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I dedicate this book to my parents, Erika and Dieter, and to my siblings, Markus, Thorsten, and Stefanie.

At home during those five days, they went through hell, which they have never been able to forget.

I never had the courage to tell them the whole story.

Now this book will change that.

Diana Müll




Foreword

Why this book?

The facts are well known. To this day, they can be found in countless films, documentaries, books, and articles. What we seek to tell, however, is the human story that unfolds between these widely known events.

On October 13, 1977, more than 80 people became unwilling victims, taken hostage, subjected to tyranny, and threatened with death. To this day, each of them carries the burden of that nightmarish experience in one way or another. Every one of them could tell their own story, and each would be uniquely individual.

Diana Müll is one of them. For her, this book represents, more than 30 years later, a final form of therapy, a chance to confront what she experienced and, by doing so, perhaps process it a little further. Here, for the first time in her life, she recounts these events in greater detail than ever before. This experience will remain with her for the rest of her life. Yet to face it in this way, to bring it out of the darkness of repression in all its painful detail, was both a wish and a path that has helped her.

I first met Diana Müll while working on a radio feature for which I interviewed her for about two hours. This encounter with her and her story left a deep and lasting impression on me. By that time, she had already given many interviews for newspapers, radio, and television, and she spoke to me as well with a professional distance that only faintly revealed the deeply personal suffering, fear, and helplessness she had experienced as a 19 year old woman.

After that, her desire to put her experiences down in a book grew ever stronger. She sought an author to help her. For me, the opportunity to do so offered much more than merely an intriguing task. It was a profound challenge to accompany her on her jounrney into her past, to attempt to feel her emotions, her fear of death, and the unrelenting terror she endured, in order to give words to what is almost beyond imagination.

In the years that followed, we spent countless hours retracing this path through interviews, gradually approaching her deeply personal story. Again and again, one question remained with me: How can a human being survive such an ordeal, both physically and psychologically? There are surely more than one answer to this, and at best, this book offers the reader one possible way of approaching it.

The greatest reward of this work for me was the realization, which runs like a red thread through Diana Müll’s story, that even in the most seemingly hopeless situations, an unwavering will to survive always leaves room for hope.

Christine Bode

October 2011




October 13

Into the Dark

With squealing tires, the battered grey minibus came to a halt in front of the terminal at Palma Airport. Yet even without that, the vehicle was already conspicuous enough. Mounted on its roof was a vast grey-and-white Zeppelin, stretching almost the entire length of the bus. In bold black lettering, the name “Graf Zeppelin” was unmistakably painted across the grey-lacquered surface, making it impossible to miss.

However, anyone who assumed that this curious setup was an advertising gimmick for a flight school would have been mistaken. Every local resident, and indeed every tourist who had been to Mallorca more than once, knew that the Graf Zeppelin was not just any nightclub, but the most popular in Palma.

During the previous week, I had also spent the nights partying and dancing, together with seven other young women, all between sixteen and twenty years of age. We all had one thing in common: during an earlier vacation in Palma that summer of 1977, each of us had, at one point, won the weekly beauty contest at the Graf Zeppelin and been crowned beauty queen.

For us young girls, it had of course been great fun. Yet, long after we had returned home, it was to be surpassed in a way none of us could have anticipated.

This was because Manfred and Uschi Riek, the owners of the Graf Zeppelin, both German expatriates in their thirties, had invited all the beauty queens of that season to fly to Palma for another week at their expense.

The invitation was definitely not entirely philanthropic, because the beauty contests in the Graf Zeppelin were a real draw for the public, and now Manfred could advertise that during that week, eight beauty queens at once would be cutting loose in his establishment. Be that as it may, the invitation was a really big deal for me. At home in Giessen, I had just begun training to become a massage therapist, and I could not have afforded another vacation on my modest salary.

During that week, our hosts thoroughly spoiled us as they treated us to a multi-faceted program of entertainment. At the same time, they kept a very careful eye on us girls, and because we could always turn to them with any problem we might have, our stay with them was almost like being with family. During the days, we enjoyed water skiing or boat tours on the sea. In the evenings, there were free drinks and all sorts of fun in the Graf Zeppelin. We were seldom in our hotel beds before 4:00 or 5:00 a.m.

We had all stayed up the entire night before our flight back, because what awaited us back home was work, training, or school. So of course we wanted to enjoy every free remaining minute. Exhausted as we were from having been up all night, totally wired, and with none of us really wanting to leave, the tears flowed as we said goodbye to Uschi, our hostess. During the previous week, we had met a great many people, both locals and other tourists. Thus there was no end to the goodbyes.

At about 1:00 p.m. that sunny Thursday, our plane was to leave for Frankfurt, and we were already cutting it really close. Finally, Uschi had to corral us like a flock of startled hens and put us into the bus herself. Otherwise, we would never have gotten off. At that moment she had no way of knowing that a missed flight, as opposed to what we would encounter on board, would have been the most trivial concern in the world.

Manfred really stepped on the gas, and with eight thoroughly revved-up, giggling females, he covered the distance to the airport in what was probably record time. We were finally there. We all leaped out of the bus and ran to the departure terminal, only to find that the ticket counter had just closed. The plane had long since been ready for departure, a somewhat irritated check-in clerk explained to us with a disapproving expression. But she had never dealt with our Manfred before. There was no dithering for him. He had the woman call her supervisor, then disappeared into an office with the man. A few words between them, and everything was all right. We were waved zippity-zip through security, and then rushed over the gangway. We managed to call out “Goodbye and thanks a million!” to Manfred over our shoulders, and then he disappeared from view.

From the corner of my eye, I suddenly noticed that we were not the only latecomers. Another couple was rushing along with us toward the airplane. Like us, they had been allowed through security unhindered, because the plane was ready to take off and we all had to get on board as quickly as possible. That was a terrible mistake, as we would all discover in short order.

I estimated the two of them to be in their mid- to late twenties; later, I learned that they were only a little older than we were. Both of them looked foreign, but I couldn’t really place them. She was a short, pretty, dainty woman with fine features and medium-length black hair. He wasn’t particularly tall, either, but slim and wiry. Thick, coal-black hair framed his face with its dark eyes and mustache. He had a piercing gaze. However, the most striking thing about the stranger was his sport coat: much too warm for that heat, made of thick wool, with violet checks. It would have been perfect for a stage comedian, but on him, it merely looked totally out of place and unintentionally comical.

As wound-up and silly as we were, we had to let loose with a few derogatory remarks about it as we rushed along, giggling, and ran the last few yards to the plane. Later on, I asked myself over and over whether he had possibly taken special note of me, of the fact that I had also made fun of him. Because, in fact, it was he who would later condemn us to a five-day hell of terror and fear for our lives.

Once we were on the plane, several of the passengers gave us very annoyed looks, given that they had had to wait for us. It didn’t matter to us in the least, as we were still very much in vacation mood and had no intention of letting them spoil it for us.

I found my seat, which was fairly far back in economy class. I sat on the aisle and let Simone have the window seat. She was also one of the beauty queens, from Dortmund, and during this exuberant week on Mallorca, she had become my friend.

At her tender age of 16, Simone was three years younger than me. Her parents ran a successful pub where she helped out, which allowed her to earn a little money after school. She didn’t yet have a career in mind, and no one was putting any pressure on her in that regard. Perhaps she was something of the typical “spoiled only child,” but she was incredibly in love with life and very generous. Because I was able to spend quite a bit less money while on vacation, she had treated me time and time again, expecting nothing in return.

Before our arrival in Palma, none of us eight beauty queens had known the others. But I had felt in tune with Simone from the moment I’d first seen her. It felt as though this extremely pretty, tall young woman and I were kindred spirits. I had shared a hotel room with her during this exuberant week of vacation, and we had soon become as inseparable as Siamese twins. We were equally crazy about parties and dancing, flirted like blazes, had all sorts of fun together, and were never in bed before dawn. Not once during the entire week had there been any sort of discord between us — even considering that I was much more of a talker, and that my constant chattering must have sometimes irritated the far quieter Simone.

Our Lufthansa plane, the “Landshut,” was gathering speed now. As it left solid ground and climbed through the air, there it was again, that tingly feeling, part excitement and part anxiety, that you feel when the inertia pushes you back in your seat. The crew introduced themselves and the stewardesses demonstrated the safety procedures. Now we were merely waiting for the beverage cart. When it finally came, the first thing we did was have a little glass of sparkling wine.

As soon as the fasten seat belt signs turned off on the console above us, a few of the other girls got out of their seats and came over to us, so we could talk more easily. We chatted about trivialities until we once again noticed the foreigner in the violet-checked sport coat. He and his dainty companion were sitting across the aisle from us and one row back. Naturally, it wasn’t long before we were once again making stupid remarks about the man’s weird outfit.

Then the food came, which distracted us from that. Simone and I had just opened the dishes on our tray tables. One of the girls was still standing in the aisle, leaning one elbow on the headrest of my seat, when suddenly someone pushed her very hard from behind, and she almost landed on my food.

Shocked, we looked up and recognized the foreign couple. They were racing toward first class, gesticulating wildly. The dainty woman went first, and behind her was the man whose sport coat had just been providing us so much amusement. Then I saw it. The man had a pistol in his hand, as well as a gray, egg-shaped thing, something I had never seen before. Only later did I learn that it was a hand grenade. However, I was staring only at the pistol, with thoughts exploding in my head.

It was clear to me that the two of them had somehow quarreled, and now he wanted to shoot her. But why?

They had not even been talking. The whole time we had been making fun of him, the two of them had merely sat quietly beside each other. What had happened?

Then it occurred to me: I’d once heard that if someone inside a plane fires a shot toward the outside and the bullet damages the hull, the plane goes down immediately. I panicked. Didn’t this crazy guy know that? How could he risk that? I was actually thinking: If he shoots, I hope he hits her, not the plane!

We couldn’t speak. We were simply in a state of shock, staring at the two backs that rapidly disappeared from view with no shot being fired. They had obviously reached the front of the plane, because suddenly, someone yelled so horribly loudly over the intercom that we all started as though we had been struck. I stared at Simone, uncomprehending. A linguistic hodge-podge of English with an Arabic accent rained down on us. The only word I understood was “hijacking.”

My heart practically stopped, and my brain stubbornly refused to recognize what was happening as reality. It had to be nothing but a bad dream. It could not possibly be anything more than that. Surely not!

My English was very poor, so I poked Simone in the ribs. She sat next to me, deathly pale, and I wanted her to translate the unbearable roaring for me. But then it was over. After that, everything happened very fast.

The curtain to the first class compartment in the front of the plane was ripped open, and like cattle, the passengers who had been sitting there were herded to the back, toward us. To this day, I have never been able to forget their faces, frozen in a mixture of incomprehension, fear, and shock.

Behind them was a fairly tall, Arab-looking woman. She had a stocky body; long, thick, black hair; and large, dark, penetrating eyes. She was pointing a pistol at the people and barking orders. In the opposite row, a short man, also darkhaired and Mediterranean in appearance, also heavily armed, was busy doing the same. They shoved the men, women, and children into the empty seats. The younger and stronger men were searched and then made to sit next to the windows, so there would be no way that they could get out of their seats quickly.

I kept my eyes on our hijackers’ weapons. I was numb, frozen in this moment that I could not comprehend, unwilling to believe what was happening.

Apart from the bellowed commands of the two hijackers, which rained down on us like hail, there was not a sound to be heard. Not even the children were crying.

The first thing we had to do was throw our trays into the aisle. The stewardesses gathered up the forks and knives. We also had to hand over our carry-on luggage, our passports, and our identification cards. Everything was stored in the first class compartment, where no one was sitting any longer.

To the casual observer, our cabin would surely have presented a grotesque sight. There we sat, cooped up in symmetrical rows of seats: dozens of people with their hands in the air, motionless, frozen in fear, like shop-window mannequins or crash-test dummies in some absurd theater performance. For us, none of it was quite real, yet.

All four hijackers had positioned themselves in the two passageways to first class, armed with pistols and hand grenades. With one finger always on the pull ring, they left no doubt that they were in earnest. Our “old acquaintance” had long since removed his checked sport coat, and now we could see that he was the indisputable leader of the troop.

His wiry, very fit body radiated aggression. His dark, penetrating eyes were in constant motion, seemingly taking in everything, even the slightest movement in the rows when someone’s raised arms threatened to tire or someone else tried to relieve his stiff back by changing his sitting position.

Immediately, he would rush down the rows, threaten the person with his pistol, or hit passengers with the butt of the pistol or kick them, sometimes very deliberately and other times at random: an utterly unpredictable lunatic on some mad mission.

Now he grabbed the microphone of the chief stewardess and screamed as loudly as he could into it in his broken English. A distorted croaking roared out of the loudspeakers. I thought my head would explode.

Finally one of the stewardesses, the blond Gaby Dillmann, plucked up her courage and explained to him that had to speak more softly or no one would understand him.

It was visibly difficult for him to curb himself, but he managed. There followed a political speech in which he denounced the circumstances in Palestine, demonized the Israelis, and made it clear that he and his comrades would no longer tolerate this.

He said they had allied themselves with their German brothers and sisters in the RAF, the Red Army Faction (Rote Armee Fraktion). By hijacking our plane, they planned to force hostage negotiations and win the freedom of the others. Then together, they could carry on the fight against German and Israeli fascism. They had chosen us because we were all fascist pigs. Our lives were good; we had money and no problems. So now we would finally see what it felt like to be oppressed. Finally someone was going to make us think about the problems in Palestine.

Given that I understood very little of all this, Simone had to keep up a whispered translation of what the man, who called himself Captain Mahmud, was shouting into the microphone. When I heard the words RAF and terrorism, my last bit of hope — which had been hard enough to keep up — drained away.

During the previous two hours, I had been able to persuade myself that that it was only a matter of money, that someone would pay up and we would surely be free soon. Now it was clear even to me, a 19-year-old with little interest in politics, that this was totally serious.

It was true that back then, during the so-called “hot autumn” (“heißer Herbst”) of 1977 in Germany, I didn’t watch the news with any regularity or involve myself in political events in any other way
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