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Interview: What was life like in Berlin?
INTERVIEW WITH MARGIT HOSSEINI
INTERVIEWER: Margit, can we first of all start talking about the late 1950 and your visits to East Berlin to see your family. Can you describe your impressions of life in East Berlin, particularly the life of your family, by contrast with the life in West Berlin?

MARGIT HOSSEINI: We grew up in a suburb in West Berlin, so the difference of life of my cousin in East Berlin was also the difference living in the center of the town and the suburb. But when we crossed - the only way my family crossed was by S-Bahn - the crossing it was a different atmosphere; it looked optically quite different. And even as a child I noticed that when you came across Friedrichstrasse, there were big kind of posters advertising socialism and the greatness of it. As you entered more into East Berlin, away from the center... my cousin lived in Lichtenberg... it got duller; there were less colorful posters and more gray, a more subdued kind of picture. I think in general, I remember... and I think I'm not the only one ... we all remembered the different smell: it smelt different coming from West Berlin, entering East Berlin. And for many years I was thinking why there is a different smell; and it came of course from the coal: they burnt different coals. It was a sort of... well, we called it "the eastern smell". The sort of grayishness was not just optical, in a sense the view of the town: it was also the people. In some ways I always felt as a little girl they were much more subdued. I don't know whether that was... because of the kind of propaganda we had in the West, of course, as well, or whether it was a real fact. I do remember the endless gray shuffling of people along the street, not talking a lot to each other. You know, it wasn't... when you saw a group of people in the West, they were talking and laughing or making gestures, and I remember that wasn't like that. Of course, with children it was different; you know, when we played, we played like all children everywhere. I think life, even in those days, or perhaps even more so, was more within the family home. 

INT: Can I just interrupt. I wonder if you could, in sort of about two sentences, just summarize what was the difference between East and West Berlin, as you perceived it, in economic terms, in terms of lifestyle, and how this showed?

MH: I think basically it showed in clothes. You know, when we went across, we always had bags, we always... like every family from the West, took lots of things: you took fresh fruit - oranges were unobtainable in East Berlin - clothes, nicer clothes,, sort of soap and things, so you were always loaded when you went across. And in those days, you have to remember there was no Wall, so you didn't have your bags checked. I mean, sometimes, when... You could cross anywhere where the street went across the border; sometimes you were stopped and checked. In the S-Bahn they quite often did sort of random checks. And I remember once, my cousin actually came with her mother to stay with us the weekend, and when they arrived both of them were in tears because they'd got from someone, from some relation, oranges, and they actually brought the oranges to us as a gift, which was a very precious gift for them, and they had run into a random check and the oranges were taken away from them, because that was a sort of western influence which the authorities in the East didn't want. And it seemed to me so utterly absurd to make a political issue out of oranges - and I can't have been more than 11 at the time - I just thought, "This is totally ridiculous."

INT: Right. Now August 13th - you woke up that morning and discovered that the border was closed. Now can you tell me what your first feelings were when you discovered that this barrier was going up, and what you did? First of all, how did you feel when you realized that the border had been closed?

MH: Well, I think it was really... my first feeling was a personal one, because my sister that summer had stayed with my aunt in... just outside of East Berlin, which I think, thinking in retrospect, I think she wasn't really allowed to, because we were only allowed to go to East Berlin and not to East Germany. If you wanted to go to East Germany, you needed this permit, which was quite difficult to get. But they lived just outside of East Berlin, and as it was a child - my sister was quite a bit younger than me - they probably just thought, "It doesn't really matter." And as I woke up ... my father actually woke me up and said, "You know, they closed the border," and I didn't understand what he was saying. It was... incomprehensible - you know, it was so strange. And then my mother came in crying, and my older sister, and we were thinking, you know, how do we get my sister back? Telephone links were cut; you couldn't phone. So in the end, I think my father went to the police station, and the police phoned around, and then they told my parents to go to Friedrichstrasse and try, you know, to sort this out. So we all took the S-Bahn, and it was an absolute chaos in Friedrichstrasse, it was terrible: people crying, shouting; some were frightened, some were angry, some wanted to go from East to West, some from West to East. Some looked for their relations, like we did. It was utter chaos. And I just remember I'm so frightened - I thought, "We'll never see my sister, she's lost," so to speak. And it took quite a long time until my father somehow found somebody to talk to, some official, and we discovered that my aunt actually was also in Friedrichstrasse with my sister, trying exactly the same from her side. And in the end, you know, after a huge sort of paperwork, and my father, who had a very short temper, sort of starting to have a rather sort of shorter temper as usual, and my mother was worrying that he would lose his temper and then my sister would not be allowed to leave ... but in all this chaos it didn't really matter somehow - you know, there was so much upheaval that I think the only way to somehow keep sane was trying to retreat into yourself. And in the end we did manage to get my sister back. And when you drive with the S-Bahn from Friedrichstrasse to my parents' house in Marienfeder, you had to drive through two stations still in East Berlin, where the train didn't stop: it was Unter den Linden, and I can't remember what the other one was, where the train just went through. But on these stations there were all soldiers with machineguns. It was very frightening, really frightening. And only when we arrived in Papestrasse, which is now proper West Berlin, we were so relieved, really relieved - it was like the feeling of having escaped some danger. And in comparison, you know, it was a small incident. There were much more heart rendering [sic] situations. But the fear was there.
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