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Journey through a Tragicomic Century

The Absurd Life of Hasso Grabner

Francis Nenik

Translated from the German by Katy Derbyshire
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What a life story.
It is both astounding and regrettable that it has never been
documented, but perhaps also understandable at a time seething with
hurriedly written memoirs which barely tell us about history and
hardly tell a story.

Daniel Flügel in the Potsdamer Neuesten Nachrichten,
on the centenary of Hasso Grabner’s birth, 2011
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Setting Out

21 October 1911 is not exactly an outlier when it comes to dates in world history. In Vienna, an archduke marries a princess, and the local emperor makes an amusing toast. In Utica, New York, a gigantic Mississippi farmer and a puny travelling-circus employee empty the contents of their revolvers into the body of a lion clutching its 12-year-old girl tamer in its jaws, and in Leipzig, a boy is born by the name of Hasso, who would later claim not to know the slightest thing about his father.

A mother, of course, is present in the case of young Hasso, as is right and proper, and the father is to emerge later on, albeit from a heap of files. And why not? The men in the family have an obsession with paper, after all; the boy’s great-uncle even wrote the second volume of Marx’s Capital.

That is, he didn’t write it exactly, more transcribed it, which is no mean feat either, when you consider that Marx, on his death, left not a finished book but a manuscript so hieroglyphic that his companion Friedrich Engels needed not just a whole year, but also a personal secretary to get the papers Marx bequeathed him – ‘barely grouped, let alone processed’ – even approaching print ready.

That very secretary, it turns out, was the great-uncle of the little boy who has just been born here, on this page, and while the one is called Hasso Grabner, the other is called Oscar Eisengarten. Incidentally, that name, garden of iron, is one of those benevolent contradictions that only the 19th century could produce.

In any case, when the publisher Otto Meissner ran the presses at Leipzig’s Reusche printing plant in July 1885, it was Eisengarten’s transcription of Capital that served as the source.

A quarter of a century later, little more is left of the great-uncle than a small gravestone weathered by English rain, and all that young Hasso has left is a mother who earns a meagre living as a salesgirl and a christening certificate that reveals to him that his father was not only unknown but also unmarried to his mother, for which reason the pastor felt obliged to prefix ‘extra’ to the preprinted word ‘marital’ on the certificate.

In short, the family has seen better days and money is tight, even with his grandmother and aunt supporting his mother, so at the age of 12 Hasso Grabner is sent away to the nearby town of Halle and then on to various foster families in Gera, where he perhaps finds a roof for his head, if not a home. What the boy does not manage, however, is to complete school. By the time he returns to Leipzig in 1926, just turned 15, his mother is on her deathbed.

Politically, though, Hasso Grabner is almost an old hand by this point. Not only is his family – at least as far as their memory serves – part of the original lineage of Saxon social democracy, oh no. Hasso Grabner himself has also done something for the revolution already, stealing ammunition at the age of 12 and ‘spying’ on the despised Jungstahlhelm junior paramilitaries, so it comes as no surprise that, in a narrative résumé composed for the Socialist Unity Party’s* regional directorate 45 years later, he declares outright that he ‘took part in the Armed Struggles of 1918 to 1923 as far as my childish capabilities allowed.’

Memory, as every child knows, is the basis of history. Ideology, however – as will become clear later on – is the form in which history is expressed.

In 1926, though, the Socialist Unity Party does not yet exist, and Hasso Grabner’s progression in life does not yet require safeguarding in writing. History will have to seek some other medium; though no one would imagine it to be a magazine about psychic powers.

Admittedly, the Zentralblatt für Okkultismus is not exactly what the common or garden social democrat keeps on their bedside table, and the communists with their striving for scientific precision generally give a wide berth to the Monatsschrift zur Erforschung der gesamten Geheimwissenschaften. Hasso Grabner, however, spends day after day with the aforementioned Central Journal of Occultism and the Monthly Periodical on Research in the Entire Esoteric Sciences. He has to: Max Altmann’s publishing house, where Grabner has found work as a gopher, has made it its purpose to bless humankind with spiritualist literature by the ton. And indeed, Leipzig’s eager readers practically begin baying for the extrasensory, and since the police have lifted the ban on the fiddle-faddle of fortune-telling, business has been all the better.

And so it transpires that Hasso Grabner, the bespectacled young communist with his neatly parted hair, provides local marketgoers with articles on telepathic plants, recruits admirers for the miraculous Brazilian medium Mirabelli even among university professors, and in the process also learns about seeing humans as antennae, after which he receives pages and pages of clairvoyants’ impressions on the future of Germany – just as his own future is gradually ticking away, attempting to tiptoe past him unnoticed.

Essentially, Fräulein Future has already made it out of the door by the time an unpredicted event occurs in Max Altmann’s publishing house on Leipzig’s Frommannstrasse, on 23 May 1928. On that day, just before five thirty in the afternoon, an elderly gentleman enters the building and asks to speak to Max Altmann in person. He does not state a reason for his request, but it appears so urgent that he is let through. When the gentleman arrives at the publisher’s desk he introduces himself as an envoy of the Association of German Booksellers and asks, still slightly out of breath after running the 800 metres from Platostrasse to Altmann’s villa, whether the good publisher might suggest someone to be trained at the German Booksellers’ Academy. The starting date, however, is soon, in essence that very day, hence the urgency and the rather improper perspiration…

Max Altmann thinks it over, mentally going through all his junior staff. Then he says no.

In the next room, Hasso Grabner has been eavesdropping. There’s no time to think it over, that much he knows. So he opens the door in front of him, enters the publisher’s office – and suggests himself as a trainee.

The gentleman from the Association has no idea that the 16-year-old lad standing before him hasn’t even finished school. And Max Altmann consents, for better or worse. Twenty years ago, he published a paper on clairaudience, and it would appear that Hasso Grabner has just come across it in the next room.

Two years later, in April 1930, Hasso Grabner passes his apprenticeship with flying colours, the best in his year. His prize: a trip to Brazil to gain work experience with a German-speaking bookseller in Blumenau. But Hasso Grabner turns it down. A convinced leftist, he is afraid of missing the revolution in Germany. Aside from which, the miraculous medium Mirabelli has already told all there is to be told in Brazil, foretold it even, and had it relayed and confirmed via the Central Journal through the Leipzig philosophy professor Hans Driesch:

I would like to mention another very impressive phenomenon: a door ‘closed’ itself at a distance of circa five metres from the medium. The light was always good, in some cases very bright.

4. VIII 1928
Signed: Professor Hans Driesch


No One Knows Any More

It is 14 September 1930. The world is in the midst of a great depression, the Weimar Republic in the midst of a Reichstag election, and Hasso Grabner still hasn’t experienced a revolution. Instead, there is unemployment, a rise in votes for the National Socialists, and no sign of improvement on the horizon. These are, if you like, shitty times, and even the miraculous medium Mirabelli is at a loss: ‘A chair moved in such a way that the front legs were lifted, banged against the floor and then turned in a circle.’

Hasso Grabner, meanwhile, does not want to turn in circles; Hasso Grabner wants to do something. Having joined almost every leftist organisation he could get his hands on (or that could get its hands on him) over the past few years, including the Communist Youth Federation back in 1929, he became a card-carrying member of the Great Communist Party of Germany, the KPD, in August 1930. And because merely being a communist on paper is not enough for him, he gets himself sent to Berlin to the KPD’s Rosa Luxemburg Central Party School, where he is taught the theoretical basics of his new political homeland. For five whole months, he attends long lectures in the school’s impressive villa on Kurze Strasse, studying dialectic materialism, political economy and communist tactics. By the time he gets back to Leipzig in November 1930, it is raining – and the Dominican Order also returns to the north of the city, having departed at the Reformation in 1539.

Perhaps it’s a dream or perhaps only a memory short-circuited somewhere along its route through the mind; that is, its resistance to fictions abandoned and its reality value reduced to near zero – in any case, one night it seems to Hasso Grabner as though there are a thousand young communists in Leipzig, the cradle of social democracy. And he ought to know, seeing as he has been subdistrict secretary of the Communist Youth Federation since 1930 and thus familiar with the organisational work of youth recruitment. And yet that too is not enough for him: Hasso Grabner, the trained bookseller as restless as he is officially jobless, wants not just to administer communist ideas, but also to take them out of the party headquarters and into the city, into workplaces and homes and spiritually spoiled minds.

That same year, he founds a factory cell for young communists on the premises of one of Europe’s largest cotton spinning mills, which soon becomes the most important communist cell in the entire city, and – at least in the eyes of its good three dozen members – has enough thread to dream of world revolution and spin a version of previous and future history all of its own.

Reality, however, looks different, and instead of mass uprisings and barricades, there are art afternoons and craft activities. The revolution needs preparing, after all. And so, Leipzig’s young communists spend their weekends painting banners and pasting printed paper onto walls, organising meetings, publishing newspapers and promoting the communist cause outside the city’s entertainment venues.

This is not particularly attractive and nor is it exactly profitable, and when tens of thousands do come – for instance at Easter of 1930, when the Communist Youth Federation of Germany holds its annual National Youth Meeting in Leipzig, with the local federation secretary pulling the strings in the background and the KPD chairman Ernst Thälmann* speaking in the foreground – the police spoil the communists’ revolutionary fun.

A tussle breaks out among the 80,000 demonstrators at the closing rally, two police officers shoot at the crowd, kill one participant – and get lynched themselves.

What may sound like an extreme case has become political normality by this point, in Leipzig and across all the state of Saxony, and while some are crafting their version of the world revolution out of printers’ ink, paint and paper, others are obtaining guns and knives, and forming combat squadrons, defence associations and protection leagues, their members all carrying sturdy canes; and those sticks weren’t made for walking.

Alongside the sticks, there are shirts, assault straps, leather puttees, peaked caps and boots, because this is the deal: every outfit has its own outfit and, as always, the matching deference is a part of the dialectical package – first the uniforms draw the young men, then the young men don the uniforms.

And then? Then all that’s missing is the right names. And so, at some point at the end of the Weimar Republic, the communist side has the Youth Federation people fighting alongside the Storm Falcons and the Antifascist Young Guard, the paramilitary Red Defence Squadrons, Red Youth Stormers and Red Front Fighters Alliance men, not to forget the Red Youth Front, which sounds like a mixture of the Red Youth Stormers and the Red Front Fighters Alliance, but actually has its very own shade of red, just like the proletarian combat groups and the numerous local groups named after their respective centurions.

The social democrats, in contrast, take a more traditional approach to naming, and boast the Young Socialist Workers and the tightly organised Reich Banner Black-Red-Gold, which in turn is flanked by combat squadrons that have not only telephones but complete telecommunications units with their own system of coded flashing lights, which send signals all across Leipzig and if necessary up to 40 kilometres outside the city, enabling their motorised members to take immediate action when Nazi troops like the Stahlhelm, the Frontbann or the Young German Order attempt attacks in concert with the SA and SS.

Essentially, at the end of the Weimar Republic, everyone is fighting everyone else, and the only thing capable of creating clarity seems to be violence.

Communists fight social democrats, social democrats fight national socialists, national socialists fight communists, and then back to the beginning and start all over again. Yet that is not yet nearly all. Communists sometimes also disrupt SPD events along with national socialists, social democrats join forces with communist combat groups against the Nazis, and social democrats on occasion take action with the Nazis against the KPD, who in turn never tire of attacking defectors from their own ranks. In general, especially with the communists, the defence organisations only follow the party’s orders to a limited extent, so it comes as no surprise that the KPD’s East Saxony leadership at some point declares the aggressive whippersnappers of the Red Front Fighters Alliance to be nothing but ‘semi-idiotic syndicalists with Communist Party contribution cards in their pockets’.

And in Leipzig? The next killing soon comes along, with the local chairman of the Young Socialist Workers stabbed to death by a young communist while distributing leaflets on 15 August 1931. That puts paid to any chance of a united front between the SPD and the KPD. In the cradle of social democracy lies a dead boy of 19.

Hasso Grabner, meanwhile, keeps out of the worst battles. The favoured site of his confrontations is the city library, not the streets. Grabner reads Nietzsche, Maeterlinck, Luxemburg. He doesn’t read Thälmann.

When the Saxon branch of the KPD relocates its offices from Dresden to Leipzig in 1932, Hasso Grabner is appointed to the inner leadership circle and entrusted with the ‘Opponents’ portfolio in the field of youth work. He, the former social democrat, is now responsible for encouraging the SPD’s ‘left’ groupings to secede to the ‘right’ of the KPD. Arguments for crossing over are provided through Sozialismus ist das Ziel, a journal sectarian enough to build a bridge between the shores, with socialism as the destination, as the title suggests. Grabner writes the articles himself, while his girlfriend does the duplicating.

And what do you know – the plan works, and soon the first Young Socialist Workers are turning their backs on the old SPD and their fronts towards the young communists and their great party. That is just the beginning, and over the following months the number of individuals switching sides in Leipzig makes constant strides. In some districts, the group that splinters off is so large that the few remaining members have no option but to disband. There’s simply no known cure for the powers of persuasion possessed by the converted, as we know from the history of political medicine.

In the KPD itself, the common belief by now is that the bourgeois world has long since ceased to flourish and is in rapidly deteriorating health, if not on its deathbed. The communists see the Weimar Republic of 1932 as deeply embroiled in a domestic crisis, with the collapse of the capitalist imperialist system imminent; the arc of history cannot possibly avoid leading straight to the dictatorship of the proletariat.

However, history ignores the principles proclaimed by the communists, takes a right turn driven by millions on 30 January 1933 and erects its own dictatorship.

In Leipzig, Hasso Grabner and his comrades know immediately for whom the bell tolls, and after thousands protest against Hitler’s appointment as Reich chancellor on the evening of 30 January, the communists give up their headquarters the very next morning and go underground, united in conspiratorial groups of five. In their arms they carry leaflets, typewriters and duplicating machines.

No one is willing to use the word collapse, of course, not at this point. Instead, they are giving themselves some breathing space in full knowledge that it won’t last long. History has simply lost its bearings briefly and will soon return to normal. All the more so because the direction is clear for the communists – and will remain clear while submerged underground. The KPD’s hierarchical structure continues to determine its political work now that it’s illegal, at any rate, and the party leadership calls on the submerged communists to keep in contact ‘with the top’. At the top, however, they are picked off and arrested one by one, and as early as March 1933 Hasso Grabner detects ‘an almost complete shattering of illegal operations’.

Grabner himself is working on a building site in the south of Leipzig at this point, constructing a reservoir with hundreds of other labour conscripts. But that’s just the official version. Unofficially, he is the political head of an illegal party cell that commenced its work on the building site as early as February. This time too, it’s not long before Grabner’s group becomes the most important in the city, just like three years before in the Leipzig Cotton Mill. Reservoirs, as Hasso Grabner knows, are perfect places to submerge oneself.

And yet there is a difference, for the communists in general and for Hasso Grabner in particular, as now the laws of illegal operations apply. Grabner knows what they look like in theory. In March 1933 he learns first-hand that they’re very different in practice. Over the space of a few days he receives dozens of parcels, none with a sender’s address or any other possibility of returning them, and by the time he opens the final package on the evening of 6 March 1933, he knows that all the material previously hidden among Leipzig’s young communists is now assembled under his roof. The vehemence of the fascist terror has washed it all up here, and the Nazis’ election win on 5 March does nothing to return it. On the contrary. In the election’s wake, the last inhibitions fall, doors are broken down, inhabitants and their belongings searched, and more than a thousand people are arrested in Leipzig. Yet the Nazi thugs don’t discover Hasso Grabner on his revolutionary paper island. Or perhaps they don’t want to discover him, perhaps they want him to play the decoy a little longer for his shipwrecked comrades. Hasso Grabner senses, at any rate, that there is a fine line between submerging and drowning.

Not only is the restless Grabner employed on the building site as a labour conscript and deployed as his cell’s political secretary, he also has a third place and thus a third task: he is one of Leipzig’s most important communist couriers. His headquarters are in a small tobacconist’s shop in the east of the city, where he collects illegally produced leaflets, newspapers and books, and goes on to distribute them.

Three hundred metres away from the tobacconist’s, at 5 Frommannstrasse, Max Altmann is publishing the last issue of his Central Journal of Occultism. It is made up of a long book review. Its title is Streiflichter ins Dunkle – sidelights into the dark.

And so it goes on, the year ’33, and one thing’s for sure: ‘It’s a shitty year! The stinking zenith, or rather nadir, of what have truly been enough shitty years.’ The whole apparatus is smashed, and love is all over too. Hasso Grabner decides to leave his girlfriend.

If anyone knows why, it’s him, if he does at all. Nonetheless, it is a thoroughly strange notion: separation. And that while all around them, one communist after another is being dragged out of hiding places, and ties are being severed everywhere. But what can he do? Hasso Grabner decides to go to his girlfriend so as to remove himself from their equation. But when he gets there she’s gone. The Gestapo has already cut the tie he was meaning to sever.

When Hasso Grabner finally gets word of his girlfriend, he finds out she has been taken to prison and examined. The verdict can be summed up in one word: pregnant.

On her brief release from prison, months later, to give birth, Hasso Grabner decides to turn the separation into a ceremony. He doesn’t want his son to grow up illegitimate. The two marry on 30 April 1934. Then his wife goes back behind bars. Hasso Grabner is married, separated and tied down.

What follows is summer. Long and hot and sticky. A cliché of a summer. A summer that leaves its imprint on paper. On page 53 of the almanac Daten und Fakten zur Leipziger Stadtgeschichte, in the column ‘Annual Average in °C’, the box after the year 1934 is grey. In it is a number: 11.1 degrees. The highest average temperature, to this day. Because the summer was so long and hot. The sun is said to have burned down on Leipzig for 65 days in a row. On one of those days, Hasso Grabner is arrested.

To be precise, it is 31 July, and Hasso Grabner is not the only one the Nazi henchmen drag out of the depths of a backyard bedsit and into the dazzling light of a Gestapo cellar that day. Alongside him, up against the wall, are another 30 communists, their eyes wide and white as the light, trembling and colourless and shivering with cold.

The indictment is simple, the crimes clear as day. The young communists have papered entire blocks with flyers, painted giant antifascist slogans on the roofs in red paint and filled all the city’s letterboxes to the brim with illegal newspapers.

That’s how we imagine it. But that’s not how it is. That’s not how it is at all.

It’s all far smaller, far more banal – and that’s the drama of this story, which is initiated before the Dresden High Court in May ’35 as a group trial for preparation of high treason, but in fact merely plays out, unrolls like end credits written long before.

In the transcript of the court proceedings there are no roofs, no red paint, and all the city’s letterboxes go empty. And no wonder, for the records show it was usually no more than a dozen flyers or newspapers that were passed from hand to hand per action, whereby plenty of them were burned by the young communists directly after, some even before being read, while other revolutionary print products found their homes in hallways or on windowsills, where they lived only brief lives, and even those pasted to fences or thrown over factory walls rarely elicited a response and never, not once, a single recruit.

And so they remained isolated and essentially alone, and instead of rallying with tens of thousands of comrades and shouting slogans, the young communists met in the forests around the city to hold what they called conspiratorial meetings, assemblies. There were usually only a handful of them present, and the only thing that still bore witness to the big wide world and the KPD’s former standing was a few nameless couriers, who turned up on their motorcycles at the most impossible of hours and then disappeared again, leaving nothing but a couple of parcels of yearning, leaflets and printed matter bearing names like Red Flag or Young Guard.

And Hasso Grabner? According to his statement as recorded in the court transcript, he was deployed in the technical apparatus, but that too sounds so much bigger than it really was. Of the journals that he co-produced, often barely more than a hundred copies made their way into the world, and in some cases none at all, for there were times when Hasso Grabner failed to find whoever was supposed to distribute them. Then he would assume responsibility for his volatile freight, deposit it in a pigsty on the edge of town and try to find someone else to distribute it the day after.

Thus the story decodes itself, its banalities revealing a gaping chasm. Between the aims written down in the revolutionary publications and the scope of possibilities actually open to the illegally operating communists, is a gap as big as the history of their party. And yet Hasso Grabner and his 30 co-defendants are sentenced in May ’35, their petty deeds – downright desperate-looking in retrospect – puffed up into gigantic plans for a coup.

For that is the other side of the story. Between the scope of possibilities open to Leipzig’s young communists and the crimes written down in their indictments is a gap as big as the power of the National Socialist Party. And Hasso Grabner and his 30 co-defendants are shoved into just that gap.

In the logic of the Nazis, the story goes like this:

Insofar as the defendants were involved in several separate crimes respectively, these were without exception merely dependent parts of an undertaking planned by them as a unit and appearing as such to the external observer. These separate crimes thus coalesce in the case of every defendant into a single prolonged act of preparation of high treason.

The guilty verdict is thereby merely a matter of form, the only surprise being the severity of the penalty. They slap a full four years on Hasso Grabner.

He could have got off with less. But because his appearance in court was just as confident as on the day when he burst through Max Altmann’s office door, the judge gives him the full monty – and this time the door slams shut.
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