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Praise for The Seventh Cross

‘It was [Seghers] who taught my generation and anyone who had an ear to listen after that not-to-be-forgotten war to distinguish right from wrong. The Seventh Cross shaped me; it sharpened my vision’ – Gunter Grass

‘The material that this book is made from is long-lasting and indestructible; very few things on earth can be compared to it. It is known as justice’ – Christa Wolf

‘As a demonstration of what life under Nazism does to the mind and soul of many typical Germans, The Seventh Cross is a searching, brilliantly skilful job’ – Orville Prescott, The New York Times

‘At once a suspenseful manhunt story and a knowing portrait of the perils of ordinary life in Hitler’s Germany, The Seventh Cross is not only an important novel, but an important historical document. This new, unabridged translation is a genuine publishing event’

 – Joseph Kanon, author of The Good German and Leaving Berlin

‘A fascinating insight into life in pre-war Nazi Germany just as the horrors of the Nazi regime were beginning to unfold. This is an important novel, as much for its picture of German society as for its insight into the psyche of ordinary people confronting their personal fears and mixed loyalties while an escapee from an early concentration camp attempts to avoid recapture’

 – Simon Mawer, author of The Glass Room

‘The Seventh Cross is multi-layered, compelling and so human, wise and compassionate. We are taken inside different characters’ heads to see the human side of monstrous people and the monster within the most humane. We see the poignancy of ordinariness in times of crisis and horror. Through the lives of ordinary people in extraordinary times we get to see how fascism can take hold and that is an important thing for us to grasp right now!’

 – Virginia Baily, author of Early One Morning

‘A masterpiece. Written in the midst of terror, but with such clarity, such acuity; Seghers is a writer of rare insight’

 – Rachel Seiffert, author of A Boy in Winter

‘Set in Germany in the course of a week, The Seventh Cross follows the heart-pounding escape of seven political prisoners from the fictional concentration camp Westhofen . . . painting a profound and chilling portrait of life under the Third Reich. Seghers depicts the constant dread of the time . . . And she demonstrates how, despite facing mortal danger, some find the courage to do what is moral, even when it isn’t lawful . . . She dedicated The Seventh Cross “to Germany’s antifascists, living and dead”, a testament to human resilience and resistance while the horrors of Nazism were still under way’

 – The New Yorker

‘There are some breathtaking things about this novel. It shows how even the smallest lives with even the most fragile connection to a hunted man can get dragged in under an authoritarian regime. It maintains the unbearable tension of the desperate escapee for hundreds of pages. And it celebrates the resilience of resistance, even in the darkest of times’ – Sydney Morning Herald

‘[The Seventh Cross] ranges over an array of characters and narrative strands to present a panoramic, yet fine-grained view of German society at a particular moment of the Nazi era . . . In the book’s minor characters and subplots, Seghers shows the different ways Nazism ripples through people’s lives. She powerfully conveys an atmosphere of paranoia and resignation, quiet resistance and flickering hope’ – Jane Yager, Times Literary Supplement
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Anna Seghers (1900 –1983) was born Netty Reiling in Mainz, Germany, into a Jewish family. In 1924 she received a doctorate in Art History from the University of Heidelberg, and in the same year her first story was published. During this time, she came into contact with many left-wing intellectuals, including her husband, a Hungarian economist, and began writing in earnest. By the end of 1928, Anna Seghers had joined the Communist Party, given birth to two children and was awarded the Kleist Prize for her first novel, The Revolt of the Fishermen of St Barbara. She left Nazi Germany for France in 1933, where she wrote The Seventh Cross. After the Nazi invasion in 1940, she was forced to flee again and, with the aid of Varian Fry, she and her family sailed from Marseilles to Mexico. Seghers gained international recognition with the publication of The Seventh Cross (1942), which became an international bestseller. It was the basis for the 1944 MGM film starring Spencer Tracy and has been translated into more than thirty languages. After the war Seghers moved to East Berlin, where she became a prominent figure of East German letters, actively championing the work of younger writers from her position as president of the Writers’ Union and publishing at a steady pace. Among Seghers’s acclaimed works are The Seventh Cross; Transit (1944); Excursion of the Dead Girls (1945); The Dead Stay Young (1949), and the story collection Benito’s Blue (1973).

Margot Bettauer Dembo has translated works by Judith Hermann, Robert Gernhardt, Joachim Fest, Ödön von Horváth, and Feridun Zaimoglu, among others. She was awarded the Goethe-Institut/Berlin Translator’s Prize in 1994 and the Helen and Kurt Wolff Translator’s Prize in 2003. Dembo has also worked as a translator for two feature documentary films: The Restless Conscience, which was nominated for an Academy Award, and The Burning Wall.
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This book is dedicated to Germany’s antifascists, living and dead. Its publication in Mexico came about through the friendship and joint efforts of German and Mexican authors, artists and printers.

—ANNA SEGHERS
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INTRODUCTION

THIS COMPELLING novel starts early on a foggy autumn morning with the news that seven political prisoners have escaped Westhofen concentration camp and fled into the Rhine marshes. Only a few pages later, as dawn breaks, the first fugitive is apprehended. George Heisler hears his fellow prisoner seized from where he crouches in the chill among the riverside willows. Over seven days – and seven chapters – the reader follows his attempts to evade a similar fate.

First published in 1942, after Anna Seghers had fled Nazi persection, The Seventh Cross was set and written in the darkest days of the 1930s. War was already on the horizon, but the authorities’ hold on the German people was still in the process of tightening – especially on those they deemed undesirable. Seghers was one such German.

Born Netty Reiling, in 1900, into a well-to-do Jewish family, she came of age in the economic turmoil after the First World War, and her sympathies as a writer were always with the underdog. Recognition came early, her first novel, The Revolt of the Fishermen, winning her the Kleist Prize in 1928, the pre-eminent literary award of the Weimar era. Hitler’s ascent to power marked an abrupt change of fortunes: along with so many German artists of her generation, Seghers was forced into exile. She and her Hungarian husband left for France in 1933, but she continued writing about her homeland and its moral descent – and with an acuity that is startling.

In George Heisler she created an everyman of the Third Reich. He is a Communist from Mainz, just as Seghers was, but George is no ideologue; a prisoner with an escape plan, but only the vaguest one; an errant husband, but one who hopes for love still. He knows his own flaws too: ‘Why did you have to be a human being, and if a human being, why me? George asked himself.’ Safety lies across the Dutch border, but to reach it, Heisler must throw himself on the mercy of his fellow humans – his fellow Germans – as, one by one, the other prisoners are all apprehended.

By the time she had completed it, Seghers was a fugitive herself: war was raging, France had fallen to the Nazis, and a copy of her manuscript had fallen into Gestapo hands. Aided by Varian Fry, Seghers and her young family escaped for Mexico in 1941, on a ship whose passengers included Victor Serge and Andre Breton – but her fate was far from certain, as was that of her book. Of the three remaining copies, one had been lost, another destroyed in an air raid.

The last, however, survived the perils of the wartime post, arriving with Little Brown in the United States, where her editor recognised its timeliness and brilliance, and released an English translation with much-deserved fanfare. The Seventh Cross sold in the hundreds of thousands, and became a hit film for MGM in 1944, with Spencer Tracey in the lead role and many German exiles taking bit parts, including Helene Weigel.

Although a German language edition was published simultaneously in Mexico, it was not widely available in Germany until after the Third Reich, but thereafter it found an enduring readership. Günter Grass was one of many to acknowledge Seghers as an influential writer and the book has long been regarded as a modern classic. It sat alongside Heinrich Böll and Christa Wolf on my Hamburg grandmother’s bookshelves. Although she had been a Nazi, after the war she came to believe that there were certain books you had to read as a German – and The Seventh Cross was one of them.

I first read The Seventh Cross in my twenties, just as I began to write about the period – about my own family’s complicity – and Seghers’s writing struck me from the outset. The same story could so easily have unfolded in my family’s hometown: swap Rhine for Elbe, Westhofen for Neuengamme, all the same principles applied. The pace of the narrative captured me, and Seghers’s prose, too; so direct and unflinching. But most of all it was her way with human frailty. I read it alongside Fear and Misery in the Third Reich; like Brecht, Seghers wrote in the midst of the Nazis’ political terror, both victim and astute witness. Like Brecht too, when she turned her writer’s eye on her fellow Germans, she found them cowed and confused, tormented and self-serving, both loathsome and self-loathing. She recognised all their myriad reasons for toeing the Nazi line, and brought them to bear in her narrative: one after another, the friends and strangers George Heisler turns to reveal themselves caught in the web of their times, unwilling or unable to help him. But while Brecht’s portrait is stark, serving his dialectic drive, Seghers uses the novel’s unique capacity to delve inward.

Many of the book’s key characters are Third Reich converts, but just as many are not, and Seghers lays bare the ‘why, why, why’ their doubts give rise to: ‘When the sirens had howled early yesterday and guards suddenly appeared from nowhere on all the streets [ . . . ] then suddenly it was as if the camp, which they’d all grown accustomed to long ago, had been built all over again [ . . . ] It was as if new walls had been constructed, new barbed wire fences erected.’ The people living around these walls are appalled; some cry at the prisoners’ treatment, others doubt the authorities’ word: ‘it wasn’t possible that only scoundrels and fools were imprisoned there. That riverman who’d been inside once, he was no scoundrel.’

Passages such as these taught me much about how dictatorship works, disquiet sitting alongside acquiescence, often painfully close to the surface. It was raw for me to read such conversations, to learn just how much ordinary Germans knew of the camps on their own soil, and of the suffering of those inside them. The Seventh Cross was one of the first major works to acknowledge this, and with remarkable insight. The escalating brutality is both faced and suppressed over and again by those George Heisler encounters – and all too often, this leads to a confused paralysis.

When he sends word of his plight to a former associate, the man is in the middle of shaving. Sauer’s immediate thought is that the messenger in his bathroom is a Gestapo stooge, the whole thing a ploy: ‘The test will be, Sauer thought, whether I’m going to cut myself or not. He started to shave with a slack wrist.’ For his own safety, Sauer denies all knowledge of Heisler. Only after the messenger has departed does he consider the possibility that the young man had indeed come from George: ‘His face had turned pale, the way tanned faces turn pale, as if the skin were wilting. He started shaving again, but his hands were trembling now. He cut himself and he swore.’ However, even in the midst of this chill realisation that he has abandoned a fellow traveller, Sauer’s thoughts must turn to his own fate again: ‘Should I try to get away? Can I even ask whether I should try to get away without endangering others? . . . Please understand me, George, I couldn’t have done anything anyway.’

Whether they are Nazis by conviction or too fearful to take action, it amounts to the same thing for Heisler and it seems he will receive help from no-one. But reducing The Seventh Cross to such a bleak premise is to do the book a disservice. Reading it again now, many years later, in my forties, what I admire most is the evident breadth of Seghers’s understanding of her fellow citizens. Crucially, the characters she asks us to invest in most are not always the persecuted. Take Paul Roeder, a schoolfriend of George’s who has only seen his life improve under Hitler. Now a factory worker with a growing family, he and his wife take Heisler in, unaware of his imprisonment and escape. For a few brief pages there is a precious sense of relief, of flight being suspended; the two men’s paths may have drifted apart, but warmth and humour still survive this rift. Seated at the table in Paul’s tenement kitchen, George regards ‘all the astonished little faces’ of his old friend’s many young children:


‘You’ve accomplished quite a bit in the meantime.’

‘Didn’t you know the German people are supposed to quadruple themselves?’ Paul asked with laughing eyes. ‘You probably don’t listen when the Führer speaks.’

‘Oh yes, I listen,’ George said. ‘But he didn’t say that little Paul Roeder from Bockenheim has to do it all by himself.’



This honesty is welcome. Blunt and affectionate, Paul teases Heisler about his Communist leanings – ‘In the old days, you would have told me all the things I should feel guilty about’ – and they share the marks of experience: ‘We were all angry once. And we were all hopeful once.’ In this context, when George reveals the danger he is in – and the danger he has brought to his schoolmate’s door – Roeder’s response is understood: ‘Think, my friend, where do we go from here? How will you get out from these four walls? Don’t hold it against me, George, but I like you better on the outside than in here.’

But Heisler cannot be seen leaving the apartment, for all their sakes; and he still needs to reach the Dutch border, so Roeder allows him to stay while he tries to put a plan in place. In this, the man exhibits a stubborn loyalty, not only to George, but to what is right – moving in its simplicity, and in its rarity.

It is in this fine balance between hope and despair that The Seventh Cross excels; it gripped me on first reading; it still holds me now. In Seghers’s view, humans are capable of many things: cowardice and cruelty, cunning, selfishness and generosity. But is George Heisler capable of surviving? He must still escape Mainz, still escape the country – will his fellow Germans make it possible?

Rachel Seiffert, 2018
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1

PROBABLY no trees ever cut down in our country were as unique, as strange as the seven plane trees growing at the gable end of Barracks III. Their crowns, for a reason to be revealed at a later time, had previously been cut off and a board had been nailed across each of the tree trunks at shoulder height. From afar, the seven plane trees looked like seven crosses.

When the new camp commandant arrived – his name was Sommerfeld – he immediately had them all cut up into kindling. He was quite different from his predecessor, Fahrenberg, the old warrior, ‘conqueror of Seeligenstadt’, where his father still has a plumbing business on the market square today. The new camp commandant had served in Africa as a colonial officer before the war, and after the war he had marched on red Hamburg with his old major, Lettow-Vorbeck. We found out about all this only much later. While the first commandant had been a fool responsible for terrible, unpredictable acts of cruelty, this new one was a sober, calculating man whose actions were predictable.

Fahrenberg would have been quite capable of having us all beaten. Sommerfeld, on the other hand, was just as likely to line us up and then have every fourth one pulled out and beaten to death. Back then we didn’t know this. And even if we had known, what difference would it have made in the face of the emotions that overwhelmed us when we saw the six trees being cut down and then the seventh one as well! A small triumph certainly, measured against our general helplessness, our prison clothing. And yet it was nevertheless a triumph to suddenly feel our own power after who knew how long; a power that even we had for a long time considered just one of many ordinary powers on this earth, a power to be discounted as merely moderate when actually it was the only force that could suddenly grow immeasurably, incalculably.

That evening, for the first time, our barracks were heated. The weather had just changed. Today I’m not so sure any more whether the few pieces of wood that they fed into our little cast-iron stove were really from that same pile of kindling. Back then we were sure they were.

We crowded around the little stove to dry our clothes, profoundly moved by the unaccustomed sight of an open fire. The SA guard had considerately turned his back on us and was looking out of the barred window. A soft grey drizzle, at first not much more than mist, had suddenly turned into a hard rain, blown from time to time against the barracks by powerful gusts of wind. Even a hard-boiled SA man hears and sees the arrival of autumn only once each year.

The wood crackled. Two little blue tongues of flame indicated that the coals were glowing too. Five shovelfuls of coal had been allowed us, only enough to warm our draughty barracks for a few minutes, not enough even to dry our clothes completely. But we weren’t thinking about that yet. We were thinking only of the wood burning before our eyes.

Hans said softly, with a sidelong glance at the guard and without moving his lips, ‘It’s crackling.’

Erwin said, ‘The seventh one.’ On all the faces there was now a faint, peculiar sort of smile – a mixture of unmixable things, of hope and scorn, of helplessness and boldness. We held our breath. The rain pounded against the wooden planks and on the metal roof. Eric, the youngest of our group, said with a glance out of the corner of his eye, a brief glance that nonetheless revealed his and our innermost concern, ‘Where might he be by now?’

I

In early October a man named Franz Marnet left his relatives’ farmstead in the community of Schmiedtheim in the Taunus foothills on his bicycle a few minutes earlier than usual. Franz was of average height, a sturdy, stocky man, about thirty years old with a calm, almost sleepy expression when he was among people. But at this moment, riding along his favourite stretch, the steep descent between the fields down to the main road, his face expressed a simple, powerful joy in life.

Perhaps later on no one will understand how Franz could have been happy in his situation. But at that moment he was happy; he even let go with a joyful shout as his bicycle bounced over two earthen ridges in the road.

Tomorrow the flock of sheep, which had been fertilising the Mangolds’ adjacent field, was to be driven to his relatives’ large apple orchard. That was why they wanted to finish harvesting the apples today. Thirty-five trees, each with a powerful, bristly tangle of branches reaching up into the bluish air, and heavily hung with Golden Pearmain apples. They were shiny ripe and gleaming in the early-morning light like countless little round suns.

Franz had no regrets about missing the apple harvest. He’d helped farmers dig the soil long enough for mere pocket money. Still, after all the years without a job, he ought to have been glad of the work, and the farm of his uncle – a calm, decent man – had been a hundred times better than a work camp. But now at last he had landed a job at the factory and had been bicycling there every day since the first of September. He was pleased about this for many reasons, and his relatives were glad too, because he’d now be staying with them through the winter as a paying guest.

As Franz was pedalling past the neighbouring Mangold farm, they were in the process of setting up ladders, poles and baskets under their mighty Mollebusch pear tree. Sophie, the oldest daughter – a strong girl, a bit stout but not fat, with delicate wrists and ankles – was the first to jump up on a ladder, at the same time calling out something to Franz. Although he couldn’t make out what she’d said, he turned around briefly and laughed. He was overcome by a feeling of belonging. People who feel and act feebly will have trouble understanding him. For them, belonging means having a particular family, a specific community, or a love affair. For Franz it meant simply belonging to this bit of soil, to its people, and being a member of the morning shift cycling to the Hoechst plant, but above all it meant belonging to the living.

Once he had gone beyond the Marnets’ farmstead, he could see across the gently downward sloping open land and look down at the fog. Somewhat farther on, below the country road, the shepherd was just opening the sheep pen. The sheep pushed their way out and were immediately clinging to the hillside, as still and dense as a little cloud that quickly separates into smaller little clouds, then draws together and fluffs up again. The shepherd, a man from Schmiedtheim, also called out something to Franz. Franz smiled. It was Ernst the shepherd with his bright red kerchief; he was a cheeky fellow, quite unshepherd-like. Farmers’ daughters, feeling sorry for him in the frosty autumn nights, would come from the villages to his little wheeled hut.

The land dipped in wide, gentle waves behind the shepherd. Even though you couldn’t see the Rhine from there since it was still an hour’s train ride away, everything here already indicated that the river wasn’t far off: the wide, sloping hillsides with their farm fields and fruit trees and grapevines farther down, the factory smoke you could smell all the way up here, the turning of the train tracks and streets to the southwest, the glittering, shimmering spots in the fog, as well as the shepherd with his bright red neckerchief standing with one arm on his hip, one leg thrust forward as if he weren’t watching his sheep but an army.

They say about this land that the projectiles of the last war unearthed the projectiles of the one before. These hills aren’t a mountain range. On Sundays any child can go to visit his or her relatives in the next village for coffee and streusel cake and be back home in time for vespers. But this ridge of hills had long been the edge of the world – on the far side began the wilderness, the unknown country. The Romans had drawn their borderlines along these hills. So many battles had been fought, so many tribes had bled to death here in this place since the days when they had burned the Celtic altars to the sun on these hills, that they believed they had at last fenced in the world they could hold and cultivate. But the city down there had kept neither the eagle nor the cross in its coat of arms, but rather the Celtic sun wheel, the same sun that ripened the Marnets’ apples. This was where the legions had camped and with them all the gods of the world, city gods and peasant gods, the Jewish God and the Christian God, Astarte and Isis, Mithras and Orpheus. The wilderness once reigned here; here where Ernst from Schmiedtheim now stood with his sheep, one leg forward, an arm on his hip, and a corner of his kerchief sticking straight out as if a constant wind were blowing. In the valley at his back, peoples had been cooked into a stew by the gently misted-over sun. North and south, east and west had simmered into one another, but the land remained untouched by all that, even as it kept some traces of it all. Empires rose like bubbles from the land at Ernst the shepherd’s back and burst again almost instantly. They left behind no borders and no triumphal arches and no army highways, nothing but a few broken golden bands from the ankles of their women. But they were as tough and indestructible as dreams. And the shepherd stands there as proud and as imperturbable as if he knew all this and were standing there for that very reason. And maybe, even if he knew nothing about any of it, he really was standing there because of it. There, where the country road joined the highway, was where the Franconian army gathered when they were trying to find a way to ford the Main River. Here between the Mangolds’ and the Marnets’ farms, this was where the monk rode up into a total wilderness that no one had entered before, a gentle man on a little donkey, his chest protected by the armour of his belief, girded with the sword of salvation – bringing with him the Gospels and the art of grafting apples.

Ernst the shepherd turned towards the bicyclist. The kerchief around his neck already felt too warm, and he pulled it off and tossed it like a battlefield banner on to the stubbly field. One might have thought the gesture was one being performed before a thousand viewers. But only his little dog Nelly was watching. He resumed his inimitable, arrogant, mocking stance, but this time with his back to the road, facing the plain and the place where the Main flows into the Rhine. At their confluence lies Mainz. It provided the Holy Roman Empire with its archchancellors. And back then all the flat land between Mainz and Worms – the entire shore – was covered by the tent camps of the imperial elections. Every year something new happened in this land, but also, every year, the same things were repeated: the apples and the grapes ripened in the gentle, misted-over sun and with the exertions and worries of the people. For wine was needed for everything and by everyone: by the bishops and the landowners for the election of their emperor; by the monks and knights to found their orders; by the crusaders to burn Jews – four hundred of them at a time on the square in Mainz that today is still called The Brand, the fire; by the spiritual and secular princes once the Holy Empire disintegrated and the celebrations of the Great Ones continued, more merrily than ever before; by the Jacobins dancing around their liberty trees.

Twenty years later an old soldier was standing guard on the Mainz pontoon bridge. As the last members of the great army, bedraggled and sombre, straggled past, he remembered how he had stood guard here when they had first marched in with their tricolor banners and human rights, and he wept openly. The old soldier standing guard was withdrawn too. It became quieter, even in this region. And the years ’33 and ’48 came to this land too, lean and bitter years, two little threads of coagulated blood. Then once again there was an empire, which today they call the Second Empire. Bismarck had its inner borders drawn – not around the land, but straight through it so that the Prussians got a piece of it. For the inhabitants weren’t exactly rebellious; they were resigned like people who have experienced all sorts of things and will experience more.

Were those really the sounds of the Battle of Verdun that the schoolboys heard when they lay down on the ground on the other side of Zahlback? Or was it only the constant trembling of the ground under rumbling railway cars and marching armies? Some of these boys were later tried in court. Some for fraternising with the soldiers of the occupation army, others for placing explosives under the rails of their trains. The flags of the Allied Commission were flying on the courthouse.

It hadn’t even been ten years yet since they hauled down those flags and exchanged them for the black, red and gold ones that the empire still had at that time. Even the children remembered this recently when the 144th Infantry Regiment marched over the bridge once again with its band playing and drums drumming. Oh, the fireworks they had that evening! Ernst could see them from up here. The burning, hooting city on the other side of the river! Thousands of little swastikas coiling and twisting in the water! How the little flames flitted over them! Yet the next morning the calm bluish grey of the river where it left the city beyond the railway bridge was quite pure. How many battlefield banners has it carried off, how many flags. Ernst whistled to his little dog and she brought him the kerchief in her teeth.

Now we are here. What happens from now on is happening to us.

II

Where the dirt road joined the Wiesbaden Road, there was a little house where they sold soda. It irked Franz Marnet’s relatives every single summer evening that they hadn’t rented the little house when they had the chance, for the heavy traffic had turned it into a veritable gold mine.

Franz had left home early that morning because he liked cycling alone and wanted to avoid getting caught up in the pack of cyclists coming from the Taunus villages every morning all headed for the Hoechst Dye Works. And so he was a bit miffed to find one of his acquaintances, Anton Greiner from Butzbach, waiting for him at the little soda shack.

The strong, simple, joyful look on his face vanished instantly. His expression turned tight and wooden. The same Franz who might have been ready to give up his life without any ifs and buts was annoyed that Anton Greiner could never cycle past the little house without stopping to buy something. The guy had a nice, faithful girl in Hoechst to whom he’d later give the little bar of chocolate or bag of fruit drops he’d bought. Greiner was standing at an angle so that he could watch the dirt road. What’s the matter with him today? Franz wondered, for over the years he’d developed a fine feel for facial expressions. He could tell that Greiner was waiting impatiently for him for a definite reason. Greiner jumped up on his bike and joined Franz. They hurried so as to avoid the swarm of riders who were becoming ever more numerous the steeper the downhill incline.

Greiner said, ‘Hey, Marnet, something happened early this morning.’

‘Where? What?’ Franz said, his face assuming the expression of sleepy indifference it always had whenever you expected him to be surprised.

‘Marnet,’ Greiner said. ‘Something must have happened this morning.’

‘Well, what was it?’

‘I don’t know,’ Greiner said, ‘but something definitely happened.’

Franz said, ‘Oh, you’re imagining things. What could possibly have happened so early in the day?’

‘I don’t know what it was. But I tell you, something did; you can take my word for it. Something totally crazy must have happened. Something like on June the thirtieth.’

‘Oh, you’re just imagining things.’

Franz stared straight ahead. How thick the fog still was down below! The plain came towards them quickly with its factories and streets. All round them curses and bicycle bells ringing. At one point the crowd of cyclists was split in two by a couple of SS men on motorcycles, Heinrich and Friedrich Messer from Butzbach, Greiner’s cousins, who were also on the way to their shift.

‘Why don’t they take you along?’ Franz asked as if he were no longer curious to hear Anton’s news.

‘They’re not allowed to; they go on duty after work. Well, so, you think I’m imagining things . . .’

‘But what made you think—’

‘Because I’m imagining things. Well, anyway, my mother, she had to go to Frankfurt today to see the lawyer because of the inheritance. And so she went over to Mrs Kobisch with her milk because she couldn’t be here for the milk pickup. And young Kobisch, he was in Mainz yesterday where he usually orders the wine for the inn. And so they got to drinking there and it got late and he only got back home very early this morning and they wouldn’t let him through at Gustavsburg.’

‘Oh that, Anton.’

‘What do you mean, “Oh that”. . . ?’

‘They’ve had that closed off for a long time there at Gustavsburg.’

‘Listen, Franz, Kobisch is no fool. There was a very rigorous inspection, Kobisch said, and there were guards at the bridgeheads and all the time the thick fog. And so, he thought: Before I run into somebody, and they give me a blood test and find alcohol and take away my licence, I might as well go back to the inn in Waisenau and sit there and have another half pint.’

Marnet laughed.

‘Go on and laugh, Franz. You think they allowed him to go back to Waisenau? The bridge was blocked. I’m telling you, Franz, there’s something going on; something’s in the wind.’

They had finished the downhill stretch. To the right and to the left was the level plain, bare except for the beet fields. What might be in the wind? Nothing but the golden, sun-illuminated dust that rose from the Hoechst houses, greying and turning to ash above them. In spite of that, it seemed to Franz, indeed he was suddenly convinced, that Anton Greiner was right. There was something in the wind.

With bicycle bells ringing, they cycled through the crowded narrow streets. The young girls screeched and rebuked them as they passed. At the crossroads and at the various factory entrances carbide streetlamps had been installed, which they were trying out today for the first time, maybe because of the dense fog. Their hard white light made all the faces look as if they were covered with plaster. Franz brushed up against a girl who grumbled angrily and turned her head to watch him. She’d pulled a bunch of her hair hastily over her left eye. The eye had been disfigured in an accident, and the bunch of hair called attention to it like a little flag, rather than hiding it. The good eye, almost black, focused on Franz’s face briefly. Yet he felt as if she’d seen deep into him with that one look, to a place he’d closed off even from himself.

And then came the blaring horns of a fire engine from over on the Main River side, the crazy, garish carbide light, the curses of people being squeezed against a wall by a truck – was he still not used to all that or was it somehow different today? He searched for a word or a look he could interpret. He had dismounted from his bicycle and was pushing it along. He had long before lost both Greiner and the girl in the jostling crowd.

But then Greiner manoeuvred his way to where he was. ‘Over in Oppenheim,’ Greiner said to him over his shoulder; he had to lean so far sideways that his bicycle was almost pulled out of his grasp. Their respective work entrances were located far apart from each other. Once they had passed the first control station, they wouldn’t be able to see each other again for several hours.

Franz kept his eyes and ears open, but neither in the locker room nor in the courtyard nor on the stairs could he detect any excitement other than the usual everyday stir between the second and the third sounding of the siren. It was just that things were a bit less orderly, a bit more boisterous than on other Monday mornings. Franz himself, even as he desperately tried to find the smallest indication of any disquiet concealed in the other men’s words or in their eyes, cursed just like the others, asked the same questions about what they’d done on Sunday, made the same jokes, changed into his work clothes as brusquely as always. If someone were observing him now as persistently as he was observing the others, then that person would have been just as disappointed. Franz even felt a stab of hate towards all these men who had no inkling, who hadn’t noticed that something was in the wind, or didn’t want to notice. Had anything really happened? Greiner’s stories were usually pure gossip. Had Messer, his cousin, asked him to spy on Franz? Has he noticed anything about me? Franz wondered. What was it he’d actually said? Just gossip and more gossip. That this fellow Kobisch had got drunk at the wine dealer’s.

His thoughts were interrupted by the blast of the last siren signal. Since he’d been working at the plant only a short time, he still felt a lot of tension before the start of work. A tenseness akin to fear. And when the transmission belts started up, his body trembled to the very roots of his hair. Now the belt had reached its ultimate high whir. Franz had completed his first, second, his fiftieth operation. His shirt was soaked with sweat. He took a relieved breath. He began to review things in his mind again, although with only half his attention because he was doing precision stamping. Franz always worked with great exactitude. He could never have done things halfway, even if he’d been working for the devil.

There were twenty-five of them at work up there. Even if Franz were waiting anxiously in the punching department for some sign of excitement, given his nature it would have annoyed him if even one of his plates had turned out less than perfect. Not only because there might be a complaint that could harm him, but simply because the plates had to be precise, even on a day like today. Meanwhile he kept thinking: Anton said Oppenheim – wasn’t that the little town between Mainz and Worms? What sort of unusual thing could have happened there, of all places?

Fritz Messer, Anton Greiner’s cousin, who was the foreman in this department, came up to him briefly; then went on to the next man. Once Messer had parked his motorcycle and hung his uniform in his locker, he was just one more die puncher among the other punchers. Except maybe there was a change in the tone of his voice that only Franz noticed as he called Weigand over to sweep up. Weigand was an older, quite hairy, little man whose nickname was Woodchip. It was a good thing that his voice blended in with the high and piercing noise of the fan belt. For, as he was vacuuming up the waste dust, he said to Franz without moving his lips, ‘Did you hear? At the concentration camp? In Westhofen.’ Franz, looking down into little Woodchip’s clear, almost innocent eyes, saw those tiny light spots he had been so keenly waiting for: as if deep inside the man a fire was burning and sending its last sparks out through the eyes. At last, thought Franz. By then Woodchip had already passed on to the next man.

Franz carefully set up his piece; placed the punch on the marked line, pushed down the lever, again, and again, and once more. At last, at last, and at last. If only he could simply walk away and join his friend Hermann. Suddenly he paused. Something about this news concerned him directly, personally. Something contained in this information had stirred him up, had sunk its hook into him and was gnawing at him without his knowing just what it was or why. So there’s been a camp uprising, he said to himself, maybe even a major escape. Then it occurred to him why it concerned him in particular: George . . .What nonsense, he thought, to think immediately of George on hearing the news. Perhaps George wasn’t even there any more. Or possibly he was already dead. But George’s voice, coming from far away, mocking, mixed in now with his own voice: No, Franz, if and when something happens at Westhofen, then it means I’m not dead.

He had actually believed these past few years that he thought of George merely the way he thought of all the other prisoners! As if he were just one of thousands of whom one thinks with anger and sadness. He had really believed that, for a long time already, nothing connected him and George except for the firm tie of a common cause, the youthful years they’d spent under the stars of the same hope. No longer that other painful tie that had cut into their flesh and that both of them had tugged at back then. He was sure that all those old stories were forgotten. After all, George had become a different man, just as he, Franz, had grown into another person . . . For a second he caught sight of the face of the worker next to him. Had Woodchip told him something too? Was it possible that he would keep on carefully stamping out one piece after another? If something had really happened there, Franz thought, then George is in the middle of it. And then again, he thought, probably nothing at all happened, and Woodchip was just passing along gossip.

He went to the canteen during the lunch break and ordered a light beer; his relatives had packed him a lunch of bread, sausage and schmalz because he was saving up to buy a suit after the long period of being out of work. But how long would he be allowed to wear that suit (and if there was enough money also a zipped jacket)? Just then he heard them saying at the counter: Woodchip’s been arrested.

One man said: It’s because of yesterday. He was very drunk and told a lot of jokes.

Others said: No, it wouldn’t be because of that; it’s got to be something else. What else? Franz paid and leaned with his back against the counter. There was a strange, pervasive sibilant sound because suddenly everyone was speaking more softly, whispering: Woodchip, Woodchip . . .

‘He talked too much, put his foot in it,’ someone said to Franz; it was the man who worked next to him, Felix, a friend of Messer’s. He gave Franz a meaningful look. There was amusement on his regular, almost beautiful face. His strong blue eyes seemed too cold for such a young face.

‘Put his foot in what?’ Franz asked. Felix shrugged and raised his eyebrows; he looked as if he were suppressing a laugh.

If only I could go and see Hermann now, Franz thought again. But he wouldn’t be able to talk to Hermann before evening. Suddenly he saw Anton Greiner, who had forced his way over to the counter. Anton must have wangled himself a permit on some pretence to come here, because otherwise he couldn’t get into this building, not even into the canteen. Why is he always looking for me; why is he always wanting to tell me things, me in particular?

Anton touched his arm, but immediately let go again as if there was something conspicuous about the gesture; he went back to stand next to Felix and downed a light beer. Then he came back to Franz. He has good, honest eyes, Franz thought. He may be a bit limited, but he’s decent. And he’s drawn to me the same way I’m drawn to Hermann . . . Anton took Franz by the arm and then, even as the midday break was coming to an end, he said, ‘Over in Westhofen by the Rhine some prisoners escaped, a kind of convict gang. My cousin heard about it. And they’re saying that most of them have already been recaptured. That’s all I know.’

III

Even though he had thought about the escape for a long time beforehand, both by himself and together with Wallau, no matter how many minute details he had pondered over, along with the powerful impact a new existence would have, in those first minutes after the escape – with his blood and hair still sticking to the trap – he was just an animal escaping into the wilderness that was his life. Ever since the discovery of their escape, the howling of the sirens could be heard for kilometres all across the land, waking up the surrounding small villages still wrapped in the dense autumn fog. Indeed, the fog dampened everything, even the powerful searchlights that would normally have lit up the darkest night. Now, close to six o’clock in the morning, the lights were smothered by the cottony fog, in turn giving the mist a vague yellowish tinge.

George ducked farther down even as the ground under him gave way. He could sink down and go under in this bog before he’d even be able to get away from here. The dry brush resisted his fingers, which by now were bloodless, slippery, and icy cold. He felt as if he were sinking ever more quickly and deeper; it seemed to him that he should already have been swallowed up. Although he had escaped to avoid certain death – there was no doubt that they would have killed all of them within the next few days – dying in the swamp seemed to him quite simple and not frightening. It would be a death different from the one he was fleeing from. This would be a free death in the wilderness, not one administered by a human hand.

Six feet above him, the guards were running along the willow tree embankment with their dogs, driven crazy by the howling sirens and the thick, wet fog. George’s hair stood on end. He heard someone cursing so close by, he was able to recognise the voice: Mannsfeld. Evidently the blow on the head Wallau had given him with the spade didn’t hurt any more. George let go of the brush. He slipped even farther down. Now for the first time both his feet came in contact with a firm projection that gave him some support. He’d known about this projection when he still had the strength to figure everything out ahead of time with Wallau.

Then there was something new. But only a moment later, he realised it wasn’t something new but something that had stopped: the siren. This was the new thing, a silence in which you could hear the whistles of the men sharply set off from each other and the commands coming from the camp and from the outer barracks. Above him, the guards were running along behind the dogs to the outermost end of the willow dam. Dogs were running from the outside barracks towards the willow dam, a thin report and then another, a smacking noise, and the loud barking of the dogs and right after that another thin barking sound that had no chance of competing and couldn’t have been a dog, but wasn’t a human voice either. For probably the person they were dragging off now had nothing human left in him. It must be Beutler, George thought. There’s a degree of reality that can make you believe you’re dreaming even though you’re as far from dreaming as you can possibly be. They’ve got him, George thought, the way you think in a dream, They’ve caught him. It really wasn’t possible that there were only six of them left now.

The fog was still thick enough to cut with a knife. Two little lights came into view, far away on the other side of the highway – just behind the bulrushes, it seemed. These single sharp points of light penetrated the fog better than the flat beams of the searchlights. Little by little, lights went on in the farmhouses; the villages were waking up. Soon the circle of lights closed. That was impossible, George thought, I dreamed it up. He wanted very much to sink to his knees now. Why subject himself to this chase? Simply kneel down, there’d be some gurgling, and it would all be over . . . Just calm down, Wallau always used to say. Wallau was probably crouching not too far away behind some willow bush. Whenever Wallau said that to you – First, just calm down – you always became calm.

George grabbed some of the undergrowth. Slowly he crept sideways. By now he was maybe some six yards away from the last tree stump. Suddenly, he had a glaring, no longer dreamlike, insight and was gripped by such an attack of fear that he simply remained clinging to the outer slope, his belly flat on the ground. Then it was over, just as suddenly as it had come.

He crawled as far as the stump. The siren started up a second time. He was sure its howl reached far beyond the right bank of the Rhine. George pressed his face into the ground. Keep calm, Wallau said to him over his shoulder. George took a deep breath, turned his head. The lights had all gone out. The fog had softened and become transparent, a pure golden tissue. Three motorcycle headlights raced along the road like rockets. The howling of the siren having begun again seemed to swell, even though it constantly diminished and increased in waves of loudness, wildly boring into brains for miles around. George again pressed his face into the ground because the guards were now running back across the dam above him. He peeked out of the corners of his eyes. The searchlights couldn’t grab on to anything any more, they’d become weak with the light of dawn. If only the fog wouldn’t lift just now. Suddenly three of the guards started climbing down the outer slope. They were less than ten yards away. George again recognised Mannsfeld’s voice. He recognised Ibst by the curses, not the voice, which had turned quite thin with rage, almost a woman’s voice. The third voice, frighteningly close by – any of the men could have stepped on George’s head – was Meissner’s, which they always heard at night in the barracks, calling up individual prisoners – the last time, two nights ago, it had called out him, George. Now, too, Meissner struck at the air with something sharp after every word. George felt the little breeze it made. Somewhere around here – Straight ahead – Soon – Keep your eyes open – Come on.

A second attack of fear, like a fist squeezing his heart. All right, stop being a human being now, grow roots, become a willow tree among the other willows, grow bark and branches instead of arms. Meissner climbed down into the rough area and started to bellow like crazy. Suddenly he stopped. He’s seen me, George thought. He became instantly calm; not a trace of fear any more; this is the end, farewell.

Meissner climbed farther down to where the others were. They were now wading through the area between the dam and the road. Because they were much closer to him than they knew, George, for the moment, was safe. If he’d suddenly taken off, they would have caught him, then and there. Strangely enough, he actually had, though wild and unthinking, stuck rigidly to his original plan! His own plans that he’d figured out during sleepless nights – what power they have over you in that hour when all plans are foiled; then you feel as if another person had made the plans for you. But this other person, he too was me.

The siren faltered a second time. George crept sideways, one of his feet slipped. A tree swallow starting up noisily scared George half out of his wits, and he let go of the brush. The swallow ducked into the bulrushes, making a loud rustling noise. George listened; he was sure everyone was listening now. Why do you have to be a human being, and if a human being, why me? George asked himself. The bulrushes righted themselves again, no one came; nothing happened; it was after all nothing but a bird bumbling around in the swamp. In spite of that, George got no farther; his knee was sore, his arms worn out. Suddenly he saw Wallau’s small pale sharp-nosed face in the bushes . . . Suddenly the bushes were studded with Wallau faces.

It passed. He felt almost calm. He thought unemotionally, Wallau, Fuellgrabe and I will make it. We three are the best. They’ve got Beutler. Belloni might make it too. Aldinger is too old. Pelzer is too soft. When he turned over to lie on his back it was already day. The fog had lifted. Golden, cool autumn light bathed the land, one might almost call it peaceful. George now recognised the two large, flat, white-edged rocks some sixty feet away. Before the war the dam had once been the driveway to a remote farmstead that had long ago burned or been torn down. Back then they’d probably drained this land. But now, along with all the shortcuts between the dam and the road, it had turned back into a swamp. Back then they’d probably also dragged these rocks up from the Rhine. Between the rocks there were still some firm, dry spots, but they were overgrown with rushes. A kind of hollow pathway had been created through which you could crawl on your belly.

The few yards to the first white-edged grey rock were the worst; there was hardly any cover. George grabbed hold of the brushwood with his teeth, then he released first one hand, then the other. As the branches snapped back they made a swishing sound; a bird darted up, maybe the same one as before.

Once he was crouching on the second rock in the bulrushes, it seemed to him as if he’d got there awfully quickly, as if on angel wings. If only he didn’t feel so cold now.

IV

Long after he had received the report, Fahrenberg, the camp commandant, still felt as if this unbearable reality must have been a dream from which he would soon wake up; in fact, he felt as though the entire thing wasn’t even a bad dream but just the memory of a bad dream. It’s true Fahrenberg seemed to have quite cold-bloodedly taken all the measures demanded by such a report. But actually it hadn’t been Fahrenberg, for even the most dreadful nightmare doesn’t require measures to be taken; rather, someone else had worked them out for him, for an event that must never be allowed to happen.

When the siren started howling a second after the order had been given, he stepped carefully over an extension cord – an obstacle in his dream – and to the window. Why was the siren howling? Outside the window there was nothing: the correct view for a nonexisting time.

It did not occur to him that this nothing was still something: a dense, thick fog. Fahrenberg woke up when Bunsen tripped on one of the electrical cords leading from the office to the sleeping quarters. He suddenly began to shout, not at Bunsen of course, but at Zillich, who had just reported to him. But as yet Fahrenberg wasn’t shouting at him because he’d understood the report about the escape of seven prisoners all at one time, but rather to get rid of his nightmare. Bunsen, a six-foot-seven, conspicuously handsome man, turned round again and said, ‘Excuse me,’ and bent down to push the plug back into the electric outlet box. Fahrenberg had a certain preference for electric and telephone installations. In these two rooms there were a lot of wires and interchangeable outlets as well as frequent repairs and new installations. Coincidentally, a prisoner from Fulda by the name of Dietrich who was a professional electrician had been released right after the completion of the new installation, which then turned out to be rather a mess. Bunsen waited – obvious amusement in his eyes but no evidence of it in his face – until Fahrenberg was finished yelling. Then he went out. Fahrenberg and Zillich were left alone.

In the outer doorway, Bunsen lit a cigarette, but took only one drag on it, then threw it away. He’d had the night off; actually he wasn’t due back on duty for another half hour, but his future father-in-law had brought him back from Wiesbaden by car.

Between the commandant’s barracks, a sturdy brick building, and Barracks III, along the length of which grew a few plane trees, there was a sort of square that they referred to as the Dance Ground among themselves. Here, out in the open, the siren really bored its way into your head. Stupid fog, Bunsen thought.

His men had all reported for duty. ‘Braunewell! Nail the map to the tree over there. All right: step up! Now listen!’ Bunsen placed the point of the compass on the red dot, ‘Camp Westhofen.’ He drew three concentric circles. ‘It’s five minutes past six now. The escape occurred at five forty-five. By six twenty a person going as fast as he can could get to this point. So, presumably he’d be somewhere between this circle and this one. All right – Braunewell! Close off the road between the villages of Botzenbach and Oberreichenbach. Meiling! You close off the road between Unterreichenbach and Kalheim. Let nothing through! Keep in touch with each other and with me. We can’t comb the area for them yet. Reinforcements won’t get here till fifteen minutes from now. — Willich! The outermost circle touches the right bank of the Rhine at this point. Therefore, seal off the stretch between the ferry and the Liebacher Meadow. Occupy this crossroad. Take over the ferry. Post guards on the Liebacher Meadow!’

The fog was still so dense that the numbers on his wristwatch glowed. He could already hear the horns of the motorised SS squad that had left the camp. Now Reichenbacher Road was blocked. He stepped up to the map. And the guards were already on the Liebacher Meadow. Whatever they could do during these first few minutes had been done. In the meantime, Fahrenberg had sent the report in to headquarters. The old man, the conqueror of Seeligenstadt, must be feeling pretty uncomfortable. On the other hand, he, Bunsen, felt pretty good. And what luck! The whole messy thing had happened while he was off duty. Then coming back a bit too early he was just in time to participate in the manhunt. He wondered if the old man in his barracks was done with his second fit of rage; it was hard to tell with the racket the howling sirens made.

Zillich was alone with his superior. He kept an eye on him while he was fiddling with the telephone to get a direct line to headquarters. This damned Dietrich from Fulda ought to be locked up again tomorrow for his sloppy work. Zillich was fully aware of the time being wasted on this idiotic plugging and unplugging. Precious seconds in which seven dots were moving ever farther and more quickly away, to a point where one would never be able to catch up with them. Finally, headquarters came on the line, and Zillich made his report. Fahrenberg thus heard it for the second time in ten minutes. His face kept the incorruptible hardness that had been imposed on it long ago in spite of a nose and chin that were slightly too short and a drooping lower jaw. God, who only now came to his mind, could not permit this report to be true: seven prisoners from his camp escaping at one time! He stared at Zillich, who returned his gaze with a dark, serious expression, full of regret, sadness, and guilt, for Fahrenberg had been the first person who had trusted him completely. Zillich was not surprised that something always came up to spoil things just when they were going well. Hadn’t he got that disgusting gunshot wound in November 1918? Hadn’t his farm been auctioned off in a forced sale one month before the new law took effect? Didn’t he have to go to jail for half a year for the stabbing because that female back then recognised him? For two years Fahrenberg had trusted him to do what, between themselves, they called ‘skimming’, that is, putting together punishment gangs composed of selected prisoners and picking the guards to escort them.

Suddenly the alarm clock Fahrenberg had on the chair next to his cot from old habit sounded: it was six fifteen. He ought to be getting up now and Bunsen should be reporting back. Supposedly the start of an ordinary day, Fahrenberg’s ordinary day, being in command of Westhofen.

Fahrenberg came to with a start. He closed his drooping jaw. Then in a few brief moves he got dressed. He passed a damp hairbrush through his hair, brushed his teeth. He came over to Zillich, he looked down at the man’s thick neck, and said, ‘We’ll catch them in no time.’

Zillich replied, ‘Yessir, Commandant!’ Then he said, ‘Commandant . . .’ and made a few suggestions, pretty much the same ones that would later be carried out by the Gestapo once no one was thinking of Zillich any more. The suggestions demonstrated a clear and keen understanding of the situation.

Suddenly Zillich broke off; they both listened. Far away they could hear even above the sirens shouted commands, the scraping of boots on the Dance Ground, and a small, thin, at first inexplicable sound. Zillich and Fahrenberg looked at each other. ‘Window,’ Fahrenberg said. Zillich opened it; the fog came into the room along with the sound. Fahrenberg listened briefly; then he went outside with Zillich. Bunsen was just about to dismiss the SA when there was a disturbance. They were dragging the prisoner named Beutler towards the Dance Ground, the first escapee to be recaptured.

Before the eyes of the SA unit that had not yet marched off, Beutler crawled the last stretch without help. Not on his knees, but rather, perhaps because he’d been kicked, sideways so that his face was turned up. And now as the man crept past him, Bunsen, looking down, noticed what was special about the face. It was laughing. The recaptured prisoner lay there in his bloody smock, with blood in his ears, and his large white teeth showing, and he seemed to be writhing in silent laughter.

Bunsen looked away from the face and turned to Fahrenberg. Fahrenberg was looking down at Beutler. His lips were curled back from his teeth so that for a moment it looked as if they were laughing at each other. Bunsen knew his commandant; he knew what would happen next. What happened now in his own young face was what always happened in such a situation. At this point Bunsen’s nostrils flared a little, the corners of his mouth twitched, and an expression of the most terrible devastation spread over the handsome features of a face endowed by nature with the features of a dragon slayer or an armed archangel.

But nothing happened just then.

Police commissars Overkamp and Fischer had just come through the camp entrance and were being escorted to the commandant’s barracks. Both stopped when they reached Bunsen, Fahrenberg, and Zillich. They saw what was going on and
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