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Police mugshots of East German punks
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Preface

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

DIY.

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


Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bring on the twist.

Bring on the mashed potato.

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


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



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

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

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

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

OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
. e

Tim Mohr %





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.png
Tim Mohr

SURNING
DOWN THE

HAUS

punk Rock, Revo!ution
and the Fall of the Serlin wall





