of w eeping eczem a over her left cheek.
She tells us, at first in a w hisper but then out loud, that sheɋs secured her
w edding ring to her pants. ɊIf they get that far then the ring w onɋt m atter m uch
anyw ay.ɋ G eneral laughter. Still, her w eeping eczem a m ight prove just the thing
that saves her. W hich is w orth som ething these days.



M O N D A Y , 23 A PR IL  1945, 9 A .M .

The night w as am azingly quiet, w ith hardly any flak. W e have a new  resident,
the husband of the w om an w ho w as bom bed out of her hom e in A dlershof and
w ho m oved in here w ith her m other. H e show ed up very quietly, still in uniform ,
an hour later he w as w earing civilian clothes. H ow  could he get aw ay w ith it?
N o one's even noticed, or else they don't care. A nyw ay no one's saying anything.
A  hardɆboiled soldier from  the front, he still looks pretty strong. W e're happy to
have him .

D eserting suddenly seem s like a perfectly understandable thing to do Ɇ a good
idea, in fact. I can't help thinking of Leonidas and his three hundred Spartans
standing their ground at Therm opylae, and falling in battle as their law
dem anded. W e learned about them  in school, w e w ere taught to adm ire their
heroism . A nd I'm  sure that if you looked hard enough you could find three
hundred G erm an soldiers w illing to do the sam e. B ut not three m illion. The
larger the force and the m ore random  its com position, the less chance of its
m em bers opting for text book heroism . W e w om en find it senseless to begin
w ith, that's just the w ay w e are Ɇ reasonable, practical, opportunistic. W e prefer
our m en alive.

Tow ards m idnight I w as so tired I alm ost fell off m y chair (w here am  I
supposed to com e up w ith a bed?), so I staggered up the glassɆstrew n stairs and
m ade m y w ay to the first floor and the w idow 's couch, w here I slept until nearly
6a.m . A fterw ards I w as surprised to learn there'd been a series of bom bs. I slept
right through it.

There w ere rolls at the baker's, the last ones. M y last ration cards for bread,
too. N o new  cards in sight. N o decrees and no new s, either. N othing. N ot a soul
cares about us anym ore. W e're suddenly m ere individuals, no longer m em bers of
the tribe, the G erm an N ation. O ld ties are broken, friendships don't extend
further than three buildings aw ay. There's only the group of us, huddled in the
cave, a clan, just like in prehistoric tim es. The horizon has shrunk to three
hundred paces.

A t the baker's I heard the R ussians w ere in W eissensee and R angsdorf H ow
m any tim es have I gone sw im m ing at the lake at R angsdorf? 'The R ussians in
R angsdorf...' I say it out loud, just to try it out, but it doesn't sound right. Today
the eastern sky w as burning red w ith the constant fires.



B ack from  getting coal, 1p.m . H eading south I could feel I w as literally
m arching tow ards the front. They've already closed off the SɆB ahn tunnel. The
people standing outside said a soldier had been hanged at the other end, in his
underw ear, a sign w ith the w ord 'traitor' around his neck. H is body w as dangling
so close to the ground you could spin him  around by the legs. The person w ho
said this had seen it him self, he'd chased off the street kids w ho'd been am using
them selves.

B erliner Strasse looked desolate, half tornɆup and barricaded off. Q ueues in
front of the stores. B lank faces am id the flak. Trucks w ere rolling into tow n.
Filthy figures in shabby bandages trudged alongside, their bodies sprayed w ith
dirt, their faces em pty. A  baggage train of hay carts, greyɆhaired m en on the
boxes. V olkssturm  units are posted at the barricade, in m otley uniform s hastily
pieced together. Y ou see very young boys, baby faces peeping out beneath
oversized steel helm ets, it's frightening to hear their highɆpitched voices. They're
fifteen years old at the m ost, standing there looking so skinny and sm all in their
billow ing uniform  tunics.

W hy are w e so appalled at the thought of children being m urdered? In three
or four years the sam e children strike us as perfectly fit for shooting and
m aim ing. W here do you draw  the line? W hen their voices break? B ecause that's
w hat really gets m e the m ost, thinking about these little boys: their voices, so
high, so bright. U p to now  being a soldier m eant being a m an. A nd being a m an
m eans being able to father a child. W asting these boys before they reach
m aturity obviously runs against som e fundam ental law  of nature, against our
instinct, against every drive to preserve the species. Like certain fish or insects
that eat their ow n off spring. People aren't supposed to do that. The fact that this
is exactly w hat w e are doing is a sure sign of m adness.

N o one w as at the publishing house. The building w as com pletely abandoned,
the basem ent full of coal. The w om an relocated to our building had a problem
and plied m e w ith questions about w hat to do. H er oldest daughter is the m other
of an eightɆw eekɆold infant, it seem s that yesterday she stopped giving m ilk, so
that all of a sudden she can no longer nurse her baby, and the little one has been
baw ling. Everyone's w orried how  the m other w ill pull the child through, now
that there's no m ore cow 's m ilk. I suggested to the young m other that eating
som e w ild vegetables m ight help bring on her m ilk. Together w e bent over the
grass in the garden, w hich w as soaked through w ith rain, and pulled up the
young nettle shoots alongside the w all, using handkerchief s to protect our



hands. Then dandelions, the few  w e could find sm ell of plants and soil,
prim rose, red haw thorn, spring. B ut the flak keeps yapping aw ay.

I filled a pack w ith hard coal and probably carried off fifty pounds. Y et even
w ith the load I m anaged to overtake another troop of soldiers on m y w ay back. I
saw  m y first w eapons in several days: tw o bazookas, one subɆm achine gun,
am m unition boxes. Y oung guys w earing their cartridge belts like som e barbaric
adornm ent.

A  little before noon there w as a burial on our street, or so I w as told, the
pharm acist's w idow  had been there. A  seventeenɆyearɆold girl: grenade,
shrapnel, leg am putated, bled to death. H er parents buried her in their garden
behind som e currant bushes. They used their old broom  cupboard as a coffin.

So now  w e're free to bury our dead w herever w e w ish, just as in ancient
tim es. It m akes m e think of the tim e a huge G reat D ane died in m y old apartm ent
building and w ound up being buried in the garden. B ut w hat a scene beforehand
Ɇ the landlord, the concierge, the other tenants, everybody fought against it. A nd
now  they bury a hum an being and nobody gives it a second thought, in fact, I
think the parents find com fort in their daughter being so close. A nd I catch
m yself assigning graves in our ow n little bit of garden.

4p.m . in the attic. I just had an am azing experience. I w as visiting Frau G olz
and started playing w ith the telephone, just for fun. To m y am azem ent I could
hear som ething, despite the fact the line has been dead for days. I dialed G isela's
num ber and m anaged to get through to her, even though she lives an hour aw ay
in B erlin W . W e w ere so eager to hear w hat the other had to say w e couldn't stop
talking. It turns out her com pany has just collapsed. H er boss gave a rousing
speech and then fled to the w est, leaving the little people to fend for them selves.
W e're com pletely forgotten, w e strain our ears to the void. W e are all alone.

G isela told m e she's exactly as old as her father w as w hen he fell at V erdun in
the first w orld w ar Ɇ alm ost to the day. She never saw  her father. N ow  she says
that she can't stop thinking about him , she talks w ith him  in spirit, as if her tim e
w ere com ing, as if she w as going to m eet him  soon. W e never spoke about such
things before, w e w ould have been em barrassed to bare our hearts like that. N ow
the deepest layers are pushing to the surf ace. Farew ell, G isela. W e've each lived
our thirty years or so. M aybe w e'll see each other again som eday, safe and
sound.

B ack in the cave, M onday, 8p.m . Today the first artillery hit our com er.
W hizzing, hissing, how ling: uuueee. Flam es flashing up. Terrified shouts in the
courtyard. Stum bling dow nstairs, I could hear the shells landing right outside the



cinem a. The enem y is shooting at us. Incidentally, people say the R ussians are
sticking to the sm aller guns. A nd w e're beginning to feel a little less terrified
about the A m erican carpetɆbom bing, since at least here in B erlin they'd w ind up
hitting R ussians as w ell.

A  new  rum our floats around the basem ent, w hich the w ife of the liquor
distiller heard from  a reliable, very secret source and announces w ith a heaving
bosom : the Y anks and Tom m ies have quarreled w ith Ivan and are thinking of
joining w ith us to chase Ivan out of the country. Scornful laughter and heated
discussion. The w om an is offended and gets so angry she slips into her native
Saxon dialect. She just returned yesterday to her apartm ent Ɇ and our basem ent Ɇ
from  their (som ew hat sm all) distillery behind M oritzplatz, w here she and her
husband had been spending the nights, so she could hold the fort at hom e. H er
husband stayed w ith the bottles and vats Ɇ and a redhead nam ed Elvira, as
everyone in the basem ent know s.

People are still taking care of business. Just before the shops closed I
m anaged to get another 150 gram s of coarse grain. Suddenly I heard excited
scream s around the com er, and the sound of running feet: a w agon w as being
unloaded near B olle's, barrels of butter Ɇ all rancid Ɇ w ere being carried into the
building for distribution. O ne pound per person, and Ɇ here's w hat's frightening Ɇ
for free! A ll you have to do is get your card stam ped. Is this the first sign of
panic or is it the voice of reason speaking from  beyond the bureaucratic flies?
R ight aw ay people started crow ding outside the shop door, pounding one another
w ith um brellas and fists. I joined in the pushing, too, for a few  m inutes, and in
the process overheard talk of reserves, reinforcem ents and G erm an tanks from
som e w here Ɇ one w om an claim ed to have picked up som ething like that last
night over the radio detector. Then I decided to let butter be butter, I didn't w ant
to get into a fistfight over it, at least not today. B ut m aybe I'll have to learn how
soon.

Silent night. D istant pounding. N ot a peep from  the cave dw ellers, not a w ord
Ɇ they're too exhausted. O nly snoring and the short shallow  breaths of the
children.
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N o new s. W eɋre com pletely cut off. Som e gas but no w ater. Looking out of the
w indow  I see throngs of people outside the stores. Theyɋre still fighting over the
rancid butter Ɇ theyɋre still giving it aw ay, but now  itɋs dow n to a quarter of a
pound per ration card. The Schutzpolizei are just now  getting things under
control Ɇ I see four of them . A nd on top of that itɋs raining.

A t the m om ent Iɋm  sitting on the w indow  seat in the w idow ɋs apartm ent. She
just storm ed in, all w orked up. A  shell hit outside H efterɋs m eat m arket, right in
the m iddle of the queue. Three dead and ten w ounded, but theyɋre already
queuing up again. The w idow  dem onstrated how  people w ere using their sleeves
to w ipe the blood off their m eat coupons. A nyw ay Ɋonly three people died,ɋ she
said. ɊW hatɋs that com pared to an air raid?ɋ N o question about it: w eɋre spoiled,
all right.

Still, Iɋm  astounded at how  the sight of a few  beef quarters and hog jow ls is
enough to get the frailest grandm other to hold her ground. The sam e people w ho
used to run for shelter if three fighter planes w ere spotted som ew here over
central G erm any are now  standing in the m eat line as solid as w alls. A t m ost
theyɋll plop a bucket on their head or perhaps a helm et. Q ueuing is a fam ily
business, w ith every m em ber on shift for a couple of hours before being
relieved. B ut the line for m eat is too long for m e, Iɋm  not yet ready to give it a
go. B esides, m eat has to be eaten right aw ay, it w onɋt keep for m ore than a m eal.
I think theyɋre all dream ing of eating their fill one last tim e, a final m eal before
the execution.

2p.m . Just caught a glim pse of the sun. W ithout giving it a second thought, I
strolled out to the balcony overlooking the courtyard and sat dow n in m y w icker
chair, basking in the sun Ɇ until a form ation of bom bers w hizzed by overhead
and one explosion m erged into the next. Iɋd actually for gotten there w as a w ar
on. A s it is, m y head is oddly em pty Ɇ just now  I jerked up from  m y w riting,
som ething fell close by, and I heard the clink of shattering glass. O nce again Iɋm
having hunger pangs on a full stom ach. I feel the need to gnaw  on som ething.
W hatɋs the baby w hoɋs still nursing supposed to live off now , the baby w ho
canɋt get any m ilk? Y esterday the people queuing up w ere talking about children
dying. O ne old lady suggested that a piece of bread chew ed up and full of saliva
m ight help the little ones w hen they canɋt get m ilk.



A n infant in the city is a sorry thing indeed, w hen its elaborately constructed
supply of m ilk has been disrupted. Even if the m other m anages to find
som ething for herself and get halfw ay nourished, the source is bound to run dry
soon enough, given w hat is approaching us so m ercilessly. Fortunately the
youngest child in our basem ent is already eighteen m onths old. Y esterday I saw
som eone slip the m other a couple of biscuits for the baby Ɇ in w hat w as likely
the only recent act of giving. M ostly people squirrel aw ay w hatever they have
and nobody thinks about sharing anything w ith anybody.

B ack in the basem ent, 9p.m . Tow ards evening a w om an w e didnɋt know
show ed up and asked the w idow  and m e to go w ith her to help in the field
hospital.

Sm oke and red skies on the horizon. The east is all ablaze. They say the
R ussians have already reached B raunauer Strasse Ɇ ironic, considering that it
w as in B raunau that A dolf first saw  the light of day. That rem inds m e of a quip I
heard yesterday in the basem ent: Just think how  m uch better off w eɋd be if his
old ladyɋ d had a m iscarriage.ɋ

W hen w e reached the hospital, the w hole place w as filled w ith sm oke. M en
w ere running about w ildly, scream ing and hollering: A n am bulance driver: ɊH ey,
w eɋve got a shot lung w ith an im pacted bullet!ɋ

ɊM ove, go aw ay, didnɋt you hear? W e donɋt have a single bed left.ɋ
The am bulance driver is fum ing: ɊThis is w here they told m e to go.ɋ
ɊG o aw ay or else!ɋ The sergeant threatens w ith his fists. The driver storm s

off, cursing.
Lightly w ounded m en go slinking through the corridor, one barefoot, his

bleeding hand w rapped in his socks. A nother, also barefoot, leaves bloody
footprints as he w alks, the soles of his feet squelch as he lifts them  off the
ground. W axy yellow  faces peek out of head bandages, w ith rapidly spreading
stains of red. W e look into tw o or three other room s.

Itɋs very stuffy, a sm ell of m en, bivouacs, nervous apprehension. O ne m an
snarls at us: ɊW hat do you w ant?ɋ

The w om an w hoɋd com e to get us answ ers shyly that a m an in a truck had
driven by shouting that the field hospital needed w om en to help.

ɊThatɋs nonsense. W e donɋt have anything for you to do here. G o back hom e.ɋ
So they donɋt w ant fem ale help, but w hat a peculiar tone, so dism issive,

disdainful. A s if w e w anted to get our hands on the guns, or play at being
soldiers. H ere, too, I have to relearn everything Iɋve been taught about w om en in
w ar. O nce our role w as to play the m inistering angel. Scraping up lint for



bandages. A  cool hand on a m anɋs hot brow . A t a healthy distance from  the
shooting. N ow  thereɋs no difference betw een a regular hospital and a field
hospital. The front is everyw here.

A dm ittedly this particular hospital is trying to rem ain a kind of island in the
m idst of the storm . The roof is painted w ith gigantic crosses, and w hite sheets
have been spread out in the form  of a cross on the yard in front of the building.
B ut aerial m issiles are im partial, and the carpet of bom bs is tightly w oven, w ith
no holes for com passion. W hich they know  in the field hospital Ɇ otherw ise they
w ouldnɋt have cram m ed every one dow n in the basem ent the w ay they have.
M enɋs faces peer out of every barred w indow .

B ack in the shelter, the cave dw ellers are feverish w ith excitem ent, agitated,
nervous. The w om an from  H am burg tells m e w ith her sharp Ɋsɋ that theyɋve
m anaged to phone som e friends on M ullerstrasse in north B erlin. ɊW eɋre already
R ussian,ɋ her friend shouted into the telephone. ɊThe tanks just rolled in dow n
below . M asses of people are lining the streets, the Ivans are all laughing and
w aving and holding up babies.ɋ It could be true Ɇ thatɋs an old C om m unist
district, know n as R ed W edding. H er story im m ediately sets off a heated
argum ent. Som e people w onder w hether our propaganda has sim ply m ade fools
of us. So Ɋtheyɋ arenɋt as bad as w e thought, after all? B ut then the refugee from
East Prussia, w ho otherw ise never says a w ord, starts yelling in her dialect.
B roken sentences Ɇ she canɋt find the right w ords. She flails her arm s and
scream s, ɊTheyɋll find out all right,ɋ and then goes silent once again. A s does the
entire basem ent.

The distillerɋs w ife is peddling yet another rum our: von R ibbentrop and von
Papen have just flow n to W ashington to negotiate w ith the A m ericans in person.
N o one answ ers her.

The basem ent is full of gloom . The kerosene lantern is sm ouldering. The
phosphor rings painted at eye height on the beam s so no one bum ps into them  in
the dark give off a greenish glow . O ur clan has increased: the book dealers have
brought their canary. The cage is hanging off a joist, covered w ith a tow el.
Shelling outside and silence w ithin. A ll dozing or asleep.
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To recapitulate: around 1a.m . I left the basem ent again to go up to the first floor
and throw  m yself on the couch. A ll of a sudden there w as a fierce air raid, the
flak started raging. I sim ply lay there and w aited, too sleepy to care. The w indow
pane is already broken and the w ind is blow ing in, along w ith the stench of fires.
I felt an idiotic sense of security under the bedcovers, as if the sheets and
blankets w ere m ade of iron Ɇthough they say bedding is extrem ely dangerous.
D r H . once told m e how  heɋd had to treat a w om an w hoɋd been hit in bed, the
bits of feather had lodged so deeply in her w ounds he could barely rem ove them .
B ut there com es a tim e w hen youɋre so m ortally tired you stop being afraid.
Thatɋs probably how  soldiers sleep on the front, am id all the filth.

I got up at 7a.m . and the day began w ith quaking w alls. N ow  the fighting is
m oving in our direction. N o m ore w ater, no gas. I w aited for a m inute that w as
halfw ay calm  and raced up the four flights of stairs to m y attic apartm ent. Like
an anim al backing into his lair I crept into one room  at a tim e, alw ays on the
lookout, ready to beat a hasty retreat. I grabbed som e bedclothes and toiletries
and fled back dow nstairs to the first floor, to the w idow . W e get along w ell.
These days you com e to know  people quickly.

B uckets in hand, I m ade m y w ay to the pum p, through the garden plots,
w hich w ere in full bloom . The sun w as beating dow n, very w arm . A  long line at
the pum p, everyone pulling for him self Ɇ the lever w as squeaky and difficult to
m ove. Then the fifteenɆm inutes w alk back w ith splashing buckets. ɊW e are all of
us fine sum pter asses and sheɆasses.ɋ (N ietzsche, I think.) O utside B olleɋs
theyɋre still shoving one another on account of the free butter. A nd in front of
M eyerɋs thereɋs an endless dark queue, all m en, theyɋre selling liquor there, half
a litre per ID  card, anything they have.

R ight aw ay I turned round and m ade a second trip for m ore w ater. A  sudden
air raid on m y w ay hom e, a colum n of sm oke and dust rising over the patch of
grass outside the cinem a. Tw o m en threw  them selves flat on the ground, right in
the gutter. Som e w om en bolted for the nearest entrancew ay and ran dow n any
stairs they could find, w ith m e at their heels, into a com pletely unfam iliar
basem ent that didnɋt have a trace of light. A nd all the tim e I couldnɋt let go of
those buckets, othew ise theyɋd be stolen. A  crow d inside the pitchɆdark room ,
startled, very eerie. I heard a w om anɋs voice m oaning: ɊM y G od, m y G od... Ɋ



A nd then things w ent quiet again.
W as she praying? I rem em ber an event from  about tw o years ago, see m yself

back in that hole, the m ost pitiful basem ent im aginable, under a oneɆstorey
cottage. A  village of 3000, a place of no significance, but conveniently located
on the w ay to the R uhr V alley. A  candle w as burning in the dark, and the w om en
(there w ere hardly any m en) w ere reciting the rosary, the sorrow ful m ysteries, I
can still hear their droning: Ɋand for us w as cruelly scourged... Ɋ A nd then m ore:
the Lordɋs Prayer, the A ve M aria, m onotonous, m uted, soothing, freeing, just
like I im agine the ɊO m  m ani padm e hum ɋ of the Tibetan prayer w heels. O nly
broken by the occasional hum  of m otors, and once by a series of bom bs that set
the candle flam e shivering. A nd then they w ent on: Ɋand for us carried his heavy
cross.ɋ B ack then I could literally feel the prayer spreading its coat of oil over the
troubled faces, helping m ake things better. Since that tim e I havenɋt been inside
another shelter w here people prayed. H ere in B erlin, in this m ortley m ix of fiveɆ
storey tenem ents, youɋd be hardɆpressed to find a group of people w illing to
com e together and say the Lordɋs Prayer. O f course, people w hisper prayers,
perhaps m ore than it seem s. A nd people do m oan ɊM y G od, m y G od... Ɋ B ut the
w om an m oaning probably doesnɋt understand w hat sheɋs really saying, sheɋs
only grasping at em pty phrases, repeating the w ords by rote, w ithout m eaning.

I never liked the proverb ɊN eed teaches prayerɋ Ɇ it sounds so haughty, like
ɊN eed teaches beggingɋ. Prayers extorted by fear and need from  the lips of
people w ho never prayed w hen tim es w ere good are nothing m ore than pitiful
begging.

There is no proverb that says ɊH appiness teaches prayerɋ, but a genuine
prayer of thanksgiving ought to rise as high and as freely as fragrant incense. B ut
this is all speculation. The fact that our G erm an w ord for praying Ɇ beten Ɇ is so
close to our w ord for begging Ɇ betteln Ɇ obviously m eans som ething. A fter all,
there w as a tim e w hen beggars w ere as m uch a fixture at the church door as the
handle, as legitim ate as the king him self and every bit as graced by G od, so that
the king w ould have his exact opposite here on earth, and so that w hoever
prayed to G od in supplication w ould have som eone to w hom  he in turn could
extend divinely sanctioned charity. B ut I never w ill find out w hether the
m oaning in the dark basem ent really w as a prayer. O ne thing is certain: itɋs a
blessing to be able to pray easily and unabatedly, am id the oppression and
torture, in all our despair and fear. People w ho can do it are lucky. I canɋt, not
yet, Iɋm  still resisting.

A fter I cam e back from  getting w ater, the w idow  sent m e to the m eat queue to



find out w hatɋs going on. People w ere cursing, evidently they keep postponing
the deliveries of m eat and sausage, w hich m addens these w om en m ore than the
entire w ar. Thatɋs our strength Ɇ w e w om en alw ays focus on the task at hand.
W eɋre happy w henever w e can flee into the present to escape w orrying about the
future. A nd for these w om en the task at hand is sausage, and the thought of
sausage alters their perspective on things that m ay be m uch m ore im portant but
are nevertheless m uch further aw ay.

B ack in the cellar, around 6p.m . I couldnɋt lie dow n upstairs any longer Ɇ there
w ere som e hits close by and I got scared w hen thick pieces of plaster started
falling on m y blanket. I dozed dow n here until H enni cam e from  the bakerɋs and
reported that a bom b had landed right on the pharm acistɋs next to the cinem a.
The ow ner w as killed on the spot, though it w as im possible to say w hether by
shrapnel, the blast or a heart attack. A ccording to H enni he didnɋt bleed. O ne of
the three elderly pudding sisters got up and asked, w ith elegantly pursed lips: ɊIf
you donɋt m ind Ɇ how  did he get finished off?ɋ Thatɋs the w ay w e talk these
days, thatɋs how  far w eɋve fallen. The w ord Ɋshitɋ rolls easily off the tongue. Itɋs
even spoken w ith satisfaction, as if by saying it w e could expel our inner refuse.
W e are debasing our language in expectation of the im pending hum iliation.
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M y fingers are shaking as I w rite this. Thirty m inutes ago w e took a direct hit on
the fourth floor. W eɋre still breathing the dust from  the plaster. Iɋm  out of breath,
having just raced back dow n from  m y apartm ent in the attic. The place looks like
a dum p, full of shattered plaster and splinters and broken glass. Farew ell, m y
fleeting bit of hom e, I hardly had a chance to know  you. For the m om ent youɋve
been rendered uninhabitable.

I grabbed w hat I could: a pot, som e tow els, som e gauze for bandages Ɇthings
w e need. M y throat is parched, still burning from  the dust. I donɋt have anything
to drink dow n here. A nd countless gallons of w ater have just drained out of the
radiators upstairs. W e spentɆ

W ait, first I w ant to recount everything thatɋs happened Ɇthereɋs been so
m uch itɋs so long since I last w rote. It all started yesterday around 7p.m . w hen
som eone cam e to our basem ent and announced that they w ere selling pudding
pow der at the com er store. I w ent along w ith everyone else and queued up.
Then, out of the blue, R ussian bom bs. A t first the queue m erely regrouped in the
ruins of the building next door, as if the broken w alls w ould protect us from  the
bom bs. Sm oke and flam es w ere com ing from  B erliner Strasse. A nother series of
bom bs exploded closer by. I gave up on the pudding pow der and hurried across
the street and back to the basem ent. A  m an called out to m e, ɊStick to the w all !ɋ
R attling gunfire, flying debris. B ack in the shelter at last, pudding or no pudding.
The w ife of the concierge started w ailing that her daughter w as still at the corner
store, she probably hadnɋt felt it w as safe to cross the street under fire.

She show ed up half an hour later, also w ithout any pudding pow der. She w as
pretty dam n lucky, as she put it, having just m anaged to squeeze into the shopɋs
basem ent w hen a bom b fell right outside. A  teenage boy w ho hadnɋt m ade it
inside caught a fragm ent in his skull. She had to step over his body on her w ay
out. She pointed to her tem ple and show ed us how  the w ound w as gushing w hite
and red. Tom orrow  theyɋre supposed to resum e selling the pow der. Evidently the
store has plenty left.

The cave dw ellers w ent to sleep around 9p.m . The w idow  has m ade a sort of
bed for m e as w ell, in the front area of the basem ent, since there isnɋt any space
left close to the support tim bers, but itɋs soft and w arm . I slept until the bom bs
w oke m e up. M y hand w as dangling over m y bed and I felt som ething licking it



Ɇ Foxel, our absent landlordɋs terrier. There, Foxel, good dog, donɋt be afraid.
W eɋre alone here in this front room . Thereɋs no support structure, but the air is
cleaner, and nobody bothers us w ith snores and groans.

U p early the next m orning, to fetch w ater at the pum p. I read m y first printed
text in days, hot off the press, too. A  new spaper called the Arm oured Bear.
Som eone pasted one next to the bakerɋs display w indow . It had Tuesdayɋs
official W ehrm acht, report, w hich m eant it w as tw o days old. A ccording to a
report: a) the enem y w as pushing ahead and b) G erm an reinforcem ents w ere on
the w ay. The Bear also said that A dolf and G oebbels w ere still in B erlin and
w ould stay. O ne very sm ug piece told of a soldier nam ed H ohne w ho had
deserted and w as now  dangling from  a rope at the Schôneberg station for all to
see.

B reakfast in the basem ent. Everyone is trying as best they can to recreate
som e sem blance of fam ily life. A  genteel m orning m eal served on trunks, crates
and chairs, w ith paper napkins and little tablecloths. Pots of hot drinks cooked
over w ood fires or spirit stoves are lifted out of their cosies. Y ou see butter
dishes, sugar bow ls, jam  servers, silver spoons, everything. The w idow  conjured
up som e real coffee and cooked it on a fire m ade of broken cham pagne crates Ɇ
that did us good. B ut people are fidgety, cranky, getting on one anotherɋs nerves.

A  little before 10a.m . a trunkɆsized bom b landed on the roof of our building.
A  terrible jolt, scream s. The conciergeɋs w ife staggered in, pale as a sheet,
bracing herself against one of the support beam s. Then cam e eighteenɆyearɆold
Stinchen w ith the H am burg Ɋsɋ, leaning on her m other. H er hair w as grey w ith
plaster dust, com pletely tangled, and covering her young face w hich w as
streaked w ith trickles of blood Ɇ sheɋd been hit w hile crossing the courtyard.
Even the canary in its cage felt the general agitation, w hich w as zigzagging back
and forth as it cheeped aw ay.

It w asnɋt until fifteen m inutes later that som eone noticed that the radiators
w ere losing w ater. W e ran upstairs. W ell, not all of us. The postm asterɋs w ife,
for exam ple, w aved around a m edical certificate and shouted that her husband
had a heart condition and couldnɋt com e along. A nd C urtainm an Schm idt lost no
tim e pressing his old spotted paw  against his heart. O thers hesitated as w ell, until
Frâulein B ehn bellow ed like a lead m are, ɊY ou dopes are sitting here babbling
w hile your hom es are about to float aw ayɋ and charged ahead w ithout turning
round to see w ho follow ed. I joined som e fifteen others in going after her.

U p on the third floor a w hole ocean of w ater w as rushing out w ithout
stopping. W e w aded up to our ankles, w rung out the rugs, slaved aw ay as it



continued to pour from  upstairs. W e used dustpans to scoop it up and then w e
dum ped it out of the w indow  just like that into the street, so brightly lit by the
sun and so utterly deserted. Shells kept exploding the w hole tim e, m any of them
quite close. O nce a flurry of shattered glass and bits of plaster splashed into the
w ater, but no one w as hurt.

A fter that w e headed back to the basem ent, dam p but quite excited. I
hunkered dow n, squatting on w et socks Ɇ m y feet still inside them , of course Ɇ
and w ondered w hether the w hole effort had been a sm art thing to do. Iɋm  not
sure. In any case it w as very soldierly. Lieutenant B ehn had charged ahead, an
assault troop of volunteers follow ed and everyone risked their lives to secure the
endangered position Ɇ all under enem y fire. (It clearly w asnɋt just about
possessions either, about people rescuing their carpets, since practically none of
the ones w ho w ent along had any m ore to do w ith those apartm ents than I did.)
W e follow ed orders blindly, w ithout looking to save our skins. Except that there
w ill no books or songs to celebrate this deed, and no one w ill receive the Iron
C ross. Still, I now  know  one thing: in the heat of battle, in the thick of the action,
you donɋt thinkɆ you donɋt even feel afraid, because youɋre so distracted and
absorbed.

W ere w e brave? M ost people w ould probably say w e w ere. W as our lead
m are Frâulein B ehn a hero? If she really w ere a lieutenant she w ould have
definitely been given the Iron C ross. In any case I have to rethink m y ideas about
heroism  and courage under fire. Itɋs only half as bad as I thought. O nce youɋve
taken the first step, you just keep charging ahead.

Itɋs also typical that w hile I w as slogging through all that w ater I didnɋt give
m y ow n apartm ent a second thought Ɇ not until som e others m entioned the
possibility that it m ight have been hit. So I flew  upstairs and found the dum p
described above. That m eans that from  here on in Iɋll have to stay w ith the
w idow . Itɋs perfectly fine w ith her, sheɋs afraid of being alone in her apartm ent.
In M arch they cam e and took her tenant to serve in the V olkssturm . W ho know s
w hether heɋs still alive or not. B ut thatɋs just a thought, not som ething you say
out loud.

Four hours later, 3p.m ., back in the basem ent. O nce again Iɋm  out of breath,
once again m y fingers are shaking, and w ith good reason.

A round noon things calm ed dow n a little outside, so I w ent to the entryw ay to
w arm  m y dam p back in the sunlight. The baker w as next to m e. A  m an cam e
running past. H e w as com ing from  the form er police barracks, m ost recently



used by the Luftw affe, and w as carrying a loin of beef, dripping fresh. ɊB etter be
quick, theyɋre giving it all aw ay.

ɊW e looked at each other and took off just as w e w ere, w ithout a rucksack,
w ithout anything. H enni, from  the bakery, w ho alw ays has her nose to the w ind,
cam e running behind us. The sun w as burning, and the shooting started up again,
very faintly. W e ducked, hurrying along close to the buildings. Som e greyɆ
haired soldiers, probably V olkssturm , w ere crouching on the kerb by the corner.
They w ere resting their heads on their knees. They never even glanced at us. A
crow d outside the barracks, w ith baskets, sacks, bags. I run inside the first hall I
com e to. Itɋs dark and cool and com pletely em pty, evidently the w rong one.

I dash back, hear people ahead of m e groping and gasping, then som eone
shouting, ɊH ere! O ver here!ɋ I grab a crate thatɋs lying around and drag it behind
m e.

Feeling m y w ay, I bum p into som e people and get kicked in the shin. A ll of a
sudden Iɋm  in a basem ent thatɋs com pletely pitchɆblack, full of people shrieking
in pain. A  boxing m atch in the dark. This isnɋt distribution Ɇ itɋs sheer plunder.

Som eone sw itches on a torch, I can see shelves w ith cans and bottles, but
only dow n below , the upper shelves have already been cleaned out. I bend over,
drop to the ground, rum m age in the low est com partm ent, pull out five, six
bottles and stuff them  in m y crate. In the dark I get hold of a can, but som eone
steps on m y fingers and a m anɋs voice shouts, ɊThose are m ine!ɋ

I leave w ith m y things, head for the door, go into the next room . Thereɋs a
faint shim m er of light com ing through a crack in the w all. I can m ake out loaves
of bread, row s and row s, once again only on the low est levels. I grab a few ,
kneel back on the ground and grope and dig for m ore. Iɋm  kneeling in a pool of
w ine Ɇ you can sm ell it. Shattered glass is everyw here, I cram  all the bread I can
inside m y box. Since I canɋt lift it any m ore I have to drag it out through the
door, into the corridor, and tow ards the exit, w hich beckons at the other end of
the dark tunnel like a brightly lit stage.

O utside I run into the baker. H e has also m anaged to get som e bread and
packs it into m y box. Then he hurries back for m ore. I stay right by m y crate and
w ait. H e com es back w ith canned food, porcelain plates, coarse tow els and a ball
of bright blue knitting w ool, very frizzy and felted.

A ll at once A ntoine the B elgian is there, the little bakerɋs apprentice, w ith a
leg of beef, and then H enni w ith C hartreuse in thickɆbellied bottles. Sheɋs angry:
ɊThey have everything inside, everything. C offee, chocolate, brandy. They w ere
living it up all right, that little band of brothers!ɋ A nd she disappears back inside.



I guard m y crate. A  m an com es up, heɋs m ade his jacket into a sack to carry
several bottles of alcohol. H e looks longingly at the bread in m y box. ɊC an I
have one of those?ɋ

ɊSure,ɋ I say, Ɋfor som e brandy.ɋ
W e trade one loaf of w holeɆgrain bread for a bottle of Steinhâger, both very

pleased w ith the exchange.
W ild scenes are taking place all around in the dazzling sun light. N ow  and

then a few  shells hit, tw o of them  close. M en sm ash bottles against the w alls,
drinking in greedy gulps. A ntoine and I each grab a side of m y crate and head
back.

Itɋs full and heavy, and hard to carry, so w e frequently have to set it dow n.
Iɋm  very thirsty and do just like the others: I take a bottle of red w ine and sm ash
the neck against the gutter (the ones I got w ere all French labels). The jagged
edge cuts m y low er lip, I didnɋt even notice until A ntoine points it out and w ipes
off the blood w ith his handkerchief, all the w hile standing w atchfully astride our
box. The blood had already dribbled dow n below  m y neckline.

The baker com es puffing up behind us, carrying the bluish leg of beef,
sm eared w ith horse m anure, pressing it against him  like a baby. The sun is
scorching, Iɋm  dripping w ith sw eat. A  few  close hits. Then, farther off, the
tacktacktack of strafing and the bangbangbang of the light antiɆaircraft guns.

O utside our house w e divvy up the loot. The idiotic blue w ool m anaged to get
into everything. M y share consists of five bottles of burgundy, three jars of
preserved vegetables, one bottle of Steinhâger, four loaves of w holeɆgrain bread,
six packs of pea flour, w hich the baker generously gave m e from  his ow n stores,
and one unlabeled can of IɆdonɋtɆknow Ɇw hat. N ow  Iɋve lugged everything
upstairs to the w idow ɋs.

H ot and sw eaty, I recount m y adventures to about a dozen people as I stand
next to the stove, plate in m y left hand, and w olf dow n a few  spoonfuls of the
m ashed potatoes that the w idow  fixed. A  num ber of fam ilies have chipped in for
fuel. M ore bom bs hit outside. The others are eyeing m y loot, but they donɋt dare
go to the barracks w hich had undoubtedly been em ptied of their plunder by now .

Several hours later, around 6p.m . back in the basem ent. I w as able to get a little
sleep, the w idow  and I having finished the open bottle of burgundy. W hen I
w oke up I felt giddy, w ith a bitter taste in m y m outh, it took a w hile to connect
to the kerosene flicker of the underw orld. N ot until I saw  people running out and
heard them  calling for sacks: ɊC om e on, theyɋre taking potatoes out of the



barracks!ɋ
I rush over w ith the w idow . The enem y is taking a break, and things are fairly

quiet, w hich explains the sudden m ass of people m illing about streets norm ally
deserted in the m iddle of the day. Tw o w om en pass by pulling a childɋs toy
w agon w ith a w hole barrel on top that sm ells of sauerkraut. Y oung and very old
alike run like m ad in the direction of the barracks. The w idow  and I have
grabbed all the buckets w e could find, tw o or each of us. The w ay is strew n w ith
tram pled potatoes and rotting carrots Ɇ you just have to follow  them  and you
canɋt go w rong. B ut right by the stone steps is a patch of blood, I shrink back...
but the w idow  just laughs. ɊThatɋs m arm alade!ɋ A nd thatɋs exactly w hat it is, too
Ɇpeople are rolling it out by the barrel.

W e push through the crow d in the corridor, stum ble dow n the slippery steps,
land in a stinky pile of rotting potatoes. B y the light of the narrow  skylights w e
dig around in the m ush w ith our hands and shoes, picking out w hatever w e can
use. W e leave the carrots and m uddy sw edes and fill our buckets w ith potatoes.
W e find a half Ɇfilled sack, and w ithout asking w hose it is w e grab it and carry it
up the stairs, dow n the street, into our building and up to the first floor.

M ore rattling and boom ing. N obody cares Ɇ theyɋre all gripped by plunder
fever. W e turn round and run right back, this tim e returning w ith buckets full of
briquettes. M obs of people everyw here, running and snatching.

N ow  theyɋve begun to loot the abandoned shops as w ell. A  w hiteɆhaired m an
Ɇ Ɋgentlem anɋ w ould be a better description, is hauling a draw er full of boxes of
soap pow der. The draw er is labelled ɊR iceɋ.

U p to the first floor. W e sit around on the livingɆroom  couch. O ur arm s are
stiff, our legs shaky. W hat w indow panes are still left are quivering slightly. A
gentle w arm th is w afting through the broken w indow s Ɇ that and the sm ell of
fire. N ow  and then w e hear a voooom m m ! Then a prolonged echo, from  the
heavy antiɆaircraft guns. A fter that com es a pinng! Ɇ a short blow  right to the
eardrum Ɇ heavy artillery. A nd then, far aw ay, an occasional knackvoom Ɇ
knackvoom , very fast, accom panied by how ling and barking. I have no idea w hat
it is. The w idow  claim s theyɋre katyusha rockets, the soɆcalled Stalin O rgans.
Incidentally up to now  the R ussians have been using individual bom bs rather
than a carpet.

In the end the tw o of us go off to see w hether thereɋs any pudding pow der left
at the com er store that w as hit yesterday. It turns out there are still a few
custom ers, and yes, theyɋre still selling. Thereɋs a price printed on the pow der Ɇ
38 pfennigs, I think. The person selling, w ho also ow ns the store and lives right



there, insisted on giving every custom er exact change, so he kept running up and
dow n the queue asking w ho had sm all coins and could help him . A nd that w hile
under fire! O nly here. W eɋll be counting our change right into the grave.

Just for fun w e peeked round the com er, to see w hat w as up at the butcherɋs,
since I still hadnɋt used up m y ration. There, too, they w ere selling, w ith m ore
supply than dem and Ɇ at m ost a dozen people w ere in the store, so w e w ere able
to get som e good pieces, boneless pork, fairly w eighed.

A s w e w alked out of the store a truck drove by, w ith G erm an troops, red tabs,
m eaning antiɆaircraft. They w ere headed aw ay from  us, tow ard the centre of
tow n. They sat there m ute, staring off into the distance. A  w om an called out to
them , Ɋyou leaving?ɋ N o one answ ered her. W e looked at each other and
shrugged. The w om an said, ɊTheyɋre just poor souls them selves.ɋ

These days I keep noticing how  m y feelings tow ards m en and the feelings of
all the other w om en Ɇ are changing. W e feel sorry for them , they seem  so
m iserable and pow erless. The w eaker sex. D eep dow n w e w om en are
experiencing a kind of collective disappointm ent. The N azi w orld Ɇ ruled by
m en, glorifying the strong m an Ɇ is beginning to crum ble, and w ith it the m yth
of ɊM anɋ. In earlier w ars m en could claim  that the privilege of killing and being
killed for the fatherland w as theirs and theirs alone. Today, w e w om en, too, have
a share. That has transform ed us, em boldened us. A m ong the m any defeats at the
end of this w ar is the defeat of the m ale sex.

Later in the basem ent, intelligent conversations over supper. C osy stillɆlifes Ɇ in
one square m etre per household. H ere tea w ith bread and butter, there m ashed
potatoes. Stinchen w ith the H am burg Ɋsɋ w ields her knife and fork flaw lessly as
she pokes at her pickle. H er w ounded head has been nearly band aged. The
bookselling w ife asks: ɊM ay I serve you som e?ɋ

ɊY es, please, if youɋd be so kind,ɋ answ ers C urtainm an Schm idt, softly.
A  tow el is spread over the canaryɋs cage. The deserter com es and announces

that the R ussians are scouting out the cinem a. O ur com er is currently under fire
from  sm all guns. The exɆsoldier tells us w e canɋt have anyone w earing a
uniform  in the basem ent, otherw ise under m artial law  w eɋll all be subject to
execution.

Palaver about the notices in the Arm oured Bear. Tw o arm ies really do seem
to be heading to relieve B erlin, Schôm er from  the south and som e other one
from  the north. Teuenbrietzen, O ranienburg and B ernau are said to have been
liberated.



A nd us? V ery m ixed feelings, and a sense of fright. ɊSo now  theyɋll be back
and forth and w eɋre caught right in the m iddle. A re w e supposed to stay here for
m onths? W eɋre lost one w ay or the other. If things donɋt w ork out for Ivan, then
the A m ericans w ill com e from  the air. A nd G od have m ercy if they start in w ith
carpetɆbom bs. W eɋll be buried alive in this basem ent.ɋ

A  new  announcem ent from  the street: the V olkssturm  has retreated, Ivan is
pushing right tow ards us. G erm an artillery has pulled up on our corner, the
explosions are boom ing through the basem ent. M eanw hile six w om en are sitting
round a little table, the w idow  is reading the distillerɋs w ifeɋs cards. Sheɋs very
good at it, too: ɊIn the short run you w ill experience a disappointm ent in
connection w ith your husband.ɋ (H eɋs still holding his post in the distillery Ɇ
together w ith the redheaded Elvira.)

I w ant to go to sleep right aw ay. Iɋm  looking forw ard to it. The dayɋs been
packed to the brim . The net result: Iɋm  healthy, bold and bright, for the m om ent
m y fear is m ostly gone. M y brain is full of vivid im ages of greed and rage. Stiff
back, tired feet, broken thum bnail, a cut lip thatɋs still sm arting. So the sayingɋs
true after all: ɊW hat doesnɋt kill you m akes you stronger. Ɋ

O ne m ore thing. A n im age from  the street: a m an pushing a w heelbarrow
w ith a dead w om an on top, stiff as a board. Loose grey strands of hair fluttering,
a blue kitchen apron. H er w ithered legs in grey stockings sticking out the end of
the w heelbarrow . H ardly anyone gave her a second glance. Just like w hen they
used to ignore the rubbish being hauled aw ay.
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It began w ith silence. The night w as far too quiet. A round tw elve oɋclock
Frâulein B ehn reported that the enem y had reached the gardens and that the
G erm an line of defence w as right outside our door.

It took a long tim e for m e to fall asleep, I w as going over R ussian phrases in
m y head, practising the ones I thought Iɋd soon have a chance to use. Today I
briefly m entioned to the other cave dw ellers that I speak a little R ussian, a fact
Iɋd been keeping to m yself I explained that Iɋd been to European R ussia w hen I
w as younger, one of the dozen or so countries I visited on m y travels.

M y R ussian is very basic, very utilitarian, picked up along the w ay. Still, I
know  how  to count and to say w hat day it is and I can read the C yrillic alphabet.
Iɋm  sure it w ill com e back quickly now  that practice is near at hand. Iɋve alw ays
had a knack for languages. Finally, counting aw ay in R ussian, I fell asleep.

I slept until about 5a.m ., w hen I heard som eone w andering around the front of
the basem ent Ɇ it w as the bookselling w ife w ho had com e in from  the outside.
She took m y hand and w hispered, ɊTheyɋre here.ɋ

ɊW ho? The R ussians?ɋ I could barely open m y eyes.
ɊY es. They just clim bed through the w indow  at M eyerɋsɋ m eaning the liquor

shop.
I finished dressing and com bed m y hair w hile she delivered her new s to the

others. W ithin m inutes the w hole basem ent w as on its feet.
Taking the back stairs, I felt m y w ay up to the first floor in order to hide our

m eagre provisions, at least w hatever w asnɋt already squirrelled aw ay. B efore
going inside I put m y ear to the back door, w hich w as in splinters and could no
longer be locked. A ll quiet, the kitchen em pty. K eeping close to the floor I crept
over to the w indow . It w as a bright m orning outside, our street w as under fire,
you could hear the w histle and patter of the bullets.

A  R ussian antiɆaircraft battery w as turning the corner, four barrels, four iron
giraffes w ith m enacing necks tall as tow ers. Tw o m en w ere stom ping up the
street: broad backs, leather jackets, high leather boots. Jeeps pulling up to the
kerb. H ow itzers rattling ahead in the early light. The pavem ent alive w ith the
din. The sm ell of petrol drifted into the kitchen through the broken



w indow panes.
I w ent back to the basem ent. W e ate our breakfast as if in a dream , although I

did m anage to consum e several slices of bread, m uch to the am azem ent of the
w idow . Even so, m y stom ach w as fluttering. I felt the w ay I had as a schoolgirl
before a m aths exam  Ɇ anxious and uneasy. w ishing that it w as already over.

A fter that the w idow  and I clim bed upstairs. W e dusted her apartm ent, w iped
dow n the counters and sw ept and scrubbed w ith our nextɆtoɆlast bucket of
w ater. The devil know s w hy w e slaved aw ay like that, probably just to exercise
our lim bs a little, or m aybe fleeing again into a palpable present to escape an
uncertain future.

A s w e w orked w e kept creeping up to the w indow  and peeking out at the
street, w here an endless supply train w as passing by. Stout m ares w ith foals
running betw een their legs. A  cow  drearily m ooing to be m ilked. B efore w e
knew  it they had set up a field kitchen in the garage across the street. A nd for the
first tim e w e could m ake out faces, features, individuals Ɇ sturdy, broad
foreheads, closeɆcropped hair, w ell fed, carefree. N ot a civilian in sight. The
R ussians have the streets entirely to them selves. B ut under every building people
are w hispering, quaking. W ho could ever im agine such a w orld, hidden here, so
frightened, right in the m iddle of the big city? Life sequestered underground and
split into tiny cells so that no one know s w hat anyone else is doing.

O utside: a bright blue, cloudless sky.
Som etim e around noon Ɇ the w om an from  H am burg and I w ere just getting

the second pot of barley soup, cooked at the bakerɋs for the entire clan Ɇ the first
enem y found his w ay into our basem ent. A  ruddyɆcheeked farm er, he blinked as
he sized us up by the light of the kerosene lantern. H e hesitated, then took a step,
tw o steps tow ards us.

H earts pounding. Scared, people offered him  their bow ls of soup. H e shook
his head and sm iled, still silent.

Thatɋs w hen I uttered m y first R ussian w ords, or rather rasped them , since I
suddenly w ent hoarse: ɊShto vy zhelaete?ɋ W hat do you w ant?

The m an spins around, stares at m e in am azem ent. I sense Iɋve taken him
aback. H e doesnɋt understand. Evidently heɋs never heard one of us Ɋm utesɋ
address him  in his ow n language. B ecause the R ussian w ord for G erm ans Ɇ nɋ
em tzi Ɇm eans Ɋm utesɋ. Presum ably it dates from  H anseatic League, over 500
years ago, w hen G erm an m erchants used sign language to trade textiles and lace
for beesw ax and furs in N ovgorod and elsew here.

A nyw ay, this R ussian doesnɋt say a thing, answ ered m y question w ith a m ere



shake of his head. I ask w hether he w ants som ething to eat. W ith a little sm ile he
says, in accented G erm an, ɊSchnapsɋ Ɇbrandy.

The cave dw ellers shake their heads: regrettably they have no brandy or
alcohol of any kind. W hoever has any left keeps it w ell hidden. So Ivan w anders
back off, trying to find his w ay through the labyrinth of passagew ays and
courtyards.

C heerful bustle of soldiers on our street. A long w ith tw o or three other
w om en I venture out to w atch. A  young m an is polishing a m otorcycle in our
entrancew ay, a G erm an Zúndapp, nearly new . H e holds out the cloth, gestures at
m e to go on buffing. I tell him  in R ussian that I donɋt w ant to, even m anage a
laugh, he looks at m e in surprise and then laughs back.

Som e R ussians are w heeling freshly stolen bicycles up and dow n the
drivew ay. Theyɋre teaching one another to ride, sit ting on their seats as stiffly as
Susi the bicycleɆriding chim panzee in the zoo. They crash into the trees and
laugh w ith pleasure.

I feel som e of m y fear beginning to dissipate. It turns out that R ussian m en,
too, are Ɋonly m enɋ Ɇ i.e. presum ably theyɋre as susceptible as other m en to
fem inine w iles, so itɋs possible to keep them  in check, to distract them , to shake
them  off.

The pavem ents are full of horses that leave their droppings and spray their
pee. A  strong scent of stables. Tw o soldiers ask m e to show  them  to the nearest
pum p Ɇthe horses are thirsty. So w e traipse through the gardens for fifteen
m inutes. Friendly voices, goodɆnatured faces. A nd questions that w ill keep
com ing back, heard now  for the first tim e: ɊD o you have a husband?ɋ If you say
yes, they ask w here he is. A nd if you say no, they ask if you w ouldnɋt w ant to
Ɋm arryɋ a R ussian. Follow ed by crude flirting.

These tw o first address m e using the fam iliar Ɋduɋ, but I dism iss the
im propriety by sticking w ith the form al form . W e w alked dow n the deserted
green path, as artillery shells arc across the sky. The G erm an line is ten m inutes
aw ay. N o m ore G erm an planes, though, and hardly any G erm an flak. N o m ore
w ater in the taps, no electricity, no gas. O nly R ussians.

B ack w ith the buckets, now  full of w ater. The horses drink as the tw o m en
look on contentedly. I stroll around, talking to this R ussian and that. Itɋs past
noon, the sun so hot it feels like sum m er. Thereɋs som ething strange in the air
though, som ething I canɋt put m y finger on, som ething evil, m enacing. A  few
m en look past m e shyly, exchanging glances. O ne young m an, sm all and sallow
and reeking of alcohol, gets m e involved in a conversation. H e w ants to coax m e



off into the courtyard, show s m e tw o w atches on his hairy arm , heɋll give one to
m e if I...

I draw  back to the passage that leads to our basem ent, then sneak out to the
inner courtyard, but just w hen I think Iɋve shaken him  heɋs standing next to m e,
and slips into the basem ent along w ith m e. Staggering from  one support beam  to
the next, he shines his torch on the faces, som e forty people all together, pausing
each tim e he com es to a w om an, letting the pool of light flicker for several
seconds on her face.

The basem ent freezes. Everyone seem s petrified. N o one m oves, no one says
a w ord. Y ou can hear the forced breathing. The spotlight stops on eighteenɆ
yearɆold Stinchen resting in a reclining chair, her head in a dazzlingly w hite
bandage. ɊH ow  m any year?ɋ Ivan asks, in G erm an, his voice full of threat.

N o one answ ers. The girl lies there as if m ade of stone. The R ussian repeats
his question, now  roaring w ith rage: ɊH ow  m any year?ɋ

I quickly answ er, in R ussian: ɊSheɋs a student, eighteen.ɋ I w ant to add that
sheɋs been w ounded in the head, but I canɋt find the right w ords so I resort to the
international w ord Ɋkaputɋ. ɊH ead kaput, from  bom b.ɋ

N ext com es a conversation betw een the R ussian and m yself, a rapid back and
forth of questions and answ ers that w ould be senseless to record, for the sim ple
reason that it w as senseless. A ll about love: true love, passionate love, he loves
m e, do I love him , w hether w e w ant to m ake love. ɊM aybe,ɋ I say, and start
heading tow ards the door. H e falls for it. The people all around are still
paralysed w ith fear, donɋt have the faintest idea w hatɋs going on.

I flirt w ith fluttering hands, hardly able to speak because m y heart is
pounding so. I look the m an in his black eyes, am azed at his yellow , jaundiced
eyeballs. W eɋre outside in the hall, itɋs nearly dark, I prance backw ards ahead of
him , he doesnɋt know  his w ay in this labyrinth, he follow s. I w hisper: ɊO ver
there. V ery beautiful there. N o people.ɋ Three m ore paces, then tw o stairs... and
w eɋre back out on the street, in the bright afternoon sun.

R ight aw ay I run to m y tw o horse handlers, w ho are now  com bing their
steeds. I point at m y pursuer: ɊH eɋs a bad egg, that one, haɆha!ɋ The m an looks
daggers at m e and takes off. The horse groom s laugh. I talk w ith them  a w hile
and catch m y breath. Little by little m y hands calm  dow n.

A s I w as chatting aw ay, a num ber of heroes visited our basem ent, but they
w ere m ore interested in w atches than in w om en. Later I w ould see m any an Ivan
w ith w hole collections on both arm s Ɇ five or six pieces, w hich they w ould
constantly com pare, w inding and resetting, w ith childlike, thiefɆlike joy.



O ur street corner has becom e an arm y cam p. The supply train is billeted in
the shops and garages. The horses m unch their oats and hay, itɋs com ical to
w atch them  stick their heads out of the broken display w indow s. Thereɋs a hint
of relief in the air Ɇ O h w ell, there go the w atches. ɊVoyna kaput,ɋ as the
R ussians say. The w ar is kaput. A nd for us it is kaput, finished, all over. The
storm  has rushed past and now  w eɋre safely in its w ake.

O r so w e thought.
Things started happening around 6p.m . A  m an built like a bull, dead drunk,

cam e in the basem ent, w aving his pistol around and m aking for the distillerɋs
w ife. N o one else w ould do. H e chased her w ith his pistol up and dow n the
basem ent, shoved her ahead of him , tow ards the door. She fought back, hitting
him , how ling, w hen all of a sudden the pistol w ent off. The bullet w ent right
through the supports and hit the w all, no one w as hurt. The basem ent broke into
a panic, everyone jum ped up and started scream ing. The hero seem ed to have
frightened him self and slipped off into the corridors.

A round 7p.m . I w as sitting upstairs w ith the w idow , peace fully eating our
evening porridge, w hen the conciergeɋs youngest daughter burst in yelling:
ɊC om e quick, you have to talk to them  in R ussian. Thereɋs m ore of them  after
Frau B .ɋ The distillerɋs w ife again. Sheɋs by far the plum pest w om an in our
group, very buxom . People say they like that. Fat m eans beautiful, the m ore
w om an there is, the m ore her body differs from  that of a m an. Prim itive people
are said to have had particular respect for w om en w ho are fat, as sym bols of
abundance and fertility. W ell, these days theyɋd have a hard tim e finding such
sym bols here. The older w om en in particular w ho had once been quite plum p
have shrunken terribly, at least for the m ost part. O f course, the distillerɋs w ife is
an exception. Since the w ar began she hasnɋt lacked for things to trade. A nd now
sheɋs paying for her unm erited fat.

W hen I cam e dow n she w as standing in the doorw ay, w him pering and
shaking. She had m anaged to run out and escape. B ut she didnɋt dare go back to
the basem ent, nor did she dare go up the four flights of stairs to her apartm ent,
since the G erm an artillery w as still firing occasional shells. She w as also afraid
the R ussians m ight follow  her upstairs. D igging into m y arm  so firm ly that her
nails left m arks, she begged m e to go w ith her to the Ɋcom m andantɋ to request an
escort, som e kind of protection. I couldnɋt im agine w hat she w as thinking of.

A  m an cam e by w ith stars on his epaulettes and I tried to explain to him  how
afraid the w om an w as, but couldnɋt think of the w ord for Ɋafraidɋ. H e just
shrugged us off im patiently. ɊD onɋt w orry, nobodyɋs going to do anything to



you, go on hom e.ɋ Finally the distillerɋs w ife staggered upstairs, sobbing. I
havenɋt seen her since, she m ust have sneaked off som ew here. A nd a good thing,
too Ɇ she w as too com pelling a decoy.

N o sooner w as I back upstairs than the conciergeɋs girl evidently the
designated m essenger Ɇ cam e running in for the second tim e. M ore m en in the
basem ent. N ow  theyɋre after the bakerɋs w ife, w hoɋs also m anaged to keep a bit
of flesh on during the years of w ar.

The baker com es stum bling tow ards m e dow n the hall, w hite as his flour,
holding out his hands: ɊThey have m y w ife...ɋ H is voice breaks. For a second I
feel Iɋm  acting in a play. A  m iddleɆclass baker canɋt possibly m ove like that,
canɋt speak w ith such em otion, put so m uch feeling into his voice, bare his soul
that w ay, his heart so torn. Iɋve never seen anyone but great actors do that.

In the basem ent. The lantern is no longer burning, itɋs probably out of
kerosene. B y the flickering light of a soɆcalled H indenburg lam p Ɇ a w ick in
tallow  kept in cardboard Ɇ I see the bakerɋs w ife in a recliner, her ashen face, her
tw itching m outh. Three R ussians are standing next to her. O ne is jerking her up
by the arm , but w hen she tries to get up, another shoves her back in the chair as
if she w ere a puppet, a thing.

A ll three are talking to one another very quickly, evidently arguing. I canɋt
understand m uch, theyɋre speaking in slang. W hat to do? ɊC om m issar,ɋ the baker
stam m ers. M eaning, find som eone w ho has som e authority. I go out on the
street, now  peaceful, calm ed dow n for the evening. The shooting and burning are
far aw ay. A s luck w ould have it I run into the sam e officer w ho had been so
dism issive w ith the distillerɋs w ife. I speak to him  in m y m ost polite R ussian, ask
him  for help. H e understands w hat Iɋm  saying and m akes a sour face. Finally he
follow s m e, reluctant and unw illing.

The people in the basem ent are still scared stiff and silent, as if they all, m en,
w om en and children, had turned to stone. It turns out that one of the three
R ussians has backed off. The other tw o are still standing next to the bakerɋs
w ife, arguing.

The officer joins the conversation, not w ith a tone of com m and but as am ong
equals. Several tim es I hear the expression Ɋukaz Stalinaɋ Ɇ Stalinɋs decree.
A pparently Stalin has declared that Ɋthis kind of thingɋ is not to happen. B ut it
happens anyw ay, the officer gives m e to understand, shrugging his shoulders.
O ne of the tw o m en being reprim anded voices his objection, his face tw isted in
anger: ɊW hat do you m ean? W hat did the G erm ans do to our w om en?ɋ H e is
scream ing: ɊThey took m y sister and...ɋ and so on. I canɋt understand all the



w ords, only the sense.
O nce again the officer speaks, calm ing the m an dow n, slow ly m oving

tow ards the door, and finally m anaging to get both m en outside. The bakerɋs
w ife asks, hoarsely, ɊA re they gone?ɋ

I nod, but just to m ake sure I step out into the dark corridor. Then they have
m e. B oth m en w ere lying in w ait.

I scream  and scream ... I hear the basem ent door shutting w ith a dull thud
behind m e.

O ne of them  grabs m y w rists and jerks m e along the corridor. Then the other
is pulling as w ell, his hand on m y throat so I can no longer scream . I no longer
w ant to scream , for fear of being strangled. Theyɋre both tearing aw ay at m e,
instantly Iɋm  on the floor... som ething com es clinking out of m y jacket pocket,
m ust be m y key ring, w ith the key to the building. I end up w ith m y head on the
bottom  step of the basem ent stairs. I can feel the dam p coolness of the floor tiles.
The door above is ajar, and lets in a little light. O ne m an stands there keeping
w atch, w hile the other tears m y underclothes, forcing his w ayɆ

I grope around the floor w ith m y left hand, until I find m y key ring. I hold it
tight. I use m y right hand to defend m yself. Itɋs no use. H eɋs sim ply tom  off m y
suspender belt, ripping it in tw o. W hen I struggle to com e up, the second one
throw s him self on m e as w ell, forcing m e back on the ground w ith his fists and
knees. N ow  the other keeps lookout, w hispering: ɊH urry up, hurry up.ɋ

I hear loud R ussian voices. Som e light. The door opens. Tw o, three R ussians
com e in, the last a w om an in uniform . A nd they laugh. The second m an jum ps
up, having been disrupted in the act. They both go out w ith the other three,
leaving m e lying there.

I pull m yself up on the steps, gather m y things, drag m yself along the w all
tow ards the basem ent door. Theyɋve locked it from  the inside. ɊO pen up,ɋ I say.
ɊIɋm  all alone, thereɋs no one else.ɋ

Finally the tw o iron levers open. Everyone stares at m e. O nly then do I realize
how  I look. M y stockings are dow n to m y shoes, m y hair is dishevelled, Iɋm  still
holding on to w hatɋs left of m y suspender belt.

I start yelling. ɊY ou pigs! H ere they rape m e tw ice in a row  and you shut the
door and leave m e lying like a piece of dirt!ɋ A nd I turn to leave. A t first theyɋre
quiet, then all hell breaks loose behind m e, everyone talking at once, scream ing,
fighting, flailing about. A t last a decision: ɊW eɋll all go together to the
com m andant and ask for protection for the night.ɋ

A nd so finally a sm all platoon of w om en, along w ith a few  m en, heads out



into the evening tw ilight, into the m ild air sm elling of fire, over to w here the
com m andant is said to be staying.

O utside itɋs quiet. The guns are silent. A  few  m en are spraw led in the
entrancew ay Ɇ R ussians. O ne of them  gets up as w e approach. A nother
m um bles, ɊTheyɋre just G erm ans,ɋ and turns back over. Inside the courtyard I
ask to speak to the com m andant. A  figure breaks aw ay from  the group of m en
standing in the door that leads to the rear w ing of the building: ɊY es, w hat do
you w ant?ɋ H eɋs tall, w ith w hite teeth and the features of som eone from  the
C aucasus.

H e looks at the pitiful group of people com e to com plain and laughs, laughs
at m y stam m ering. ɊC om e on, Iɋm  sure they didnɋt really hurt you. O ur m en are
all healthy.ɋ H e strolls back to the other officers, w e hear them  chuckling quietly.
I turn to our grey assem bly: ɊThereɋs no point.ɋ

W e leave and return to our basem ent. I donɋt w ant to go back, donɋt w ant to
look at their faces any m ore. I clim b upstairs, together w ith the w idow , w hoɋs
hovering over m e as if I w ere sick, speaking in hushed tones, stroking m e,
w atching m y every m ove to the point w here itɋs annoying. I just w ant to forget.

I undress in the bathroom  Ɇ for the first tim e in days Ɇ and w ash up as w ell as
I can w ith the little w ater I have and brush m y teeth in front of the m irror.
Suddenly a R ussian appears in the doorfram e, as still as a ghost, pale and tender.
ɊW here, please, the door?ɋ he asks in a quiet voice Ɇ in G erm an, too. H eɋs
evidently strayed into the apartm ent. Frozen in shock, w earing nothing but m y
nightgow n, I point the w ay to the front door, leading to the stairw ell, w ithout
saying a w ord. ɊThank you,ɋ he says, politely.

I hurry into the kitchen. Y es, he broke in through the back door, w hich the
w idow  had blocked off w ith a broom  cupboard Ɇ he sim ply pushed it aside. The
w idow  is just com ing up the back stairs from  the basem ent. Together w e
barricade the door again, this tim e m ore thoroughly, piling chairs in front and
shoving in the heavy kitchen dresser for good m easure. That should do it, says
the w idow . A s alw ays she bolts the front door and turns the lock tw ice. W e feel a
little secure.

A  tiny flam e is flickering on the H indenburg lam p, casting our overlarge
shadow s on the ceiling. The w idow  has set up a place for m e in her living room ,
on the sofa bed. For the first tim e in ages w e didnɋt let dow n the blackout blinds.
W hat for? There w onɋt be any m ore air raids this Friday night, not for us, w eɋre
already R ussian. The w idow  perches on the edge of m y bed and is just taking off
her shoes w hen all at once w e hear a clatter and din.



Poor back door, pitifully erected bulw ark. Itɋs already crashing dow n, the
chairs tum bling against the floor tiles. Scraping of feet and shoving and several
rough voices. W e stare at each other. Light flickers through a crack in the w all
betw een the kitchen and the living room . N ow  the steps are in the hall. Som eone
pushes in the door to our room .

O ne, tw o, three, four m en. A ll heavily arm ed, w ith m achine guns on their
hips. They look at the tw o of us briefly w ithout saying a w ord. O ne of them
w alks straight to the chest, rips open the tw o draw ers, rum m ages around, slam s
them  back, says som ething dism issive and stom ps out. W e hear him  going
through the next room , w here the w idow ɋs tenant used to live before he w as
drafted into the V olkssturm . The three others stand around m urm uring am ong
them selves, sizing m e up w ith stolen glances. The w idow  slips back into her
shoes, w hispering to m e that sheɋs going to run upstairs for help from  the other
apartm ents. Then sheɋs gone, none of the m en stop her.

W hat am  I to do? Suddenly I feel insanely com ical, standing there in front of
three strange m en in nothing but m y candy pink nightgow n w ith its ribbons and
bow s. I canɋt stand it any longer, I have to say som ething, do som ething. O nce
again I ask in R ussian, ɊShto vy zhelaete?ɋ

They spin around. Three bew ildered faces, the m en lose no tim e in asking:
ɊW here did you learn R ussian?ɋ

I give them  m y speech, explain how  I travelled across R ussia, draw ing and
photographing, at such and such a tim e. The three w arriors plop dow n in the
arm chairs, set aside their guns and stretch their legs. A s w e chat, I keep m y ear
cocked for any noise in the hallw ay; w aiting for the w idow  to return w ith the
neighbours and the prom ised help. B ut I hear nothing.

M eanw hile the fourth soldier com es back and leads num ber three into the
kitchen. I hear them  busy w ith the dishes. The other tw o speak quietly to each
other, evidently Iɋm  not supposed to understand. The m ood is strangely
restrained. Som ething is in the air, a spark, but w here w ill it land?

The w idow  doesnɋt com e back. I try to draw  the tw o m en into conversation
again, as I get under m y quilt, but nothing com es of it. They look at m e askance
and shift around. Thatɋs a sign things are about to happen Ɇ I read about it in the
papers, w hen there still w ere som e Ɇten or tw enty tim es, w hat do I know . I feel
feverish. M y face is burning.

N ow  the other tw o m en call them  from  the kitchen, and they get up clum sily
and stroll over there. I craw l out of bed, very quietly; put m y ear to the kitchen
door and listen a m om ent. Theyɋre obviously drinking. Then I slink dow n the



pitchɆdark corridor, silently; on bare feet, grab m y coat off the hook and pull it
on over m y nightgow n.

I cautiously open the front door, w hich the w idow  has left unbolted. I listen at
the stairw ell, silent and black. N othing. N ot a sound, not a shim m er of light.
W here could she have gone? Iɋm  just about to go up the stairs w hen one of the
m en grabs m e from  behind. H eɋs sneaked up w ithout a sound.

H uge paw s. I can sm ell the alcohol. M y heart is hopping like crazy. I w hisper,
I beg: ɊO nly one, please, please, only one. Y ou, as far as Iɋm  concerned. B ut
kick the others out.ɋ

H e prom ises in a low  voice and carries m e in both arm s like a bundle through
the hall. I have no idea w hich of the four he is, w hat he looks like. In the dark
front room  w ith hardly any w indow s he unloads m e on the form er tenantɋs bare
bedstead. Then he shouts a few  short phrases to the others, shuts the door and
lies dow n beside m e in the dark. Iɋm  m iserably cold, I beg and plead for him  to
let m e back into the m adeɆup bed in the next room . H e refuses, seem ingly afraid
the w idow  m ight com e back. N ot until half an hour later, w hen things are quiet,
can I get him  to m ove there.

H is autom atic clanks against the bedpost; heɋs hung his cap on the bedpost
knob. The tallow  light has gone on burning quietly, for itself. Petka Ɇ thatɋs his
nam e Ɇ has a pointy head, a w idow ɋs peak of bristly blond hair, it feels like the
nap on a sofa. A  gigantic m an, broad as a bear, w ith the arm s of a lum ber jack
and w hite teeth. Iɋm  so tired, exhausted, I barely know  w here I am . Petka
fum bles around, tells m e heɋs from  Siberia Ɇ w ell, w ell. N ow  heɋs even taken off
his boots. I feel dizzy, Iɋm  only half present, and that half is no longer resisting.
It falls against the hard body sm elling of curd soap. Peace at last, darkness,
sleep.

A t four oɋclock I hear the crow ing of a rooster, part of the supply train. R ight
aw ay Iɋm  w ide aw ake, pull m y arm  out from  under Petka. H e sm iles, show ing
his w hite teeth. H e gets up quickly, explaining that he has guard duty, but heɋll
definitely be back at seven, absolutely! In parting he practically crushes m y
fingers.

I craw l back under the blanket and sleep fitfully, in fifteen m inute intervals.
O nce I think I hear the w ord ɊH elp!ɋ and jum p up but it w as only the rooster.
N ow  the cow  is m ooing as w ell. I unw rap our alarm  clock (itɋs really the
w idow ɋs, but I now  consider m yself part of the household) Ɇ just to be safe w e
keep it w rapped in a terry cloth tow el, far back in the chest. W e never look at it
unless w eɋre com pletely alone and safe. W e donɋt w ant to lose it to som e Ivan.



It is five oɋclock. I canɋt sleep any m ore. I get up and sm ooth out the bed,
shove the crates and chairs back against the rear door w ith its broken lock, clear
the em pty bottles the m en have left behind and check to see w hether w e still
have our burgundy in the kitchen cupboard, hidden in the old bucket. Thank G od
they didnɋt find that.

A  reddishɆgrey light shining through the w indow  m eans the w ar is still on
outside. A  distant rum ble and hum . The front is now  rolling into the centre of
tow n. I get dressed, w ash m yself as best I can, and listen carefully to the
m orning quiet of the stairw ell. N othing but silence and em ptiness. If only I knew
w here the w idow  had sneaked off to! I donɋt dare knock on any doors, donɋt
w ant to frighten anyone.

The next tim e I prick up m y ears, I hear voices. I run up, theyɋre already
com ing m y w ay, a w hole group of w om en, w ith the w idow  in the lead, sobbing
lam entably, ɊD onɋt be angry w ith m e!ɋ (A s of yesterday w eɋve been calling each
other by the fam iliar Ɋduɋ.) A  num ber of w om en around her are sobbing as w ell.
I just laugh in the face of all the lam entation: ɊW hatɋs the m atter, Iɋm  alive,
arenɋt I? Life goes on!ɋ

A s w e head up to the next floor, to the booksellersɋ, the w idow  w hispers in
m y ear about how  she knocked on several doors and asked people to take us in
and give us shelter for the night. In vain. N o one opened. A t the postm asterɋs
they hissed through the chained door: ɊThe girl? That w ould be asking for
trouble. N o, w e donɋt w ant to be luring them  this w ay!ɋ A fter that it w as pitchɆ
dark w hen som e R ussian cam e up and grabbed her, threw  her on the
floorboards... A  m ere child, she w hispers, no beard at all, sm oothɆskinned and
inexperienced Ɇ a sm ile breaks through her face, so sw ollen w ith sobbing. I
donɋt know  her age exactly. Iɋm  not even sure she w ould tell m e, probably
betw een forty and fifty, she dyes her hair. B ut for them  any w om an w ill do,
w hen theyɋre grabbing in the dark.

Som e fifteen people have holed up at the booksellersɋ, bringing their
bedclothes and spreading out on the sofas, the floor, w herever thereɋs room . The
doors of the apartm ent has patent deadbolts and extra reinforcem ents anchored
in the floor. O n top of that the front door has a m etal backing on the inside.

W e sit around the unfam iliar kitchen table, all of us hollow  eyed, greenish
pale, w orn out for lack of sleep. W e speak in w hispers, our breathing is forced,
w e gulp dow n the hot m alt coffee (w hich the bookseller cooked on the stove
over a fire of N azi literature, as he tells us).

W e keep staring at the back door, locked and barricaded, hoping it w ill hold.



H ungry, I stuff m yself w ith som eone elseɋs bread. W e hear steps com ing up the
back stairs, then those unfam iliar sounds, to our ears so coarse and anim alɆlike.
The table freezes, falls silent. W e stop chew ing, hold our breath. H ands clenched
over hearts. Eyes flickering w ildly. Then silence once again as the steps fade
aw ay. Som eone w hispers, ɊIf things go on like this...ɋ

N o one answ ers. The refugee girl from  K ônigsberg throw s herself across the
table, crying out: ɊI canɋt take any m ore! Iɋm  going to end it all!ɋ Sheɋd been
through it several tim es in the night, up under the roof, w here she had fled an
entire troop of pursuers. H er hair in tangles, covering her face, she refuses to eat
or drink.

W e sit, w ait, listen as the m issiles pipe aw ay overhead like an organ. Shots
w hip through our street. Itɋs seven oɋclock by the tim e I creep dow n to our
apartm ent, together w ith the w idow , carefully checking to see the stair landings
are secure. W e stop to listen outside our door, w hich I left ajar Ɇ w hen suddenly
it opens from  inside.

A  uniform . Shock. The w idow  clutches m y arm . Then a sigh of relief Ɇ itɋs
only Petka.

The w idow  listens to our conversation w ithout saying a w ord. A  m inute later
I, too, am  standing there speechless. Petka is beam ing at m e, his sm all blue eyes
glittering. H e shakes m y hands, assuring m e that he m issed m e w hile he w as
aw ay, that he hurried over as fast as he could after guard duty, that he searched
the entire apartm ent for m e, that heɋs happy, so happy to see m e again. A nd he
presses and squeezes m y fingers w ith his lum ber jack paw s, so hard I have to
pull them  aw ay. I stand there like an idiot, in the face of these unam biguous
sym ptom s, listen to this PetkaɆR om eo babble on, until he finally, finally
disappears Ɇ prom ising heɋll be back soon, very soon, just as soon as he can.

Iɋm  rooted in place, openɆm outhed. The w idow  didnɋt understand a w ord
Petka w as saying, but she could read his face perfectly, she knew  w hat w as up.
She shakes her head. ɊW ell...ɋ B oth of us are com pletely stunned.

A nd now  Iɋm  sitting here at our kitchen table. Iɋve just refilled m y pen w ith
ink and am  w riting, w riting, w riting all this confusion out of m y head and heart.
W here w ill this end? W hat w ill becom e of us? I feel so dirty, I donɋt w ant to
touch anything, least of all m y ow n skin. W hat Iɋd give for a bath or at least
som e decent soap and plenty of w ater. Thatɋs it enough of these fantasies.

I rem em ber the strange vision I had this m orning, som ething like a day
dream , w hile I w as trying in vain to fall asleep after Petka left. It w as as if I w ere
flat on m y bed and seeing m yself lying there w hen a lum inous w hite being rose



from  m y body, a kind of angel, but w ithout w ings, that floated high into the air.
Even now  as Iɋm  w riting this I can still feel that sense of rising up and floating.
O f course, itɋs just a fantasy, a pipe dream , a m eans of escape Ɇ m y true self
sim ply leaving m y body behind, m y poor, besm irched, abused body. B reaking
aw ay and floating off, unblem ished, into a w hite beyond. It canɋt be m e that this
is happening to, so Iɋm  expelling it all from  m e. C ould I be raving? B ut m y head
feels cool at the m om ent, m y hands heavy and calm .



T U E SD A Y , 1 M A Y  1945, 3 P.M . L O O K IN G  B A C K  O N
SA T U R D A Y

I havenɋt w ritten since Saturday m orning, 28 A pril Ɇ three days ago, three days
cram m ed w ith so m any frenzied im ages, fears and feelings that I donɋt know
w here to begin, w hat to say. W eɋre deep in the m uck now , very deep. Every
m inute of life com es at a high price. The storm  is passing overhead, and w e are
leaves quaking in the w hirlw ind, w ith no idea w here w eɋre being blow n.

A n eternity has passed since then. Today is M ay D ay, and the w ar is still on.
Iɋm  sitting in the arm chair in the front room . The w idow ɋs tenant is here too,
lying in bed Ɇ H err Pauli, now  discharged from  the V olkssturm . H e show ed up
on Saturday, w ithout w arning, carrying a sixteenɆpound lum p of butter w rapped
in a tow el. A t the m om ent heɋs sick w ith neuralgia.

The w ind is w histling through the w indow s, tugging and rattling the scraps of
cardboard tacked on so pitifully, the daylight com es flickering inside, m aking
the room  now  bright, now  dark. B ut itɋs alw ays bitter cold. Iɋve w rapped m yself
in a w ool blanket and am  w riting w ith num b fingers w hile H err Pauli sleeps and
the w idow  w anders through the building looking for candles.

R ussian sounds com e bouncing in from  outside. Som e Ivan is talking to his
horses, w hich they treat far better than they do us, w hen they talk to the anim als
their voices sound w arm , even hum an. N ow  and then the horsesɋ scent com es
w afting in as w ell, and you can hear a chain clinking. Som ew here som eone is
playing an accordion.

I peer through the flapping card board. The arm y is cam ped outside, horses on
the pavem ents, w agons, drinking pails, boxes of oats and hay, tram pled horse
m anure, cow  pats. A  sm all fire, stoked w ith broken chairs is burning in the
entrancew ay across the street. The R ussians crouch around it in quilted jackets.

M y hands are shaking, m y feet are ice. Y esterday a G erm an grenade broke
the last panes w e had. N ow  the apartm ent is com pletely defenceless against the
east w ind. G ood thing itɋs not January.

O ur w alls are riddled w ith holes. Inside w e scurry back and forth, listening
anxiously to the clam our outside, gritting our teeth at every new  noise. The
splintered back door is open, w e gave up barricading it long ago. M en are
forever traipsing dow n the hall, through the kitchen, in and out of our tw o



room s. H alf an hour ago a com plete stranger show ed up, a stubborn dog, w ho
w anted m e but w as chased aw ay. A s he left he threatened: ɊIɋll be back.ɋ

W hat does it m ean Ɇ rape? W hen I said the w ord for the first tim e aloud,
Friday evening in the basem ent, it sent shivers dow n m y spine. N ow  I can think
it and w rite it w ith an untrem bling hand, say it out loud to get used to hearing it
said. It sounds like the absolute w orst, the end of everything but itɋs not.

Saturday afternoon around three, tw o m en banged on the front door w ith their
fists and w eapons, shouting in raw  voices, kicking the w ood. The w idow  opened.
Sheɋs alw ays w orried about her lock. Tw o greyɆhaired soldiers com e careening
in, drunk. They thrust their autom atics through one of the hall w indow s,
shattering the last rem aining pane and sending the shards clattering into the
courtyard. Then they tear the blackout shades to shreds, kick the old grandfather
clock.

O ne of them  grabs hold of m e and shoves m e into the front room , pushing the
w idow  out of the w ay. W ithout a w ord the other plants him self by the front door
and points his rifle at the w idow , keeping her in check. H e doesnɋt touch her.

The one shoving m e is an older m an w ith grey stubble, reeking of alcohol and
horses. H e carefully closes the door behind him  and, not finding any key, slides
the w ing C hair against the door. H e seem s not even to see his pre y, so that w hen
he strikes she is all the m ore startled as he knocks her onto the bedstead. Eyes
dosed, teeth clenched.

N o sound. O nly an involuntary grinding of teeth w hen m y underclothes are
ripped apart. The last untorn ones I had.

Suddenly his finger is on m y m outh, stinking of horse and tobacco. I open m y
eyes. A  strangerɋs hands expertly pulling apart m y jaw . Eye to eye. Then w ith
great deliberation he drops a gob of gathered spit into m y m outh.

Iɋm  num b. N ot w ith disgust, only cold. M y spine is frozen: icy, dizzy shivers
around the back of m y head. I feel m yself gliding and falling, dow n, dow n,
through the pillow s and the floorboards. So thatɋs w hat it m eans to sink into the
ground.

O nce m ore eye to eye. The strangerɋs lips open, yellow  teeth, one in front half
broken off. The corners of the m outh lift, tiny w rinkles radiate from  the corners
of his eyes. The m an is sm iling.

B efore leaving he fishes som ething out of his trouser pocket, thum ps it dow n
on the nightstand w ithout a w ord, pulls the chair aside and slam s the door shut
behind him . A  crum pled pack of R ussian cigarettes, only a few  left. M y pay.

I stand up Ɇ dizzy, nauseated. M y ragged clothes tum ble to m y feet. I stagger



through the hall, past the sobbing w idow , into the bathroom . I throw  up. M y face
green in the m irror, m y vom it in the basin. I sit on the edge of the bathtub,
w ithout daring to flush, since Iɋm  still gagging and thereɋs so little w ater left in
the bucket.

D am n this to hell! I say it out loud. Then I m ake up m y m ind.
N o question about it: I have to find a single w o1f to keep aw ay the pack. A n

officer, as highɆranking as possible, a com m andant, a general, w hatever I can
m anage. A fter all, w hat are m y brains for, m y little know ledge of the enem y
language?

A s soon as I am  able to m ove again, I grab a bucket and drag m yself dow n
the stairs and out onto the street. I w ander up and dow n, peering into the
courtyards, keeping m y eyes open, then go back into our stairw ell, very
cautiously. I practise the sentences I w ill use to address an officer, w ondering if I
donɋt look too green and m iserable to be attractive. Physically I feel a little
better, though, now  that I am  doing som ething, planning som ething, determ ined
to be m ore than m ere m ute booty, a spoil of w ar.

For half an hour thereɋs nothing Ɇ no epaulettes w ith stars. I donɋt know  their
rankings and insignia, only that the officers w ear stars on their caps and
generally have overcoats. B ut all I see is a shabby m ass of uniform  green. Iɋm
just about to give up for the day. am  already knocking at our door, w hen I see a
m an w ith stars com ing out of an apartm ent across the street (the form er tenant
having m anaged to escape just in tim e). Tall, dark hair, w ell fed. H e sees m e
w ith the bucket, then laughs and says in broken G erm an, ɊD u, Frau.ɋ I laugh
back and show er him  w ith m y best R ussian. H eɋs delighted to hear his ow n
language. W e chatter aw ay, silly, just fooling around, and I learn that heɋs a sub
lieutenant. Finally w e arrange to m eet that night, at 7p.m . at the w idow ɋs. H eɋs
busy until then. H is nam e is A natol SoɆandɆso Ɇ a U krainian.ɋ

W ill you definitely com e?ɋ
ɊO f course,ɋ he says, reproachfully. ɊA s fast as I can.ɋ
A s it happened, another m an show ed up first, around 5p.m ., som eone Iɋd

alm ost forgotten, Petka from  the previous night, w ith the blond bristle and the
R om eo babble. H eɋs brought tw o buddies, too, w hom  he introduces as G risha
and Y asha. Soon all three are sitting at our round table, like a bunch of farm
boys invited into a house w ell above their class. Petka acts as if heɋs at hom e,
show ing m e off to the others w ith clear pride of possession. The three m en
stretch out on the arm chairs, they feel good. Y asha pulls out a bottle of vodka,
and G risha produces som e herring and bread w rapped in a greasy page of



Pravda (the front page Ɇ unfortunately itɋs old). Petka calls for glasses as if he
w ere m aster of the house. H e pours the vodka, then slam s his fist on the table
and com m ands, ɊVypitɋ nado!ɋ Y ou have to drink up!

The w idow  and I, and even H err Pauli, w ho show ed up out of the blue ha1f
an hour earlier, have no choice but to sit and drink w ith the boys. Petka sets a
slice of dark, m oist bread on the table in front of each of us, then divides up the
herring, right there on the polished m ahogany, using his thum b to press it onto
the bread, all the w hile beam ing at us as if this w ere a special favour and
delicacy.

The w idow , appalled, runs for som e plates. G risha is the silent type w ith a
perm anent sm irk, his voice has a deep rasp. H e m akes sure each person receives
an equal portion of bread and herrings. Y asha is short, w ith a crew  cut, he sm iles
and nods all around. B oth are from  K harkov. Little by little I start talking to
them , acting as interpreter betw een them  and H err Pauli. W e drink one anotherɋs
health. Petka from  Siberia is loud and fully at ease.

I keep listening for the door and checking the dainty ladyɋs w ristw atch on
Y ashaɋs arm . A ny m inute I expect sub lieutenant A natol to show  up as arranged.
Iɋm  w orried, because I suspect thereɋll be a fight. Petka is strong as an ox, of
course, and clean, but heɋs prim itive, uncouth Ɇ no protection. A  subɆlieutenant,
on the other hand, ought to guarantee a kind of taboo, or so I im agine. M y m ind
is firm ly m ade up. Iɋll think of som ethin g w hen the tim e com es. I grin to m yself
in secret, feel as if Iɋm  perform ing on the stage. I couldnɋt care less about the lot
of them ! Iɋve never been so rem oved from  m yself, so alienated. A ll m y feelings
seem  dead, except for the drive to live. They shall not destroy m e.

M eanw hile G risha has let it be know n that heɋs an Ɋaccountantɋ. Then H err
Pauli, w ho w orks as an industrial salesm an, m akes a sim ilar declaration. B oth
m en have drunk a good deal, and they fall into an em brace, shouting for joy. ɊM e
accountant, you accountant, w e accountants!ɋ A nd the first kiss of G erm anɆ
R ussian brotherhood sm acks across H err Pauliɋs cheek. Soon the w idow ɋs tenant
is com pletely drunk. H e calls out to us, elated, ɊThese guys are great, these
R ussians, full of vim  and vigour!ɋ

A nother round. H ereɋs to international accountancy. N ow  even the w idow  is
feeling m erry, for the m om ent having forgotten about the herring being saw n
right on her polished table. (N one of the boys bother w ith the plates.) I drink
very m easuredly, secretly sw itching glasses, I w ant to keep m y w its about m e for
later. Still, the m irth at the table is tainted, especially for us tw o w om en Ɇ w e
w ant to forget w hat happened three hours before.



O utside, the sun is setting. Y asha and Petka sing a m elancholy song, w ith
G risha chim ing in. H err Pauli is in a blessedly relaxed m ood. Itɋs a bit m uch for
him , after all, only this m orning he w as courting death w ith the V olkssturm , until
his troop had the sense to disband and, lacking both w eapons and any orders to
the contrary, dism issed them selves and w ent hom e. Suddenly he belches, falls
forw ard and throw s up on the carpet. The w idow  and fellow  accountant G risha
im m ediately spirit him  into the bathroom . The others shake their heads, express
their sym pathy. Then H err Pauli crum ples into bed in his room  next door, w here
he spends the rest of the day, and, as it turns out, the foreseeable future. A  lam e
duck Ɇ probably his subconscious w ants him  that w ay. N euralgia of the soul.
Even so, his sim ple m ale presence keeps things som ew hat in check. The w idow
sw ears by him  and his rare pronouncem ents about the w orld situation and
m assages his back.

Tw ilight, a distant how ling along the front. The w idow  has m anaged to get
hold of a candle, w e light it and stick it onto a saucer. A  m eagre pool of light on
the table. soldiers com e and go Ɇ evening is w hen things get busy. People
ham m ering on the front door, pushing through the back into the kitchen. B ut w e
are unafraid, nothing can happen to us as long as Petka, G risha and Y asha are
sitting at our table.

Suddenly A natol is standing in the room , filling the space w ith his m asculine
self. A  regular soldier is trotting behind him  carrying a canteen full of alcohol
and a round dark loaf of bread under his arm . The m en are at their bestɆfed,
strong and strapping, their uniform s clean, practical and rugged, their
m ovem ents broad, very self Ɇassured. They spit inside the room , toss their long
cigarette filters on the floor, scrape the herringbones off the table onto the carpet
and plop dow n into the arm chairs.

A natol reports that the front has reached the Landw ehrkanal, and I think of
that old dreary tune ɊEs liegt eine Leiche im  Landw ehrkanal...ɋ A  body floats
dow n the Landw ehr C anal. Lots of bodies at the m om ent. A natol claim s that 130
G erm an generals have surrendered in the past few  days. H e takes a cellophane
bag, pulls out a m ap of B erlin, show s us the progress of the front. The m ap,
printed in R ussian, is very exact. Itɋs a strange feeling w hen, com plying w ith
A natolɋ s request, I show  him  w here our house is located.

So... Saturday, 28 A pril 1945... the front at the Landw ehrkanal. A s I w rite
this, itɋs Tuesday, 1 M ay. The rockets are singing over head, the oily drone of
R ussian aero planes. Long row s of Stalin O rgans are stacked in the school across
the street, the R ussians call them  by the tender nam e K atyusha Ɇ little K ate Ɇ the



tide of a popular song am ong the soldiers. W hen they are fired they how l like
w olves. They donɋt look like m uch Ɇ upright balusters, m ade of thin tubes. B ut
they how l and shriek and w ail so loud they nearly break our eardrum s as w e
stand in line for w ater not far aw ay. A nd they spew  bundles of fiery streaks.

They w ere how ling overhead this m orning w hen I stood in line for w ater. The
sky w as full of bloody clouds. Sm oke and steam  rising over the centre of tow n.
The la C  k of w ater brings us out of our holes. People com e creeping from  all
sides, m iserable, dirty civilians, w om en w ith grey faces, m ostly old Ɇ the young
ones are kept hidden. M en w ith stubbly beards and w hite arm bands to show
theyɋve surrendered stand and w atch the soldiers fill bucket after bucket for their
horses. N aturally the m ilitary alw ays has priority. Still, thereɋs never any quarrel.
Q uite the contrary: one tim e the handle broke w hile a civilian w as using it, and a
R ussian nailed it right back together.

Theyɋre cam ped out in the garden plots, under the flow ering trees. H ow itzers
m ounted in the flow er beds. R ussians sleeping outside the sheds. O thers give
w ater to their horses w hich are stabled inside the sheds. W eɋre am azed to see so
m any w om en soldiers, w ith field tunics, skirts, berets and insignia. Theyɋre
regular infantry, no doubt about it. M ost are very young Ɇ sm all, tough, their hair
com bed back sm ooth. They w ash their things in tubs. Shirts and blouses dancing
together on hastily strung clotheslines. A nd overhead the organs how l aw ay, a
w all of thick black sm oke cutting off the sky.

This m orning w as like yesterday. O n m y w ay hom e I ran into H err G olz,
loyal N azi to the end. N ow  heɋs adapted. H e spotted a R ussian w ith bright row s
of decorations on his breast, all w rapped in cellophane, and asked, ɊR ibbons?ɋ
(Itɋs the sam e w ord in R ussian and G erm an, as he inform ed m e, not realizing
how  m uch R ussian I understand.) H e gave m e a little notebook, a G erm anɆ
R ussian dictionary for soldiers, assuring m e he could get hold of som e m ore.
Iɋve looked it over, it has a lot of very useful w ords like Ɋbaconɋ, Ɋflourɋ, saltɋ.
Som e other im portant w ords are m issing, how ever, like Ɋf earɋ and Ɋbasem entɋ.
A lso the w ord for Ɋdeadɋ, w hich I never used on m y travels, but w hich I find
m yself reaching for quite often in recent conversations. Instead I substitute the
w ord Ɋkaputɋ Ɇw hich w orks w ell for a lot of other things too. The dictionary also
contains a num ber of expressions for w hich I have no use at all now , despite m y
best intentions, such as ɊH ands up!ɋ and ɊH alt!ɋ A t m ost w e m ight hear those
w ords being used on us.

G etting back to Saturday evening, 28 A pril. A round 5p.m . Petka and his
entourage left Ɇ official business of som e sort. Petka m um bled som ething about



com ingɆbackɆsoon, in a low  voice so the sub lieutenant w ouldnɋt hear. Then he
crushed m y fingers again and tried to look m e in the eye.

Incidentally, the officerɋs stars seem  to have strangely little effect on the
enlisted m en. I w as disappointed. N o one felt any need to restrain their happy
m ood because of A natolɋ s rank, and he him self sim ply sat alongside the others
very peacefully and laughed and carried on w ith them , filling up their glasses
and sharing his pot of liquor. Iɋm  w orried about m y taboo. A pparently the strict
Prussian order of ranks w eɋre so used to doesnɋt apply here. The ones w ith stars
donɋt com e from  any special class, theyɋre by no m eans superior than the others
in background or education. N or do they have any special code of honour Ɇ
especially w hen it com es to w om en. W estern traditions of chivalry and gallantry
never m ade it to R ussia. A s far as I know  they never had any jousting
tournam ents, no m innesingers or troubadours, no traincarrying pages. So w hy
should they be expected to be chivalrous? Theyɋre all peasants including A natol.
O f course, m y R ussian isnɋt good enough for m e to tell from  a given m anɋs
speech and vocabulary w hat his education or profession is. A nd Iɋve scarcely
been able to speak w ith any of them  about literature and art. B ut I have the
feeling that, deep inside, all these sim ple, undiscrim inating m en feel insecure in
front of m e, despite their blustering. Theyɋre children of the people.

Still, at least A natol is a full tw o hundred pounds. So m aybe his size w ill help
even if his stars do not. In any case, Iɋm  not changing m y m ind. H e m oves like a
com et, w ith a tail of young people, boyɆlike soldiers, w ho in the m eantim e have
found shelter in the apartm ent abandoned by the puddingsisters. O ne of A natolɋs
entourage really is just a child Ɇ V anya, sixteen years old, w ith a stern face and
intense black eyes. The w idow  takes m e aside and w hispers that he could have
been the one, back then on the stairs, his face w as sm all and sm ooth, his body
slender. For his part, V anya doesnɋt show  any sign of recognition, although
thatɋs to be expected, since he never even saw  the w om an he took in such a
clum sy. juvenile fashion Ɇ he only felt her. Still, I have the sense he know s w ho
she is. A fter all, he heard her voice, the w idow  told m e how  she sobbed and
begged. In any event, V anya follow s her around like a puppy, carrying fresh
glasses and w ashing out the dirty ones.

I drank a lot that evening. I w anted to drink a lot, w anted to get drunk. and I
did. Thatɋs w hy I only rem em ber bits and pieces: A natol next to m e again, his
w eapons and things scattered around the bed... A ll his buttons and all his bags
and everything in them ... Friendly. helpful, childlike... B ut born in M ay Ɇ a
Taurus, a bull... I felt like I w as a doll, no sensation, shaken, shoved around,



m ade of w ood... A ll of a sudden som eone is standing in the dark room , shining a
torch. A nd A natol is yelling at him  roughly, shakes his fists, and the m an
disappears. O r did I dream  that?

Early in the m orning I see A natol standing by the w indow , looking outside, a
reddish glow  is flam ing into the room , a yellow  light tugs at the w allpaper. I hear
the katyushas how ling aw ay as A natol stretches his arm s and says, ɊPetukh
paiotɋ Ɇ the cock is singing. Itɋs true Ɇbetw een shells you can actually hear a
rooster crow ing dow n below .

A s soon as A natol left I got up, w ashed m yself in the bath w ith w hat w ater
w as left, scrubbed dow n the table, sw ept aw ay the cigarette butts, herring tails
and horse m anure, rolled up the carpet and stow ed it in the chest. I looked in the
next room , w here the w idow  had set up cam p under the protection of her tenant,
both w ere snoring aw ay. IceɆcold air w as blow ing through the cardboard on the
w indow s. I felt rested and refreshed after five hours of deep sleep. A  little
hungover, but nothing m ore. Iɋd m ade it through another night.

I figured out that it w as Sunday, 29 A pril. B ut Sunday is a w ord for civilians,
at the m om ent w ithout m eaning. There are no Sundays on the front.



L O O K IN G  B A C K  O N  SU N D A Y , 29 A PR IL  1945. R E C O R D E D
O N  T U E SD A Y , 1 M A Y

The first part of the day w as filled w ith the constant, w hipɆlike popping of rifle
fire. Trucks rolling up dow n below , trucks driving aw ay. H oarse shouts,
neighing, clinking of chains. The field kitchen sends its sm oke right through our
m issing kitchen w indow , w hile our ow n oven, stoked w ith nothing but a few
broken crates and pieces of lath, is sm oking so m uch it m akes us cry.

The w idow  asks m e through the sm oke, arenɋt you scared?ɋ
ɊY ou m ean of the R ussians?ɋ
ɊThat, too. B ut itɋs really A natol Iɋm  thinking of. Such a great big bull of a

m an.ɋ
ɊIɋve got him  eating out of m y hand.ɋ
ɊW hile he gets you w ith child,ɋ the w idow  responds, poking at the fire.
A h yes. Sheɋs right, that threat is loom ing over us all, though until now  I

havenɋt been very w orried about it. W hy not? I try to explain to the w idow , w ith
a saying I once heard: ɊN o grass grow s on the w ellɆtrodden path.ɋ

The w idow  disagrees, she doesnɋt think that logic applies here. So I continue.
ɊI donɋt know , Iɋm  sim ply convinced it couldnɋt happen to m e. A s if I could lock
m yself up, physically shut m yself off from  som ething so unw anted.ɋ

The w idow ɋs still not satisfied. H er husband w as a pharm acist, she know s
w hat sheɋs talking about. H er m edicine chest is w ell stocked, unfortunately, she
doesnɋt have anything that w ould help m e protect m yself, as she puts it.

ɊA nd you?ɋ I ask back.
N ext thing I know  sheɋs running to her purse. w hich is lying on the kitchen

cabinet, fishing out her ID  card and show ing it to m e, pointing to her date of
birth, as selfɆconscious as if she w ere undressing in front of m e. Sure enough,
sheɋs turning fifty this year. I had pegged her as about six years younger.

ɊThatɋs at least one w orry I donɋt have,ɋ she says. ɊA nyw ay, w e should start
thinking about w hom  to go to in case it does happen.ɋ She assures m e that she
has connections, thanks to her late husband. ɊLet m e handle it. Iɋll figure things
out. Y ouɋll be able to get rid of it, no question.ɋ She nods as if that w ere that and,
having finally brought the w ater to a boil, pours it over the coffee substitute. A nd
I stand there, m y hands on m y belly, feeling stupid. B ut Iɋm  still convinced that



m y sheer aversion can prevent such a tragedy, that I can w ill m y body shut.
Itɋs strange how  the m en alw ays start by asking, ɊD o you have a husband?ɋ

W hatɋs the best w ay to answ er? If you say no, they start m aking advances right
aw ay. If you say yes, thinking theyɋll leave you in peace, they just go on w ith
their grilling: ɊW here is he? D id he stay in Stalingrad for good?ɋ (M any of our
troops fought at Stalingrad, they w ear a special m edal.) If you have a real live
m an around, one you can actually show  them  (as the w idow  does w ith H err
Pauli, even though heɋs her tenant and nothing m ore), theyɋll back off a bit Ɇ at
first. B ut they donɋt really care, they take w hat they can get, m arried or not.
H ow ever, they prefer to keep the husband out of the w ay for as long as needed,
by sending him  off som ew here or locking him  up or doing som ething else. N ot
because theyɋre afraid. Theyɋve already noticed that none of the husbands here
are very likely to fly into a rage. B ut having one around m akes them
uncom fortable Ɇ unless theyɋre com pletely plastered.

A s it happens I donɋt know  how  to answ er that question, even if I w anted to
be com pletely honest. G erd and I w ould have m arried long ago if it hadnɋt been
for the w ar. B ut once he w as called up that w as it, he didnɋt w ant to any m ore.
ɊB ring another w ar orphan into the w orld? N ot a chance. Iɋm  one m yself, I know
w hat itɋs like: A nd thatɋs the w ay itɋs been up to now . Even so, w e feel just as
tied to each other as if w e w ere m arried. Except I havenɋt heard from  him  for
over nine w eeks, his last letter w as posted from  the Siegfried Line. I hardly
know  w hat he looks like any m ore. A ll m y photos w ere bom bed, except the one
I had in m y bag, and I tore that one up on account of the uniform . Even if he w as
just an N C O , I w as afraid. The w hole building got rid of anything that had to do
w ith soldiers, anything that m ight upset the R ussians. They all burned books,
too, but at least w hen the books w ent up in sm oke they provided som e w arm th, a
little hot soup.

W eɋd barely m anaged to drink our ersatz coffee and eat a few  buttered slices
of the plundered bread w hen A natolɋs m en m arched in. O ur place has becom e a
kind of restaurant for them , atheit one w here the guests bring their ow n food.
This tim e they brought a decent m an along, the best Iɋve m et so far: A ndrei, a
sergeant, a schoolteacher by profession. N arrow  forehead, icyɆblue eyes, quiet
and intelligent. M y first political conversation. Thatɋs not as difficult as it
sounds, since all the w ords having to do w ith politics and the econom y have
Latin or G reek roots, so they sound sim ilar in both languages. A ndrei is an
orthodox M arxist. H e doesnɋt blam e H itler personally for the w ar, instead he
faults capitalism , w hich spaw ns the H itlers of the w orld and stockpiles w ar



m aterial. H e thinks that R ussia and G erm any m ake a good econom ic m atch, that
G erm any can be a natural partner for R ussia, once it has been built up along
socialist lines. The conversation did m e a lot of good, and not so m uch because
of the subject, w hich Iɋm  not as w ell versed in as A ndrei, but sim ply because one
of them  treated m e as an equal, w ithout once touching m e, not even w ith his
eyes. H e didnɋt see m e as a m ere piece of fem ale flesh, like all the others up to
now .

People w ere com ing and going throughout the m orning, w hile A ndrei sat on
the sofa w riting his report. A s long as heɋs there w e feel secure. H e brought a
R ussian arm y new spaper, I deciphered the fam iliar nam es of B erlin districts.
Thereɋs not m uch left of our city thatɋs still G erm an.

O ther than that w e feel com pletely at the m ercy of anyone and everyone.
W hen w eɋre alone w e jum p at every noise, every step. The w idow  and I huddle
around H err Pauliɋs bed, the w ay w e are right now  as I am  w riting this. W e
linger for hours in the dark, icy room . Ivan has driven us to the very depths Ɇ
even literally, in som e cases, there are still a few  groups on our block that
havenɋt been discovered, fam ilies w ho have been living in their basem ents since
Friday, w ho only send people out early in the m orning for w ater. I think our m en
m ust feel even dirtier than w e do, sullied as w e w om en are. In the queue at the
pum p one w om an told m e how  her neighbour reacted w hen the R ussians fell on
her in her basem ent. H e sim ply shouted, ɊW ell, w hy donɋt you just go w ith them ,
youɋre putting all of us in danger!ɋ A  m inor footnote to the D ecline of the W est.

Iɋm  constantly repulsed by m y ow n skin. I donɋt w ant to touch m yself, can
barely look at m y body. I canɋt help but think about the little child I w as, once
upon a tim e, the little pink and w hite baby w ho m ade her parents so proud, as
m y m other told m e over and over. A nd w hen m y father had to becom e a soldier
in 1916, w hen he said goodbye to m y m other at the train station, he rem inded
her never to forget to put m y lace bonnet on to protect m e from  the sun. So that I
w ould have a lilyɆw hite neck and a lilyɆw hite face. That w as the fashion of the
tim es for girls from  good hom es. So m uch love, so m uch bother. w ith
sunbonnets, bath therm om eters and evening prayers Ɇ and all for the filth I am
now .

B ack to Sunday. Itɋs difficult to recollect everything, m y m ind is such a
jum ble. B y 10a.m . all the usual guests w ere gathered: A ndrei, Petka, G risha,
Y asha and little V anya as w ell, w ho once again w ashes our dishes in the kitchen.
They ate, drank and chatted aw ay. A t one point V anya told m e, his childɋs face
turning very serious: ɊW e hum ans are all bad. M e too, Iɋve done bad things.ɋ



Then A natol show ed up, lugging a record player Ɇ I have no idea from  w here
Ɇ w ith tw o of his entourage carrying the records. A nd w hat do they keep playing,
over and over, at least a dozen tim es? A fter quickly sam pling and rejecting
records like Lohengrin and B eethovenɋs N inth, B rahm s and Sm etana? A n
advertising jingle! ɆA  record the C am p: A  Textile com pany on the Spittelm arkt
used to give custom ers for buying a certain am ount. ɊStroll on dow n to C am p
and see w hatɋs in our store today...ɋ follow ed by a list of their entire collection
crooned to the rhythm  of a foxtrot. B ut thatɋs just w hat Ivan w ants Ɇthey started
w arbling along, happy as larks.

O nce again the spirits are going around the table. A natol gets the fam iliar
glint in his eye and finally kicks everybody out under fairly obvious pretences.
This particular door doesnɋt even have a lock, he sim ply shoves the w ing chair
against it. M eanw hile I canɋt stop thinking about m y conversation w ith the
w idow , this m orning at the oven. I m ake m yself stiff as stone, shut m y eyes,
concentrate on m y bodyɋs veto, m y inner N o.

H e m oves the chair back aw ay from  the door to let the w idow  in w ith the
soup tureen. She and I take our places at the table. Even H err Pauli com es
hobbling in from  his room , perfectly shaved and m anicured, in a silk robe, but
A natol stays spraw led across the bedstead, his legs dangling in their boots, his
black hair tousled. H e sleeps and sleeps, gently exhaling.

For three hours he sleeps, like a baby, all alone w ith usɋ three enem ies. B ut
w e feel safer, even w hen heɋs sleeping, A natol is our earthw ork, our ram part. H e
snores aw ay, his revolver stuck in his holster. A nd outside thereɋs w ar, the
crackle of gunfire, the centre of tow n all in sm oke.

The w idow  takes out a bottle of the burgundy I looted from  the police
barracks and serves it to us in coffee cups Ɇjust in case of R ussians. W e talk very
quietly, so as not to w ake A natol. It does us good to be together like this, polite
and friendly. W e enjoy an hour of calm , the chance to be nice to one another.
O ur souls recover som ew hat.

A round 4p.m . A natol w akes up and rushes out, head over heels, to attend to
som e duty. A  little later w e hear loud banging on the front door. W e trem ble, m y
heart skips a beat. Thank G od itɋs only A ndrei, the schoolteacher w ith the
icyblue eyes. W e beam  at him , the w idow  hugs him  w ith relief. H e sm iles back.

W e have a good conversation, this tim e about hum anity, not politics. H e
lectures, about him self, about how  he sees w om en as com rades and not m ere
fem ale bodies, how  he disapproves of Ɋthat kind of thingɋ Ɇ and here he looks
past m e, aw kw ard and em barrassed. A ndrei is a fanatic, his eyes are far aw ay as



he says this. H e is convinced that his dogm a is infallible.
There are tim es now  w hen I have to w onder w hether m y know ing som e

R ussian is a good thing or a bad thing. O n the one hand it gives m e a degree of
assurance the others donɋt have. W hat they consider anim al grunting and
scream ing is for m e a real hum an tongue Ɇ the richly nuanced, m elodious
language of Pushkin and Tolstoy. O f course, Iɋm  afraid, afraid, afraid (though a
little bit less because of A natol), but at least I speak w ith them  as one person to
another, at least I can tell w hoɋs truly evil from  w ho is bearable, can picture
them  as separate hum an beings, distinguish them  as individuals. For the first
tim e I also have a sense of being a w itness. There probably arenɋt m any in this
city w ho can talk to them , w hoɋve seen their birch trees and their villages and the
peasants in their bast sandals and all the new , hastily constructed buildings
theyɋre so proud of Ɇ and that are now , like m e, nothing m ore than filth beneath
their boots. B y the sam e token itɋs also easier for those w ho donɋt understand a
w ord of R ussian. For them  the R ussians are m ore alien, they can talk them selves
into the idea that these m en arenɋt people but savages, m ere anim als. They can
bury their feelings deeper. I canɋt do that. I know  theyɋre people, just like w e are
Ɇ less highly developed, perhaps, as it seem s to m e, and younger as a nation, but
closer to their roots. This is probably how  the Teutons acted w hen they sacked
R om e, snatching the perfum ed R om an ladies, w ith their pedicures and m anicures
and artificial curls. B eing conquered m eans having salt rubbed in your w ounds.

A round 6p.m . there w as a sudden shouting in the stairw ell. A  knock at the
door, the prearranged dactyl. ɊTheyɋve looted the basem ent!ɋ A ndrei, w hoɋs
sitting on our sofa, nods. H e tells us that heɋs know n about it for hours, advises
us to go right aw ay and see to our things.

A bsolute chaos below : w ooden partitions battered dow n, locks torn off,
trunks slit open and tram pled. W e stum ble over things that donɋt belong to us,
tread on laundry thatɋs still clean and crisply creased. W e hold up a candle stum p
to light our com er, salvage this and that a few  tow els, a side of bacon on the
string. The w idow  com plains that the big trunk w ith all her best clothes is
m issing. In the corridor she dum ps out som eone elseɋs suitcase thatɋs been slit
open and starts filling it w ith the few  things she has left, using her hands to
shovel flour thatɋs spilled on the floor, as if sheɋs lost her m ind. Left and right
the neighbours rum m age about by flickering candleɆlight. Shrill cries and
w ailing. Eider dow n w hirls through the air, the place reeks of spilled w ine and
excrem ent.

W e drag our things upstairs. A ndrei is clearly em barrassed about the looting.



H e consoles us by saying that heɋs sure they w ere only looking for alcohol, and
that even though everything else has been turned upside dow n there shouldnɋt be
anything m issing. Then, half in R ussian, half in G erm an, V anya the C hild, w ho
has show n up in the m eantim e as w ell, prom ises the w idow  w ith a serious
expression in his black eyes, that heɋll go w ith us in the m orning w hen itɋs
daylight and stay by our side until w eɋve found everything that belongs to us.

The w idow  cries, sobbing afresh each tim e she recalls a specific item  from
her trunk Ɇ her good suit, her knitted dress, her w ellɆm ade shoes. I, too, am
despondent. W e have no rights, w eɋre nothing but booty, dirt. W e unload our
rage on A dolf. A nxiously w e ask w here the front is, w hen there w ill be peace.

W hile w e w hisper am ong ourselves at H err Pauliɋs bed, w here he retreated
once again after eating his m idday m eal, A ndrei holds a w ar council w ith his.
com rades at the m ahogany table. Suddenly all the w indow  casem ents fly open,
pieces of cardboard w hiz through the room , an explosion throw s m e against the
opposite w all. Som ething crunching, grinding, then a cloud of dust in the room ...
and a w all com es crashing dow n som ew here outside. A s w e learn from  a
neighbour half an hour later, a G erm an m ortar shell hit the house next door,
w ounding several R ussians and killing a horse. W e find the anim al in the
courtyard the next m orning Ɇ the m eat nearly rem oved and lying on a bloody
sheet, the fatty entrails coiled on the w et red earth beside it.

Exactly how  the evening passed escapes m e at the m om ent. Presum ably
alcohol, bread, herring, canned m eat, coitus, A natol. N ow  I have it: a w hole
tableful of R ussians, know n and unknow n. They keep pulling out their w atches,
com paring the tim e, the M oscow  tim e they brought w ith them , w hich is an hour
ahead of ours. O ne of the m en has a thick old turnip of a w atch, an East Prussian
brand, w ith a shiny yellow , highly concave dial. W hy are they so fixated on
w atches? Itɋs not because of the m onetary value, they donɋt ogle rings and
earrings and bracelets the sam e w ay at all. Theyɋll overlook them  if they can lay
their hands on another w atch. Itɋs probably because in their country w atches
arenɋt available for just anyone and havenɋt been for a long tim e. Y ou have to
really be som ebody before you can get a w ristw atch, that is, before the state
allots you som ething so coveted. A nd now  theyɋre springing up like radishes ripe
for the picking, in undream tɆof abundance. W ith every new  w atch, the ow ner
feels an increase in pow er. W ith every w atch he can present or give aw ay back
hom e, his status rises. That m ust be it. B ecause they canɋt distinguish a cheap
w atch from  an expensive one. They prefer the ones w ith bells and w histles Ɇ
stopw atches, or a revolving face beneath a m etal case. A  gaudy picture on the



dial also attracts them .
I look at the m enɋs hands resting on our table, and felt a sudden tw inge of

disgust at their bald show  of strength. W hat is clinging to those hands? I chase
the feeling dow n w ith som e brandy. They shout, ɊVypitɋ nado!ɋ w henever I put
the glass to m y lips and celebrate each sw allow  as if it w ere a deed w orthy of
distinction. This tim e thereɋs red w ine in addition to the spirits, probably from
the basem ent. A  candle fixed to a saucer provides a flickering light, casting the
Slavic profiles on the w all.

For the first tim e w e have a real discussion, w ith at least three highly talented
debaters: A ndrei w ith the icyɆblue eyes, schoolteacher and chess player,
com posed and quiet as alw ays. Then a m an from  the C aucasus, w ith a hook nose
and a fiery gaze. (ɊIɋm  not jew ish, Iɋm  from  G eorgia,ɋ w as how  he introduced
him self to m e.) H eɋs am azingly w ell read, able to quote fluently both verse and
prose, very eloquent and as adroit as a fencing m aster. The third intellectual is
also here for the first tim e Ɇ a lieutenant, extrem ely young, w ounded this
evening by som e shrapnel. H e has a m akeshift bandage on his shin and lim ps
around w ith a G erm an hiking pole, decorated w ith all sorts of badges from  w ellɆ
know n destinations in the H arz m ountains. H e is pale blond and has an om inous
look and a nasty w ay of speaking. H e starts to say, ɊA s an intelligent person, IɆɋ
w hereupon the G eorgian interrupts him .

ɊThere are other intelligent people here too Ɇ the nɋem ka, for exam ple,ɋ
(m eaning m e).

W e talk about how  the w ar started, they see the root cause in Fascism , in a
system  driven tow ards conquest. Shaking their heads, they explain that there w as
absolutely no reason for. G erm any to go to w ar at all Ɇ such a w ealthy country,
so cultured, so w ellɆtended, even now , despite the destruction. For a w hile the
discussion turns to the stunted form  of early capitalism  that w as inherited by the
O ctober R evolution, and to the later stage that is evident in G erm any Ɇ w here
capitalist society is m ore advanced, in w ealth as w ell as decadence. Suddenly
cautious, they put forw ard tentative argum ents for w hy their country is on the
verge of a great developm ent, and therefore should be considered, critiqued and
com pared only from  the perspective of the future.

O ne of the m en points to the nineteenthɆcentury style furniture in the room  as
an exam ple of a superior culture. Finally they com e to the subject of
Ɋdegenerationɋ and argue w hether w e G erm ans are degenerate or not. They enjoy
the gam esm anship, the lively back and forth of the debate. A ndrei guides the
conversation w ith a gentle rein and a quiet voice.



Every now  and then the w ounded lieutenant directs a vicious outburst against
m e personally. Scorn and ridicule for G erm anyɋs plans of conquest, for its
defeat. The others, displaying a sense of tact m ore becom ing to a victor, refuse
to follow  suit, quickly changing the subject, and telling him  to w atch his
language.

Then in the m iddle of all this talk A natol com es bursting in, yaw ning,
exhausted from  w ork. H e sits dow n a w hile, but soon gets bored. H e canɋt keep
up w ith the others. H eɋs from  the countryside, from  the kolkhoz Ɇ heɋs told m e
that he w as in charge of m ilk. a kind of dairy m anager.

ɊH ow  interesting,ɋ I said.
ɊItɋs all right, you know , but m ilk, all the tim e, nothing but m ilk...ɋ A nd he

sighed.
H alf an hour later he goes, leaving the others to debate.
H err Pauli is sleeping in the next room . O nce again the w idow  has set up her

im provised bed close to him . O therw ise the situation is clear: the apartm ent is
open to a few  friends of the house, if thatɋs w hat they can be called, as w ell as to
the m en A natol brings from  his platoon and no one else. B ut only their chief,
only A natol, has the right to spend the night. It seem s that I really am  taboo, at
least for today. B ut w ho can say about tom orrow ? A natol com es back around
m idnight, w hereupon the debaters disperse on their ow n. The last one out is the
blond lieutenant, w ho lim ps aw ay w ith his hiking pole, sizing m e up w ith evil
eyes.

N ow  there are holes in m y m em ory. O nce again I drank a great deal, canɋt
recall the details. The next thing I rem em ber is M onday m orning, the grey light
of daw n, a conversation w ith A natol that led to a m inor m isunderstanding. I said
to him , ɊY ou are a bear.ɋ (I know  the w ord w ell Ɇ m ɋedvɋed Ɇ w hich w as also the
nam e of a w ellɆknow n R ussian restaurant on Tauentzienstrasse.)

A natol, how ever, thought I w as getting m y w ords m ixed up, so he corrected
m e, very patiently, the w ay youɋd speak to a child: ɊN o, thatɋs w rong. A
m ɋedvɋed is an anim al. A  brow n anim al, in the forest. Itɋs big and roars. I am  a
chelavɋek Ɇ Ɋa person.ɋ



L O O K IN G  B A C K  O N  M O N D A Y , 30 A PR IL  1945. R E C O R D E D
O N  T U E SD A Y , 1 M A Y

The day breaks grey and pink. The cold blow s through the em pty w indow
sockets, filling our m ouths w ith the taste of sm oke. O nce again the roosters. I
have this early hour all to m yself. I w ipe everything dow n, sw eep aw ay cigarette
butts, breadcrum bs, fish bones, rub out the rings from  the tabletop. Then a frugal
w ash in the tub, w ith tw o cups of w ater. This is m y happiest tim e, betw een five
and seven in the m orning, w hile the w idow  and H err Pauli are still asleep Ɇ if
Ɋhappyɋ is the right w ord. Itɋs a relative happiness. I do som e m ending and then
soap up m y extra shirt. W e know  from  experience that no R ussians com e at this
ear ly hour.

B ut from  8a.m . on the back door is open to the usual traffic. U nknow n m en of
all descriptions. Tw o or three burst in out of the blue, start pestering the w idow
and m e, randy as goats, try to grab hold of us. B ut now  itɋs the custom  for one of
our recent acquaintances to com e and help us shake them  off. I heard G risha
m entioning A natol by nam e, affirm ing the ta boo. A nd Iɋm  very proud I actually
m anaged to tam e one of the w olves Ɇ m ost likely the strongest in the pack, too Ɇ
to keep aw ay the others.

A round 10a.m . w e clim b up to the booksellers, w here a dozen of the local
tenants are still being sheltered, behind the excellent security locks. W e give the
special knock, the door opens, w e join the other residents for the arranged
m eeting.

A  jostle of m en and w om en. It takes m e a w hile to recognize individual cave
dw ellers, som e of them  look unbelievably different. O vernight practically all the
w om en have grey or greyɆstreaked hair...... they canɋt get their usual hair dye.
Their faces, too, look unfam iliar, older, distraught.

W e draw  around the table, hastily, for fear the R ussians w ill discover our
Ɋassem blyɋ and m isinterpret it. V ery quickly, as fast as I can speak, I report w hat
new s Iɋve gleaned from  the R ussian papers and from  the R ussians them selves Ɇ
m ostly A ndrei and A natol: B erlin is com pletely encircled. A ll the outlying
districts are occupied, the only places still resisting are Tiergarten and M oabit.
H uge num bers of generals have been captured. They say that H itler is dead but
give no details, that G oebbels has com m itted suicide, that the Italians have shot



M ussolini. The R ussians have reached the Ethe, w here theyɋve m et up and are
fraternizing w ith the A m ericans.

Everyone listens eagerly, itɋs all new s to them . I look around, ask the w om an
from  H am burg about her daughter, eighteenɆyearɆold Stinchen w ith the
bandaged head. She answ ers Ɇ w ith her sharp Ɋsɋ Ɇ that the girl has m oved into
the craw l space above the false kitchen ceiling in their apartm ent and spends
every night and m ost of the day up there under the real ceiling. The R ussians
donɋt know  about craw l spaces and false ceilings Ɇ they donɋt have that kind of
thing back hom e. In the old days people w ould store their trunks there, before
that they w ere used as m aidsɋ quarters Ɇ or so they say. So now  Stinchen is
vegetating aw ay in that cram ped, stuffy space, equipped w ith bedclothes, a
cham ber pot and som e eau de cologne. H er m other says that at the first sign of
footsteps or any other noise she quickly shuts the hatch. A t least sheɋs still a
virgin.

W e feel our w ay back dow nstairs. O ur building has long since becom e a
regular barracks. The stench of horses is everyw here, the w hole place sprinkled
w ith m anure tracked in by the soldiers. These victors also feel free to piss on any
w all any tim e they choose. Puddles of urine in the stairw ell, on the landings, in
the entrance hall. Evidently they do the sam e in the abandoned apartm ents that
they now  have entirely to them selves.

V anya the C hild is already w aiting in our kitchen, erect as a sentry. his
m achine gun at the ready. W ith the look of a loyal dog he offers to escort us to
the basem ent. So once again w e w ent dow n into the dark. several R ussians are
still spraw led out in the back hall w ay, slum bering into the day, on proper
bedding, too, w hich theyɋve m anaged to get hold of som ew here. O ne of them  is
lying right under the spiral staircase, blocking our w ay, in his ow n little puddle
still trickling from  his body. V anya kicks him  and he m oves aside, m uttering
under his breath. Even though heɋs just sixteen, V anya is a sergeant, and
dem ands that his rank is respected. A ndrei has told m e that V anya w as sent to
labour on an estate in East Prussia, but joined the advancing R ussian arm y and
quickly clim bed the ranks thanks to various heroic deeds.

W e grope around the basem ent, looking for the w idow ɋs things. Things that I
w ouldnɋt recognize and that the w idow  doesnɋt w ant to identify too carefully, as
she is sim ply grabbing w hatever she feels m ight com e in useful. B y the faint
glow  from  the upper w indow s, am plified by V anyaɋs torch, w e gather potatoes
and onions and even find a num ber of jars of preserves, still intact, w hich w e
take dow n off one of the shelves.



A  m an com es up, eyes like slits, m akes som e lew d com m ents m ixed w ith
G erm an w ords. W hereupon V anya says, as if to no one in particular, M  right,
thatɋs enough.ɋ A nd the sliteyed m an m oves on.

The m idday m eal. W e still have m ore than enough to eat. C om pared to m y
m eagre m eals, alone in the attic, Iɋm  living w ell here. N o m ore nettles, now
thereɋs m eat, bacon, butter, peas, onions, canned vegetables. Even on his bed of
pain, H err Pauli m anages to eat like a horse Ɇ until he starts cursing w hen he
bites into a stew ed pear and pulls a long sharp splinter of glass out of his m outh.
I find m yself chew ing on som ething jagged as w ell Ɇ evidently one of the jars
w e brought from  the basem ent w as chipped.

O utside the w ar is still on. A nd w e have a new  m orning and evening prayer:
ɊFor all of this w e thank the Fúhrer.ɋ A  line w e know  from  the years before the
w ar, w hen it w as printed in praise and thanksgiving on thousands of posters,
proclaim ed in speeches. Today the exact sam e w ords have precisely the opposite
m eaning, full of scorn and derision. I believe thatɋs w hatɋs called a dialectic
conversion.

A  quiet afternoon. A natol is out w ith his m en. Evidently theyɋre preparing a
M ay D ay celebration. That m akes us anxious, supposedly all R ussians are to get
an extra ration of vodka.

N o A natol. B ut around 9p.m . som eone else show s up instead, a sm all m an, on
the older side, pockm arked and w ith scarred cheeks. M y heart pounds. W hat a
terribleɆlooking face!

B ut it turns out he has good m anners, uses highly refined language and is very
solicitous. H eɋs also the first soldier to address m e as Ɋgrazhdankaɋ Ɇ m eaning
Ɋcitizenɋ Ɇ w hich the R ussians use for foreign w om en w hom  they canɋt refer to
as Ɋcom radeɋ. H e introduces him self as A natolɋs new  orderly, charged w ith
inform ing us that his superior w ill be joining us for supper and w ith procuring
the necessary provisions. H e tells m e all of this from  outside the door, w hich I
havenɋt unchained.

I let him  in, offer him  a seat. C learly he w as hoping to get into a conversation
w ith m e. H eɋs bound to realize that his face isnɋt one to inspire confidence, so
heɋs tw ice as eager to please in som e other w ay. H e m entions that heɋs from  the
C aucasus, from  an area that Pushkin visited and w here he found m uch
inspiration. I canɋt understand everything, since the m an is using very
sophisticated expressions and constructing long, elaborate sentences. Still, I take
m y cue from  ɊPushkinɋ and m anage to nam e a few  tides Ɇ Boris G odunov and
The Postm aster. I tell him  that theyɋd m ade a film  of The Postm aster in



G erm any a few  years back, the orderly is clearly pleased to hear it. In short, a
genuine parlour conversation, very unusual. I donɋt know  how  to read these m en,
and am  alw ays taken aback at how  they surprise us.

A  sudden noise, m enɋs voices in the kitchen. A natol? The little orderly
doesnɋt think so. W e both rush to the kitchen, run into the w idow  w ho is fleeing
in visible terror.

ɊW atch out, itɋs Petka!ɋ
Petka? M y G od, so heɋs still around. Petka w ith the blond bristles and the

lum ber jack paw s that shook so m uch w hen he launched into his R om eo babble.
The three of us advance into the room . A  sm all H indenburg lam p on the

pantry is giving out its last light. A part from  that thereɋs a flickering gleam  from
a dying torch, sw ung by a R ussian Iɋve never seen before. The other m an is
Petka, no doubt about it, I can tell from  his voice. Since the day before yesterday
(hard to believe, but it really w as just tw o days ago), his love for m e has turned
to hate. A s soon as he catches sight of m e, the spurned Siberian com es lunging
m y w ay. H is bristles are standing on end (w ho know s w here his cap is?). H is
sm all eyes are glistening. H eɋs dead drunk.

Thereɋs a sew ing m achine in the com er next to the w indow . Petka picks the
w hole thing up by its locked cover and hurls it across the kitchen at m e. The
heavy piece goes crashing onto the tiles. I duck and call out to the orderly, ɊG o
and get A natol!ɋ Then I dash behind the other soldier, the one I donɋt know  w ho
cam e in w ith Petka, beg him  to help m e w ard off the drunken m an. Petka starts
sw inging at m e w ith his fists, but keeps m issing because heɋs so drunk. Then
w ithout w arning he blow s out the H indenburg lam p. The torch battery dies as
w ell; w eɋre com pletely in the dark. I hear Petka panting I sm ell the alcohol on
his breath. Iɋm  not frightened, not at all Ɇ Iɋm  too busy trying to dodge him ,
trying to trip him , and I sense that I have allies near at hand. Finally w e m anage
to m anoeuvre him  to the back door. The torch gives one or tw o final flashes. W e
shove Petka dow n the spiral staircase, hear him  falling dow n several steps. A s he
stum bles he calls out to m e how  bad I am , nothing but filth, tells m e to take m y
m other and...

Itɋs 1a.m ., so itɋs already Tuesday Ɇ M ay D ay. Exhausted, I plop dow n in the
w ing chair. The sm all orderly goes back out, this tim e to get A natol for sure. I
keep m y ears pricked, doze a bit... The w idow  and H err Pauli are bound to have
gone to sleep a long tim e ago. B ut I donɋt dare to, so I w ait.

A t last thereɋs a knock at the front door. Itɋs the orderly again, now  loaded
w ith bacon, bread, herring, a canteen full of vodka. Teetering w ith fatigue, I



search the kitchen for som e plates and glasses, then set the table w ith his help.
The herring fillets are fully boned and daintily curled. I yaw n. The orderly
consoles m e, A natol w ill be right over.ɋ

A nd he really does show  up ten m inutes later, along w ith the pale blond
lieutenant, still lim ping on his G erm an hiking pole. A natol pulls m e on his knee
and yaw ns. ɊA hhh, to sleep ɔ ɋ

N o sooner have the four of us sat dow n to eat and drink than thereɋs another
knock at the door. O ne of A natolɋs m en, sent to bring A natol and his orderly to
their com m ander. Som ething seem s to be going on, or m aybe it has to do w ith
the M ay D ay celebration? A natol sighs, gets up, goes out. The little orderly takes
a hefty bite of bacon sandw ich and follow s his superior, still chew ing.

Theyɋre gone, leaving m e alone w ith the blond lieutenant. R estless, he
hobbles around the room  leaning on his stick, sits back dow n, fixes m e w ith his
eyes. The candle is flickering. Iɋm  so tired I nearly fall off m y chair. I canɋt think
of a single w ord in R ussian.

H e gapes in front of him , announces that he w ants to stay here. I start to show
him  to the back room . N o, he w ants to stay in this room . I put a blanket on the
sofa. N o, he w ants the bed. H e w hines, on one note, stubborn, like an overly
tired child. Fine, let him  go ahead. I lie dow n on the sofa just as I am , fully
dressed. N o, I should go to bed w ith him . B ut I donɋt w ant to. H e starts to pester
m e on the sofa. I threaten w ith A natol. H e laughs crudely. ɊH e w onɋt be com ing
back tonight.ɋ

I get up to m ove to the front room , or in w ith the w idow , som ew here. H e
gives in, says heɋs content to take the sofa, w raps him self in the blanket. So I lie
dow n on the bed and take off m y shoes.

A  little later I jum p up, startled, hearing his pole tapping in the darkness,
nearer and nearer. H eɋs back, w ants to get into bed w ith m e. Iɋm  drunk w ith
fatigue, I resist, babble som ething, that I donɋt w ant to. W ith a dull, dogged,
cheerless insistence, he refuses to give up, peevishly repeating, ɊB ut Iɋm  young.ɋ
H e canɋt be m ore than tw enty.

O nce, as Iɋm  resisting, I m anage to hit his w ounded leg. H e groans, curses
m e, takes a sw ing at m e w ith his fist. Then he bends over the edge of the bed,
feeling for som ething on the floor. A  m om ent later I realize that heɋs looking for
his hiking pole, w hich he left next to the bed. A  knobbly w ooden stick. O ne
blow  on the head w ith that and Iɋm  done for. I try to grasp his hands, pull him
aw ay from  the edge of the bed. H e starts trying to nuzzle m e again. I say,
keeping m y voice low : ɊThatɋs just like a dog.ɋ



That turns out to please him  im m ensely. H e repeats m y w ords, sullenly,
tenaciously: ɊY es Ɇ thatɋs good Ɇjust like dogs very good Ɇ the w ay dogs love Ɇ
just like dogs love.ɋ M eanw hile both of us are so exhausted w e fall asleep for a
few  m inutes, then he starts rooting around and pushing again... Iɋm  so sore, so
w recked, I go on resisting, stupefied, half Ɇasleep. H is lips are very cold.

A round 5a.m ., at the first cockcrow , he gets up, w ith difficulty, rolls up his
trouser leg and pulls the grubby bandage off his jagged w ound. I shrink back,
involuntarily, then ask, ɊC an I help?ɋ H e shakes his head, stares at m e a w hile Ɇ
then spits right in front of m y bed, spits contem pt. H e leaves. O ne nightm are
fades aw ay. I sleep like a log for three hours m ore.



T U E SD A Y , 1 M A Y  1945, A FT E R N O O N

W e started off anxious and apprehensive, sitting in the kitchen from  8a.m . on,
already w orn out, w aiting for w hatever new  evil the day m ight bring. B ut it
began the sam e as alw ays. Suddenly the kitchen w as full of m en Ɇ som e fam iliar,
som e w eɋd never seen. O ne dressed in a w hite sm ock introduced him self as a
baker, and quietly prom ised flour and bread, m uch flour and m uch bread, if I...
(m ost of them  say Ɋloveɋ or even Ɋm arryɋ or som etim es sim ply Ɋsleep w ithɋ, but
all this m an did w as look off to the side).

Som e shouting cam e up from  the street, and they all rushed out of the kitchen.
A  little later they w ere lined up in tw o row s, right in full view  under the m aple
tree. A natol w as pacing in front of them , every inch the sub lieutenant, but
clearly in high spirits: he w as giving a speech, his hands stuck in the pockets of
his leather jacket. I could m ake out a few  bits and pieces: ɊThe first of M ay...
victory at hand... enjoy yourselves but rem em ber w hat C om rade Stalin has
decreed.ɋ etc. Then he gave his m en a roguish w ink, and the m en grinned back.
A ndrei stepped up, asked a question and got an answ er. Tw o or three others
raised their hands as w ell, just like in school, then they started asking questions,
and speaking w ithout restraint. I saw  no signs of m ilitary discipline Ɇ no tight
ranks or sm art saluting. C om rade Sub lieutenant w as acting very com radely
indeed. Throughout the cerem ony the katyushas by the school kept how ling
aw ay; leaving trails of fire across the sulphurɆyellow  sky.

I w as m iserable, sore, barely dragging m yself around. The w idow  got her
m edicine chest out from  the craw l space w here sheɋd hidden it, and gave m e a
tin w ith som e rem nants of V aseline.

I couldnɋt help thinking about how  good Iɋd had it, until now  Ɇ the fact that
love had alw ays been a pleasure and never a pain. I had never been forced, nor
had I ever had to force m yself. Everything had been good the w ay it w as. B ut
w hatɋs m aking m e so m iserable right now  is not so m uch the excess itself,
extrem e though it is; itɋs the fact that m y body has been m istreated, taken against
its w ill and pain is how  it responds to the abuse.

Iɋm  rem inded of a girlfriend from  school, now  m arried, w ho confessed to m e
at the beginning of the w ar that in a certain w ay she felt physically better w ithout
her husband, w ho had been drafted, than she had earlier in the m arriage.
C onsum m ation of the m arriage had alw ays been painful and joyless, though she



did the best she could to keep this from  her husband. Thatɋs probably w hat they
m ean by frigid. H er body w asnɋt ready. A nd frigid is w hat Iɋve been during these
encounters. It canɋt be otherw ise, nor should it be; as long as Iɋm  nothing m ore
than a spoil of w ar I intend to stay dead and num b, w ithout feeling.

A round noon I w as able to save tw o lives, just by chance. It started w hen a
G erm an, an older m an I didnɋt know , knocked on our front door and called out
for Ɋthe lady w ho know s R ussianɋ, m eaning m e. I have to adm it I w as reluctant
to go w ith him  since he w as m um bling som ething about revolvers and shooting,
but in the end I follow ed him  dow nstairs. To m y relief I saw  that the R ussians
w ere A natolɋs m en, m ostly N C O s. (Thanks to A natolɋs basic instruction Iɋm
now  pretty good at distinguishing the ranks.) The elderly postm aster w as there as
w ell, in his slippers com pletely silent, his face to the w all, his shoulders
slum ped, his head sunk. H is w ife, beside him , had turned round and kept
yam m ering the sam e w ords over and over, very fast.

W hat w as going on? A pparently the refugee girl w ho had been lodged at the
postm asterɋs, w ho just this past Saturday m orning had been m oaning to us about
not being able to go on any m ore and ending it all Ɇ apparently sheɋd been
caught in the stairw ell w ith a revolver in her coat pocket. She probably brought
it all the w ay from  K ônigsberg, no one really know s for sure. A nyhow , she
broke aw ay from  her pursuers, raced up the stairs and som ehow  vanished in the
m aze of attic room s. N o oneɋs seen her since. So they ransacked the postm asterɋs
w hole apartm ent and found Ɇ G od forbid! Ɇ a photo of her... next to a soldier
from  the SS. The R ussians have the picture right there, they show  it to m e. I
have to verify that it is indeed the girl from  K ônigsberg. The SS m an could be
her fiance, or m ost likely her brother, since he has the sam e large head.

So the R ussians have detained the elderly couple as hostages, now  theyɋve
threatened to shoot them  if they donɋt produce the girl, if they donɋt say w here
she is hiding.

I can start by clearing up a m isconception. The R ussians think the postm aster
and his w ife are the girlɋs parents Ɇ evidently these m en are still used to proper
fam ilies, they donɋt realize how  jum bled and scattered our hom es have becom e,
arenɋt fam iliar w ith our patchw ork households. A s soon as they learn that the girl
w as only lodging there, that she w as a com plete stranger, they change their tone.
A nd right aw ay the old w om an, w hoɋs been w atching us closely, her frightened
eyes going back and forth betw een the R ussians and m e Ɇright aw ay she takes
advantage of a lull in the conversation and starts cursing and vilifying the girl
from  K ônigsberg, hoping to curry favour w ith the R ussians: theyɋd been forced



to take the girl in, theyɋre fed up w ith her, sheɋs nothing but trouble, they arenɋt
surprised at anything. A nd if the w om an knew  w here the girl w as hiding sheɋd
say. A fter all, she has no reason to keep it a secret. A nd so on.

She really w ould give the girl aw ay, if she could Ɇ no doubt about it. She
keeps repeating the sam e nonsense, her voice shaking w ith fear, w hile her
husband keeps standing there w ith his face to the w all, im passive and inert.

M eanw hile I talk and talk, explaining to the R ussians that the girl couldnɋt
possibly have intended to kill any of them , µthat I m yself had heard her say she
w as planning to com m it suicide, w hich sheɋs probably long since done it. M aybe
theyɋll find her body very soon. (The w ord for suicide Ɇ sam oubistvo Ɇ isnɋt in
the soldierɋs dictionary either. I got A ndrei to teach it to m e.)

Little by little the tension eases. I go so far as to portray the postm aster and
his w ife in a com ic light, as a pair of silly old fools w ho donɋt have a clue about
anything. In the end the postm aster turns back from  the w all, threads of saliva
dribbling from  his open m outh, just like a baby. The w om an is silent, her bright
oldɆlady eyes darting w ildly betw een the R ussians and m e. Finally they are both
allow ed to leave, unscathed.

The R ussians instruct m e to inform  all the civilians in the building that if
another w eapon is found the entire place w ill be burned to the ground, according
to m artial law . A nd they sw ear to find the girl and liquidate her.

M y m erry vodkaɆdrinkers are com pletely changed Ɇ beyond recognition!
They give not the slightest indication of all the tim es theyɋve sat at our little
round table and drunk m y health. Their happy singing doesnɋt m ean a thing,
evidently, w ork is w ork and drink is drink Ɇ at least for these three. I better m ake
a note of that, and be careful w ith them .

A fterw ards I am  quite pleased w ith m yself, but also scared. Intervening like
that is a good w ay to attract attention, and sticking out like a sore thum b w onɋt
do m e a bit of good. I have to adm it that Iɋm  afraid; Iɋd like to stay hidden. A s I
w as leaving, the G erm an w hoɋd fetched m e asked m e to translate a R ussian
phrase heɋd heard m any tim es: ɊG itler durak.ɋ I told him  w hat it m eans. ɊH itler is
a fool.ɋ The R ussians say it all the tim e, trium phantly; as if it w ere their ow n
discovery.



W E D N E SD A Y , 2 M A Y  1945, A N D  T H E  R E ST  O F T U E SD A Y

I spent half of Tuesday afternoon sitting by H err Pauliɋs bed, updating m y
account. To play it safe Iɋve doctored the last few  pages of this notebook to look
like a G erm anɆR ussian vocabulary, w hich I can alw ays show  to any R ussian
w ho com es bursting in and w ants to see w hat Iɋm  w riting. I actually had to do
this on one occasion, and w as prom ptly rew arded w ith praise and a pat on the
shoulder.

Tow ards evening w e heard som e com m otion, som eone kicking and pounding
the front door. I opened it a crack, keeping the chain on, and caught a glim pse of
som ething w hite Ɇ the baker from  Tuesday m orning, in his m ilitary issue sm ock.
H e w anted to com e in. I didnɋt w ant him  to, and acted as if A natol w ere inside.
Then he asked m e for som e other girl, any girl, an address, a hint as to w here he
m ight find one Ɇ he said heɋd give her flour for it, m uch flour, and m e, too, for
m ediating. I donɋt know  of any girl, I donɋt w ant to know  any. H e got pushy,
forced his foot in the door, started tearing at the chain. W ith difficulty I m anaged
to push him  out and slam  the door.

Y es, girls are a com m odity increasingly in short supply. N ow  everyoneɋs
ready w hen the m en go on the hunt for w om en, so they lock up their girls, hide
them  in the craw l spaces, pack them  off to secure apartm ents. A t the pum p
people w hisper about a w om an doctor w hoɋs fixed up a room  in the airɆraid
shelter as a quarantine hospital, w ith big signs in G erm an and R ussian w arning
of typhus. B ut the patients are just very young girls from  the neighbouring
apartm ent buildings, and the quarantine is a ruse the doctor cam e up w ith to
preserve their virginity.

A  little later w e heard m ore noise. Tw o m en w e hadnɋt seen before had
m anaged to get into the em pty apartm ent next door. The w all separating the
apartm ents from  ours w as dam aged in one of the last air raids, so that thereɋs a
hole about six feet up, nearly a foot w ide. The m en next door m ust have shoved
a table against the w all right under the hole; they started shouting through the
chink that w eɋd better open our door at once or theyɋd shoot us. (A pparently they
didnɋt realize our back door w as w ide open.) O ne of the m en shone his torch into
our hall; the other levelled his autom atic. B ut w e know  theyɋre never quite that
triggerɆhappy Ɇ especially not w hen theyɋre as sober and quick Ɇtongued as
these tw o seem ed to be. So I put on a silly act, attem pting to be funny in



R ussian. A nyw ay, they w ere just tw o boys, not a hair on their chins. I cajoled
them  and even lectured them  about the ukaz of G reat C om rade Stalin. Finally
they got dow n from  their shooting gallery, kicked our front door a bit w ith their
boots and left, so w e breathed a sigh of relief. Itɋs som ew hat reassuring to know
that if need be I can run upstairs and call one of A natolɋs m en to help. B y now
m ost of them  know  that w eɋre A natolɋs private gam e reserve.

Even so, the w idow  started feeling m ore and m ore uneasy, especially w hen
evening cam e and none of our usual guests show ed up. Taking advantage of a
calm  m om ent in the stairw ell, she darted upstairs to establish contact w ith the
other residents. Ten m inutes later she w as back. ɊPlease com e up to Frau
W endtɋs. There are som e very nice R ussians. Itɋs dow nright pleasant.ɋ

Frau W endt is the w om an w ith the w eeping eczem a Ɇ on her ow n, around
fifty, the one w ho tied her w edding ring to her pants. It turns out that sheɋs
m oved in w ith the form er housekeeper for our w estw ardɆdeparted landlord,
another exam ple of the ram pant regrouping, random  alliances, form ing out of
fear and need. Their sm all kitchen w as stuffy and full of tobacco sm oke. In the
candlelight I could m ake out both w om en and three R ussians. The table in front
of them  w as piled w ith canned goods, m ost w ithout labels, presum ably G erm an
provisions now  turned R ussian booty. O ne of the R ussians im m ediately handed
the w idow  one of the tins.

The w om en asked m e not to speak any R ussian, so I just played stupid. N one
of these R ussians knew  m e. O ne, nam ed Seryosha, squeezed right up to m e and
put his arm  around m y hip. W hereupon one of the others intervened and said, in
a gentle voice: ɊB rot her, please, none of that.ɋ A nd Seryosha, caught in the act,
m oved aw ay.

Iɋm  am azed. The m an w ho spoke is young, w ith a handsom e face and dark,
regular features. H is eyes are bright. H is hands are w hite and slender. H e looks
at m e seriously and says in clum sy G erm an, ɊN icht haben Ang st.ɋ N ot to be
afraid.

Frau W endt w hispers to the w idow  and m e that this R ussian is nam ed Stepan.
H e lost his w ife arid tw o children in a G erm an air raid on K iev, but heɋs forgiven
us all and is practically a saint.

N ext the third R ussian, w hoɋs sm all and pockm arked, shoves m e a can of
m eat that heɋs opened w ith his penknife. H e hands m e the knife and gestures for
m e to eat. I spear a few  large, fatty pieces and stick them  in m y m outh Ɇ Iɋm
hungry. A ll three R ussians look at m e approvingly. Then Frau W endt opens her
kitchen cupboard and show s us row  after row  of canned goods, all brought by



the three m en. It really is pleasant here. A t the sam e tim e neither of the tw o
w om en could be called attractive : Frau W endt has her eczem a, and the ex-
housekeeper is like a m ouse Ɇ w orried, w ithered and bespectacled. Enough to
give a rapist second thoughts. H eaven only know s w hy these m en have set up
here, dragging all those cans of food.

Iɋd be happy to stay longer. Stepan positively radiates protection. I gaze at
him  openɆm outhed, and in m y m ind renam e him  A lyosha, from  the Brotherɋs
K aram azov. B ut the w idow ɋs getting restless. Sheɋs concerned about H err Pauli,
all alone in his bed, although itɋs clear that our m en Ɇ especially those w ho are
sick and bedridden Ɇ have nothing to fear from  the R ussians. Itɋs im possible to
im agine one of these soldiers sw inging his hips and approaching a m an w ith a
w hispered, ɊLetɋs go.ɋ Theyɋre all hopelessly norm al.

Seryosha takes the candle and escorts us to the door, pious as a lam b under
Stepanɋs eye, risking no m ore than a gentle pinch on m y upper arm  as w e leave.

W e trot dow nstairs, each w ith our ow n can of m eat. W e hear happy m usic
com ing from  our apartm ent and find things there in high gear. Practically all of
A natolɋ s contingent are cam ped out in the living room , having let them selves in
through the eternally open back door. Som ew here theyɋve com e up w ith an
accordion and are taking turns. They all try their hand at playing, but none of
them  really know s how , and the results are as expected. Even so theyɋre
laughing and enjoying them selves Ɇ after all, itɋs M ay D ay and they w ant to
celebrate. N o one know s w here A natol is. They say heɋs out on business, he has
a lot to take care of.

W e go into H err Pauliɋs bedroom  Ɇ and find R ussians there as w ell: the sullen
lieutenant w ith his hiking pole covered in badges, and som eone else heɋs
evidently brought along w hom  he introduces offhandedly as M ajor Ɇovich SoɆ
andɆSo. (They have a w ay of w hispering and m um bling both their patronym ics
and their last nam es. They w ant to keep their identities secret, so they never say
m ore than a typicalɆsounding first nam e and their rank, w hich you can figure out
anyw ay if you know  w hat to look for.)

I stare at the blond lieutenant, full of loathing, and w ish him  elsew here. H e
acts as if he doesnɋt know  m e Ɇ distant and form al and flaw lessly polite. The
m ajor heɋs brought along is even m ore polite, leaping to his feet w hen w e enter,
bow ing as if at a dance lesson, greeting each of us individually. Tall and slender,
dark hair, clean uniform . O ne of his legs drags a little. A fter a m om ent I notice a
third person in the room , another new  face. H e has been sitting m otionless by the
w indow ; now  the m ajor calls him  over and he steps our w ay, blinking in the



candlelight Ɇ an A sian w ith thick jaw s and narrow , sw ollen eyes. They introduce
him  as the m ajorɋs orderly, and then the m an im m ediately w ithdraw s to his
corner by the w indow  w here he turns up the collar of his grey w oolen coat to
help against the w ind blow ing in from  outside.

N ow  four of us are sitting around Pauliɋs bed: the w idow , m e, the surly blond
lieutenant and the m ajor, w ho does all the talking. H e asks m e to translate his
polite flourishes and carefully w eighed w ords for H err Pauli and the w idow . H e
thinks theyɋre m arried. A s w e carry on our exchange, the m ajor and I size each
other up furtively. I donɋt know  w hat to m ake of the m an, so I keep an eye on
him . H e offers som e cigars that heɋs been carrying loose in his jacket pocket.
Pauli thanks him , takes tw o and lights one, puffing aw ay, w ith help from  the
m ajor. They sm oke a w hile in peace and quiet; now  and then the m ajor holds the
ashtray out for H err Pauli, very politely. A ll of a sudden he jum ps up and asks if
he us disturbing us, in w hich case heɋll leave right aw ay, at once! A nd he m akes
a show  of getting ready to leave. N o, no, w e beg to differ, heɋs not bothering us.
H e sits back dow n im m ediately and goes on sm oking in silence. A  perfect m odel
of etiquette. A nother com pletely new  sam ple from  the apparently inexhaustible
collection the U SSR  has sent our w ay. W hatɋs m ore, heɋs visibly nervous: his
hand w ith the cigar is shaking. O r m aybe he has a fever Ɇ w eɋve just learned that
heɋs been w ounded in the knee. H e w as in the sam e hospital as the lieutenant,
w hich is how  they know  each other. (So the R ussians are in the hospital as w ell.
Iɋd like to know  how  they m anaged to squeeze in and w here they sent our people
w ho as of last w eek had filled every bed in every available space.)

M eanw hile, the glee club has taken its accordion and m oved on out of our
apartm ent. Things quieten dow n, I steal a peek at the lieutenantɋs w atch. The
hands are nearing eleven. The w idow , H err Pauli and I sw ap glances, unsure
w hat to expect from  these guests.

N ow  the m ajor gives an order to the A sian by the w indow , w ho reaches in his
coat pocket and barely m anages to pull out... a bonafide bottle of the best
G erm an cham pagne! H e places it on the stand next to Pauliɋs bed, in the pool of
candelight. In no tim e the w idow  is off for glasses, and w e clink and sip
cham pagne w hile the m ajor and the surly lieutenant carry on a quiet
conversation thatɋs evidently not m eant for m e. Finally the m ajor faces m e
directly and asks: ɊW hat do you know  about Fascism ?ɋ H is voice is as stern and
strict as a schoolm asterɋs.

ɊFascism ?ɋ I stutter.
ɊY es, please. Explain the origin of the w ord. N am e the country w here this



political m ovem ent originated.ɋ
I think desperately for a m om ent, then blurt som ething about Italy, M ussolini,

the ancient R om ans, fascio as a bundle of rods, w hich I try to illustrate using the
lieutenantɋs badgecovered stick... Ɇand all the w hile m y hands and knees canɋt
stop shaking, because I suddenly think I know  w hat this m ajor represents and
w hat heɋs after. H e w ants to subject m e to a political exam , ferret out m y belief
s, m y past Ɇ all in order to draft m e into som e R ussian job, as an interpreter or
arm y helper. W ho know s? I see m yself being dragged off and enslaved
som ew here in som e w arɆtorn tow n... O r are these G PU  m en hoping to recruit m e
as an inform er? A  hundred horrible thoughts flash in m y m ind I can feel m y
hands turning to lead and dropping, I can hardly finish w hat Iɋm  saying.

I m ust have blanched because the w idow  looks at m e, though she doesnɋt
understand a w ord w eɋre saying. Sheɋs obviously concerned, puzzled. Then I
hear the m ajor speaking to the blond lieutenant. H e sounds satisfied: ɊY es, she
does have a decent know ledge of politics.µ A nd he raises his glass and drinks m y
health.

I breathe w ith relief, m y heart stuck in m y throat. A pparently Iɋve passed the
exam , w hich w as only designed to test m y basic know ledge. I finish m y glass,
w hich is refilled w ith the last of the cham pagne. The w idow ɋs eyes are drooping.
Itɋs tim e for the guests to leave.

Suddenly thereɋs a new  tone, an open proposition. The lieutenant sum s it up
in tw o sentences: ɊH ere is the m ajor. H e w ants to ask you, citizen, if you find
him  pleasant.ɋ

O ut of the clouds and back to earth, I stare at the tw o m en, dum bfounded. A ll
of a sudden the m ajor is fiddling w ith his cigar, carefully stubbing it out in the
ashtray; as if he hadnɋt heard w hat the lieutenant asked on his behalf Itɋs so dark
I canɋt m ake out the orderly w hoɋs still sitting m utely by the w indow . N o
cham pagne for him .

Silence. The w idow  looks at m e, lifting her shoulders enquiringly.
Then the lieutenant, toneless, calm : ɊD o you find the m ajor pleasant? C an you

love him ?ɋ
Love? That dam ned w ord, I canɋt hear it any m ore. Iɋm  so shaken, so

dishearted, that I donɋt know  w hat to say or w hat to do. A fter all, the lieutenant
is part of A natolɋs circle, so he know s about the taboo. D oes this m ean A natol is
no longer around? C ould this m ajor be his successor in the field? A nd does he
think that m eans he can inherit m e as w ell? H e canɋt be thinking that Ɇ heɋs just
told us that heɋs been staying in the hospital, that he has a bed there.



I stand up and say; ɊN o. I donɋt understand.ɋ
The lieutenant follow s m e through the room , lim ping on his stick, w hile the

m ajor goes on sitting by Pauliɋs bedside, seem ingly detached, looking right past
the tw o G erm ans frozen there in silence, helpless and scared.

I m urm ur to the lieutenant: A nd A natol? W hat about A natol?ɋ
ɊW hat A natol?ɋ he shouts, coarsely; loudly. ɊW hat do you m ean, A natol? The

m anɋs long gone. H eɋs been transferred to staff headquarters.ɋ
A natol gone? Just like that, w ithout a w ord? Is it true? B ut the lieutenant

sounds so certain, so superior, so scornful.
M y head is spinning. N ow  the m ajor gets up as w ell, says goodbye to the

w idow  and H err Pauli w ith great cerem ony. I hear him  thanking them  repeatedly
for their hospitality. N either Pauli nor the w idow  has the faintest idea of the
procuring being conducted. A nd I donɋt dare speak to them  in G erm an, right in
front of the other tw o. I know  from  experience that the R ussians donɋt like that Ɇ
they im m ediately suspect conspiracy; treason.

The m ajor heads tow ards the door, bow ing to all of us. The A sian com es
w addling over from  the w indow . I hold m y candle up to light the w ay out for all
three. The m ajor traipses very slow ly through the hall, his right leg dragging
slightly; heɋs clearly doing his best to m inim ize the lim ping. The lieutenant
shoves m e w ith his elbow , asks rudely; Ɋw ell? Y ou m ean youɋre still thinking
about it?ɋ Then thereɋs a short discussion betw een him  and the m ajor about
w here to spend the night, w hether in the hospital, or... A nd once again the
lieutenant asks m e, coldly but politely, ɊC ould w e possibly spend the night here?
A ll three of us?ɋ A nd he points to the m ajor and to the A sian standing beside
them  half asleep.

A ll three? Y es, w hy not? That w ay w e have protection for the night, so I lead
the three of them  to the back room , next to the kitchen. Thereɋs a broad couch
there w ith several w oolen blankets. The lieutenant and the A sian push past m e
into the room . The lieutenant quickly pulls the door shut. B efore it closes I see
him  shining a torch.

Iɋm  standing in the kitchen, candle in hand. The m ajor is standing next to m e,
in silence. H e politely asks m e w here the bathroom  is. I show  him  the door and
hand him  the candle. W hile I w ait for him  by the kitchen w indow , looking out
into the dark, the door to the back room  opens again. The surly blond lieutenant,
already in his undershirt, hisses at m e: about us Ɇ yesterday Ɇ nobody needs to
know  about that.ɋ A nd then heɋs gone. I have to think a m om ent. W hat does he
m ean, Ɋabout us?ɋ Then I rem em ber the previous night: the dogsɋ love, his


