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			NOTES ON SOURCES

			This is a work of nonfiction, which means everything is true. The dialogue and descriptions of events are taken from the memoirs written by Jean Jülich, Fritz Theilen, and Gertrud Koch (née Kühlem); the Gestapo archives; and oral histories with surviving Edelweiss Pirates and their family members, mostly done in the early 2000s, but some done as early as the 1970s.

			Even though this is nonfiction, real truth is hard to come by, especially during times of war and trauma. A memory can be as faulty as the archival records of the Gestapo. For example, Gertrud “Mucki” Koch writes in her memoir and says in interviews that she spent nine months at the Brauweiler prison from the winter of 1942 into 1943, but the Gestapo records say that she was only there for nineteen days. It doesn’t mean that she is lying—intentionally or unintentionally. Being in prison is traumatic, and what she went through most certainly left her with post-traumatic stress.

			The Gestapo records are also biased. We know that confessions were coerced—either by physically beating prisoners or by psychologically tormenting them with promises of release or threats against family members. The Gestapo had a particular worldview that they were trying to prove with each report, arrest, and interrogation. I tried to verify the memories of people present with the Gestapo record and have indicated where there are discrepancies in the text and in endnotes.

			Names of people are rendered as fully and accurately as possible when they first appear in the book. Many of the Pirates and their associates went by nicknames or aliases. Often sources don’t include real names or surnames of important figures. If a person is introduced by a first name or a nickname only, it means I was unable to confirm a full name. I also chose to keep misspellings of names as they appear in the original Gestapo documents.

			Descriptions of places are taken from the memoirs and from my own visits to the locations that the Pirates mention, from the parks in Cologne to where they hiked, to Ellern, to Simmern, to the EL-DE House, to Brauweiler. All of the translations are my own.

		

	
		
			
			
			
				Edelweiss are faithful.

				—Motto of the Edelweiss Pirates
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				We weren’t academics.
We were from the gutter.

				—Jean Jülich

			

		

	
		
			
				TEEN-AGE LADS TELL OF ANTI-NAZI “PIRATES”

				KASSEL, Germany, May 8, 1945 (United Press)

				Two 17-year-old German boys, who flirted with death by aiding the Allies, proudly told today of the “Edelweiss pirates”—The only anti-Nazi undercover organization yet found in the Reich.

				The Edelweiss gang, a loosely-knit network of teen-age lads, banded together to sabotage the Nazis in every way possible—destroying material and beating up party members. They wore a gaudy five and ten cent store flower pin underneath their left lapel as their only identification.

				“We had up to twenty in the band in Kassel, but our strength was unsteady since members were drafted when they got older,” said baby-faced Hermann Bannenberg, who has three brothers in the Wehr-macht, one a United States war prisoner.

				The Edelweiss organization apparently is an almost leaderless nation-wide gang of boys that took its name from the Alpine flower. Members usually are children of working class parents. In most cases, the “pirates” worked without the knowledge of their families.

				Although the group was strongly anti-Nazi, it made no attempt to get in touch with American units.

				“We hated the Hitler youths. When they started parading around, giving orders and beating up people, we wanted to show them we weren’t taking their orders,” said Heinz Johannes, whose father is an American war prisoner and whose brother was killed on the eastern front.

				“The Nazis made us work from ten to twelve hours daily and after that we were supposed to work for the party,” said Hermann. “We didn’t even have time to sleep.”

				The two “pirates” worked in a munitions plant that used about 500 slave laborers.
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			Prologue

			Late 1942

			Gertud Kühlem — aka Mucki

			Mucki stepped out of her apartment onto narrow Boisserée Street. On Fridays, she had a standing date with her friends in the Volksgarten. Wearing leather loafers that probably needed to be replaced and white socks hanging around her ankles, Mucki made her way toward the park.

			The mile between her house and the meeting spot was surrounded by destruction. Some buildings had roofs that looked like they had been removed by giants, others were just walls, or piles of brick and stone. Sides of buildings had black scorch marks streaming up around the windows. Trees with massive trunks had been snapped in half like matchsticks. Mucki was lucky the apartment where she and her mom lived still stood.

			As she moved through the city, she knew at any moment a siren could go off, signaling another attack, and she’d have to duck into the nearest air-raid shelter.

			In the end, though, her trip was uneventful and when she arrived, the Volksgarten was empty. Before the war, the park would have been filled with people on a late afternoon like this: a mom out walking with her kids, a couple sitting on the bank of the pond whispering to each other, little dogs prancing around on their leashes. None of that happened anymore. The park was all but deserted, and that was how Mucki and her friends liked it.

			This time, the Mountain Climber, Banjo Willi, Ätz, and Jus showed up. Sometimes there were more people, sometimes fewer. Usually they talked, hung out, and sang songs—all stuff that would have been typical for bündische youth groups in the early 1930s in Germany. Lately, they’d been planning some stuff they didn’t want anyone to hear about.

			“Listen up, I know what we should do next,” said the Mountain Climber. He was skinny, with sinewy arms and legs, and on hikes, he was always the first to the top of a rock, or you’d find him up in a tree somewhere. He was newer to the group, but really committed, and really trustworthy.

			“And what have you been thinking about?” Mucki asked.

			The Mountain Climber looked around the park to make sure no one was lingering.

			“I thought that we could fill a backpack full of flyers, I’d throw it on my back, and make my way to the Cologne Central Station,” he said.

			He was crazy. They all knew that the main train station in Cologne was crawling with activity. Every day, the military used the trains to ship German soldiers to battle, and to send Jews, leftists, homosexuals, and anyone else they didn’t like to a KZ—a concentration camp. Every day, supplies and food arrived, along with forced laborers from Poland or occupied territories in the East. The Mountain Climber wanted to take the flyers and make them flutter down like dead leaves in an autumn wind, to show people that there was a resistance.

			“That’s a way for you to find yourself in a camp,” Mucki said. She knew this was not the plan of a person merely intent on surviving the war. She knew well that the punishment for this kind of thing could be jail, possible torture, concentration camps; her father had experienced it.

			Ätz agreed with Mucki and added, “I don’t want to see my neck in the noose yet. I have a lot to live for.” Ätz was tall and scrawny too, and generally slanted his body in a way that made it seem like he didn’t really care. But right now, he cared, and he wasn’t convinced by the Mountain Climber’s plans.

			“Do you think I want to play a game with my own life?” the Mountain Climber asked. “Look, we only take calculated risks, and we make the decision together. But at least hear my plan.

			“I know the train station. In the middle is the big glass dome, and all around it are ladders for the workers, for when, you know, the electricity isn’t right or they have to fix some other problem. I thought that I could climb one of those ladders with the backpack and just let all of the flyers go. Two or three of you keep watch below and I come back down. You’ll all be safe. And then we get out of there.”

			“You realize that’s really risky, right?” said Jus, who hadn’t said a word yet. Jus and Mucki trusted each other; they’d been friends a long time.

			“But what do we have to lose?” Mucki started to change her mind. “Yeah, we could get caught. But we could have also got caught when we graffitied buildings around town. We’ve done a lot and people haven’t noticed. We need something to motivate us and something that reaches more people. I say we go for it.”

			“Do we have a choice? We’re already in it pretty deep.” Ätz seemed to change his mind too. “I’m in.”

			“There can’t be a worse fate than Hitler,” Banjo Willi said.

			“It’ll go well,” Jus said. Sometimes, he knew exactly what to say. “So far we haven’t had any big problems; why would it be any different this time?”

			The long August evening had almost come to an end, and dusk started to settle in. They hurried up and made their plan before dark, when they had to be home. They gave themselves two weeks.
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			Mucki took on the duty of getting the flyers. She made her way to a small street in Pesch, on the northern border of the Cologne city limits.

			Jus had introduced them to a man with a small print shop in his basement. He normally printed church newsletters for Catholic congregations in the area. He knew that what they were doing was dangerous. If he got busted with the flyers, he wouldn’t get off easy. Creating the material was one of the riskier parts of the operation. He couldn’t play dumb like someone just carrying the flyers. So he had one stipulation: no one could know his name. They called him Tom.

			“Hello, Mucki,” Tom said as she entered the shop. He didn’t know her real name either.

			Tom printed his church bulletins in a large font so that the older readers in the congregation could easily make out the words. This was perfect for the flyers since no one would dare pick one up for fear of being carried away by the police. Even looking too long at one on the ground could be risky. People would need to be able to read the messages as they walked by.

			“The flyers are under the canvas bags,” Tom said. “Goodbye.” He had said ten words to Mucki and that was all he would say. The less they knew about each other the better. The less Tom knew about the operation the better.

			She grabbed the package and put it under the padding of a baby stroller she’d borrowed from a neighbor. She arranged pillows and a blanket inside the blue stroller to make it look like a child was snuggled inside. She gripped the handles as she quickly pushed it down the street.

			The big wheels bounced over cobblestones and destroyed sidewalks. Her heart must have been pounding as she pushed the stroller through the outskirts of Cologne. What if someone wants to peek at the sleeping angel? What if someone questions the fact that she was eighteen with a baby? How would she cover? What would she say?

			In the end, people around her didn’t pay her any attention. They had their own worries. Would another air raid come tonight? Would their rations last until the end of the week? Could they get a new coat for winter? Had their neighbor overheard that private conversation? People in Cologne were known to mind their own business, and since the beginning of the war, that was even more true.

			Finally, Mucki made it to a specific pile of rubble in Cologne. To someone who didn’t know the city, that’s what it looked like: one of the thousands of piles of stones, mortar, wood, and bricks that used to be a home, office, school, or church in the city. This heap had been a Catholic church. The steeple had fallen; the bells had been taken off to be melted down for the war long ago. This was the perfect place to stash the flyers until they needed them.

			Mucki looked around to make sure no one had followed her. Quickly, she placed the flyers in a hole and put stones on top. Her job was done. Tomorrow, the Mountain Climber would begin his. He’d be risking his life. They’d all be risking their lives.
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			The Central Train Station was a magnificent building, almost as grand as the nearby Cologne Cathedral. The main entrance was under a semicircular glass window, probably forty feet in diameter. The glass dome arched just behind that window. This was where the Mountain Climber would ascend. At the busiest time of the evening, he’d drop the flyers.

			At 5:00 p.m., they were all there: the Mountain Climber; Mucki; Jus; Ätz; Banjo Willi; and the Guardian, who hadn’t been at the park. They gathered near a ladder inside, and the flow of rush-hour traffic moved around them. They had been visiting the train station daily around this time to figure out the layout, the best ladder for the Mountain Climber to use, and whether it really was safe.
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						Cologne Central Train Station, 1890.

					
				
			

			No one seemed to be paying them any attention. People just moved about as normal.

			One of the group winked. That was the sign. Time to start.

			The Guardian and Ätz went to two corner positions, Jus made his way to a platform across the tracks from where they had met, and Mucki and Banjo Willi stayed by the ladder, disguised as a couple in love. Willi slipped his hands around Mucki’s waist and pressed his nose closer to her neck. Mucki’s arms were around Willi’s back. Their embrace was code: arms around each other’s waists meant “hold.” They looked over each other’s shoulders and could whisper without looking suspicious.

			They looked for men in uniforms, taking in a 360-degree view of the station. Mucki looked over Willi’s shoulder and whispered in his ear. Was everyone in place? He looked over her shoulder and whispered back. Were any men in uniforms nearby? They whispered again. This was as clear as it was ever going to be.

			The Mountain Climber was keeping an eye on them near the ladder, waiting for the sign to begin. They whispered one last time. Slowly, Mucki raised her arms from Willi’s waist up to his shoulders, and he did the same.

			This was the sign. Like a cat, the Mountain Climber bounded to the top of the ladder, his long, chestnut-brown hair bouncing as he climbed.

			Mucki and Willi scanned the station. No one seemed to have noticed. No expressions changed. No one looked up. No one was screaming about the boy on the ladder. No police. No Gestapo. This was good. With each passing moment, the risk increased.

			All at once, paper sailed down from the ceiling.

			The words on Edelweiss Pirate flyers tended to be simple, the messages clear. They were printed with phrases like:

			PUT AN END TO THE BROWN-SHIRTED HORDE!

			SOLDIERS, LAY DOWN YOUR WEAPONS!

			WE PERISH IN THIS MISERY. THIS WORLD IS NO LONGER OUR WORLD. WE HAVE TO FIGHT FOR ANOTHER WORLD OR WE WILL PERISH, WE WILL PERISH IN THIS MISERY.

			Before the first flyer hit the floor of the train station, the lovers had let go of each other, the Mountain Climber was down on the ground, and the others were safe too. The whole action had probably taken under fifteen minutes. They didn’t stick around. They all moved quickly in different directions away from the train station.

			The next day, the newspaper had the story: the action at the train station had been committed by a group of criminals.

			Jean Jülich — aka Schang

			Jean had first noticed them in Manderscheider Square, right next to the school he went to. The square was like a little park lined with trees, central to the neighborhood. Jean had seen the guys and girls hanging out there almost every afternoon. The first thing he noticed was the way they looked. The guys had long hair, not the militantly short cuts he was used to seeing in the Hitler Youth. They also wore short leather pants, checkered shirts, handkerchiefs around their necks, and big wristbands with the Edelweiss flower. Kids weren’t supposed to be meeting in groups outside the Hitler Youth. The Gestapo had started calling all of these groups wild and unauthorized, and generally referred to them as bündische.

			The next thing Jean noticed was that they played guitars and sang songs he’d never heard before. One of the ones Jean liked the best went:

			
				If you come to Hamburg to the seaman’s bar “At the Blue Shark”

				You’ll see the vagabond drinking, the man called Tall Hein.

				He’ll tell you about Charly and Jimmy, the grasslands and prairies,

				And sometimes he’ll tell you about Shanghai, where they met, all three.

				It was in Shanghai, in the Ohio Bar,

				The three hitchhikers met, who’d traveled around the world.

				Jim Johnny, he came from Frisco, from Hamburg came Tall Hein,

				And Charly, the little Frenchman, made the suggestion:

				Let’s all hitchhike together.

			

			He liked all the songs: Russian songs; American cowboy songs; and German traditional songs. Jean thought that the blatantly anti-Jewish songs he had to sing in the Hitler Youth were awful. These guys and girls at Manderscheider Square were different from the Hitler Youth, and that was cool. Their outfits looked different from what other people were wearing; the songs they sang were different. They didn’t have a leader; they just got to joke around and do what they wanted. They didn’t look uptight and weren’t into authority.

			Jean’s friend Ferdinand Steingass had started talking to the kids, who called themselves “Edelweiss Pirates.” Like Jean, Ferdinand was also raised by his grandma and grandpa, and also hated that he had to join the Hitler Youth. Ferdinand was outspoken and gregarious, and Jean shouldn’t have been surprised that he went up and made friends with a group of kids he didn’t know. He wanted freedom like he thought Americans had freedom.

			Soon Jean was hanging out with the Edelweiss Pirates in the evenings too. Most of the people in the group went by nicknames, and Jean chose Schang, from Shanghai in his favorite song, and Ferdinand went by Fän. When Jean joined the Pirates, he was still thirteen, and the others he hung out with were pretty young too. For them, going on hikes and trips and just being with one another were the most important things.

			The Manderscheider Square Edelweiss Pirates didn’t plan political activities like other groups; they mostly sang songs and complained about the Hitler Youth and the Nazis. The actions that they took ended up being more like pranks. The only thing they had in mind was to irritate the Nazis.

			One man that annoyed them was a newspaper-stand owner in the neighborhood. Every time they wanted to buy a comic with stories about Native Americans, he’d suggest that they get something about war heroes instead, so they’d be better soldiers for Nazi Germany. Jean and his friends thought the glorification of war in those books was gross. They knew firsthand what bombs falling on your neighbors really looked like. They were convinced that this man was an actual Nazi, who had turned people in for not having proper Nazis beliefs. That was annoying.

			One night in the late fall of 1942, when the newspaper stand had closed for the day, they attached a metal chain to the stand, which was just sitting on the side of the road. They attached the other end of the chain to the last wagon of the streetcar, stopped nearby. When the trolley started up again, the chain clanked and became taut, and then pulled the newsstand down the trolley tracks.

			Jean burst out laughing. He was proud that he could do some damage to an old Nazi jerk.

			Fritz Theilen — aka Fritz de Plaat

			The fact that Fritz had once been thrown out of the Hitler Youth when he was thirteen years old still haunted him two years later. Now he had a job at the Ford factory, but someone had told a supervisor that Fritz had been kicked out, and he was called into the office of the foreman, also a leader of the Hitler Youth.

			“Listen here, we know that you are in the Edelweiss Pirates. What do you say to that?” Someone said they’d seen Fritz hanging out in the Volksgarten with the Pirates. This was true, but he couldn’t admit it. The Gestapo was on high alert for bündische youth group activities. Fritz tried to come up with an excuse, to downplay the whole thing and pretend like it wasn’t a big deal. It didn’t work at all.

			“You know that it is forbidden! That it’s against the law. But we couldn’t expect better from you, you’ve always made problems, and we are done with you, you can count on that.” The foreman’s words and his spit struck Fritz’s face.

			He knew this sort of tirade was coming.

			“As a traitor against the Führer, the country, and the people, the process will be short, and we have our methods.”

			With the last sentence, a hand smacked across Fritz’s face. Fritz’s body stiffened instinctively, but he didn’t have time to react. He fell backward. Those were the methods.

			“To be an apprentice at Ford is a privilege for a German boy, and you will be out of here if you act with so little discipline again. You are not bearable for the German people.”

			Fritz scurried out of the room. He could hear the foreman and his supervisor laughing behind him. This was just one more reason why he hated the Nazis and loved hanging out with his friends, the Edelweiss Pirates.
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			Part One

			1932–1938

			
				“She will be the one who has to deal with the consequences of this. She needs to understand.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Cologne, 1932

				The year is 1932, and you can learn a lot about the city of Cologne by standing on the Hohenzollern Bridge, which connects the west side of city with the east. Look to the west and you’ll see the seven-hundred-year-old Kölner Dom, or Cologne Cathedral. Almost anywhere you are in the city, you can see the five-hundred-foot-tall spires of the Catholic church piercing the sky. From the bridge, you can also see its flying buttresses, arches, ornate stonework, and stained-glass windows—a perfect example of High Gothic architecture. Cologne is mostly Catholic, and Catholicism permeates daily life and culture. During the days before Lent, these streets fill for Karneval, with people dressed up in costumes and parades of floats that wind up from the old town near the Cathedral to the Neumarkt. Cradling this center of the city is ring of parks called the Green Belt. The parks are an urban oasis, with little reservoirs and lakes, tiny forests, and a series of forts built just over a century earlier at the end of the Napoleonic Wars.

				Look down from the bridge and the Rhine River flows beneath you. South—upstream on the river—leads to castles, forests, and a wine-growing region that has invited romantic notions of the outdoors for generations. For about thirty years, various iterations of unaffiliated youth groups hiked and camped in these green spaces. Before the First World War, the groups were called Wandervogel, a peer-led movement that developed into groups called bündische Jugend in the 1920s and early 1930s.

				Look east and you’ll see the Deutz neighborhood, with the new Kölner Messe convention hall, where trade shows and meetings are held in an expansive brick building with a clocktower that looks over the Rhine.

				While people, cars, and trains move across the bridge daily, one thing that doesn’t cross the bridge is military troops. On the Deutz side, you might see a tank, but as part of the Treaty of Versailles, which brought an end to the First World War thirteen years earlier, those tanks are not allowed to cross this bridge. The land that borders France, Belgium, and the Netherlands is a demilitarized zone.

				The Rhine flows north, and you may see barges and ships transporting goods to the Netherlands and North Sea. The Rhine Valley is an industrial region, and to the north and south, east and west are factories. In 1931, the Ford Motor Company opened a plant in Cologne to build cars and trucks for the European market. But there are also manufacturing plants and factories of all kinds, and these are the places where people in Cologne work, if they can find work.

				Germany’s Weimar Constitution promised to bring democracy and a new German republic after the country was destroyed in the First World War, but Germany has been overcome by economic problems and political instability. The Treaty of Versailles also made Germany pay 33 billion* US dollars for damages caused by the war, and in 1921, the first payment alone put the country’s economy into a tailspin. In 1929, the Great Depression caused more turmoil, and by early 1932, half of the workforce in Germany is unemployed or underemployed. In Cologne, men stand around during the day, looking and hoping for work. Your dad might have work at a factory this week, but they might not need him the week after that. Apartment buildings are in disrepair. In some sections of the city, your family and two other families would be packed into a single apartment. You could be lucky enough to have running water, but have to use a common toilet in the hall. Some buildings still have only an outhouse in the courtyard.

				Throughout German cities, politicians promise to make things better and change Germany’s fortunes. Cologne is no different. Cologne’s mayor is Konrad Adenauer, a member of the Centre Party, a moderate Catholic party popular in Cologne. But the three other parties popular in Cologne are not moderate; they’re on either end of the political spectrum. On the liberal side, the Socialist Party (SPD) wants more rights for workers, and more employment. It still has strong membership in Cologne although they have been losing support since 1930. After the Depression worsened and politics became more radical, more people across Germany and in Cologne started voting for the Communist Party (KPD), farther to the left than the SPD. The KPD wants Germany to be like the Soviet Union, where personal property, and therefore inequity, vanish, at least in theory. But even though both left-leaning parties agree on some things, they can’t agree enough to work together. The third party, the National Socialist Democratic Workers Party (NSDAP) might sound like they agree with workers and Socialists, and even democracy, but they are actually on the far right side of the political spectrum. This is Adolf Hitler’s party, better known as the Nazis.

				None of these parties have a majority, and all the parties are having trouble finding enough common ground to build a coalition and work together. Throughout the late 1920s and early 1930s, Parliament dissolves multiple times and new elections are held, some parties gain votes, some lose, and sometimes all parties lose votes because people are tired of politics. From all sides you hear the same comments: That party will take away your freedom. This party will get you a job. This party will bring us into the future. That party will only cause more instability.

				In 1932, the NSDAP can’t quite win the support of working-class Cologne and doesn’t have a majority on the national level, but people are voting for them at an increasing rate. They believe that Hitler can make the country better and stronger, and in 1932, the Nazis have the plurality of the vote nationally, and the most seats in the parliament.

				It’s important to note exactly what a political party means for an individual and a family in Cologne—and Germany—in this period. The political parties are more than just who your parents vote for on election day; they are a way of life, a part of your day-to-day identity. Your parents go to meetings and rallies. They read the newspapers and magazines put out by their political party. Maybe your dad is a member of the paramilitary group that provides protection for the party. You are a member of the youth organization, like the Young Communist League of Germany or the Hitler Youth.

				In the summer of 1932, armed clashes and street fights erupt constantly between the paramilitary arms of the Nazis and the Communists. In Cologne, the Neumarkt is a typical European market square during the day, busy with people selling produce and waiting to catch the streetcars. Kids run around among the stalls. But at night the market is also the marching ground of young men in brown shirts and tall black boots. The men are members of the Nazi Party’s paramilitary groups, called the SA and the SS. The SA is the Sturmabteilung, the brown-clad paramilitary group that provides protection for the party, and the SS is the Schutzstaffel, another protection unit within the SA.

				The KPD’s paramilitary group has been banned since 1929, and the SA and SS were briefly banned in 1932, but none of those bans seem to matter, and as Nazi support grows, so does the number of street fights between members of the left and right.

				If you are five, six, or seven years old and standing on the bridge in Cologne, you don’t know about the nuances of politics—even adults don’t know what’s going on behind closed doors in the capital, Berlin. Sometimes they don’t care. They went to war in 1914 and came home to a broken country that still hasn’t been fixed. You do know that your whole life has existed in that aftermath: dads who don’t have jobs, people upset when your mother has a job, not enough money to buy food, fights in the street. And even if you don’t understand, you have the feeling that life is getting worse; life is getting scarier.

			
			1 — Gertrud

			Dusk settled into dark over the Cologne skyline. On a broad street in a nice neighborhood of the city, Gertrud Kühlem—no one called her Mucki yet—heard a knock at her apartment door. She peeked into the kitchen, and in the dull yellow light of a petroleum lamp, her father leaned over and gave her mother a kiss.

			“We won’t be alone anymore,” he said.

			They had been expecting that knock. Almost every night, Gertrud would watch as a stream of her parent’s friends drifted into their spacious kitchen. Chairs filled up around the large wooden table, and dark brown beer bottles and white porcelain coffee cups filled the table. As far back as Gertrud could remember, the adults would talk about politics, but joke and laugh too. By the end of 1932, Gertrud noticed almost all the talk was politics, no laughing. She had turned eight that summer, and her parents let her stay in the kitchen. Words whirled around Gertrud as she sat in the corner, trying to parse what she heard: President of the Reich, monarchist, Weimar Republic, Social Democrat, National Socialist, SA, SS, Nazi, Fascist, Communist.

			She knew her parents were Communists. On days when her father was particularly proud of his party, he’d hang a red flag with a yellow star and hammer and sickle in the middle from the window. He was a trained welder, who supported unions and wanted a better world for workers.

			The people who came to the apartment were also Communists. That night, a friend named Franz said that the behavior of the SA was scary, but still seemed mild. “How will it escalate?” he asked.

			His girlfriend, Ilse, looked worried. “Don’t you want to send your daughter out?” she asked Gertrud’s mom. “We shouldn’t be talking about this in front of kids.”

			“No, she stays here,” said her father. “She will be the one who has to deal with the consequences of this. She needs to understand.”

			Gertrud didn’t understand a lot of what they were talking about, but she did see that the world could be better than it was. Their family was lucky to have a big apartment in a nice neighborhood on the edge of the Innenstadt, or Center City. In other sections of Cologne, some apartment buildings looked like they were about to collapse. On the street, men stood around during the day, looking and hoping for work. Those who could sing or play the accordion played whatever tunes they knew and hoped for spare change to be thrown into their cups.

			How such people lived and how to make it better was what the Communists talked about.

			“All people on earth should have the same rights.”

			“People are poor and they don’t have work. Inflation has destroyed the country.”

			“When Hitler comes to power, they will say, ‘Oh, Hitler is good; he’s brought us jobs, and the kids have food to eat again.’”

			“People won’t realize he’s abusing us, at least not at first.”

			Gertrud knew her father hated Adolf Hitler, the leader of the National Socialists—the Nazis. “He will be a catastrophe for Germany. He is a criminal,” he told her once.

			Gertrud had also heard the Nazis called Brownshirts, the SA, and the SS. These men hated the Communists, and sometimes the Communists went to the Neumarkt to confront the Nazis. This particular night, her parents had decided to stay in rather than go to the Neumarkt.

			There was hard knock at the door of Gertrud’s apartment that stopped the conversation. Gertrud’s father disappeared into the vestibule and reappeared with another comrade, a man named Walter. Blood obscured Walter’s face.

			Walter had been at the Neumarkt.

			“He was an especially brutal SA man,” Walter said as he slumped down on a chair in the kitchen.

			Gertrud’s mother grabbed a bottle of antiseptic and cotton bandages. Her work at the pharmacy helped in situations like these. As she cleaned Walter’s wounds, his whole being—from teeth to fists—stayed clenched, his body ready to fight.

			Around him, the conversation came back to Hitler, the Nazis, and what they should do next.

			2 — Fritz

			Fritz Theilen strained his ears to hear what was going on in the next room. The voices from the cramped kitchen were audible, but hushed. Fritz was sitting in the bedroom of the apartment, where he and his parents had their beds. The apartment was just two rooms. His parents couldn’t afford a bigger place since his dad was constantly in and out of a job depending on whether the Ford factory needed him or not, and he didn’t earn very much when he did have a job. His father and uncle had inherited the house from Fritz’s grandparents, so his whole extended family lived in the four-story building in the Ehrenfeld neighborhood. Though they couldn’t often afford to buy meat, Fritz regularly smelled sausages cooking in his uncle’s butcher shop on the first floor. Fritz knew that others in the neighborhood couldn’t afford the meat either; they paid on credit, waiting until the end of the week when they got a paycheck to give his uncle money.

			In the bedroom, Fritz was waiting for the voices in the kitchen to get louder, which they invariably did, so he could overhear what the adults were talking about. His parents were members of the Social Democratic Party, and his dad’s friends would come over to the apartment, go into the kitchen, and close the door. Fritz’s mother would shuttle him and the other kids who had come over into the bedroom, where they were expected to play. But that was hard to do when they knew secrets were being discussed in the next room. Fritz desperately wanted to know what was going on.

			He knew that politics were important, and there seemed to be news every day, and not good news. He knew that around his neighborhood, “Nazi” was almost like a curse word. You weren’t supposed to say it, and you definitely weren’t supposed to be one. He remembered there had once been a banner that was strung up across Venloer Street, the main street in the neighborhood. He was too young to read the words at the time, but the banner said EHRENFELD STAYS RED, a phrase people said in the neighborhood. It meant that they were Communist and Socialist party members, and had no plans to support the Nazis. He had also seen fights in the streets of Ehrenfeld between the leftists and the Nazis. He didn’t hear very much from his parents about what was going on or why these fights were happening, but the hunger
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			3 — Gertrud
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			6 — Jean
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